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CHAPTER S THREE

Children Exposed to
Partner Violence

JANIS WOLAK
DAVID FINKELHOR

Humﬁumn violence is often described as unseen because it usually
occurs in the privacy of a home. But violent homes often include
children, and these children do see the violence (Fantuzzo, Boruch,
Beriama, Atkins, & Marcus, 1997; Hilton, 1992; Holden & Ritchie,
1991; Jaffe, Wolfe, & Wilson, 1990). Children hear their parents, the
adults they love and depend on, screaming in anger, pleading in fear,
and sobbing in pain. They hear fists hitting bodies, objects thrown
and shattered, and people thrown against walls and knocked to floors.
They may see blood, bruises, and weapons. Some children witness
domestic rapes and even murder (Eth & Pynoos, 1994; Pynoos &
Nader, 1988). These children often show signs of trauma, but partner
violence has even broader implications because family relationships
have such a profound influence on development (Aldwin, 1994;
Davies, 1991; Hartup, 1989).

This chapter describes current knowledge about how partner vio-
lence affects children and the different ways children respond to, and
cope with, violence in their homes, focusing on developmental dif-
ferences. It covers approaches to assessing and treating child wit-
nesses to partner violence.
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76 PARTNER VIOLENCE

things, and 5% recalled both parents being violent (J. L. Jasinski, per-
sonal communication, June 19, 1996).

In a fourth survey, in which 617 women responded to a mail ques-
tionnaire in a small New England city, 20% remembered violence in
their homes when they were age 15 or younger (Henning et al., 1996),
8% reported that their fathers attacked their mothers, 6% reperted their
mothers as the assailants, and 6% reported violence by both parents.

At least one study asked children directly about ohserving partner
violence, The 1991 National Child Victimization Prevention Study, a
telephone survey of 2,000 children ages 10 through 16, asked chil-
dren, “Have you ever seen any of the adults in your household hit
one another?” Seven percent of children surveyed answered yes.
When children were asked who did the hitting, 3.4% identified their
fathers or stepfathers, 1.5% identified their mothers or stepmothers,
and the remainder identified other adult relatives, mostly siblings.
Children were not asked who was hit. Three percent of children sur-
veyed had seen such violence in the past year (D. Finkethor, personal
communication, June 19, 1996).

Although these surveys provide the best figures we have, it re-
mains difficult to know precisely how many children see violence in
their homes. People surveyed about such matters may forget experi-
ences or remember incorrectly or be unwilling to disclose painful or
embarrassing events. At best, survey figures give arange in which the
true rate for childhood exposure to partner violence exists. The 5%
rate of exposure to parental violence found in the National Youth Pre-
vention Study underestimates true rates because these survey partici-
pants had not finished their childhoods. The rates between 11% and
16% found by the three national surveys of adults may also be low be-
cause some people forgot violent incidents or failed to disclose them
for other reasons. Also, these surveys each asked only one question
about violent behavior by parents. The Henning mail survey, which
found that 20% of adult women saw viclence between their parents,
asked several detailed questions about types and severity of violence,
but the sample in this study was based on a local survey of women
only, and only 617 of the 6,000 in the sample returned questionnaires.

Researchers estimate that between 20% and 28% of couples who
are dating, cohabiting, or married experience at least one violent
incident during the course of their relationships (see Chapter 1).
Assuming that rates of violence for parents equal rates for couples in
general, these figures are fairly consistent with a range of 11% to 20%
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for how many children witness assaults. The estimates for violence
over the course of a relationship include couples who admit to occa-
sional and relatively mild incidents like slaps and shoves that a child
might not notice, as well as couples who engage in frequent or severe
violence or both, which would be harder for other household mem-
bers to miss. This possibility might account for the discrepancy in
rates for couple violence and child observation of violence.

None of this is to say that partner vialence only affects children
if they see it. As described later in this chapter, viewing violence
between parents directly affects children in several ways, yet partner
assault also has an indirect impact because it physically and psycho-
logically affects parents, particularly mothers, in ways that are con-
sequential for parent-child relationships.

