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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.

73



BuLmoIyy pue Bun)iyf slayjoul Kol palequiatisl vy Tojesjadiad al]) se
S19Uie} 1At pajeoes 954 s1adeuss) siem Loy uaym pauaddery jey)
Sjuspioul [eaar 0] payse aram a(doad 18130 yoes e sfury) Furmoryy
1o Sumy sjuazed 1rey) palequuawar Kaaing aousiorp Apjrwey pue
194001y [euoneN g661 21 ul pafeaIns asov)) jo Jusniad Uss)Xig
‘(e0661 ‘I
B sneng ‘0861 “[B 12 sneng ‘g6l ‘snexng) sjuated ey ussmjaq
SJUBPIOUL JUS[OTA POIBCLUBWIBI SINPE JO 94 T 'ABAINS GRG T BY) U] *SI8Y)
-B] 118y} SUIRIY SI8YJOW I1AT) %F puR ‘sIayjomw Ite1]) Futiy sIstpye)
nay} duntoder 94LT Ym ‘9DU[OIA JO UGISEIIO BUO 1S®3[ )8 pa[[eoal
Jurpuodsaresoy) Jo 9411 ‘A8AIns GL61 91} U] ‘GEET pue G461 Ul pejonp
-U02 sABAING soualolp A[ruey [PUOnEN dATjewasardel om) ampy
18310 YoBa Jul))iy sI81}e] 10 SIAY}0U 19y} Pa[[edal pakains synpe jo
%01 UeY} 3I0] “(POBEL ‘YITWIG § SNENS ‘0861 “[8 10 SRENS ‘9661 ‘61
sun{ ‘uonesTUNWIMIOD jeuosrad ‘oysurse[ [ ‘9661 ‘Neunsg B ‘Iewiny,
‘Aeyjo ‘Braquayte] ‘Suruuesy) Sunok siem L8y} uaym sjuapout
reuyred juajola Suress Jaquiawal sjMpe Jo %0z pue %411 uUasmiaq
1813 15933nS sa1I0WAW POOYP[IYO JNOqe snpe Sunyse sfaains mog

30UA[OTA JauyaE] 0}
amsodxy piyo jo ssuapou

“dn moi8 Ley) se sewoy a1
Ul 80us|o1A Jnpe 0} pasodxs ale UBIP[IYS jo SIAQINU [PTJUR)SANS BT
s}saddns yoreasal sy ‘seousiradxe POOYPIIYD [[BDa1 0} sjnpe Sul
-Yse sAvaIns ma] e uo paseq Ajrewad axe sajewr|ysy ‘eausforA Iaujred
SSAUM UAIpIIYD Auewr Moy ystqelss o) Sutuurfaq sie s1eyoIEasey

wa[qoaq aipy jo adoog

(6861 ‘dnitey ‘661 ‘selae( ‘HE6T ‘UIMPLY) jouy
VEL) Ul Se1[ USIP[IYD 8y Jof sourdyruBis §)1 pue ‘sdiysuone[a1 sioo
T3 UT{HM SIND50 8AI9SGO UAIP[IYD YRy} 80us]0TA Jaujred sy "yjoq
10 souatola jo siojenadiad 1o swora se syuszed xeyy) Jurmeta ym
adoo oy yduraye usappgo se PpajI0}sip usyo st soueptnd pue ‘Ljumoas
‘3IMINT 103 SBI{AT Py € YOrYm uo diysuone[al priyo-jusred ayl
‘Acewut pue ‘souafola 8o} Jo sSurueowr ay} Jnoqe pasnjuod A[e)
-uawrepung dn moi8 Lew uaIp(ys 8sa ], “yyoq 10 sjuared Iiay) Jsurede

