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Abstract: Aggression continues to be a serious problem among children, especially those 

children who have experienced adverse life events such as maltreatment. However, there 

are many maltreated children who show resilient functioning. This study investigated 

potential protective factors (i.e., child prosocial skills, child internalizing well-being, and 

caregiver well-being) that promoted positive adaptation and increased the likelihood of a 

child engaging in the healthy, normative range of aggressive behavior, despite 

experiencing physical maltreatment. Logistic regression analyses were conducted using 

two waves of data from the National Survey of Child and Adolescent Well-Being 

(NSCAW-I). Children who were physically maltreated were more likely to exhibit clinical 

levels of aggressive behavior at Time 1 than children who were not physically maltreated. 

Children’s internalizing well-being, children’s prosocial behavior, and caregivers’  

well-being were associated with lower likelihood of clinical levels of aggressive behavior 

at Time 1. Children’s internalizing well-being and children’s prosocial behavior remained 

significantly associated with nonclinical aggression 18 months later. These findings 

highlight the role of protective factors in fostering positive and adaptive behaviors in 

maltreated children. Interventions focusing on preventing early aggression and reinforcing 
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child prosocial skills, child internalizing well-being, and caregiver well-being may be 

promising in promoting healthy positive behavioral adjustment. 

Keywords: resilience; child physical abuse; aggression; well-being; prosocial  

behavior; longitudinal 

 

1. Introduction 

Aggression continues to be a serious problem among children, especially those children who  

have experienced adverse life events such as maltreatment (i.e., physical abuse, sexual abuse, and 

neglect) [1]. Although much of researchers’ findings indicate that maltreated children are more likely 

to exhibit aggressive behavior [2–4], a growing number of researchers have examined factors that 

promote positive adaptation in adverse environments [5–8]. Such research focuses on resilience in 

children, investigating their capacity to overcome significant risks or adverse experiences and achieve 

positive developmental outcomes [9]. Despite strong theoretical support for the investigation of 

protective factors as well as risk factors put forth by the resilience theory [10], protective factors have 

yet to be examined as extensively or rigorously as risk factors in relation to maltreatment. Of the 

studies examining protective factors in maltreated children, most have focused on adolescence [11,12] 

and young adulthood [13–15]. While these developmental periods are important, investigating 

protective factors relevant for young children (i.e., 4–10 years) is critical to understanding the 

development of resilient functioning in children who are currently experiencing or have recently 

experienced physical maltreatment. Younger children may be particularly vulnerable to the effects of 

maltreatment [2]. Furthermore, the early development of aggressive behavior in children can lead to 

persistent patterns of maladaptation through adolescence and adulthood [16,17], heightening the 

importance of understanding early adaptation patterns. Therefore, this study included a sample of 

children reported to Child Protective Services (CPS) for maltreatment and investigated potential 

protective factors that promoted positive adaptation and increased the likelihood of a child engaging in 

the healthy, normative range of aggressive behavior, despite experiencing physical maltreatment.  

1.1. Physical Maltreatment and Aggression 

Previous studies have documented a significant link between physical maltreatment and aggressive 

behavior in early to middle childhood [3,18,19]. Physically maltreated children are at a heightened risk 

for developing externalizing behavior problems, including aggression and disruptive behaviors, 

compared with nonmaltreated children [2,4]. Higher levels of verbal and physical aggression in 

physically maltreated children compared with nonmaltreated children have consistently been reported 

across multiple informants, including the child self-report [3], caregivers [20], and teachers/professional 

raters [2,4,21]. Some studies have indicated that the association between childhood physical 

maltreatment and aggression remains significant even after controlling for other types of maltreatment 

and exposure to violence [18,22]. In addition to developing aggressive externalizing behaviors, 

childhood maltreatment or neglect has been found to be associated with later delinquency in life [23]. 
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Studies suggest that delinquent behavior occurs 47% more often among maltreated children than 

among their nonmaltreated peers [24].  

1.2. Resilience to Physical Maltreatment  

Although children who experience maltreatment have an increased risk for developing emotional, 

behavioral, and social adjustment problems [25], some maltreated children do not exhibit these 

negative outcomes. Results of longitudinal studies of resilience in maltreated children indicate that 

approximately 10%–20% of maltreated children exhibit resilient functioning [5,26,27]. Resilience is 

defined as the capacity for successful adaptation in the face of adversity [28]. Developing over the last 

several decades, resilience theory focuses on the protective processes that promote well-being and 

protect against risk [29]. Maintaining that resilience emerges from complex interactions among a 

myriad of systems in a person’s life, resilience theory highlights the role of developmental timing on 

the manifestation of resilience in children [30]. As such, resilience is a dynamic developmental process. 

Protective factors promote resilience in maltreated children; that is, protective factors can outweigh 

the risk factors within children’s environments, allowing some children to achieve healthy and positive 

adaptations despite risk and adversity. Protective factors refer to characteristics that are associated with 

a lower likelihood of problems or negative outcomes [31]. Various protective factors at the individual 

and family level that may buffer the risk of maladaptive behaviors and promote successful behavioral 

adjustment for maltreated children have been identified in empirical studies (for a comprehensive 

review on protective factors associated with resilience in maltreated children, see Afifi and MacMillan, 

2011) [32]. Furthermore, findings from several longitudinal studies indicate that protective factors may 

have enduring effects in promoting resilience in children [8,33–35].  

