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Research has shown that early aggression predicts late aggression for both males 
and females.’ However, it appears that there are some sex differences in 
the long-term effects of childhood aggression. Whereas aggressive boys have 
increased rates of “externalizing” disorders as they grow up, aggressive girls have 
increased rates of both “externalizing” and “internalizing” disorders.2 Hence, it 
appears that childhood aggression in females may lead to adult depression. 

The current study investigates the relationship between aggression and depres- 
sion with a specific focus on sex differences in development. Whereas early 
aggression is expected to be positively correlated with adult aggression in both 
males and females, it is hypothesized that early aggression will also be positively 
correlated with adult depression only in females. 

METHOD 

The subjects consisted of 21 1 women and 195 men who were part of a longitudi- 
nal study of aggressive behavior. Subjects were interviewed during their first or 
thud year of grade school (ages 6-8 or 8- 10) and again during their early twenties. 
The procedures for the early waves of data collection are described in Huesmann 
and Eron.’ The follow-up interview 15 years later was conducted in person (N = 
300) or by phone (N = 106). An “other” person who knew the subject well was 
also interviewed in 356 cases. 

In the early waves, a peer-nominated aggression score and a measure of aggres- 
sive fantasy were obtained.’ In the late wave, measures of aggression included 
an aggressive personality score (MMPI F + 4 + 9): self-reported indirect aggres- 
~ i o n , ~  self- and other-reported mild physical aggre~s ion ,~  self-reported severe phys- 
ical aggression,’ and self- and other-reported criminal behavior.6 Depression was 
measured using the MMPI Depression Scale,7 the Beck depression inventory,* 
and a global dysphoria m e a s ~ r e . ~  Normative beliefs about aggression were mea- 
sured using a self-report measure about whether it was OK to perform certain 
aggressive behaviors.I0 

a Tel: (313) 764-8385; fax: (313) 763-1202; e-rnail: chp@urnich.edu. 
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FIGURE 1. Mean adult aggression and depression scores by early aggression group for 
males and females. 
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RESULTS 

As TABLE 1 shows, for both males and females, childhood aggression is posi- 
tively correlated with adult aggression. However, childhood aggression is posi- 
tively correlated with adult depression in females and negatively correlated with 
adult depression in males. In FIGURE I these relations are illustrated with graphs 
that plot mean scores on adult aggression and depression for subjects who were 
low, medium, and high in childhood aggression. It may be that these sex differences 
are due to differential approval of aggression in males and females. In fact, we 
found that young females disapprove more of aggression than do young males 
(t = -4.13, df = 366.58, p < .OOO). 

DISCUSSION 

Early aggression was found to be positively correlated with adult depression 
for females but negatively for males. These findings confirm earlier studies that 
illustrate sex difference in the long-term effects of early aggression. Early aggres- 
sive behavior seems to lead to later externalizing and internalizing behaviors in 
females but only externalizing behaviors in males. These findings are consistent 
with Eron's" theory that differential socialization may lead to the translation of 
aggression into "internalizing" disorders for females. Consistent with this theory 
was the finding that females have stronger beliefs prohibiting the use of aggression 
than do males. An alternative explanation for the current findings may be that 
girls who learn aggressive scripts are learning behaviors that result in peer isolation. 
It may be that this isolation results in lack of social support that in turn leads to 
adult depression. Future research that investigates the accuracy of these explana- 
tions needs to be conducted. 
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