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Scientific report on the research activity carried out by Prof. Frank. R. Ascione
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(Short-term mobility Program: 6-17 March 2008)
Title of the project: Exploring the nature of the relationship between bullying and animal abuse.

The present project represents the second phase of a project, which started in February 2006, aiming at investigating the phenomenon of youths’ animal abuse and the relationship between interpersonal violence and animal abuse. The research has been carried out by Dr. Camilla Pagani and Prof. Francesco Robustelli of the Institute of Cognitive Sciences and Technologies and by Prof. F. R. Ascione from Utah State University (Dept. of Psychology). Dr. Pagani and Prof. Robustelli have collaborated since 1998 with Prof. Ascione on research activities on human-animal interactions (e.g., Pagani, C., Robustelli F., & Ascione, F. R., 2007; Pagani, C., Robustelli F., & Ascione, F. R., forthcoming in 2008).

To date, research findings indicate there is a positive association between involvement (especially frequent involvement) in animal abuse and a history of perpetration and/or victimization of bullying. In collaboration with Prof. Ascione, Dr. Pagani and Prof. Robustelli now intend to further investigate this connection, which has so far received small research attention.

During the period 6 March to 17 March 2008, Prof. Ascione, Dr. Pagani, and Prof. Robustelli thoroughly analyzed the results of  the field testing of the Dadds’ assessment of violence toward animals in childhood and adolescence (“The Cruelty to Animals Inventory”, CAI, Dadds et al., 2004), which they had previously revised and translated into Italian. The questionnaire had been administered by Pagani to 137 participants (70F+67M) aged 9-16 in three schools in Rome. Test-retest correlation had showed a strong positive correlation between administrations (r = .95, p = < .01). 
The field testing also proved to be an excellent starting point for the research on the relationship between bullying and animal abuse. The results yielded by the questionnaires (especially pupils’ answers to an open-ended question, which is particularly useful in order to better understand the motivations underlying animal cruelty) and pupils’ questions and discussions in their classrooms before and during the administration of the questionnaire contributed both to making some minor revisions to the assessment instrument, so that it is now in its final form, and to shedding some light on a number of methodological and theoretical problems related to the evaluation and understanding of youth violence. The numerous theoretical discussions that Ascione, Pagani, and Robustelli held during Ascione’s visit will constitute the core of a scientific article which they will prepare for publication. 
In sum, their theoretical debate led to the following conclusions:
a) results regarding the assessment of childhood animal cruelty are related to the kind of assessment instrument used (e.g., questionnaires aiming to assess children’s general attitudes and behaviors toward animals vs. questionnaires aiming to specifically measure animal cruelty).

b) the issue of the definition of animal cruelty deserves further attention on the part of researchers, especially in the light of the examination of our participants’ questions and comments (for example, some participants discussed whether single acts of “ordinary”  maltreatment as a method of discipline, like spanking a dog on account of the animal’s improper behavior, or single acts of “ordinary” neglect should be regarded as animal cruelty). 
c) the significance of  childhood animal cruelty in children’s psychological development cannot be understood by using a single yes/no item. Instead, it can only be understood when numerous aspects related to this behavior are analyzed, among them: child’s age and cultural context, kind of animal, frequency of the act, duration of the behavior, solitary vs. “with other persons” perpetration of the abuse, whether the child concealed the behavior, child’s feelings while performing the act and at the present time. Also, cultural prejudices against some animals (e.g., spiders, black cats, snakes, etc.) and children’s animal phobias should be particularly considered.

As to the evaluation of children’s bullying experiences, Ascione, Pagani, and Robustelli will use the Olweus bully/victim questionnaire, revised by E. Menesini and P. K. Smith. 
During Prof. Ascione’s visit, a general plan for the research was also worked out and contacts were established with some schools in Calabria as the research will be conducted in elementary, middle, and high schools in northern, central, and southern Italy.
The final aim of this study is to develop theoretical models that try to explain both the basic motivations of animal abuse and the relationship between bullying and animal abuse. These models can contribute to improving our understanding of human violence in general and to developing more effective interventions to countervail aggressive and antisocial behaviors. 
In any material Ascione, Pagani, and Robustelli submit to journals for possible publication, they will include reference to CNR’s support of this work through a short-term mobility award to Prof. Ascione.
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