Some potential protective factors that may promote resilience in maltreated children include 

prosocial skills, child internalizing well-being, and caregiver well-being. At the individual level, 

possessing prosocial skills (e.g., self-control, cooperation, assertion, responsibility) has been identified 

as a protective factor associated with resilience to externalizing behavior problems [7,33,36]. In a 

longitudinal study spanning from infancy to preadolescence, prosocial skills emerged as a significant 

protective factor against aggression [30]. Specifically, most children with better-developed prosocial 

skills had low or moderate physical aggression trajectories as opposed to high physical aggression 

trajectories [30].  

Child internalizing well-being is another individual-level protective factor that has been associated 

with resilience in children who have experienced maltreatment. Internalizing well-being can be defined 

as the absence of internalizing behavior problems, which include a child being withdrawn or 

experiencing somatic problems, anxiety, or depression. Researchers have identified internalizing 

behavior problems as a risk factor for aggressive behavior in physically abused children and other 

high-risk and clinical samples [37–39]. Moreover, longitudinal designs have found internalizing  

well-being to have protective effects on aggressive behavior among maltreated children [35]. Other 

longitudinal research, however, has found concurrent but not predictive effects of internalizing 

symptoms on dating aggression perpetration/victimization in sexually abused adolescents [40] and  

that depression predicted trajectories of consistent aggression in African American but not Hispanic 

youths [41]. Furthermore, in the context of an intervention study, higher levels of co-occurring 
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internalizing problems predicted larger decreases in externalizing behaviors, suggesting protective 

effects of high internalizing well-being, or the absence of internalizing problems, in some 

circumstances [42].  

In addition to individual protective factors, a number of familial and relational protective factors 

can contribute to resilience among maltreated children. Caregiver well-being (i.e., the absence of 

parental substance-use problems, depression, and other mental health problems) has been identified  

as a protective factor that buffers the negative effects of child maltreatment on later behavior  

problems [43] and prevents the development of aggression in high risk children [34]. For instance, the 

absence of maternal drug dependence [44], few symptoms of mental health problems [6], and less 

maternal depressive symptoms [34,45] have been linked to lower levels of externalizing problems in 

maltreated and other high-risk children [45]. Yet, little research has focused on protective factors 

within maltreated populations. Most research has examined protective factors in maltreated versus 

nonmaltreated children [7,35,36,38,43,44] or in other high-risk populations [33,34,37,39,41,42]. 

Scarce studies have examined resilient versus non-resilient maltreated children [6] or protective factors 

within exclusively maltreated groups [40,45]. 

The current study seeks to address gaps in the literature regarding the effects of individual and 

familial-level protective factors on aggression in relation to physical abuse (i.e., as opposed to other 

forms of maltreatment) among school-aged children who have been investigated by the child welfare 

system. Drawing from resilience theory that highlights the interaction of multiple systems in a child’s 

life and the role of developmental timing on the manifestation of resilience, this study examined the 

likelihood that a child would exhibit clinical levels of aggression in relation to his or her internalizing 

well-being, prosocial skills, caregiver’s well-being, and experience of physical maltreatment. This 

study first contributes to the literature by examining these potential protective factors effects on 

concurrent aggression and longitudinally on changes in aggression across an 18 month time period. 

Second, this study contributes to the literature by examining protective factors that promote resiliency 

to aggression in a maltreated sample. It was hypothesized that children who experienced physical 

maltreatment would be more likely to exhibit current clinical levels of aggressive behavior. Children 

who had higher levels of internalizing well-being and prosocial skills and whose caregivers had higher 

well-being would be less likely to exhibit current clinical levels of aggressive behavior. It was also 

hypothesized that the protective variables (the child’s internalizing well-being, the child’s prosocial 

skills, and the caregiver’s well-being) would remain a significant predictor of children being less likely 

to exhibit clinical levels of aggressive behavior 18 months later. 

2. Method 

2.1. Sample and Data 

A secondary data analysis was conducted using data from the National Survey of Child and 

Adolescent Well-Being (NSCAW-I) [46]. The full NSCAW-I sample included 5501 children who had 

been investigated for maltreatment by CPS. Data were gathered from children, caregivers, teachers, 

and CPS caseworkers through in-person and telephone interviews. Families were interviewed at four 

time points, including after the close of the CPS investigation (baseline/Wave 1), and 18 months 
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(Wave 3), 36 months (Wave 4), and 59–72 months (Wave 5) post-baseline. The current study included 

data from Wave 1 and Wave 3, which will be referred to as Time 1 and Time 2, respectively.  

