
Parental and Early Childhood Predictors
of Persistent Physical Aggression in Boys
From Kindergarten to High School
Daniel S. Nagin, PhD; Richard E. Tremblay, PhD

Background: In a prior study, we identified 4 groups fol-
lowing distinct developmental courses, or trajectories, of
physical aggression in 1037 boys from 6 to 15 years of age
in a high-risk population sample from Montréal, Québec.
Two were trajectories of high aggression, a persistently high
group and a high but declining group. The other 2 trajec-
tories were a low group and a moderate declining group.
This study identified early predictors of physical aggres-
sion trajectories from ages 6 to 15 years.

Methods: In this study, logistic regression analysis was
used to identify parental and child characteristics that dis-
tinguished trajectory group membership.

Results: For boys displaying high hyperactivity and high
opposition in kindergarten, the odds of membership in
the 2 high aggression groups were increased by factors
of 3.0 (95% confidence interval [CI], 2.0-4.3) and 2.7
(95% CI, 1.9-3.8), respectively, compared with boys with-

out these risks. Counterpart odds ratios for the risk fac-
tors of mothers’ teen-onset of parenthood and low edu-
cational attainment were 1.6 (95% CI, 1.1-2.2) and 1.8
(95% CI, 1.3-2.4), respectively. Only the maternal char-
acteristics distinguished between the trajectory of per-
sistently physical high aggression and the trajectory start-
ing high but subsequently declining. For the 2 maternal
risk factors combined, the odds ratio of persisting in high
level physical aggression was 9.4 (95% CI, 2.9-30.4).

Conclusions: Kindergarten boys displaying high levels
of opposition and hyperactivity are at high risk of per-
sistent physical aggression. However, among kindergar-
ten boys who display high levels of physical aggression,
only mothers’ low educational level and teenage onset
of childbearing distinguish those who persist in high lev-
els of physical aggression.
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Y OUTH WHO persistently
violate the basic rights of
others are classified in the
DSM-IV1 as having conduct
disorder (CD). Four catego-

ries of behavior can lead to a CD diagno-
sis: physical aggression, property destruc-
tion, deceitfulness or theft, and serious
rules violations. However, youth with
childhood-onset CD (DSM-IV, CD be-
fore age 10 years) have been found to ex-
hibit more physical aggression than those
with a later age of onset.2

This study reports on the parental and
early childhood predictors of the devel-
opmental course of physical aggression,
hereafter called a developmental trajec-
tory. It is a follow-up to our prior study3

of the same 1037 boys, from low socio-
economic neighborhoods in Montréal,
Québec, in which we identified 4 distinc-
tive developmental trajectories of physi-
cal aggression from ages 6 to 15 years: a
chronic physical aggression trajectory (4%)
composed of boys displaying persistently
high levels of physical aggression; a high

level declining trajectory (28%) com-
posed of boys who displayed a high level
of physical aggression in kindergarten but
whose aggression thereafter declined; a
moderate level declining trajectory (52%)
composed of boys who displayed modest
physical aggression in kindergarten but
whose aggression thereafter declined to vir-
tual cessation; and a low trajectory (17%)
composed of boys who rarely displayed
physical aggression. Similar trajectories
were observed in 2 large samples from New
Zealand and in another sample from
Canada.4

All trajectories were basically stable
or declining from age 6 years and older.
Self-reported physical violence, theft, and
serious delinquency at age 17 years and
court-recorded infractions before age 18
years all increased sequentially from the
low aggression to the chronic aggression
groups. These results suggest that chil-
dren with the highest levels of physical ag-
gression in kindergarten were most prone
to follow the path of chronic violence.
Physical aggression problems that lead to
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adolescent violence develop before school entry,5-10 and
a search for risk factors should target prenatal, perina-
tal, and early childhood factors.11

This study aimed to identify variables established
early in the boys’ lives that (1) differentiated the chronic
and high declining aggression groups from the more nor-
mative, low level, and moderate level declining groups
and (2) discriminated the high (but) declining group from
the chronic group. The latter comparison is of special in-
terest because predictors of the cessation of violence have
not been adequately investigated.

