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Definition of Domestic ViolenceDefinition of Domestic Violence

Intimate Partner Violence can include:Intimate Partner Violence can include:
Physical violencePhysical violence
Sexual violenceSexual violence
Threats of physical or sexual violenceThreats of physical or sexual violence
Emotional abuseEmotional abuse

•• Threatening partner or loved onesThreatening partner or loved ones
•• Harming partner’s sense of selfHarming partner’s sense of self--worthworth
•• StalkingStalking
•• NameName--callingcalling
•• IntimidationIntimidation
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How Many Children are Exposed How Many Children are Exposed 
to DVto DV

Approximately 15.5 million American children 
(ages 0-17) live in dual-parent families in which 
some form of intimate partner violence occurred 
at least once in the previous year

This is almost 30% of the total number of children 
in the U.S. living in married or cohabiting opposite-
sex households

The majority of children who are exposed to The majority of children who are exposed to 
DV are under the age of 8DV are under the age of 8

The Ways Children Can Be Exposed The Ways Children Can Be Exposed 
to DVto DV

Seeing the DV Seeing the DV 
90% of children in DV homes state they witnessed 90% of children in DV homes state they witnessed 
their father beat their mother on at least 1 occasiontheir father beat their mother on at least 1 occasion

Hearing the DVHearing the DV
Children can be traumatized by overhearing beatingsChildren can be traumatized by overhearing beatings

Being told about the DVBeing told about the DV
Seeing the aftermath of the abuseSeeing the aftermath of the abuse
Physical Abuse of ChildPhysical Abuse of Child

Physical Abuse of Child by Physical Abuse of Child by 
IPV abuserIPV abuser

30 to 60% of IPV abusers also abuse children in the 30 to 60% of IPV abusers also abuse children in the 
householdhousehold

Children in DV homes are abused or neglected at a Children in DV homes are abused or neglected at a 
rate of 15 times higher than other childrenrate of 15 times higher than other children

75% of battered women report their children have 75% of battered women report their children have 
also been PA or SA by their partnersalso been PA or SA by their partners
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Physical Abuse of Child by Physical Abuse of Child by 
Abused MothersAbused Mothers

Abused mothers were twice as likely to PA their Abused mothers were twice as likely to PA their 
children than nonchildren than non--abused mothersabused mothers

Mothers are 8 times more likely to hurt their Mothers are 8 times more likely to hurt their 
children when they were being battered than children when they were being battered than 
when they were safe from violencewhen they were safe from violence

Male batterers abuse their children twice as Male batterers abuse their children twice as 
often as battered womenoften as battered women

Children at Higher RiskChildren at Higher Risk

Children were more likely to be PA when they tried Children were more likely to be PA when they tried 
to stop the DVto stop the DV
Older children and female children were most at risk Older children and female children were most at risk 
for PA by the fatherfor PA by the father
Daughters of battered women were 6.5 times more Daughters of battered women were 6.5 times more 
likely to be SA than were girls from nonviolent likely to be SA than were girls from nonviolent 
familiesfamilies
The severity of the abuse to the woman was directly The severity of the abuse to the woman was directly 
linked to the severity of abuse to the childlinked to the severity of abuse to the child

Effects of DV Effects of DV 
on Childrenon Children

Children exposed to DV had significantly higher Children exposed to DV had significantly higher 
rates of:rates of:

Emotional problemsEmotional problems
AnxietyAnxiety
DepressionDepression
Symptoms of TraumaSymptoms of Trauma

Behavioral problemsBehavioral problems
More aggressive & antisocial behaviorsMore aggressive & antisocial behaviors
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Posttraumatic Stress DisorderPosttraumatic Stress Disorder

PTSD PTSD –– anxiety disorder that can develop in anxiety disorder that can develop in 
response to a severe traumaresponse to a severe trauma

Intrusive thoughts of trauma (such as nightmares, Intrusive thoughts of trauma (such as nightmares, 
flashbacks)flashbacks)
Avoidance of reminders of trauma Avoidance of reminders of trauma 
Symptoms of increased arousal:Symptoms of increased arousal:

Sleep difficultiesSleep difficulties
Irritability / outbursts of angerIrritability / outbursts of anger
Difficulty concentratingDifficulty concentrating

Symptoms of PTSD in Children Symptoms of PTSD in Children 
Exposed to DVExposed to DV

Trauma Symptom Checklist for ChildrenTrauma Symptom Checklist for Children
Witnessing DV was significantly associated with Witnessing DV was significantly associated with 
high scores on scales:  high scores on scales:  

