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(ABSTRACT) 

Recently, models of aggressive behavior have begun to appreciate the influence of both 

psychological and biological predictors of maladaptive behavior.  The aim of the current project 

was to clarify the roles that the noradrenergic system (i.e., norepinephrine metabolite, 3-

methoxy-4-hydroxyphenyglycol [MHPG]) and characteristics of the rearing environment play in 

different expressions of aggression (i.e., hostile and instrumental). It was predicted that higher 

concentrations of MHPG would be related to increased self-reports of aggressive behavior, 

especially hostile forms, while expressing aggression during an analog aggression task would 

lead to decreases in MHPG.  It was also predicted that concentrations of MHPG would interact 

with childhood environment characteristics to predict aggressive behavior in youth. 

A sample of 68 male youth, aged 7 to 17, were recruited from two agencies in southwest 

Virginia serving disadvantaged youth. They completed self-report measures on their childhood 

environment, aggressive and delinquent behaviors, as well as exposure to community violence 

and negative life events.  In addition, youth played a challenging computer game with an alleged 

�opponent� and lost.  Half of the participants were able to retaliate after the game against their 

�opponent.�  Salivary MHPG was measured once before and three times after the game.  A series 

of ANOVAs and hierarchical regressions were conducted in order to test the main and interactive 

effects of punitive childhood experiences and baseline MHPG on aggressive behavior.  Findings 

failed to support the primary predictions; however, results of supplemental analyses showed 

significant associations of aggression with negative mood, negative family atmosphere, and 

increased baseline MHPG after controlling for negative family atmosphere.  Also, parental 



 

punishment and rejection significantly predicted delinquency, and a significant interaction effect 

indicated that higher recovery concentrations of MHPG placed rejected youth more at risk for 

engaging in delinquent behavior.  Results of the present study help to enhance understanding of 

the differences in biological and psychological correlates of aggression and delinquency in at-

risk youth, and inform prevention and intervention efforts. 