The study sample includes 1207 children who were between the ages of 4 and 10 years old at  

Wave 1. Approximately half of the children were male and White/Non-Hispanic. The average age of 

children at Time 1 was 6.94 years (SD = 1.99) and 8.24 years (SD = 2.06) at Time 2. Over 65% of the 

caregivers were younger than 35 years old and nearly 70% had graduated high school or received some 

schooling beyond high school. At Time 1, 26% of the children exhibited clinical levels of aggressive 

behavior, whereas 22% of the children exhibited such behavior at Time 2. Table 1 displays the  

sample demographics. 

Table 1. Characteristics of the sample (n = 1207). 

 M (SD)/% Range 

Caregiver’s age   
Less than 35 years 65.95  
35 years or more 34.05  

Caregiver’s education   
Less than high school 30.15  
High school graduate 44.66  
High school plus 25.19  

Child’s gender (male) 51.04  
Child’s race/ethnicity   

White/Non-Hispanic 48.80  
Black/Non-Hispanic 25.68  
Hispanic 18.72  
Other/Multiracial 6.79  

Physical maltreatment reported 31.58  
T1 Child’s age 6.94 (1.99) 4–10 
T2 Child’s age 8.24 (2.06) 5–12 
Child’s well-being score 5.38 (1.29) 0–6 
Child’s prosocial score 89.96 (16.10) 48–130 
Caregiver well-being score 5.38 (1.45) 0–7 
T1 Clinical level of aggression 26.68  
T2 Clinical level of aggression 22.04  

2.2. Measures 

2.2.1. Aggressive Behavior  

Aggressive behavior was reported by the child’s mother using the Aggressive Behavior Problem 

Scale of the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL) [47] at Time 1 and 18 months later at Time 2. The scale 

included 20 questions for children aged 4 years and older. Scores were summed and converted to t 

scores. Scores between 65 and 69 signify clinical concern and scores of 70 or above signify clinical 

impairment [47]. Internal consistency for the aggressive behavior problem scale was 0.89 at Time 1 

and 0.92 at Time 2. The t scores were recoded into a dichotomous variable for each time point, clinical 
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aggression, with scores in the normal range = 0 indicating resilience and scores in the clinical concern 

or clinical impairment range = 1 indicating nonresilience.  

2.2.2. Maltreatment: Physical Abuse  

Caseworkers responded yes (1) or no (0) to whether physical maltreatment was reported to CPS  

for investigation. 

2.2.3. Child’s Internalizing Well-being  

Child’s well-being was based on the internalizing problem behavior of the CBCL [47], which 

includes the Withdrawn, Somatic Problems, and Anxious Depressed Problem Scales. For children aged 

4 and older, the Withdrawn Scale included 9 questions, the Somatic Problems Scale included 9 

questions, and the Anxious Depressed Scale included 14 questions. Scores for each problem scale were 

summed and converted to t scores. The three problem scale t scores were then summed to create the 

internalizing problem behavior score. Child’s internalizing well-being was recoded to equal 1 if scores 

were in the normal range (below 63) and 0 if scores signified clinical concern (63 or above). Internal 

consistency for the internalizing behavior problem scale was 0.96. 

2.2.4. Child’s Prosocial Behavior  

Children’s prosocial skills were measured by the Social Skills Rating System (SSRS) [48]. 

Caregivers reported their perception of their child’s prosocial skills related to four domains: 

cooperation, assertion, responsibility, and self-control. The SSRS contained 39 items for children 3 to 

5 years old and 38 items for children 6 years or older. Items were on a 3-point scale (1 = never,  

2 = sometimes, 3 = very often). Scores were summed and standardized. Reliability coefficients for the 

current study were 0.90 for both age groups. 

2.2.5. Caregiver Well-being  

Caregiver well-being was a composite score created from three scales of the Composite 

International Diagnostic Interview Short Form (CIDI-SF) [49]. The three scales measured caregiver’s 

depression, alcohol use, and drug use. For depression, caregivers were asked three qualifying questions 

followed by five symptom questions based on the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders-IV criteria for major depressive episode [50]. Mothers were coded as either having a major 

depressive episode in the past year (0), feeling depressed but having no major depressive episode in the 

past year (1), or not feeling depressed (2). Internal consistency was low for the major depressive 

episode scale (α = 0.43). However, concordance with clinical diagnoses has been reported to range 

from 0.76 to 0.84 [51]. For alcohol use, caregivers were asked one qualifying question followed by 

seven symptom questions based on the DSM-IV criteria for alcohol dependence [50]. Caregivers were 

coded as alcohol dependent (0); heavy drinker if they reported drinking four or more drinks in one day 

but did not meet the criteria for alcohol dependence (1); light drinker if they reported three or fewer 

drinks in one day but did not meet the criteria for alcohol dependence (2); or abstainer if they reported 

no drinks in the past year (3). Internal consistency for heavy alcohol use yielded an alpha of 0.78. For 
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drug use, caregivers were asked one qualifying question followed by seven symptom questions based 

on the DSM-IV criteria for substance dependence [50]. Caregivers were coded as substance dependent 

(0); used at least 1 drug in the past year but not substance dependent (1); or abstainer if they reported 

no drug use in the past year (2). Internal consistency for drug use yielded an alpha of 0.84. The three 

scales were then summed to represent caregiver well-being, where lower scores meant poorer well-being. 