Chronicity of Exposure to Partner Violence

Little is known about how many incidents children who witness
violence observe and how often viclence occurs. Straus (1992) re-
ported that adults who recalled partner violence as they were growing
up were aware of an average of nine incidents between their parents,
with most people remembering at least four episodes. Kaufman Kantor
and Jasinski (personal communication, June 19, 1996) found that, of
people who remembered their parents hitting and throwing things,
60% reported more than one violent incident. In the National Youth
Prevention Study, one half of children who had seen partner violence
had seen it more than once (D. Finkelhor, personal communication,
June 19, 1996). Although multiple incidents seem more prevalent
than single ones, it is likely that children are more aware of, and more
likely to remember, violence when it happens more than once.

Severity of Violence That Children Witness

Henning et al. (1996) asked women about the severity of violent
behaviors they recalled between their parents. About one third of
women who grew up with partner violence (7% of all women sur-
veyed) had seen their fathers kick or bite their mothers or hit them
with fists. Six percent of all women surveyed had seen their fathers
beat up their mothers, 3% had witnessed choking and threats with
weapons, and 1% had seen their fathers use knives or guns. Some-
what smaller numbers of women had seen their mothers engage in
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80 PARTNER VIOLENCE

their parents’ safety. Many children have difficulty coping with the
feelings of fear, anger, and pain aroused by the violence they witness
in their homes (Roseby & Johnston, 1995; Rosenberg & Rossman, 1990)

Symptoms of Children
Exposed to Partner Violence

Children who observe partner violence cannot be described as having
one particular pattern of response to their experience (see Table 3.1).
A recent summary of 29 studies of children who have witnessed part-
ner assaults (Kolbo, Blakely, & Engleman, 1996) reports harm in sev-
eral areas of functioning: behavioral, emotional, social, cognitive, and
physical.

Behavioral problems include aggression, cruelty to animals, tan-
trums, “acting out,” immaturity, truancy, delinquency, and attention
deficit disorder/hyperactivity (Ascione, in press; Davies, 1991; Dodge,
Pettit, & Bates, 1994; Graham-Bermann, 1996¢; Hershorn & Rosen-
baum, 1985; Hughes & Barad, 1983; Jouriles, Murphy, & O’Leary,
1989; McCloskey et al., 1995; Sternberg et al., 1993). Common emo-
tional problems are anxiety, anger, depression, withdrawal, and low
self-esteem (Carlson, 1990; Davis & Carlson, 1987; Graham-Bermann,
1986c; Hughes, 1988; Jaffe, Wolfe, Wilson, & Zak, 1986), Social prob-
lems are poor social skills, peer rejection, and an inability to empa-
thize with others (Graham-Bermann, 1996c; Strassberg & Dodge,
1992). Cognitive difficulties generally include language lag, develop-
mental delays, and poor school performance (Kerouac, Taggart,
Lescop, & Fortin, 1986; Wildin, Williamson, & Wilson, 1991). Physical
problems include failure to thrive, difficulty sleeping and eating, re-
gressive behaviors, poor motor skills, and psychosomatic symptoms
such as eczema and bed wetting (Copping, 1996; Jaffe et al., 1990;
Layzer, Goodson, & Delange, 1986).

Most of the research cited used various standardized instruments
that measure psychological and other problems. Researchers com-
pared the scores of children exposed to partner violence with normed
scores or with scores of control groups. Most, but not all, of this body
of research found that children who witness violence are signifi-
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TABLE 3.1 Symptoms of Children Exposed 1o Partner Viclence

Behavioral Emotional

Aggression Anxiety

Tantrums Depression

Acting out Withdrawal

Immaturity Low self-esteem

Truancy Anger

Delinquency

Physical Cognitive

Failure to thrive Poor academic performance

Sleeplessness Language lag
Regressive behaviors

Eating disorders

Poor motor skills

Psychosomatic symptoms

Rejection by peers

NOTE: Researchers are uncertain whether these types of preblems are altributable to exposure to
partner violence alone or to the cumulative effect of exposure and other problems prevalent in
violent homes.

cantly more likely to have problems in one or more of the five areas
cited than children who do not.

These findings do not imply that every child who witnesses part-
ner violence, even frequent and severe violence, will have problems.
Many children are able to cope successfully with disturbing events.
Moreover, this body of research is relatively recent, and its findings
are limited by methodological and other difficulties detailed later in
this chapter. At this point, researchers are uncertain whether the
problems of these children are attributable to exposure to partner
violence alone or to the cumulative effect of exposure and other dif-
ficulties prevalent in violent homes.