Two categories of variables were examined, char-
acteristics of the parents and of the boy. Parental char-
acteristics included low educational attainment, first be-
coming a parent as a teenager, low socioeconomic status
(SES), and separation or divorce before the boy’s sixth
birthday. Based on prior research,12-21 each of these is pre-
dicted to increase the risk of a child’s membership in the
2 high physical aggression trajectories compared with the
2 lower level groups. Except for the separation and di-

vorce variables, all parental risk factors were estab-
lished before the boy’s birth. However, because geneti-
cally informative data were not available, we cannot
determine whether their association with the boy’s be-
havior is due to shared genes or environmental condi-
tions.

Regarding the boy himself, based on research show-
ing that cognitive22-24 and behavioral25-28 characteristics
are associated with physical aggression, a child’s low IQ,
high hyperactivity, high opposition, and high inatten-
tion were expected to increase the risk of membership
in the 2 high aggression trajectories. Also, high anxiety
and high prosocial behavior were included as protective
factors.29,30

RESULTS

Table 1 reports the prevalence of each risk and protec-
tive factor by trajectory group. The teenage mother, low
maternal education, household not intact, low IQ, high

SUBJECTS AND METHODS

SUBJECTS

The subjects in this study were part of a longitudinal study
that started in the spring of 1984, when all teachers of kin-
dergarten classes in the 53 schools of the lowest socioeco-
nomic areas in Montréal were asked to rate the behavior
of each boy in their classroom. The mean and median fam-
ily income when the boys were age 10 years (1988) was
between Can $25000 and Can $30000 (US $19000 and
US $23000) compared with a median income of Can $44000
for Canadian couples with children in 1987.31 Eighty-
seven percent of the kindergarten teachers agreed to par-
ticipate, and 1161 boys were rated. To control for cultural
effects, the boys were included in the longitudinal study
only if both of their biological parents were born in Canada
and their parents’ mother tongue was French. Thus, a ho-
mogeneous white, French-speaking sample was created. The
sample was reduced to 1037 boys after applying these cri-
teria and eliminating those who declined to participate and
those who could not be located. Informed consent was regu-
larly obtained from mothers and the youth throughout the
study.

Participation rates in follow-up interviews were high
but still short of 100%. The trajectory estimation proce-
dure used to identify the groups, described in the intro-
duction, is designed to accommodate missing data in an
individual’s assessment record.

When in kindergarten, 67% of the boys lived with both
of their parents, 24% lived with only their mothers, and
5% lived with their mother and a man other than their fa-
ther; the rest lived in other family arrangements. The
mean±SD age of the parents at the birth of their child was
25.4±4.8 years for the mothers and 28.4±5.6 years for the
fathers. The mean±SD age at the birth of their first child
was 23.8±4.1 years for the mothers and 26.4±5.1 years for
the fathers. The mean±SD number of school years com-
pleted by the parents was 10.5±2.8 years for the mothers
and 10.7±SD years for the fathers. The mean score on the

Canadian socioeconomic index for occupations was 38.15
for mothers and 39.19 for fathers. This index ranges from
17.81 for the lowest status to 101.74 for the highest, with
a mean±SD of 42.74±13.28.32 The mean scores for the
mothers and fathers in this sample correspond to jobs such
as file clerk, hospital attendant, or unskilled factory worker.

MEASURES

Parental and Family Characteristics

Interviewers with postsecondary education were trained to
interview mothers by telephone after the initial teacher as-
sessments in kindergarten. Questions included years of
school completed by the mother and the child’s father; their
birth dates; the date of birth of each of their children; their
employment status, including the type of job held or type
of last job if they were not presently working; and whether
she was living with the child’s father. From these data, the
following binary indicator variables were constructed: Teen-
age mother and teenage father identify whether the boy’s
mother and father first became parents as teenagers. Low
education mother and low education father indicate moth-
ers and fathers who completed 9 or fewer years of school-
ing. For both sexes, this put them in the lower quartile of
the parental education distribution for the sampled boys.
Low SES mother and low SES father define mothers and fa-
thers who were in the lower quartile of the sample distri-
bution of the Canadian socioeconomic index of occupa-
tions for each sex. Not intact identifies natural parents who
separated or divorced before the boy’s sixth birthday.