2.2.6. Control Variables  

Mother’s and child’s ages and child’s gender and race were controlled for in this study. Child’s 

race/ethnicity was coded into four groups: White/Non-Hispanic, Black/Non-Hispanic, Hispanic, and 

Other. The Other category included American Indian, Native American, Asian, Pacific Islander,  

and Multiracial.  

2.3. Analyses 

Two logistic regression models were fit to the data to test the research hypotheses. Logistic 

regression analysis is used to assess the effect of multiple explanatory variables, which can be 

categorical or continuous, on a discrete outcome. This analysis estimates the odds, or likelihood, of an 

outcomes occurring. Of interest is estimating the effect of risk and protective factors on clinical levels 

of aggression. Model 1 tested the likelihood that a child would exhibit clinical levels of aggressive 

behavior at Time 1. Model 2 tested the likelihood that a child would exhibit clinical levels of 

aggressive behavior at Time 2 while controlling for Time 1 aggressive behavior. All models estimated 

the factors that influence aggressive behavior.  

3. Results 

Table 2 displays the results of the logistic regression analyses. The logistic regression model for 

Model 1 was statistically significant, χ2(9) = 382.68, p < 0.001. The goodness-of-fit  

Hosmer-Lemeshow (H-L) test yielded a χ2(8) of 9.00 and was not significant (p > 0.05), suggesting 

that the model fit the data well. According to Model 1, the lower the child’s age, the more likely the 

child would exhibit clinical aggression at Time 1. Compared with White/Non-Hispanic children, 

Hispanic children were less likely to exhibit clinical levels of aggressive behavior at Time 1. Children 

who were physically abused were 1.45 times more likely to exhibit clinical levels of aggressive 

behavior at Time 1 than children who were not physically abused. Child’s internalizing well-being, 

child’s prosocial behavior, and caregiver’s mental well-being were associated with less likelihood of 

exhibiting clinical levels of aggressive behavior at Time 1. Child’s gender was not significantly 

associated with clinical level of aggression.  

The logistic regression model for Model 2 was also statistically significant, χ2(10) = 272.34,  

p < 0.001. The H–L test yielded a χ2(8) of 15.05 and was not significant (p > 0.05), suggesting that the 

model fit the data well. According to Model 2, if a child was in the clinical range for aggressive 

behavior at Time 1, that child was 4.6 times more likely to remain in the clinical range of aggressive 

behavior at Time 2. Child’s internalizing well-being and child’s prosocial behavior were associated 

with a less likelihood of exhibiting clinical levels of aggressive behavior at Time 2. All other variables 
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(i.e., child’s gender, age, race, physical maltreatment, and caregiver well-being) were not significantly 

associated with children’s clinical level of aggression. 

Table 2. Summary of logistic regression analysis for variables predicting children’s 

clinical level of aggression (n = 1207). 

Predictor 

Model 1 
Aggression at Time 1 

Model 2 
Aggression at Time 2 

B SE B eB B SE B eB 

Clinical aggression at Time 1    1.53 ** 0.18 4.60 
Child’s gender (male) 0.03 0.16 1.03 −0.19 0.16 0.83 
Child’s age in years −0.13 *** 0.04 0.88 0.02 0.04 1.02 
Child’s race       

Black/Non-Hispanic 0.14 0.19 1.15 −0.13 0.20 0.88 
Hispanic 0.59 * 0.23 0.55 −0.15 0.22 0.86 
Other −0.34 0.34 0.71 −0.47 0.36 0.63 

Physical maltreatment reported 0.37 * 0.17 1.45 −0.21 0.17 0.81 
Child’s internalizing well-being −2.05 *** 0.17 0.13 −0.71 *** 0.18 0.49 
Child’s prosocial behavior −0.06 *** 0.01 0.94 −0.03 *** 0.01 0.97 
Caregiver well-being −0.18 ** 0.05 0.83 −0.05 0.05 0.95 
Constant 7.03   1.73   
2 382.68 ***  272.34 *** 
df 9  10  

Notes: eB = exponentiated B. Clinical aggression; child’s gender as male; physical maltreatment; and child’s 

internalizing well-being coded as 1 for yes and 0 for no. Child’s race as White/Non-Hispanic is the reference 

category. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 

4. Discussion 

This study examined early risk and protective factors that predict the likelihood of clinical levels of 

aggressive behaviors over time in children who have been referred to CPS as victims of alleged abuse 

or neglect. Physical abuse significantly predicted aggressive behavior at Time 1. Children who were 

physically abused were nearly 1.5 times more likely to exhibit clinical levels of aggressive behavior at 

Time 1 than children who were not physically abused. The association between physical abuse and 

aggressive behavior in this study is consistent with previous studies that have found elevated levels of 

aggression among victims of maltreatment, including physical abuse [2–4,18–21]. An unexpected 

result of this study is that physical abuse was a significant predictor of aggression at Time 1 but not at 

Time 2. Potentially, the effects of physical maltreatment on aggressive behavior may be pertinent to 

the onset of aggression, while individual factors are germane to its persistence. 