Posttraumatic StressPosttraumatic Stress--IntrusionIntrusion
Posttraumatic StressPosttraumatic Stress--ArousalArousal
Posttraumatic StressPosttraumatic Stress--AvoidanceAvoidance
Posttraumatic Stress TotalPosttraumatic Stress Total

LongLong--Term Effects of DVTerm Effects of DV

DV is associated with greater rates of:DV is associated with greater rates of:
Antisocial behaviorAntisocial behavior
Substance abuseSubstance abuse
Mental illnessMental illness
Adverse health outcomes in adulthoodAdverse health outcomes in adulthood
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Factors that Affect the Factors that Affect the 
Child’s ResponseChild’s Response

May affect the intensity and severity of child’s May affect the intensity and severity of child’s 
response:response:

ChronicityChronicity and severity of abuseand severity of abuse
Proximity of child to the violenceProximity of child to the violence
PovertyPoverty
Substance abuseSubstance abuse
Mental illnessMental illness
Other stressors Other stressors 

Protective FactorsProtective Factors

Child’s temperamentChild’s temperament
Parental attunementParental attunement
Access to safe spaces such as churchesAccess to safe spaces such as churches
Child’s relationship to other caring adultsChild’s relationship to other caring adults

What Children May Feel During DVWhat Children May Feel During DV

Children are good Children are good 
observers, but poor observers, but poor 
interpretersinterpreters
They don’t understand They don’t understand 
situations the same way situations the same way 
adults wouldadults would

Children may feel:Children may feel:
ConfusionConfusion
FearFear
GuiltGuilt
AngerAnger
FrustrationFrustration
StomachachesStomachaches
WorryWorry
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What Children May ThinkWhat Children May Think

Some try hard to stay out of the waySome try hard to stay out of the way
“Will I get in trouble?”“Will I get in trouble?”
“Will I get yelled at?”“Will I get yelled at?”
“Will get hit?”  “Will I die?”“Will get hit?”  “Will I die?”

Some children feel responsible for starting the “fight”Some children feel responsible for starting the “fight”
Blame themselves for any negative consequences such as Blame themselves for any negative consequences such as 
injury, arrest, incarceration, parent leaving familyinjury, arrest, incarceration, parent leaving family
Some hope for rescue, perhaps by superheroesSome hope for rescue, perhaps by superheroes

Some children blame their motherSome children blame their mother
May dread father’s arrestMay dread father’s arrest
May fear their own arrestMay fear their own arrest

“Little Ears, Little Eyes: How Violence Against a Mother Shapes “Little Ears, Little Eyes: How Violence Against a Mother Shapes Children As They Grow”Children As They Grow”

Children’s MisunderstandingsChildren’s Misunderstandings

The man and woman are equal parties in what appears The man and woman are equal parties in what appears 
to be a “fight”to be a “fight”
“It’s my fault they are fighting”“It’s my fault they are fighting”
If there is no blood or other signs of injury, Mommy is If there is no blood or other signs of injury, Mommy is 
not hurtnot hurt
If Mommy is not crying, she is not upsetIf Mommy is not crying, she is not upset
Once the “fight” stops, everything goes back to normalOnce the “fight” stops, everything goes back to normal
“If I try really hard to be good, they won’t fight again”“If I try really hard to be good, they won’t fight again”

What Teens May Think or FeelWhat Teens May Think or Feel

Sadness Sadness –– Why is this happening again?Why is this happening again?
ConfusionConfusion –– Why doesn’t Mom just kick him          Why doesn’t Mom just kick him          
out?out?
FrustrationFrustration –– I have problems too, but no one I have problems too, but no one 
seems to careseems to care
IsolationIsolation –– I can’t talk to anyone about thisI can’t talk to anyone about this
GuiltGuilt –– I could have done something to prevent I could have done something to prevent 
thisthis
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What Teens May Think or FeelWhat Teens May Think or Feel

FearFear –– He might turn on me next or hurt meHe might turn on me next or hurt me
AnxietyAnxiety –– Is this what my future relationships Is this what my future relationships 
will be like?will be like?
EmbarrassmentEmbarrassment –– Other families don’t do this.  Other families don’t do this.  
The neighbors will hearThe neighbors will hear
ResignationResignation –– This is never going to stopThis is never going to stop
VengefulVengeful –– I wish he would die or get hit by a I wish he would die or get hit by a 
busbus

What Teens May Think or FeelWhat Teens May Think or Feel

WorthlessnessWorthlessness –– If they really cared about me, If they really cared about me, 
they would stop thisthey would stop this
HelplessnessHelplessness –– There is nothing I can do to There is nothing I can do to 
help my momhelp my mom
ResponsibilityResponsibility –– I have to protect my younger I have to protect my younger 
siblings from this situationsiblings from this situation
AngerAnger –– Why does Mom let him treat her so Why does Mom let him treat her so 
badly?badly?