s . 9DUBJOIA J3UDY 0] pasodxg uaIppy”y

e G N W S S S

R

A

P N S S

‘-

P

T0 Aq 8UOP 30US[O1A 9AIDSQO UBIPIIYO Jey) ST aInsodxa siy) jo orjsua)
-Ovleya jusfes pue anbrun sy} ‘sadue)surnono jo Ajarrea e lapun
90Ud[014A JO S8313aP JusIajjIp 0] pasodxs aq Aew uaIpyo yBnoyiy
-1oupred Sunep Jo juareddays mau e Aquared 1jay) uo syoe)je ssauiim
Ausppus few asuafora Jaujzed jo £103s1q ou 1ym jusred arfuls e
1tm Sutar] weIp(iyd g ‘pajeredss 10 PadIoalp are sjuazed 1a)je s)s18
-ad 10 sas®30 I9Y}a pue sejeadajursip a8etirew e se u jas Lew aoua|
“O1A "SJURAS [Myssans 18130 Jo surs|qoxd fsuow 1aa0 jdnie Ajuappns
Aew asuao1a 10 ‘s1eef Auew yoj US[01A pUB PALLIBWI U9aq JARY OUm
syuared yim aal] Lewr uarp[ryn ‘ucheINp pue jasuo sjr ur £1ea uea
8AISSQ0 USIPMIYD Jey)} 20Us]01A BY L, *(BOB6T 'so[[as) 3 SneI)g) sarouale
13130 10 2o1t0d 0} pajrodai jou are syusprour 10 88[] 10U Op SIajou
U} YOIYM UL SOWIOY UT SAT[ INQG 8OUB[OLA 8I2A3S 9IS TWAIP[IYI BWOG
I81}0 yoes Je s3uty) mo1y) pue ‘asoys ‘defs A[dunnoa 1o [jeuotisesso
sluated yorym Ur SsUIOY Ul 90UA[OIA 819A8S §sa[ 0] pasodxe a1e uaip
-1Y2 Auepy ‘sased 1a)[oys [eo1d £} woay 13]JJ1p OS[e SUOTIBNIIS J8Y}()

. (0661 ‘sneng B s1935)
smo[q epeq sjuared Iiey) ses 10 95USJAP-J[as Ul 9OUL[OIA ST sIaTiom
18y} 995 Aeur uaIp[Iyy) ‘saa18ep Suidiea oy 1 asn Lew sjuared yjoq
10 ‘pap1s auo A[ainus aq Leur auroy s,pryd e ur 90Ua(01A Y], "(0661
'SNENG ¥ $19)G) I9I0W S,plIyod Yy jo reujred sunjep 10 w-aay 10
‘1ayyeydals Tayye] s,piyo oY) wnora sy pue ‘}nesse jo ojenjadiad e
5q Aeur 1ayjow oy} ‘sesed awoS Y "1ay3e; s, p[1yo sy jo reuyred Sunep
10 ‘saured ur-aar Teyiourde)s v eyjow sty S9P15S8Q SUOSWOS 2 UL
WHOLA INESSE Y[, "9IN}RII)I] 8Y) Ul PAJUIWINIOP [[oM SE JOU 818 ng
1200 UEd SoUs[0IA Jo suteled Iay)() A][eolUoIyd pue usjjo—A[aiaa
"95 POZIUNIIA SIOYOUN II8Y) UBAS BABY OUM UBIPIIYD SAJOAUI 0)
SPU9] SUY] PUR S19)[9YS UT USUWIOM Pa1a)jeq wogy eyep uo paseq uaaq
SB1Y 80uUR]01A Jau)aed JO $18AT85G0 P[IYD U0 YoIeasar 31} JO yan

"80UR[OIA JO pULY ST} WOIj sunurw st AJrwe; jo ad4)
ON "sat[rurey yusred-a[8uts se yons ‘sarnjonns Afrurey 1910 apnyaxa 0}
ueau j0u op em aydeyd sty ur syuared o) 1eje1 om usypy Juated e jo
srguyred Junep uaas 10 sejeWUL 1830 10 SunIqeyoo o sywsredda)s
Spn{out 0} pannsuos A[peoiq aq pinoys sjuared, ynq ‘seyrure; jusred
“OM] T 8JUB[01A UO S8SNI0J BINJEIS)I] 8L} JO JSOJ 'S)O8JJa SJ1 8AI9Sq0
10 sjusred 1oy} usamiaq synesse eoiskyd Ieay 10 9as ULIP[IYD UBYM
SIND30 ‘aJay 1 dUIJap am se ‘@susjora Joujund o aznsodxs pooypyy)

wajqoaq ay} Sururpaqy

dONITOIA YANIY VI A



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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92 . FARTNER VIOLENCE

training children to be aggressive (Grych & Fincham, 1990). Overall,
children from violent homes appear to be at greater risk for showing
clinical-level behavioral and emotional problems, but it is likely that

some symptoms are caused by the conflict and not necessarily the
violence.