In concordance with resilience theory, the association between protective factors and a lower 

likelihood of children’s clinical levels of aggressive behavior highlights the fundamental role of 

protective factors in fostering positive and adaptive behaviors in maltreated children. Thus, as was 

expected, child’s internalizing well-being, child’s prosocial behavior, and caregiver’s well-being 

decreased the likelihood of exhibiting clinical levels of aggressive behavior at Time 1. In addition, 

child well-being and prosocial skills decreased the likelihood of exhibiting clinical levels of aggressive 
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behavior at Time 2. These findings underline the importance of child prosocial skills, child internalizing 

well-being, and caregiver well-being as protective factors in clinical levels of aggressive behavior. 

Because few studies have examined the range of resilient functioning in a sample focusing exclusively 

on maltreated children, these findings are particularly relevant for professionals working within the 

child welfare system. That is, they emphasize the importance of child prosocial skills and internalizing 

well-being as protective factors in the progression of aggressive behavior in maltreated children. 

The insignificance of family-level protective factors (i.e., caregiver well-being) at Time 2 seems to 

be in line with an ecological model of behavioral adaptation, with the most proximal individual 

protective factors having more stable and enduring effects on aggressive behavior and its progression 

than family-level environmental influences. For example, prosocial skills may extend beyond 

development of healthy interactions with peers and include social problem-solving skills. By 

definition, prosocial skills include cooperation, assertion, responsibility, and self-control. These 

domains may allow the child to conceptualize a myriad of solutions to social problems, such as 

becoming adept at reading social norms, facial expressions, intentions, empathy, and having realistic 

expectations of social situations. This adaptation may result in the child using healthy problem-solving 

skills rather than resorting to aggression. Additionally, these results may reflect an important transition 

in development and the relative influence of protective factors. That is, family-level factors may be 

more relevant for children when they are in early childhood (i.e., at Time 1), due to a higher level of 

dependence on caregivers, compared to middle childhood (i.e., Time 2); these results contribute early 

adaptation patterns to the broader literature of resilience in maltreated children. 

Although individual protective factors may have more stable influences on aggressive behavior over 

time, caregiver-level protective factors, as more distal protective factors that are relatively sensitive to 

changing environmental conditions, may not have enduring buffering effects over time. Results from a 

recent meta-analysis [52] support this notion and indicate that a child’s individual characteristics are 

more strongly related to resilience and positive functioning in the face of maltreatment, compared with 

his or her interpersonal relationships and environment. According to resilience theory, these results 

may indicate that caregiver-level protective factors may have more leverage with certain 

developmental timing in a child’s life, suggesting windows of opportunity for protective factors 

interacting across system-levels [53]. 

Independent of child physical abuse and protective factors, being in the clinical range of aggression 

at Time 1 was also significantly associated with the increased likelihood of a child remaining in the 

clinical aggression group at Time 2, underscoring the importance of early behavioral patterns in 

shaping later behavioral adjustment. Specifically, the child was 4.6 times more likely to remain in the 

clinical range of aggressive behavior at Time 2 if he or she exhibited clinical levels of aggression at 

Time 1. Our finding is in line with the developmental psychopathology perspective, which posits that 

successful early adaptation increases the probability of continued successful adjustment in later life 

and that failure in early adaptation may lead to subsequent failures and maladaptation over time [54]. 

Empirical studies have also yielded similar evidence, showing that high levels of persistent aggression 

in early childhood often remain stable over time throughout middle childhood [55,56]. The findings 

suggest that early behavioral adaptation and patterns can set the course for either enhanced or disrupted 

behavioral functioning during later life, thus making it a potential point of intervention. 
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Several limitations qualify the findings of the current study. First, physical maltreatment was 

measured as a dichotomous variable (i.e., presence vs. absence) and did not examine other 

maltreatment characteristics such as frequency, severity, and chronicity of maltreatment. Additionally, 

child’s physical maltreatment was measured only at Time 1 and not at Time 2, limited by how the data 

were collected. The reliance on caseworker report for the maltreatment measure could also lead to an 

incomplete picture, focusing only on the instance of maltreatment leading to investigation. In 

interpreting the effects of physical maltreatment, it is important to keep in mind the highly victimized 

nature of the study sample of children being investigated by the child welfare system. The effects 

found for physical abuse could be the result of other types of victimization co-occurring with physical 

abuse (i.e., polyvictimization) [53]. Second, main study variables, including all three protective factors 

and children’s aggression at both time points, were reported by the caregiver, which may have 

produced biased results. Future studies may benefit by utilizing multiple informants such as child 

(self), peers, and teachers. Finally, the sample composition limits the generalizability of our study 

findings. The study sample consisted of children referred to the child welfare system for alleged child 

abuse or neglect, and thus the study results may not be generalizable to nonclinical populations. On a 

similar note, it is unclear whether the findings of this study would persist in subpopulations, such as 

children in out-of-home care. 

