EFFECTS OF

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

ON CHILDREN
Copyright

2010
William Gladden Foundation
All rights reserved.  No portion of this book may be sold, by any process or

technique, without the express consent of the publisher.

INTRODUCTION
Mark is hiding beneath his bedcovers, shaking, tears streaming down his cheeks.  He hears his parents shouting nasty words at each other and the sounds of crashing coming from the kitchen.  The last time this happened, his mother got a black eye and a split lip.  Mark has come to believe that the fighting is his fault and that he should be able to prevent it.

Elizabeth hides under her bed because she knows what is coming.  Her mother climbs the stairs and throws open the bedroom door.  She is yelling as she drags her daughter out from under the bed.  While beating Elizabeth with a hairbrush, she screams, “I’ll teach you to hit your little brother!”

Jose knows the routine.  As he and his father walk into the house, he prepares himself for another tongue-lashing.  He struck out three times during the game and will now pay a heavy price for his failure.  His father begins with the usual comments about being “disgusted” and “embarrassed.”  As he hears the word “sissy,” Jose begins to wish he were dead.

Katrina begins to feel sick in the stomach as her dad sits down next to her on the couch.  She knows he is going to touch her in places a father should not touch his daughter.  Katrina is confused because her dad is smiling and talking in a friendly voice as he fondles her.  She wants to scream, but remains silent because she can smell the alcohol on his breath.

Each of these incidents takes place thousands of times every day in America’s most violent institution – the family.  Children are more likely to be murdered, physically assaulted, sexually abused or psychologically injured in their own home than anywhere else.  Although the issue of domestic violence is not new, the public has only recently become aware of this national problem.
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The National Crime Survey (conducted by the Department of Justice) reported the following: 1) about 1.5 million cases of domestic violence involving children are reported each year; 2) another million cases go unreported and 3) between two and five thousand children die each year because of domestic violence.  Domestic violence involving children is more than doubling every decade.  While some of this huge growth can be attributed to increased reporting and better record keeping, domestic violence against children is reaching epidemic proportions.
The above statistics include only those incidents in which children were the “direct” target of domestic violence.  Millions of other young people endure the “indirect” results of family violence.  Because of these experiences, children can suffer from anxiety, depression, guilt and fear.  These feelings can follow the child throughout his or her life and the effects can be devastating.  Many of these young people mistakenly feel responsible for the violence and some go on to commit domestic violence when they become parents.  The following information can help to protect and treat children who must live with domestic violence.
                                                                                              Ronald E. Sharp, Ed.D.
                                                                                              Waln K. Brown, Ph.D.

                                                                                              William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT IS DOMESTIC VIOLENCE?

Domestic violence involving children can be either direct and intentional or indirect and accidental.  DIRECT AND INTENTIONAL DOMESTIC VIOLENCE is a deliberate and willful act carried out with the purpose of injuring the child.  INDIRECT AND ACCIDENTAL DOMESTIC VIOLENCE is the damage that results when a child lives with family violence; the youth is not the target of the violence, but must live with the pain and suffering which results from such experiences.  The terms “domestic violence” and “family violence” are interchangeable.
WHAT CAUSES DOMESTIC VIOLENCE?

Although domestic violence can be causes by many factors, one element is always present - the desire to CONTROL.  The person responsible for initiating the violence is trying to gain control over another person or his/her emotions.  Furthermore, the person who initiates the violence is usually impulsive, emotionally immature, aggressive and hostile.

IS DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AN ISOLATED BEHAVIOR?

Domestic violence is usually repeated on a regular basis.  As a result, it is often referred to as the “cycle of violence” within the family.  The pattern has a well-defined sequence known to all family members.  Such factors as a parent being drunk, losing a job or not being able to pay the bills may serve as the beginning of the sequence.  Once the pattern has become firmly established, outside intervention is usually needed to break the cycle.

IS ALCOHOL OR OTHER DRUGS INVOLVED IN DOMESTIC VIOLENCE?