Child Maltreatment. In understanding the impact of witnessing
partoer violence, another fact to keep in mind is that many of these
children are not just witnesses to violence, but victims themselves.
Children exposed to adult partner violence are at high risk for being
physically abused (Kenning, Merchant, & Tomkins, 1991; McCloskey
et al., 1995). In a national sample of the population in 1985, 229% of
husbands who had hit their wives in the previous year had also physi-
cally abused their children, compared with 8% of husbands in other
families (Straus & Smith, 1990a). Similarly, 23% of women who had
hit their husbands had also physically abused a child in the previous
year (Straus & Smith, 1990a).

Even higher rates of physical child abuse are found among chil-
dren subjected to partner violence. One review notes that researchers
have consistently found that 25% to 45% of children of women in
shelters have been physically abused (Hotaling, Straus, & Lincoln,
1989). A survey of several shelter populations found that more than
one half of the children in residence were abused or neglected, fre-
quently both. The physical abuse was often severe: 5% of these chil-
dren had been hospitalized for injuries caused by physical abuse, and
8% had been identified as sexually abused (Layzer et al., 1986). A
study that included children living in shelters and children living at
home found that children in 10% of families studied had been sexu-
ally abused (McCloskey et al,, 1985).

In addition, the issue of emotional maltreatment is important. One
could argue that, by definition, children exposed to partner violence
experience emotional maltreatment. But even independent of this, it
is very likely that children in violent homes have been yelled at,
threatened, manipulated, or triangled into the parental conflict—
other forms of emotional abuse separate from the witnessing.

At least three studies have attempted to compare children who
have been exposed to partner violence and children who have been
abused, with inconclusive results. Qne small study found that abused
children had more behavioral and emotional problems, but the dif-
ferences between the two groups were not reliable (Hughes et al.,
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1989). A second study found the same number of problems in the two
groups (Sternberg et al., 1993). A third study measuring the relative
effects of being abused and witnessing violence found that physical
abuse wielded the most powerful effect on a child’s behavior but that
witnessing partner violence added to that effect {Salzinger et al., 1992).
Again, it must be recognized that some effects seen in children
who witness partner violence are probably a result of the physical
and emotional maltreatment they have additionally suffered and that
these etfects may be difficult to distinguish from the witnessing itself.
On the basis of available research, it also seems plausible that when
physical and emotional maltreatment are present in addition to part-
ner violence, one would expect more severe difficulties for a child,

Nature of Social Interventions

Many children who live with partner violence become involved
with social service and governmental agencies that attempt to inter-
vene in the situation (Jaffe et al., 1990), These agencies are usually
focused on the adult parties to the violence and are often not cogni-
zant of, or equipped to deal with, the special needs of children. Two
of the most common agencies are battered women’s shelters and the
criminal justice system.

Battered Women’s Shelters. When mothers escape from violent re-
lationships by fleeing with their children to shelters, the flight and
the shelter residence are distressful in themselves. Children find
themselves abruptly severed from their homes, toys and belongings,
pets, and daily routines. These families are often in hiding, with chil-
dren cut off from the supports of schoo), close friends, and most rela-
tives. Children may miss their fathers, resent the move, and press
their mothers to return home (Jaffe et al., 1990).

Many children in shelters score in the clinical range for behavioral
and other problems measured with standardized instruments such as
the Child Behavior Checklist (Achenbach & Edelbrock, 1984). In one
study, 70% had clinical-level behavioral problems and 53% appeared
to be clinically depressed (Davis & Carlson, 1987), although the extent
to which these symptoms can be attributed to shelter residence is
unclear. One study that investigated children who were exposed to
violence and compared children living in shelters with children liv-
ing at home found higher internalizing behaviors in shelter residents.
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96 PARTNER VIOLENCE

interests, or have other internal resources tend to overcome adversi-
ties. The style with which children tend to attribute causes to bad
events can also be a protective factor, particularly if they can avoid
pessimism and self-blame. Children who have strong, supportive re-
lationships with some significant adults also tend to fare well. Other
protective factors include support from peers and teachers, success
in school, and athletics (Herrenkohl, Herrenkohl], & Egolf, 1994;
Mrazek & Mrazek, 1987; Rutter, 1985),