Despite the strength of the longitudinal design in this study, it is important to note that the causal 

direction implied by this analysis cannot be unequivocally established. Past research has suggested the 

possibility of reciprocal relationships among many of the study variables of focus in this analysis  

(e.g., physical abuse and aggression, child internal well-being and aggression) [1,57]. Future research 

should continue to explore the directionality of these relationships.  

The findings from the present study add to the existing knowledge of resilience in maltreated 

children by highlighting the important roles played by protective factors. Specifically, this study 

contributes to our current understanding of resilience by demonstrating the unique effects of protective 

factors at different levels in buffering aggressive behavior in middle childhood. In addition, this study 

contributes to literature by examining resilience within a maltreated sample in relation to physical 

abuse and by examining the effects of protective factors on aggression and its development across an 

18 month time period. Interventions focusing on preventing early aggression and reinforcing child 

prosocial skills, internalizing well-being, and caregiver well-being may be promising in promoting 

healthy and positive behavioral adjustment among physically maltreated children. 

Acknowledgments 

This document includes data from the National Survey on Child and Adolescent Well-Being, which 

was developed under contract with the Administration on Children, Youth, and Families, U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services (ACYF/DHHS). The data were provided by the National 

Data Archive on Child Abuse and Neglect. 
   



Behav. Sci. 2015, 5 186 

 

Author Contributions 

Megan Holmes conceived of the study, which was then further developed and finalized by all 

authors. Analyses were conducted by Megan Holmes. Susan Yoon and Stacey Steigerwald conducted 

the literature review. All authors contributed to the writing of the manuscript. 

Conflicts of Interest 

The authors declare no conflict of interest.  

References  

1. Fraser, M.W. Aggressive behavior in childhood and early adolescence: An ecological-developmental 

perspective on youth violence. Soc. Work 1996, 41, 347–361.  

2. Manly, J.T.; Kim, J.E.; Rogosch, F.A.; Cicchetti, D. Dimensions of child maltreatment and 

children’s adjustment: Contributions of developmental timing and subtype. Dev. Psychopathol. 

2001, 13, 759–782.  

3. Shackman, J.E.; Pollak, S.D. Impact of physical maltreatment on the regulation of negative affect 

and aggression. Dev. Psychopathol. 2014, 26, 1021–1033.  

4. Teisl, M.; Cicchetti, D. Physical Abuse, Cognitive and Emotional Processes, and 

Aggressive/Disruptive Behavior Problems. Soc. Dev. 2008, 17, 1–23.  

5. Herrenkohl, E.C.; Herrenkohl, R.C.; Egolf, B. Resilient early school-age children from 

maltreating homes: outcomes in late adolescence. Am. J. Orthopsychiatry 1994, 64, 301–309.  

6. Jaffee, S.R.; Caspi, A.; Moffitt, T.E.; Polo-Tomas, M.; Taylor, A. Individual, family, and 

neighborhood factors distinguish resilient from non-resilient maltreated children: A cumulative 

stressors model. Child Abuse Negl. 2007, 31, 231–253.  

7. Lansford, J.E.; Malone, P.S.; Stevens, K.I.; Dodge, K.A.; Bates, J.E.; Pettit, G.S. Developmental 

trajectories of externalizing and internalizing behaviors: Factors underlying resilience in 

physically abused children. Dev. Psychopathol. 2006, 18, 35–55.  

8. Vanderbilt-Adriance, E.; Shaw, D.S.; Brennan, L.M.; Dishion, T.J.; Gardner, F.; Wilson, M.N. 

Child, Family, and Community Protective Factors in the Development of Children’s Early 

Conduct Problems. Fam. Relat. 2015, 64, 64–79.  

9. Masten, A.S.; Coatsworth, J.D. The development of competence in favorable and unfavorable 

environments. Lessons from research on successful children. Am. Psychol. 1998, 53, 205–220.  

10. Rutter, M. Resilience in the face of adversity. Protective factors and resistance to psychiatric 

disorder. Br. J. Psychiatry 1985, 147, 598–611.  

11. Perkins, D.F.; Jones, K.R. Risk behaviors and resiliency within physically abused adolescents. 

Child Abuse Negl. 2004, 28, 547–563.  

12. Moran, P.B.; Eckenrode, J. Protective personality characteristics among adolescent victims of 

maltreatment. Child Abuse Negl. 1992, 16, 743–754.  

13. Folger, S.; Wright, M. Altering Risk Following Child Maltreatment: Family and Friend Support 

as Protective Factors. J. Fam. Violence 2013, 28, 325–337.  



Behav. Sci. 2015, 5 187 

 

14. Howell, K.H.; Miller-Graff, L.E. Protective factors associated with resilient functioning in young 

adulthood after childhood exposure to violence. Child Abuse Negl. 2014, 38, 1985–1994.  

15. Maples, L.A.; Park, S.S.; Nolen, J.P.; Rosén, L.A. Resilience to Childhood Abuse and Neglect in 

College Students. J. Aggress. Maltreat. Trauma 2014, 23, 1001–1019.  