There is a strong link between the use of alcohol or other drugs and domestic violence.  The National Institute of Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism reports that the abuse of alcohol is involved in over 60% of all cases of domestic violence.  Research also indicates that the “Crack” epidemic and the rising rate of alcoholism among women are major causes of the increased domestic violence directed at children.
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WHAT TYPES OF FAMILIES EXPERIENCE DOMESTIC VIOLENCE?
The U.S Attorney General’s Task Force on Domestic Violence states in its report: “Everyone must admit that family violence is found in every level of society.”  No ethic group, religion, professional or social class is immune to this social problem.  Poverty, unemployment, single-parent household, lack of family and social support may lead to higher rates of domestic violence among the poor.  Middle class families are found to be involved in more frequent and severe sexual abuse.  Although information on children who are the “indirect” victims of domestic violence is unclear, it is reasonable to conclude that this form of domestic violence is also found at all levels of society.

WHAT CHILDREN ARE MOST LIKELY TO EXPERIENCE DOMESTIC VIOLENCE?

Children with physical handicaps, mental retardation, emotional problems and hyperactivity are at increased risk of being the targets of domestic violence.  Parents sometimes expect these children to perform at levels beyond their ability.  Failure to meet these expectations can cause parents to experience stress, which, in turn, can lead to domestic violence.  The parents of these children should be given special emotional and educational support.

ARE STEPCHILDREN AT INCREASED RISK TO EXPERIENCE DOMESTIC VIOLENCE?

A study conducted in Canada concluded the following: “Stepparent versus genetic parent is the single most powerful predictor of abuse risk anyone has yet discovered.”  The stepparent, especially the stepfather, is more likely to direct domestic violence towards a stepchild.  Another study reports that girls who have stepfathers are six times more likely to be victims of sexual abuse than girls living with their biological fathers.  Although stepchildren are at increased risk of being victimized, it must be emphasized that most stepparents do not direct domestic violence at their stepchildren.

HOW CAN BEING WITNESS TO DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AFFECT CHILDREN?
Children who witness domestic violence on a regular basis can develop a wide variety of reactions.  The most common reactions are nightmares, sleep disturbances, bedwetting, school problems, fighting, failing to make friends, abuse of siblings or pets, depression, becoming introverted and retreating to silence.  The type of reaction will depend on factors such as the frequency and level of violence, the age of the child and his or her personality.
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HOW DO CHILDREN WHO EXPERIENCE DOMESTIC VIOLENCE FEEL?

While each child will act in his or her own way, several feelings are common.  The most frequent feeling is one of being trapped in a hopeless situation.  Often, these children believe they are responsible for the violence.  Many also think they should be able to prevent domestic violence and therefore feel they have failed the family.  They may also believe they are bad and unloved.

HOW CAN DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AFFECT A CHILD’S PERSONALITY?

Young people who experience domestic violence may develop self-concepts marked by feelings of being stupid, inept, clumsy, defective or ugly.  Two personality patterns are most common.  Some children become shy and uncommunicative.  They withdraw into themselves and become anxious when forced to interact with others.  The second pattern is marked by aggressive, destructive and nervous behaviors.  Some children also develop the “startle response.  Their bodies twitch suddenly and dramatically in reaction to loud noises, being touched unexpectedly and seeing something move quickly.
HOW CAN DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AFFECT A CHILD’S PEER RELATIONSHIPS?

Many children who experience domestic violence withdraw from social interactions with peers.  Their feelings of guilt and shame make it difficult for them to talk with others about common things such as family life and parental behavior.  When they participate in peer group activities, they tend to stay on the periphery and avoid discussing things that might reveal the domestic violence they have experienced.  In some instances, these children become aggressive and dominating.  They have frequent fights and attempt to order other children around.

CAN DOMESTIC VIOLENCE LEAD TO DEPRESSION IN CHILDREN?