Behavior Ratings

Physical aggression, opposition, hyperactivity, inatten-
tion, anxiety, and prosocial behavior were rated by the
teacher most knowledgeable about the child at ages 6 and
10 to 15 years using the Social Behavior Questionnaire.33

The teachers were given a list of statements describing chil-
dren’s behavior and were asked to rate how often (often,
2; sometimes, 1; never, 0) the child behaved according to
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hyperactivity, high opposition, high inattention, and high
prosociality variables significantly distinguished group
membership. Furthermore, except for the prosociality fac-
tor, their prevalence increases sequentially from the low
group to the chronic group. This accords with expecta-
tions. For the prosociality variable, the pattern is re-
versed, which is also as expected. However, neither moth-
er’s nor father’s low SES was significant, nor were the early
parenthood or low education factors for the father sig-
nificant. Thus, in toto, the fathers’ characteristics did not
distinguish trajectory group membership. In addition,
child high anxiety was no significant predictor.

The second column of Table 2 reports the results
of the multivariate logistic regression analysis aimed at
distinguishing boys (69%) who follow the 2 low physi-
cal aggression trajectory groups from their counterparts
in the 2 high trajectory groups. Entries in the table are
the odds ratios for each of the risk or protective factors
found to be significant in Table 1. The results show that
the magnitudes of the impacts are substantial. Maternal

risk factors of low education and teenage motherhood
increased the odds of a high aggression trajectory by 77%
and 57%, respectively. The largest impacts were for the
behavioral and cognitive risk factors of the child him-
self. Low verbal IQ was associated with a nearly 2-fold
increase in the odds of a high aggression trajectory, while
high hyperactivity and high opposition increased the odds
by nearly 3-fold. In contrast, prosociality decreased the
odds of high aggression by more than half. In combina-
tion, the 2 largest risk factors, high hyperactivity and high
opposition, increased the odds of high aggression by a
factor of 8.0 (95% confidence interval [CI], 5.2-12.2). Only
the high inattention risk factor was statistically insignifi-
cant in this multivariate model.

Odds ratio calculations do not measure the abso-
lute risk of the behavior for persons with and without
the risk factor. As would be expected from the odds ra-
tio analysis, the highest rate of absolute discrimination
was for the high hyperactivity risk factor; 63% of the high
hyperactivity boys belonged to a high aggression group,

the description. Physical aggression at ages 6 and 10 to 15
years was assessed with 3 items: fights with other chil-
dren; kicks, bites, or hits other children; and bullies or in-
timidates other children (Cronbach a=0.78-0.87; mean,
.84). Opposition in kindergarten was assessed with 5 items:
does not share materials, irritable, disobedient, blames oth-
ers, and inconsiderate (Cronbach a=0.84). Hyperactivity
in kindergarten was assessed with 2 items: squirmy, fidg-
ety; and does not keep still (Cronbach a=0.87). Inatten-
tion in kindergarten was assessed with 2 items: inatten-
tive and has poor concentration (Cronbach a=0.74).
Anxiety in kindergarten was assessed with 5 items: is wor-
ried; tends to do things on his own, solitary; miserable, un-
happy; fearful, afraid of new things; and cries easily (Cron-
bach a=0.76). Prosocial behavior in kindergarten was
assessed with 10 items: tries to stop quarrels, invites by-
standers to join in, tries to help someone who is hurt, helps
pick up things someone else dropped, praises work of less
able children, shows sympathy toward someone who made
a mistake, helps children having difficulty with a task, helps
children who are sick, comforts crying or upset child, and
helps clean up mess made by someone else (Cronbach
a=0.92).

From these measurements, the binary variables high
hyperactivity, high opposition, high inattention, high anxi-
ety, and high prosociality were constructed. Each identi-
fies boys in about the upper quartile of each of the respec-
tive sample distributions.