Why Exposure to Partner Violence
Harms Children

Researchers believe that partner violence damages children develop-
mentally in several ways. A model of these influences is described
by Jaffe and his colleagues (1980}, who thearize that children are
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84 PARTNER VIOLENCE

with parents who use violence. Also, children from viclent homes

may not have the opportunity to learn negotiation and other peaceful
methods of conflict resolution.

Indirect Influence
Disciplinary Practices

Some researchers have explored the association between the qual-
ity of marital relationships and the quality of parenting skills, finding
that parents in violent conflict with each other may tend to have
qualities that can interfere with healthy child development, includ-
ing irritability, harsh disciplinary practices, fewer positive inter-
actions with their children, and more inconsistency in child rearing
(Belsky, 1984; Holden & Ritchie, 1991). Holden and Ritchie {1991)
note that inconsistency may be a particular problem in these families
for two reasons: (a) Parents may disagree more about child rearing
and may communicate poorly, and (b) mothers may respond to their
children one way when they are alone with them and a different way
when fathers are present. Parents coping with their own violent rela-
tionships may be unable to provide consistent supervision and guid-
ance to their children (Holden & Ritchie, 1991; Jaffe et al., 1990). Par-
ents may fail to teach their children how to control aggression and
may even unwittingly reinforce aggressive tendencies by ignoring
them or by backing down from confrontations over violent acts
(Patterson, 1982; Patterson, DeBaryshe, & Ramsey, 1989).

Maternal Stress

For children, the risk of harm comes not cnly from exposure to
frightening and emotional scenes involving parents but also from the
toll on parents’ abilities to maintain close and positive parent-child
relationships. Most children turn to their mothers for help in coping
with problems. When the problem is partner viclence, however, a
mother’s life may be so disrupted by the stress of her own victimiza-
tion that she is unable to respond to her child’s concerns and fears,

Several studies have found that high levels of maternal stress,
particularly stress related to parenting, are assaciated with emotional
and behavioral problems in children living in battered women's shel-
ters (Graham-Bermann, 1996b; Holden & Ritchie, 1991; Wolfe, Jaffe,
Wilson, & Zak, 1985). Mothers may be physically injured, in poor
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health, and overwhelmed with anxiety and depression, as well as
dealing with stresses from money problems, unemployment, divorce,
and homelessness (Jaffe et al., 1990). At least one study, however, has
found that, in violent homes, mothers’ mental health problems are
not causally related to children’s mental health and that most of the
variance in children’s mental health scores can be attributed to the
violence in the home, rather than to maternal distress (McCloskey
et al., 1995).

Paternal Characteristics

It seems apparent that children who witness assaults between
their parents would be affected by their fathers’ actions, but data al-
lowing for the assessment of paternal behavior are rarely gathered in
partner violence research (Sternberg, in press). One exception is
Holden and Ritchie (1991), who interviewed battered mothers about
their husbands’ child-rearing behaviors. They found that paternal
“irritability” was one of two significant predictors of behavioral prob-
lems in children of battered women. (The other significant factor was
maternal stress.) They also found that, compared with fathers in a
control group, fathers in violent families did less child care, were
angry at their children more often, were less affectionate, and were
less likely to reason with their children and more likely to spank
them. At least one other study found that paternal irritability pre-
dicted antisocial behavior in boys (Patterson & Dishion, 1988).

Hartup (1989), reviewing the research on fathers, notes that
“father-child attachments show many of the same qualities that
mother-child attachments do” (p. 122). Where a mother is the pri-
mary caretaker, Hartup speculates, the father's support of maternal
care giving, or lack of support, will have important implications for
a child. Disagreements about child rearing are rife between parents
in violent families {Salzinger, Feldman, Hammer, & Rosario, 1992; Straus
et al., 1980). If Hartup is right, in violent families in which mothers
are the primary caretakers and fathers are disengaged from child rear-
ing, paternal challenges to a mother’s parenting ability may weaken
and damage mother-child relationships. Some tenuous support for
this idea comes from a study of Israeli children (Sternberg et al.,
1994), which looked at children’s perceptions of fathers and mothers,
comparing four groups: (a) children who were abused, (b} children
who witnessed partner violence, (¢) children who witnessed such
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a8 PARTNER VIOLENCE

appropriate egocentrism and inability to view things from the per-
spectives of others (Jaffe et al., 1990; Roseby & Johnston, 1995),