Depression can be a problem for children who experience domestic violence.  The basic components of hostility, negative self-evaluation and hopelessness that are characteristic of depression may be found in these children.  The intensity of the depression will be influenced by the child’s personality and his or her emotional support system.  If the child has other sources of self-esteem, he or she will be better able to manage his or her feelings of guilt and shame.  If the negative feelings become intense and chronic, the possibility of suicide must be recognized.
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WHAT AGE GROUP EXPERIENCES THE MOST DOMESTIC VIOLENCE?
Children of all ages have about the same chance of being the victims of domestic violence.  The type of violence is partly determined by the child’s age.  Infants and young children are more likely to experience physical abuse.  According to the U.S. Attorney General’s Office, about 40% of the young people who experience domestic violence are under age five, and about 75% percent of all fatalities are from this age group.  The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services reports that over 60% of all girls who run away from home have been the victims of incest.

WHICH FORMS OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AGAINST CHILDREN ARE MOST COMMON?

The most frequent injuries to young children include beatings, burns, human bites, strangulation, shaking and immersion in scalding water.  The extent of the injuries can range from bruises and welts to broken bones, serious internal injuries and death.  Older children tend to be the victims of emotional, psychological or sexual abuse.  Adolescent girls are most likely to be the victims of incest.

HOW DO SOME CHILDREN TRY TO CONTROL DOMESTIC VIOLENCE?

Feelings of being powerless lead some children to intervene when tension in the family increases.  By directing the anger away from their parents and towards themselves, they hope to gain some control over the situation.  Some children may deliberately break something or fall down and hurt themselves in order to redirect what is happening.

WHAT HAPPENS TO SOME CHILDHOOD VICTIMS OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE WHEN THEY BECOME ADULTS?

About 30% of children who experience domestic violence engage in such behaviors as adults.  This percentage is far greater than the average rate of domestic violence in the general population (less than 3%).  However, it is also important to note that the majority of those children who experienced domestic violence do not engage in such behaviors as adults.
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WHY IS DOMESTIC VIOLENCE NOT JUST A FAMILY MATTER?
For most of American history, domestic violence was considered a family matter.  This “family secret” was often known to others but never discussed.  Children were viewed as the property of their parents.  For example, giving children away through indentured servitude was once an accepted practice.  Because of the vast extent of domestic violence suffered by children, however, state and local governments began to intervene in family life to protect them.  By 1960, every state had enacted laws to ensure the protection and well-being of all children, including being safe from domestic violence.
DOES ARREST REDUCE DOMESTIC VIOLENCE?

During the 1970s, many professionals believed that family mediation would reduce domestic violence.  However, studies of this approach proved that it did not work.  The Attorney General’s Task Force on Family Violence suggested a different method when it stated, “An assault is a crime, regardless of the relationship of the parties.  The law should not stop at the front door of the home.”  Some states have passed legislation requiring the arrest of people involved in domestic violence.  Findings suggest that arrest MAY lead to a reduction in family violence.
HOW CAN PARENTS HELP CHILDREN WHO EXPERIENCE DOMESTIC VIOLENCE?

Parents should reassure their children that they are not the cause of - nor can they control – domestic violence.  Young people should talk about their feelings concerning domestic violence and how living with it makes them feel.  Parents can be especially helpful in teaching their children that the violence is not because they are dumb, clumsy, ugly or defective in any other way.  For children old enough to understand, parents should explain the cycle of violence and suggest how the child may avoid it.  These discussions can help young people understand the cause(s) and reason(s) why the violence happens.  The most important help parents can offer is to reassure their children that they are loved and valued.  Hugs and other signs of affection are important in helping young people cope with the direct and indirect consequences of domestic violence.

WHEN IS PROFESSIONAL HELP ADVISED?

Children who show chronic and intense signs of emotional distress resulting from domestic violence should see a professional.  The following signs may indicate a need for professional help: 1) disruption in the child’s growth and development; 2) regression to earlier behaviors; 3) the “startle response;” 4) aggressive and dominating behavior; and 5) social withdraw and isolation.  Children who experience violence on a regular basis but do not show signs of emotional distress may also benefit from professional help.  Young people can keep their feelings hidden for fear of causing further violence.  Talking with an adult non-family member may be more acceptable and can help the child to feel safe. 
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THE CYCLE OF
DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

Domestic violence is, in most cases, a cycle that is repeated when certain conditions are present.  With time, family members learn the cycle and the warning signs.  They become expert at predicting the violence.  The following diagram presents the three distinct aspects of domestic violence.
PRE-EXISTING CONDITIONS – Families that experience domestic violence tend to share certain characteristics including: 1) poor parental communication; 2) little or no understanding of normal child growth and development; 3) social and emotional isolation; 4) prior physical violence against other people; 5) chronic financial problems; 6) lack of bonding between parent and child; and 7) the use of alcohol or other drugs.