Verbal IQ Assessment

Verbal IQ was assessed at age 13 years with the Sentence
Completion Test.34 Intelligence quotient is generally rela-
tively stable from kindergarten to adolescence.35 The as-
sessment at age 13 years should give an estimate of the rela-
tive ranking of the boys on cognitive performance when
they were in kindergarten. A correlation of 0.67 was found
when the Sentence Completion Test score at age 13 years
for a subsample of subjects (n=80) was correlated with an
IQ assessment at age 10 years using the vocabulary and block
design subtest of the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for

Children–Revised. Low IQ identifies boys in the lower quar-
tile of the sample verbal IQ distribution.

DATA ANALYSIS

The analysis was designed to identify risk and protective fac-
tors distinguishing the 4 trajectory groups described in the
introduction. The technical details of the semiparametric,
mixture model used to identify these groups are described
elsewhere.36 One key output of the model, called the poste-
rior probabilities of group membership, was central to the analy-
ses reported herein. For each individual in the sample, these
probabilities estimate the probability of the individual’s be-
longing to each trajectory group. For example, consider an
individual who persistently received high physical aggres-
sion ratings by teachers. For this individual, the posterior
probability estimate of his belonging to the low trajectory
group would be near zero, whereas the estimate of his be-
longing to the chronic group would be high. Individuals were
assigned to the group with the largest posterior probability
estimate. This is the group that best conforms to a boy’s ob-
served behavior. These group membership designations form
the point of departure for this analysis. Multinomial and bi-
nary logistic regression analyses were performed to identify
parental and early childhood characteristics that distin-
guish membership in the various trajectory groups.

The analysis proceeded in 2 stages. First, x2 tests of joint
significance were used to identify parental and early child-
hood risk and protective factors that were statistically sig-
nificant in distinguishing membership across the 4 trajec-
tory groups. The second-stage analysis examined the capacity
of these statistically significant risk and protective factors to
distinguish membership in the 2 lower physical aggression
trajectories, the low and the moderate declining groups, from
the 2 high physical aggression trajectories, the chronic and
the high declining groups. We also examined the capacity
of these factors to distinguish between the chronic and the
high declining groups alone. Results of the analysis were sub-
stantively identical for models in which the risk variables were
entered in their nonbinary form. Throughout, 2-tailed tests
of significance were conducted for a=.05.
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compared with only 23% of the boys without this risk
factor. Still, even for hyperactivity, it is clear that no single
risk factor is decisive in predicting trajectory group mem-
bership.

Only 2 factors distinguished between the high level
declining and chronic trajectories, and both measured
maternal characteristics. The low education and teen-
age mother risk factors increased the odds of following
the chronic trajectory by factors of 3.2 (95% CI, 1.4-
7.4) and 2.9 (95% CI, 1.3-6.4), respectively. In combi-
nation, they increased the odds by a factor of 9.4 (95%
CI, 2.9-30.4). Thus, whereas the individual-level psy-
chological and cognitive variables have the largest im-
pacts on the risk of a boy following a high vs low physi-
cal aggression trajectory, the mother-related variables seem
to be most important in distinguishing the boys who de-

sist from high levels of physical aggression from those
who persist in it. Still, these 2 maternal characteristics
fall well short of definitively identifying the chronic group
from the high declining group. For this subset of boys,
9.1% were in the chronic group. For those with the low
education and teenage mother risk factors, the percent-
age belonging to chronic groups is 14.0% and 15.7%, re-
spectively. For those with both these risk factors, 21.3%
are in the chronic group.

COMMENT

The focus of this analysis was establishing risk factors
for the various trajectories of physical aggression in boys
from 6 to 15 years of age. A host of risk factors were iden-
tified that distinguish the 2 low physical aggression tra-
jectories from the 2 high trajectories. Concerning these
risk factors, 2 findings stand out. The most powerful pre-
dictors of membership in a high aggression trajectory
group were high levels of hyperactivity and opposition
assessed in kindergarten. Individually, these risk fac-
tors increased the odds of membership in a high physi-
cal aggression trajectory by about a factor of 3. In com-
bination, the increase is more than 9-fold. Individually,
these risks are comparable in magnitude to the impact
of high serum cholesterol levels on risk of coronary heart
disease.37 In combination, they far exceed it.