Six- Through Twelve-Year-Old Children. School-age children usu-
ally have more resources to cope with exposure to violence. They
have more control over their emotions and more sophisticated cog-
nitive skills, including more realistic understandings of events. They
develop problem-solving and reasoning skills, and their social circles
broaden to include friends and adults outside their families {Aldwin,
1994). They are still very oriented within their families, however, and
tend to see their parents as role models (Jaffe et al., 1990). Because
of this, they may feel particularly confused and conflicted about part-
ner violence. For instance, they may admire a powerful father but also
fear him, or love and worry about a victimized mother but feel angry
at her for appearing weak. Boys may feel particularly ambivalent
about their fathers (Hughes, 1982),

As children get older, they tend to blame themselves less for pa-
rental conflict (Jaffe et al., 1990; Jenkins, Smith, & Graham, 1989).
This does not mean, however, that they stay out of it. Jenkins et al.
(1989) found that whereas only 24% of 9- to 12-year-olds blamed
themselves for their parents’ quarrels, 71% intervened in various
ways, trying to stop the disputes. Children of this age also worry
about the vulnerability of their mothers and siblings (Graham-
Bermann, 1996a).

Behavioral problems resulting from exposure to violence may be-
come apparent as children enter school and start interacting with
peers and teachers. Aggressive behavior is often a particular concern
(Davis & Carlson, 1987; Hughes & Barad, 1983; Jaffe, Wilson, & Wolfe,
1988), but children may also act out, have conduct problems, and be
emotionally needy, fearful, and anxious (Davis & Carlson, 1987;
Hershorn & Rosenbaum, 1985; Jaffe et al., 1986; Jouriles et al., 1989;
Rosenbaum & O’Leary, 1981a; Sternberg et al., 1993). They may have
academic problems (Kerouac et al., 1986), have difficulties with peers
(Strassberg & Dodge, 1992), and suffer from sadness, depression, and
low self-esteem (Davis & Carlson, 1987; Hughes, 1988; Jaffe et al.,
1986). Isolation may also be a problem. In some cases, children are
ashamed of their homes and concerned about keeping the violence a
secret. In other cases, children may be isolated by a domineering
father who seeks to control the family by limiting access to outsiders
(Jaffe et al., 1990).
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Adolescents. By adolescence, most children are able to understand
the perspectives of others, come to independent conclusions about
events, and appreciate what they can and cannot control {Aldwin,
1994). Adolescents are more able to view partner violence as their
parents’ problem and to turn to friends and adults outside their fami-
lies for support. They may be less fearful and anxious about the situ-
ation than younger children and less likely to feel responsible for
violent events (Jaffe et al., 1990).

Some teenagers, however, will have lived with partner violence
for many years and may show evidence of long-term effects. Children
who have grown up with violence are more prone than other teens to
delinquency and violent behavior (Dodge et al., 1994; Thornberry,
1994). These teens may assault peers, siblings, and parents. Some teens
may use alcohol and other drugs to escape from their problems, or
they may escape literally by running away. Suicide is alsc a concern
with troubled adolescents, particularly those who are withdrawn and
depressed (Carlson, 1990; Hollis, 1996; Spirito, Overholster, & Stark,
1989). Although some adolescents from viclent homes find ways to
escape, others stay at home and assume parenting duties for younger
children in the household. These adolescents bear heavy burdens of
responsibility (Jaffe et al., 1990).

Gender Differences

Some researchers have considered whether gender differences
contribute to the extent or types of problems exhibited by children
who witness partner violence. Some studies indicate that boys from
battered women'’s shelters or other clinical populations are more
likely than girls to behave aggressively or tc exhibit conduct problems
(Davis & Carison, 1987; Hughes & Barad, 1983; Jaffe et al., 1990;
Jouriles & LeCompte, 1991) or that girls have more problems with
depression, anxiety, and other internalizing behaviors (Davis &
Carlson, 1987; Holden & Ritchie, 1991; Jaffe et al., 1990). Other stud-
ies finding various problems have not reported significant differences
between boys and girls (Cummings et al., 1989; Fantuzzo et al., 1991;
Hughes, 1988; Hughes, Parkinson, & Vargo, 1989; Jaffe et al., 1988).
One study found that girls who witnessed viclence, were abused, or
both had more problems with aggression and other externalizing
problems than boys and were also more depressed (Sternberg et al.,
1993).
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