For example, if a husband and wife cannot talk to each other about their problems, and if they are cut-off from other forms of emotional support, they may become frustrated.  Frustration can lead to aggression.  If the family is also experiencing increased financial problems, and this additional pressure results in the use of alcohol or other drugs, the potential for violent behavior increases.

INITIATING INCIDENT – The initiating incident can be as minor as dinner being late or as major as losing a job.  Although the specific incident can vary in importance, it always serves as the triggering mechanism for the release of aggression.  The anger or rage felt by the person who commits the violence is only waiting for a reason to be expressed.  In the cycle of domestic violence, the initiating incident joins with the pre-existing conditions.

For example, a father loses his job.  On the way home, he stops at a bar and drinks too much.  When he arrives home, dinner is not ready.  If the pre-existing conditions listed above are present, the potential for domestic violence increases dramatically.

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE – The type of violence used is also part of the cycle.  Parents who use physical violence usually rely on this behavior anytime they engage in domestic violence.  Similarly, parents who use psychological, sexual or emotional violence usually continue with this type of behavior.
For example, a father who loses his job stops at a bar on the way home.  After drinking too much, he arrives home and finds dinner is not ready.  The last time the husband was angry with his wife, he beat her with a belt.  Although the initiating incident may have been different, the type of violent behavior will probably remain the same.
CONTINUATION OF THE CYCLE – The cycle of violence can occur as seldom as once a year or as often as several times a day.  The cycle repeats itself every time the pre-existing conditions and initiating incident come together, and continues until action is taken to bring the behavior to a stop.
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CONDITIONS THAT CONTRIBUTE TO

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE
The following is a list of stressors commonly associated with domestic violence.  Most families endure periods of stress from time to time and do not experience domestic violence.  However, the presence of several of these conditions at one time indicates that the family is undergoing increased stress and, as a result, the potential for domestic violence may be increased.

· Poor family communication

· Frequent arguing between parents

· Marital problems

· Living in an isolated area or being socially isolated

· Financial difficulties

· Unemployment or underemployment

· Using physical punishment as discipline

· Lack of a support system

· One or both parents have a history of assaultive behavior

· One or both parents were raised in a family with a history of domestic violence

· One or both parents are impulsive
· One or both parents are hostile

· One or both parents have low self-esteem

· One or both parents have emotional problems

· One or both parents have psychological problems

· One or both parents abuse alcohol or other drugs

· Caring for a disabled child

· Raising a hyperactive child

· Rearing a mentally retarded child

· Caring for an emotionally disturbed child

· Parenting a behaviorally disordered child
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SIGNS THAT A CHILD MAY BE EXPERIENCING

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

It is not unusual for children to demonstrate several of the following behaviors during childhood and adolescence.  However, if a child manifests several of these behaviors for an extended period and they continue to increase in intensity, the child may be experiencing domestic violence.

· Startle response

· Fear of adults

· Unexplained bruises

· Frequent bruises

· Fears, phobias and anxieties

· Aggressive behavior

· Explosive temper

· Picking on other children

· Unwillingness to talk about family life

· Complaints of parent(s) using alcohol or other drugs

· Low self-esteem

· Chronic anxiety

· Sleep disturbance/bad dreams

· Depression/unexplained crying

· Feelings of powerlessness

· Preoccupation with sexual matters
· Social withdraw/isolation

· Cruelty to animals

· Regressive behaviors (bedwetting, thumb sucking)

· Delinquent behaviors

· Problems in school

· Running away from home
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WAYS TO HELP CHILDREN COPE WITH
DOMESTIC VIOENCE

Domestic violence can seriously affect children, producing both short-term and long-term problems.  Parents and other concerned adults can help reduce the negative affects of domestic violence by providing children with positive ways to vent their emotions and to express and understand their feelings.  If a child who has experienced domestic violence does not respond to the following activities and strategies, consider professional help.