What Teens May Think or FeelWhat Teens May Think or Feel

WorryWorry –– I don’t want to move so I hope Mom I don’t want to move so I hope Mom 
puts up with itputs up with it
PanicPanic –– How will we afford to eat if Mom How will we afford to eat if Mom 
leaves him?leaves him?
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What Children May Be DoingWhat Children May Be Doing

HidingHiding
PrayingPraying
Wrapping pillows around their earsWrapping pillows around their ears
HummingHumming
Clutching teddy bearsClutching teddy bears
Hugging petsHugging pets
Wearing headphones & turning up the musicWearing headphones & turning up the music
Pretending they are somewhere elsePretending they are somewhere else
Protecting younger siblingsProtecting younger siblings
Trying to intervene in the “fight” playing peacemakerTrying to intervene in the “fight” playing peacemaker

After the DVAfter the DV

Will it happen again?Will it happen again?
Hypersensitive to cuesHypersensitive to cues
Watching for triggers such as beer bottlesWatching for triggers such as beer bottles
Listening for raised voices or swearingListening for raised voices or swearing

How DV Can Affect Child’s How DV Can Affect Child’s 
RelationshipsRelationships

Lack of a good father & positive male role Lack of a good father & positive male role 
model.model.
Possible harm to the mother/child bondPossible harm to the mother/child bond
Isolation from helpful sources of supportIsolation from helpful sources of support
Unhealthy family rolesUnhealthy family roles
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How DV Can Affect Child’s BeliefsHow DV Can Affect Child’s Beliefs

May adopt some of the rationalizations for the May adopt some of the rationalizations for the 
abuseabuse
May believe that victimization is inevitable or May believe that victimization is inevitable or 
normalnormal
No longer sees the world as a safe and No longer sees the world as a safe and 
predictable placepredictable place
Can develop negative core beliefs about Can develop negative core beliefs about 
themselvesthemselves

Effects on FetusesEffects on Fetuses

Most important aspects of brain development Most important aspects of brain development 
occur before birthoccur before birth
High levels of stress in the mother produce high High levels of stress in the mother produce high 
levels of the hormone levels of the hormone cortisolcortisol, which can lead to , which can lead to 
later mental health problems in the childlater mental health problems in the child
In In uteroutero studies show that the fetus of a studies show that the fetus of a 
pregnant woman who is exposed to violence has pregnant woman who is exposed to violence has 
different brain patterns by 5 months gestation different brain patterns by 5 months gestation 
than a pregnant woman in a safe relationshipthan a pregnant woman in a safe relationship

Effects on Early Brain DevelopmentEffects on Early Brain Development

Neurons and synapses form during the first 3 years. Neurons and synapses form during the first 3 years. 
Neglect & abuse:Neglect & abuse:

alter production of brain chemicals and hormones, which alter production of brain chemicals and hormones, which 
affect parts of the brain that regulate fear & anxiety affect parts of the brain that regulate fear & anxiety 
can lead to abnormalities in the brain that affect mood & can lead to abnormalities in the brain that affect mood & 
ability to regulate moodability to regulate mood

Neglected or abused children have patterns of Neglected or abused children have patterns of 
abnormal brain development due to continued abnormal brain development due to continued 
exposure to traumaexposure to trauma
Children exposed to high levels of DV had IQs that Children exposed to high levels of DV had IQs that 
were 8 points lower than unexposed childrenwere 8 points lower than unexposed children
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LongLong--term Effects on the Bodyterm Effects on the Body

Reminders of past abuse automatically activate Reminders of past abuse automatically activate 
neurobiological responsesneurobiological responses

Increased blood flow to parts of brain related to intense Increased blood flow to parts of brain related to intense 
emotionsemotions
Decreased flow to parts of brain that inhibit emotions & Decreased flow to parts of brain that inhibit emotions & 
facilitate communicating in wordsfacilitate communicating in words

Trauma survivors may react in irrational waysTrauma survivors may react in irrational ways
May automatically engage in physical actions that were May automatically engage in physical actions that were 
appropriate at time of trauma, but not nowappropriate at time of trauma, but not now
May blow up in response to minor provocationsMay blow up in response to minor provocations
May freeze when frustratedMay freeze when frustrated
May become helpless in face of trivial challengesMay become helpless in face of trivial challenges

Greater Effect on Young ChildrenGreater Effect on Young Children

Young children (ages 3 to 5) exposed to DV Young children (ages 3 to 5) exposed to DV 
exhibited significantly greater problems than exhibited significantly greater problems than 
older childrenolder children
Young children who were also PA showed the Young children who were also PA showed the 
greater problems than those just exposed to DVgreater problems than those just exposed to DV