Two studies indicate that family support may not be as effective
a protective factor for children exposed to pariner violence.
McCloskey et al. (1995) found that children from violent families
who reported supportive family relationships were not shielded from
the mental health effects of witnessing violence. Kolbo (1 996) found
that boys exposed to partner violence who reported high levels of
support scored significantly higher in self-worth than did boys who
lacked support, but that level of support did not make a difference in
the self-worth scores of girls in the study (the source of support was

not specified). Other protective factors have not been studied jn this
context,

Long-Term Effects

Although some problems that children develop in response to expo-
sure to partner violence constitute immediate reactions to difficult
situations, the risk is that these children will develop chronic behav-
ioral and psychological problems that could mark their lives into
adulthood. One area of concern is the association between witnessing
partner violence as a child and behaving aggressively as an adult.
Adults who recall partner violence in their homes when they were
young are more likely to use violence against their spouses, to be
abusive with their children, and to commit violent crimes outside
their homes than adults who grew up in nonviolent homes (Straus,
1992). Among married couples, both men and women exposed to
partner violence as children are about three times more likely to hit
their own spouses (Straus et al,, 1980). Moreover, adults who wit-
nessed severe violence are much more likely to perpetrate severe vio-
lence than those who witnessed milder violence or no violence. In
the National Family Violence Survey, 20% of men who remembered

Children Exposed to Purtner Violence 97

witnessing extreme violence between their parents severely abused
their wives, compared with 2% of men who never observed partner
violence (Straus et al,, 1980).

The idea that children brought up in viclent homes may be more
likely to become perpetrators or victims of partner violence than chil-
dren raised in nonviclent homes has been characterized as the “inter-
generational transmission” of violence, wherein aggressive or victim-
izing family patterns are passed from parent to child. Although much,
but not all, research in this area supports this idea, intergenerational
transmission is certainly not an inevitable process, and much re-
mains to be learned about the mechanisms by which such family
patterns may be passed from parent to child (see Chapter 2 for a more
detailed discussion).

Some evidence also suggests an association between exposure to
partner violence as a child and enduring psychological problems as
an adult. Studies have found that college students who observed
parental violence were more anxious than those who did not, expe-
rienced more trauma-related symptoms, and had lower self-esteem
and that the women were more depressed and more aggressive
(Forsstrom-Cohen & Rosenbaum, 1985; Silvern et al., 1995). Another
study comparing women who recalled violence between their parents
with women who did not reports that the former showed more symp-
toms of psychological distress and lower levels of social competence
(Henning et al., 1996). The women in this study who were exposed
to violence also reported more physical child abuse by parents, more
verbal conflict between parents, and less caring and support; these
findings make it difficult to attribute their problems to any one source.
Another study found that adults who witnessed partner violence as

teenagers had more symptoms of stress and depression and more al-
cohol and other drug problems than other adults (Straus, 1992).

Limitations of the Research

The body of research concerning children exposed to violence is
relatively recent, and much of it is limited in some respects. In a 1989
review of 29 studies, Fantuzzo and Lindquist (1989) pointed out many
of the shortcomings in this literature:

» The existence of partner violence is usually determined solely on the
mother’s report, or it is assumed because the mother is living in a
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TABLE 3.2 Guidelines for Practitioners

Guidelines for Crisis Intervention

Conduct lethality assessment
Formulate safety plan :
Train children in security procedures
Report child abuse if situation warrants
Provide crisis counseling

Guidelines for Noncrisis Situations and General Praciice

Screen children for partner violence

Assess children who have been exposed
Recognize possible need for child abuse report
Assign independent worker to children
Consider crisis intervention needs

Be developmentally and culturally appropriate
Coordinate with other professionals
Encourage healthy parenting practices

Be aware of child custody issues

Promote parent education that teaches about the impact of exposure to
partner violence

or deal with their own situation (Gentry & Eaddy, 1982, cited in Jaffe
et al., 1990), but it is generally believed that interventions can be
helpful. Several authors have conceptualized the intervention in
three phases: (a) crisis intervention and initial assessment, (b) short-
term therapy, and (c) long-term therapy.

Crisis Intervention

In a crisis situation wherein police have been called or a mother
is fleeing her home, crucial, special issues (see Table 3.2} must be
attended to (Rossman, 1994).

The safety of the children must be ensured. So, as a first priority,
a “lethality assessment” is required to determine where the children
should be residing and with whom. Even if it is clear that the family
cannot remain together, family members may meet at court hearings,
at relatives’ homes, during exchanges of the children for visitation,
and so forth, and the potential for violence at these times should be
assessed. A good assessment requires that information be obtained
from all family members, as well as close associates, and from pro-
fessional evaluations of the violent adults.

e

e~ ——
e ——— e
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A safety plan must be formulated for the children concerning what
to do in case violence recurs. For children old enough to take action
on their own, this plan should include a rehearsal of how to tell
whether the situation is approaching dangerousness, how to get out
of a dangerous situation (e.g., where to go in the home, or where to
hide, whom they can call, secret ways of communicating what is hap-
pening}, and places in the neighborhood or surrounding area that may
be safe.