· Tell the child that he or she is not the cause of the domestic violence

· Teach the child that he or she cannot control the domestic violence

· Calm the child after domestic violence has occurred

· Inform the child that he or she is not responsible for making the family happy
· Encourage the child to talk about the domestic violence
· Have the child talk with a guidance counselor, pastor or other concerned adult about the domestic violence
· Reassure the child that he or she is loved and an important person
· Accept the child’s feelings/reactions related to domestic violence

· Reassure the child that his or her feelings are okay
· Encourage the child to participate in activities that will divert his or her attention from the domestic violence (playing a musical instrument, sports, games, reading, writing, listening to relaxing music)

· Motivate the child to participate in activities that will redirect his or her energy toward positive and creative outlets (dancing, running, jumping rope, playing sports)

· Teach the child age-appropriate relaxation techniques

· Have the child write poems, stories, letters or keep a diary that describes his or her thoughts and feelings about domestic violence

· Encourage the child to join social organizations to enhance his or her feelings of belonging and self-esteem

· Share your feelings about domestic violence with the child
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WAYS TO BREAK THE CYCLE OF

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE
Breaking the cycle of domestic violence may not be easy, but it is possible.  It takes a concerted effort by all family members, especially the offending parent.  The following are some ways individual family members can alter their own behaviors and break the cycle of domestic violence.

CHILDREN

· Learn when the cycle of violence is most likely to happen

· Understand the clues which suggest the parent may be becoming angry

· Look for signs that the parent has been drinking or using other drugs

· Avoid aggravating behaviors when the parent is angry (loud music, horseplay)

· Take care of chores or other responsibilities that may make the parent angry

· Avoid being with the parent when he or she is angry

· Stay away from those parts of the house where violence usually takes place

· Leave the house when violence begins

NON-OFFENDING PARENT

· Work on improving family communication

· Discuss the problem with the offending parent

· Decide that domestic violence is not acceptable behavior

· Learn more about the subject of domestic violence

· Identify the situations that lead to domestic violence
· Develop a plan to avoid those situations that cause violence

· Establish a safe place outside the home that can be used when violence occurs

· Talk with a professional about the problem
· Join a support group

· Consider calling the police when domestic violence occurs

OFFENDING PARENT

· Admit to having a problem

· Realize what domestic violence is doing to your family

· Make a decision and commitment to break the cycle of domestic violence

· Identify the factors that cause violent behavior

· Avoid being around family members when angry, frustrated or hostile

· Avoid the use of alcohol or other drugs

· Work on improving family communication

· Join Parents Anonymous and seek professional help

-14-
SOURCES OF HELP AND INFORMATION ABOUT
DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

The following agencies and professionals can provide information about domestic violence.  The first list contains local sources that can provide direct help.  The second list contains national sources that offer information.  Refer to your telephone book or contact the operator for telephone numbers.

LOCAL SOURCES

MENTAL HEALTH PROFESSIONAL – Psychiatrists, psychologists, therapists and counselors can help identify the causes of domestic violence and develop a treatment program designed to resolve the problem.

Telephone #

CHILDREN AND YOUTH AGENCY – This public agency can offer a number of services, including parent education classes and family counseling.  Many children and youth agencies also provide “respite care.”  This allows parents time away from their children to take care of other responsibilities and to relax.

Telephone #

PARENTS ANONYMOUS – These volunteer groups exist in most communities.  Their mission is to help participants understand and manage the stresses of parenting.
Telephone #

NATIONAL SOURCES

National Coalition Against Domestic Violence

www.ncadv.org
National Center on Domestic and Sexual Violence

www.ncdsv.org
National Domestic Violence Hotline
www.ndvh.org
Parents Anonymous
www.parentsanonymous.org
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