16. Broidy, L.M.; Nagin, D.S.; Tremblay, R.E.; Bates, J.E.; Brame, B.; Dodge, K.A.; Fergusson, D.; 

Horwood, J.L.; Loeber, R.; Laird, R.; et al. Developmental Trajectories of Childhood Disruptive 

Behaviors and Adolescent Delinquency: A Six-Site, Cross-National Study. Dev. Psychol. 2003, 

39, 222–245. 

17. Kokko, K.; Pulkkinen, L. Aggression in childhood and long-term unemployment in aduthood:  

A cycle of maladaptation and some protective factors. Dev. Psychol. 2000, 36, 463–472.  

18. Anthonysamy, A.; Zimmer-Gembeck, M.J. Peer status and behaviors of maltreated children and 

their classmates in the early years of school. Child Abuse Negl. 2007, 31, 971–991.  

19. Prino, C.T.; Peyrot, M. The effect of child physical abuse and neglect on aggressive, withdrawn, 

and prosocial behavior. Child Abuse Negl. 1994, 18, 871–884.  

20. Garrido, E.F.; Taussig, H.N.; Culhane, S.E.; Raviv, T. Attention Problems Mediate the 

Association between Severity of Physical Abuse and Aggressive Behavior in a Sample of 

Maltreated Early Adolescents. J. Early Adolesc. 2011, 31, 714–734.  

21. Bennett, D.S.; Sullivan, M.W.; Lewis, M. Young children’s adjustment as a function of 

maltreatment, shame, and anger. Child Maltreat. 2005, 10, 311–323.  

22. McDonald, R.; Jouriles, E.N.; Tart, C.D.; Minze, L.C. Children’s adjustment problems in families 

characterized by men’s severe violence toward women: does other family violence matter? Child 

Abuse Negl. 2009, 33, 94–101.  

23. Smith, C.; Thornberry, T.P. The relationship between childhood maltreatment and adolescent 

involvement in delinquency. Criminology 1995, 33, 451–481.  

24. Ryan, J.P.; Testa, M.F. Child maltreatment and juvenile delinquency: Investigating the role of 

placement and placement instability. Child Youth Serv. Rev. 2005, 27, 227–249.  

25. Norman, R.E.; Byambaa, M.; De, R.; Butchart, A.; Scott, J.; Vos, T. The long-term health 

consequences of child physical abuse, emotional abuse, and neglect: A systematic review and 

meta-analysis. PLoS Med. 2012, 9, e1001349.  

26. Cicchetti, D.; Rogosch, F.A. The role of self-organization in the promotion of resilience in 

maltreated children. Dev. Psychopathol. 1997, 9, 797–815.  

27. Egeland, B.; Farber, E. Invulnerability among abused and neglected children. In The Invulnerable 

Child; Anthony, E.J., Cohler, B.J., Eds.; Guilford: New York, NY, USA, 1987; pp. 253–288.  

28. Masten, A.S.; Best, K.M.; Garmezy, N. Resilience and development: Contributions from the study 

of children who overcome adversity. Dev. Psychopathol. 1990, 2, 425–444.  

29. Masten, A.S. Resilience in developing systems: Progress and promise as the fourth wave rises. 

Dev. Psychopathol. 2007, 19, 921–930. 

30. Masten, A.S. Resilience in children threatened by extreme adversity: Frameworks for research, 

practice, and translational synergy. Dev. Psychopathol. 2011, 23, 493–506. 

31. O’Connell, M.E.; Boat, T.; Warner, K.E., Eds. Preventing Mental, Emotional, and Behavioral 

Disorders among Young People: Progress and Possibilities; National Academies Press: 

Washington, DC, USA, 2009.  



Behav. Sci. 2015, 5 188 

 

32. Afifi, T.O.; Macmillan, H.L. Resilience following child maltreatment: A review of protective 

factors. Can. J. Psychiatry 2011, 56, 266–272.  

33. Lösel, F.; Bender, D. Aggressive, Delinquent, and Violent Outcomes of School Bullying: Do 

Family and Individual Factors Have a Protective Function? J. Sch. Violence 2014, 13, 59–79.  

34. Nantel-Vivier, A.; Pihl, R.O.; Cote, S.; Tremblay, R.E. Developmental association of prosocial 

behaviour with aggression, anxiety and depression from infancy to preadolescence. J. Child 

Psychol. Psychiatry 2014, 55, 1135–1144.  

35. Wolfe, D.A.; Wekerle, C.; Scott, K.; Straatman, A.L.; Grasley, C. Predicting abuse in adolescent 

dating relationships over 1 year: The role of child maltreatment and trauma. J. Abnorm. Psychol. 

2004, 113, 406–415.  

36. Shonk, S.M.; Cicchetti, D. Maltreatment, competency deficits, and risk for academic and 

behavioral maladjustment. Dev. Psychol. 2001, 37, 3–17.  

37. Kolko, D.; Baumann, B.; Bukstein, O.; Brown, E. Internalizing Symptoms and Affective 

Reactivity in Relation to the Severity of Aggression in Clinically Referred, Behavior-Disordered 

Children. J. Child Fam. Stud. 2007, 16, 745–759.  