A second prominent finding concerned the predic-
tive power of parental characteristics: only characteris-
tics of the mother have predictive power. Whereas teen
onset of parenthood and low educational attainment for
mothers were significant predictors of their son’s high
aggression, these characteristics in the father had no pre-
dictive power.

The prominent predictive power of maternal char-
acteristics again revealed itself in the analysis of factors

Table 1. Parental and Child Characteristics by Trajectory Group*

Variable

Trajectory Groups

x2 † P ‡
Low

(n = 191)
Moderate Declining

(n = 518)
High Declining

(n = 298)
Chronic
(n = 30)

Parent variable
Teenage mother 12.6 20.7 28.9 53.3 33.28 ,.001
Teenage father 4.2 5.6 7.3 13.3 4.49 .21
Low education

Mother 23.6 28.2 40.9 66.7 35.74 ,.001
Father 27.7 31.7 38.3 40.0 7.15 .07

Low SES
Mother 19.9 20.0 23.2 30.0 2.54 .47
Father 12.6 13.3 17.1 10.0 3.21 .36

Family not intact at age 6 y 15.1 26.6 38.3 43.3 35.82 ,.001
Child variable

Low IQ 19.9 22.6 36.5 43.3 27.19 ,.001
High hyperactivity 1.6 16.0 43.6 46.6 161.01 ,.001
High opposition 1.6 26.8 51.7 63.6 187.85 ,.001
High anxiety 33.5 27.4 27.2 36.6 3.74 .29
High prosocial 28.8 25.9 12.1 10.0 31.73 ,.001
High inattention 7.9 16.0 32.6 40.0 59.29 ,.001

*Data are given as percentages unless otherwise indicated. SES indicates socioeconomic status.
†df = 3.
‡Joint test of significance.

Table 2. Predictors of High Physical Aggression
and of Chronic Physical Aggression*

Variable

Trajectory Groups

High (n = 328)
vs Low Aggression

(n = 709)†

Chronic (n = 30)
vs High Declining

(n = 298)‡

Low education mother 1.8 (1.3-2.4) 3.2 (1.4-7.4)
Teenage mother 1.6 (1.1-2.2) 2.9 (1.3-6.4)
Family not intact at age 6 y 1.4 (1.0-2.0) 1.1 (0.5-2.5)
Low IQ 1.8 (1.3-2.5) 1.1 (0.5-2.6)
High hyperactivity 3.0 (2.0-4.3) 0.6 (0.2-1.5)
High opposition 2.7 (1.9-3.8) 2.1 (0.9-5.4)
High inattention 1.1 (0.8-1.7) 1.1 (0.4-3.0)
High prosocial 0.5 (0.3-0.7) 1.0 (0.3-3.6)

*Data are given as odds ratio (95% confidence interval).
†Low aggression combines the low and moderate declining groups, and

high aggression combines the high delinquency groups. df = 1028.
‡df = 319.
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that distinguished between the 2 high physical aggres-
sion groups, the high declining and the chronic trajec-
tories. Here, we were concerned with identifying char-
acteristics that distinguish the modestly large fraction
(28%) of boys who start off displaying high levels of physi-
cal aggression but subsequently desist, from the small but
prominent group (4%) of boys who continue their physi-
cal aggression unabated. Only 2 such characteristics were
identified, mother’s low educational attainment and teen-
age onset of childbearing. The odds of male offspring of
poorly educated teenage mothers not desisting from a high
level of physical aggression at age 6 years are 9.3 times
greater than those of their counterparts without such
mothers.