Effects on PreschoolEffects on Preschool--Age ChildrenAge Children

Most children who witnessed DV had Most children who witnessed DV had 
behavioral problems in the clinical rangebehavioral problems in the clinical range

74% of boys 74% of boys 
60% of girls60% of girls

Increased symptoms of trauma and dissociationIncreased symptoms of trauma and dissociation
Less empathic than other preschoolersLess empathic than other preschoolers
Restricted problemRestricted problem--solving ability if the mother solving ability if the mother 
was depressedwas depressed



Impact of Abuse on Children Who Witness 
Domestic Violence

01/21/10

Medlin Treatment Center (770) 507-6044
Stockbridge, Marietta, Cartersville, Covington 11

More Effects on PreschoolMore Effects on Preschool--Age Age 
ChildrenChildren

WithdrawalWithdrawal
AnxietyAnxiety
Problems relating to other childrenProblems relating to other children
Delayed toilet trainingDelayed toilet training

Effects on SchoolEffects on School--Aged ChildrenAged Children

Higher rates of:Higher rates of:
Developmental problemsDevelopmental problems
Behavioral problemsBehavioral problems
Low selfLow self--esteemesteem
Difficulties in schoolDifficulties in school
Problems in relationshipsProblems in relationships

Heightened fear and worry about those in the homeHeightened fear and worry about those in the home
Difficulty establishing friendships outside the homeDifficulty establishing friendships outside the home

Effects on SchoolEffects on School--Aged ChildrenAged Children

BedwettingBedwetting
Running AwayRunning Away
DepressionDepression
Early interest in drugs and alcoholEarly interest in drugs and alcohol
School problemsSchool problems
Sexual activitySexual activity
Becoming an overachieverBecoming an overachiever
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Effects of DV on TeensEffects of DV on Teens

School and social problemsSchool and social problems
Shame and embarrassment about his/her familyShame and embarrassment about his/her family
Sexual activity/promiscuitySexual activity/promiscuity
Tendency to get serious in relationships too early in Tendency to get serious in relationships too early in 
order to escape homeorder to escape home
TruancyTruancy
Depression/SuicideDepression/Suicide
Substance abuseSubstance abuse
Becoming abusiveBecoming abusive

LongLong--Term EffectsTerm Effects

Daughters of abused mother are more likely to Daughters of abused mother are more likely to 
become targets of batterers, as violence was become targets of batterers, as violence was 
“normalized” in their childhood home“normalized” in their childhood home
Children of abused mothers are:Children of abused mothers are:

6 times more likely to commit suicide6 times more likely to commit suicide
50% more likely to use drugs/alcohol50% more likely to use drugs/alcohol
More likely to end up homelessMore likely to end up homeless

More Long Term EffectsMore Long Term Effects

Children who were exposed to abuse of their mothers Children who were exposed to abuse of their mothers 
were more likely to engage in a variety of antisocial & were more likely to engage in a variety of antisocial & 
criminal activities as adultscriminal activities as adults

60% of juvenile males serving long60% of juvenile males serving long--term sentences were term sentences were 
incarcerated due to killing their mother’s abusive incarcerated due to killing their mother’s abusive 
partnerspartners

Boys who witness DV are twice as likely to abuse their Boys who witness DV are twice as likely to abuse their 
own partners & children when they become adultsown partners & children when they become adults
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Intervention ProgramsIntervention Programs

Reduced children’s selfReduced children’s self--blame for the DVblame for the DV
Improved children’s response to angerImproved children’s response to anger
Improved social skillsImproved social skills
Improved emotional regulationImproved emotional regulation
Reduced emotional & behavioral problemsReduced emotional & behavioral problems
Greatest improvements when both mothers and Greatest improvements when both mothers and 
children received the interventionchildren received the intervention

ResourcesResources
Family Violence Prevention Fund Family Violence Prevention Fund www.endabuse.orgwww.endabuse.org
National Child Traumatic Stress Network National Child Traumatic Stress Network 
www.nctsnet.orgwww.nctsnet.org
National Center for Children Exposed to Violence National Center for Children Exposed to Violence 
www.nccev.orgwww.nccev.org
National Coalition Against Domestic Violence National Coalition Against Domestic Violence 
www.ncadv.orgwww.ncadv.org
National Sexual Violence Resource Center National Sexual Violence Resource Center 
www.nsvrc.orgwww.nsvrc.org
Trauma Center at Justice Resource InstituteTrauma Center at Justice Resource Institute
www.traumacenter.orgwww.traumacenter.org