For families in shelters or other locations where they are hiding
from a violent parent, the children must be trained in how to protect
secrecy. Children need to learn how to avoid divulging their location
to friends or relatives, how to make sure the abuser cannot use caller
ID to trace the family, and how to take other precautions.

A child abuse report may be necessary. Most states require profes-
sionals who are aware that a child has been attacked or seriously
endangered by a parent or caretaker to make a report to child protec-
tive services. In some states, exposure to parental violence is itself
evidence of child endangerment. [n all states, a report should be made
if there are any signs that violence or threats have been directed at
the child. A report would likewise be required if evidence suggests
that the family violence has created an environment in which chil-
dren’s basic needs for food, supervision, and other care have not been
met.

Children who have just witnessed something very frightening or
disturbing, such as a serious assault, or who have just suffered a trau-
matic dislocation, such as flesing home, need the benefit of a crisis
interview with a professional trained in crisis counseling with the
children. (A detailed description of this interview is available in Ar-
royo & Eth, 1995, and Rosenberg & Rossman, 1990.) The goal of such
an interview is to forestall some typical post-traumatic symptoms,
such as intrusive imagery, by giving the child a chance to recount the
traumatic events, to correct any misattributions of self-blame, and to
develop initial strategies for managing overwhelming feelings.

Noncrisis Situations

Although sometimes children’s contacts with professionals will
come as a result of a crisis created by an acute violence episode, fre-
quently a situation of partner violence exposure will occur outside a
crisis situation. Because more and more professionals are following
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the family. Children themselves may decline help, seeing it as stig-
matizing in some way or focused on an area of their lives they would
rather deny than deal with.

Another common case management problem is the involvement
of other agencies and professionals. These cases frequently come to
one’s attention through police, courts, or shelter agencies that con-
tinue to be involved with the family. The case may entail a child abuse
report or an ongoing child welfare investigation. Criminal actions
may have occurred about which the child must testify. The parents
may have their own therapists and attorneys who are actively in-
volved in the problem. These entanglements can create rapid devel-
opments in the case—a court order, a child protection finding, a po-
lice interview, the calling of a family therapy meeting—to which the
professional working with the child must respond. Good liaison with
other involved parties is important (Ammerman & Hersen, 1990).

An important concern is that other agencies and other profession-
als may have different priorities and different points of view that do
not necessarily mesh well with the therapeutic needs of the child.
Thus, police and courts may not be willing to take the child's needs
into consideration in deciding how to conduct investigations or how
to pursue charges. Other professionals may hold blaming attitudes

toward the perpetrator or victim parent that do not correspond to the -

child’s view. Ideologically oriented agencies may have agendas for
the child that are not the child’s own.

Unfortunately, in some communities, tensions and unresolved
conflicts exist between partner violence professionals and child pro-
tection agencies, Partner violence professionals have sometimes been
concerned that child protection agencies, lacking sufficient aware-
ness about, and sympathy for, the situation of battered women, were
overly hasty to remove children from their mother’s care. Child pro-
tection agencies, for their part, have been concerned that overidenti-
fication with mothers has kept partner violence professionals from
recognizing children who were in such danger that they needed sepa-
rate child welfare intervention, apart from partner violence services.
Fortunately, an increasing number of communities have developed
collaborative protacols among these groups of practitioners.

Child therapists should be prepared for parents to have strong and
often contradictory views about what should be done for the child.
Some of these views may result from displaced anger as parents vent
ire at each other or the system or the therapist. Parents should not be

Children Exposed to Partner Violence 105

allowed to dictate treatment, but child therapists are in a more diffi-
cult situation than those with adult clients because parents can de-
cide to terminate treatment.

Custody Issues

One challenging case management dilemma concerns issues of
child custody. Viclent relationships often end in divorce, which then
leaves important questions to be resolved about custody and visita-
tion rights of parents. Delicate assessments and resolutions must be
made to ensure the welfare of the children—who need parental con-
tact but also safety, security, and healthy parenting—while at the
same time protecting adults who may have been victims of partner
violence. Among the complex factors that must be weighed in cus-
tody decisions are the legitimate questions about the future safety of
the children while in the custody of a parent who has exhibited vio-
lent behavior; the fact that violence can sometimes escalate or inten-
sify, rather than diminish, aftera separation or diverce; and the reality
that custody arrangements frequently necessitate contact between
parents, which can conceivably put them at risk for additional assault
or harassment.