38. Scerbo, A.S.; Kolko, D.J. Child physical abuse and aggression: Preliminary findings on the role of 

internalizing problems. J. Am. Acad. Child Adolesc. Psychiatry 1995, 34, 1060–1066.  

39. White, B.; Jarrett, M.; Ollendick, T. Self-Regulation Deficits Explain the Link between Reactive 

Aggression and Internalizing and Externalizing Behavior Problems in Children. J. Psychopathol. 

Behav. Assess. 2013, 35, 1–9.  

40. Feiring, C.; Simon, V.A.; Cleland, C.M. Childhood sexual abuse, stigmatization, internalizing 

symptoms, and the development of sexual difficulties and dating aggression. J. Consult. Clin. 

Psychol. 2009, 77, 127–137.  

41. Reingle, J.M.; Maldonado-Molina, M.M.; Jennings, W.G.; Komro, K.A. Racial/ethnic differences 

in trajectories of aggression in a longitudinal sample of high-risk, urban youth. J. Adolesc. Health 

2012, 51, 45–52.  

42. Jarrett, M.; Siddiqui, S.; Lochman, J.; Qu, L. Internalizing problems as a predictor of change in 

externalizing problems in at-risk youth. J. Clin. Child. Adolesc. Psychol. 2014, 43, 27–35.  

43. Kinard, E. Mother and teacher assessments of behavior problems in abused children. J. Am. Acad. 

Child Adolesc. Psychiatry 1995, 34, 1043–1053.  

44. Manly, J.T.; Oshri, A.; Lynch, M.; Herzog, M.; Wortel, S. Child neglect and the development of 

externalizing behavior problems: Associations with maternal drug dependence and neighborhood 

crime. Child Maltreat. 2013, 18, 17–29.  

45. Rakow, A.; Smith, D.; Begle, A.M.; Ayer, L. The association of maternal depressive symptoms 

with child externalizing problems: the role of maternal support following child sexual abuse.  

J. Child. Sex. Abus. 2011, 20, 467–480.  

46. Barth, R.P.; Biemer, P.; Runyan, D.; Webb, M.B.; Berrick, J.D.; Dowd, K.; Griffith, J.; Kinsey, 

S.; Newman, J.; Siebenaler, K.; et al. Methodological lessons from the National Survey of Child 

and Adolescent Well-Being: The first three years of the USA’s first national probability study of 

children and families investigated for abuse and neglect. Child Youth Serv. Rev. 2002, 24, 513–541.  



Behav. Sci. 2015, 5 189 

 

47. Achenbach, T.M.; Edelbrock, C.S. Behavioral problems and competencies reported by parents of 

normal and disturbed children aged four through sixteen. Monogr. Soc. Res. Child Dev. 1981, 46, 

1–82.  

48. Gresham, F.M.; Elliott, S.N. Social Skills Rating System; NCS Pearson: Minneapolis, MN, USA, 

1990.  

49. Kessler, R.C.; Andrews, G.; Mroczek, D.; Ustun, B.; Wittchen, H. The World Health 

Organization Composite International Diagnostic Interview Short-Form (CIDI-SF). Int. J. 

Methods Psychiatr. Res. 1998, 7, 171–185.  

50. American Psychological Association. Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders,  

4th ed.; American Psychiatric Publishing, Inc.: Arlington, VA, USA, 2000.  

51. Janca, A.; Robins, L.N.; Bucholz, K.K.; Early, T.S.; Shayka, J. Comparison of Composite 

International Diagnostic Interview and Clinical DSM-III-R Criteria Checklist Diagnoses.  

Acta Psychiatr. Scand. 1992, 85, 440–443.  

52. Nasvytienė, D.; Lazdauskas, T.; Leonavičienė, T. Child’s resilience in face of maltreatment:  

A meta-analysis of empirical studies. Psichologija/Psychology 2012, 46, 7–26.  

53. Finkelhor, D.; Omrod, R.K.; Turner, H.A. Polyvictimization and trauma in a national longitudinal 

cohort. Dev. Psychopathol. 2007, 19, 149–166. 

54. Sroufe, L.A.; Rutter, M. The domain of developmental psychopathology. Child Dev. 1984, 55, 

17–29.  

55. Campbell, S.B. Behavior Problems in Preschool Children: A Review of Recent Research. J. Child 

Psychol. Psychiatry 1995, 36, 113–149.  

56. Moffitt, T.E.; Caspi, A. Childhood predictors differentiate life-course persistent and adolescence-

limited antisocial pathways among males and females. Dev. Psychopathol. 2001, 13, 355–375.  

57. Hoglund, W.L.; Chisholm, C.A. Reciprocating risks of peer problems and aggression for 

children’s internalizing problems. Dev. Psychol. 2014, 50, 586–599.  

© 2015 by the authors; licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access article 

distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution license 

(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). 


	Resilience in Physically Abused Children: Protective Factors for Aggression
	Recommended Citation

	Resilience in Physically Abused Children: Protective Factors for Aggression

