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David Lisak, Ph.D. 

The Cycle 
of 

Violence 
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The Cycle of Violence 

 Childhood abuse 
significantly increases the 
risk that the abused child 
will themselves go on to be 
abusive or violent.  
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From Victim to Victimizer 
Abused 

Learns 
to be 
tough 

Hardened 
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The Cycle of Violence 

  Why we need to be 
concerned… 
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The Inter-Generational 
Progression of the 
Cycle of Violence 
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Abused Men Non-Abused Men 

If each perpetrator has 25 victims… 
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The third “generation”… 
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Grandfather Grandfather Grandmother Grandmother 
DV 

Father Mother 
DV 

Incest Physical 
abuse 

Son 
Physical 
abuse 

Incest 

Multiple rapes & homicides 

The Cycle of Violence: 3 Generations (I) 
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The Cycle of Violence 

1. What is the evidence for the 
“cycle of violence”? 

2. What are the intervening 
factors? 

3. Why is it mainly men?  

The Questions 
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The Cycle of Violence: Evidence 

Kaufman & Zigler, 1987 

One third of abused children go on to 
abuse their own children. 
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The Cycle of Violence: Evidence 

Weeks and Widom, 1998 

More than 2/3’s of male 
convicts had histories of 
childhood victimization. 
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The Cycle of Violence: Evidence 

Lisak, Hopper & Song, 
1996 

70% of “undetected” 
male perpetrators had 
histories of childhood 
abuse 
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The Cycle of Violence: Evidence 

Dutton and Hart (1992)  

41% of 604 male felons had suffered 
“severe childhood abuse.” 
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Perpetrators Abused  
Men 

The Relationship Between 
Abuse & Perpetration 
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Child Abuse 

Family Chaos & 
Violence &Parental 
Substance Abuse 

PTSD & 
Depression 

Substance 
Abuse & 
School 
Problems 

Violence 

These relationships confirmed by scores of studies.  

Pathways to Violence 

Derailed 
Adult 
Transition 

© 2007 David Lisak, PhD  72 

Can We Stop the Cycle? 

Do we suffer from lack of 
know-how? 

Or lack of will? 
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"   Randomly reduced class size in K – 3 ONLY 

"   As high schoolers, small class students: 

"   had higher GPA’s 

"   higher graduation rates 

"   lower drop-out rates 

"   more likely to go to college 

Can We Stop the Cycle? 

Project STAR in Tennessee 
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"   Axiom: Earlier the better! 

"   School issues: teacher #’s; teacher 
 pay; specialists 

"   Social services: #’s; pay; training 

"   One caring adult can turn a life around 

Can We Stop the Cycle? 
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Meditation is a 
form of  mental 
training 

Train focus on 
breath/image/idea 

Clear 
consciousness of  
distracting “mind 
chatter” 
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