These issues have challenged family courts, which have not al-
ways had good information about partner violence and its conse-
quences on children. In the past, some courts completely ignored the
matter of partner violence in custody decision making, on the pre-
sumption that the roles as spouse and parent were distinct and that
violence in one role did not presuppose it in another. But research
has clearly suggested some interrelationship (see Saunders, 1994a,
for a review of this research). The question begging for more research
concerns in what circumstances partner violence is or is not a risk
factor for violence and abuse toward children and whether and under
what circumstances other negative effects accrue for children from
continued frequent association with parents who have committed
partner violence.

Another factor that needs sensitive assessment concerns the situ-
ations of the victims of partner violence in the course of custody
decision making. Because courts often carefully examine the material
and psychological resources that parents will bring to their parenting,
victims of partner violence can appear at a disadvantage because they
may be suffering from the psychological effects of their abuse, and
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Wagar & Rodway, 1995). These groups seem to work best with chil-
dren exposed to less severe levels of violence who have mild to mod-
erate, but not severe, adjustment problems,.

Short-term treatment of adolescents has some additional chal-
lenges that may not be present for younger children. As a result of
neglect, resentful feelings toward violent parents, and socialization
to viclent modes of conflict resolution, adolescents from violent fami-
lies may be engaged in a variety of acling-out behaviors. One thera-
peutic goal for such adolescents is to help parents reestablish appro-
priate limits, boundaries, and discipline (Harway & Hansen, 1994).
To this end, resources intended to ease the stress on the parent, such
as gaining safety from the abusive partner so that the mother may
attend to the child, may very much help the child. Such parents need
specific help in how to set clear and appropriate limits without get-
ting into protracted conflicts with the child that may resemble con-
flicts with the partner. They also need help learning effective nonvio-
lent disciplinary practices. This is particularly challenging because
parents, out of guilt for their neglect and responsibility for exposing
the child to violence, as well as fear that the child may develop the
patterns of the violent partner, may easily overreact in their attempts
to deal with adolescent acting out.

A difficultissue that may confront therapists who work with child
witnesses concerns the advisability of whole family treatment ses-
sions including the violent partner. Although child therapists can
often see many valuable reasons for such sessions, this form of treat-
ment has been controversial among those who work with partner
violence (issues in the debate are discussed in more detail in Chapter
7). In general, it is important for the child therapist who sees some
possible benefit from a whole family session to accept the lead from,
and the judgment of, those professionals who may be working with
parents. Similarly, a therapist who is working with a child and who
sees a family session as contraindicated for the child should not aliow
the child to be pressured into participation. The situation is more
difficult in families with episodes of partner violence, wherein the
parents are not themselves in treatment. In such a situation, a child’s
therapist would want to convene a family session only after ascer-
taining that there is no risk of provoking violence or retaliation from

an abuser, that the session is desired by all parties, and that the child
feels safe and capable of coping with the situation (Rossman, 1994),
It may be important in such a situation to ensure that multiple pro-
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fessionals are present—one who can take responsibility for the par-
ents and their reactions, and one who is available to respond to the
child.

Long-Term Treatment

Long-term treatment is possibly indicated for children who mani-
fest problems of serious depression, suicidality, or self-injury, as well
as for children with conduct disorders and aggressive behavior. These
problems probably stem from more than the witnessing of partner
violence and may arise from an environment of chronic conflict, emo-
tional deprivation, and actual abuse and neglect of the child. Good
resources concerning the treatment of such children are available,
but it is beyond the scope of this chapter to review this literature,

Implications

1. Questions about possible exposure to parental and partner
violence should be asked of all children being assessed or treated for
other problems of a mental health, academic, or social nature (e.g.,
delinguency, sexual abuse, depression, academic difficulties).

2. All children exposed to parental partner violence should be
given a detailed assessment to determine the nature and impact of
their expasure.

3. In encounters with children who have been exposed to partner
violence, the possibility of physical and emotional abuse of the child
needs to be recognized, along with the potential responsibility for a
report to the mandated child abuse and neglect reporting agency. All
professionals need to be trained in such assessments and procedures.

4. All children involved in partner violence crisis situations
should have a professional working with them independently who is
able to assess them and act on their behalf.

5. Agencies and professionals should develop and be trained in
protocols for providing crisis intervention with child witnesses that
take into consideration their needs for safety, confidentiality, and
post-traumatic counseling.
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