Although ours is the first analysis to document that
these 2 maternal characteristics distinguish persistence
in from desistance of chronic physical aggression, there
is a large body of evidence linking teen onset of child-
bearing with a litany of unfavorable behaviors and out-
comes for the offspring. These include CD and other prob-
lem behaviors in childhood,38,39 delinquency and school
dropout in adolescence,40-42 and criminality as an adult.43

This study does not explain why teen onset of
motherhood and low maternal education are risk fac-
tors for chronic physical aggression in a mother’s off-
spring. These 2 maternal factors are likely markers of
maternal problem behaviors and circumstances that
give rise to bad outcomes for her offspring rather than
the causes per se. For example, more-aggressive young
women are more likely to become teen mothers, to drop
out of school, and to be unresponsive parents. There is
also evidence that women who begin childbearing early
are more likely to use harsh and erratic discipline.
These mothers may also be more prone to birth compli-
cations, which have been shown to be related to subse-
quent conduct problems in the child.44,45 These findings
suggest that the mothers themselves may be the agents
of the intergenerational transfer of chronic physical ag-
gression. The results are not nearly definitive about the
specifics of the transfer mechanism in terms of the sepa-
rate and interactive roles of biology, parenting practice
(including the father), and the larger social environment.
Notwithstanding, they suggest that the intergenerational
transfer mechanism may have profound consequences
for the child and society.

There are limitations to this study. Key findings per-
tain to 2 maternal characteristics, early onset of child-
bearing and low educational attainment, which are prob-
ably markers of causal factors active long before the study
began (ie, when the boys were attending kindergarten).
We have speculated that adolescent mothers with low edu-
cational attainment tend to lack the skills needed to cre-
ate a context in which children learn to regulate physi-
cal aggression. Future research should directly test this
contention. Such studies should also control for ge-
netic, prenatal, and perinatal factors, which have all been
associated with the development of antisocial behav-
ior.44-48 Understanding the causal processes will have im-
portant implications for designing interventions aimed
at preventing chronic physical aggression. Finally, the tra-
jectories of physical aggression studied herein end in mid-
adolescence. As such, they may not reflect behavioral

changes resulting from important developmental shifts
in biological and contextual factors during the transi-
tions into and out of adolescence. Gains in physical size
and strength accompanying puberty, coupled with re-
ductions in parental and other adult supervision and in-
creases in the amount and importance of peer interac-
tion, could all trigger sudden increases in violence not
captured in these analyses. Moreover, potential changes
in the manifestation of these behaviors that may accom-
pany development might not be adequately captured by
the school-based assessments of teachers. Thus, it would
be desirable to replicate our analyses with alternative, non–
school-based measures extending later into life.

Our findings have implications for clinical practice
and public policy. Special priority should be given to iden-
tifying and helping children at greatest risk for chronic
physical aggression. By the end of kindergarten, there are
several powerful predictors of such risk—high opposi-
tion and high hyperactivity, low IQ, family breakup, teen
motherhood, and low maternal education. Interven-
tions for these children have been shown to have some
long-term impact.49-51

Furthermore, even earlier identification and inter-
vention may have a greater preventive impact because
learning to regulate physical aggression appears to start
in the first few years after birth. Maternal characteristics
are potentially powerful markers for identifying chil-
dren at greatest risk of not learning such regulation. The
findings suggest that special attention should be given
to targeting women with low education and those who
begin childbearing early. Prepartum and postpartum pro-
grams for reducing risk-taking behaviors (eg, use of ciga-
rettes, alcohol, and other drugs) and improving parent-
ing skills should be targeted toward these high-risk
mothers. High-quality day-care programs should also be
administered to their children. There is a growing body
of persuasive experimental evidence demonstrating that
such programs have salutary impacts on targeted chil-
dren’s level of behavior problems, success in school, and
degree of antisocial behavior during adolescence and early
adulthood.52-57 However, it is important that the mother’s
participation in these programs be fully voluntary, not only
to gain her full cooperation but also out of recognition that
most children of poorly educated women who begin child-
bearing early are not destined to follow a trajectory of
chronic physical aggression. Although our results show
that the risk of such children being persistently violent is
greatly heightened by these maternal risk factors, most of
them do not follow this developmental trajectory.

Accepted for publication October 11, 2000.
This study was made possible by grant RS-2300 from
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