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The majority of children witness the violence that is occurring and in about half of all domestic violence situations, they are also being directly abused themselves. 


How are children exposed to domestic violence?

Children can 'witness domestic violence' in a variety of ways. For example, they may be in the same room and may even get caught in the middle of an incident in an effort to make the violence stop. Tthey may be in the room next door and hear the abuse or see their mother's physical injuries following an incident of violence. They may be forced to stay in one room or may not be allowed to play. They may be forced to witness sexual abuse or they may be forced to take part in verbally abusing the victim. All children witnessing domestic violence are being emotionally abused. 
From 31 January 2005, Section 120 of the Adoption and Children Act 2002 came into force, which extends the legal definition of harming children to include harm suffered by seeing or hearing ill treatment of others, especially in the home. 

Are the effects the same for every child?

Children can experience both short and long term cognitive, behavioural and emotional effects.Each child will respond differently to  trauma and some may be resilient and not exhibit any negative effects. 

Children's responses to the trauma of witnessing DV may vary according to a multitude of factors including, but limited to, age, race, sex and stage of development. It is equally important to remember that the common effects experienced by children can also be caused by something other than witnessing domestic violence and therefore a thorough assessment of a child's situation is vital to ensure appropriate treatment. 
Children are individuals and may respond to witnessing abuse in different ways. These are some of the effects described in a briefing by the Royal College of Psychiatrists (2004): 
· They may become anxious or depressed 
· They may have difficulty sleeping 
· They have nightmares or flashbacks 
· They can be easily startled 
· They may complain of physical symptoms such as tummy aches 
· They may start to wet their bed 
· They may have temper tantrums 
· They may behave as though they are much younger 
· They may have problems with school 
· They may become aggressive or they may internalise their distress and withdraw from other people 
· They may have a lowered sense of self-worth 
· Older children may begin to play truant or start to use alcohol or drugs 
· They may begin to self-harm by taking overdoses or cutting themselves 
· They may have an eating disorder 
Children may also feel angry, guilty, insecure, alone, frightened, powerless or confused. They may have ambivalent feelings towards the abuser and the non-abusing parent. 


Do children grow up to be abusers and/or victims? 

The 'cycle of violence' otherwise known as the 'intergenerational theory' is often referred to when considering the effects of domestic violence on children, however this research is inconsistent. 

We believe that this theory is disempowering and ineffective when working with children. A boy who has witnessed domestic violence does not have to grow up to be an abuser and a girl does not have to become a victim of domestic violence later in life. Anti-violence education in schools and other programmes that educate children about healthy relationships and effective conflict resolution skills are important preventive measures. 
Too many mothers find it extremely difficult to protect their children from ongoing abuse as a result of their requirement to comply with contact orders. Our campaign for safe contact emphasises a child's right to safe contact.  


Key statistics: the effects of domestic violence on children   
· Three quarters witness abuse: "In relationships where there is domestic violence, children witness about three-quarters of the abusive incidents. About half the children in such families have themselves been badly hit or beaten. Sexual and emotional abuse are also more likely to happen in these families" (Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2004). 
· The "at risk" register: "At least 750,000 children a year witness domestic violence. Nearly three quarters of children on the 'at risk' register live in households where domestic violence occurs" (Department of Health, 2002). 
· Link with child abuse: "The link between child physical abuse and domestic violence is high, with estimates ranging between 30% to 66% depending upon the study (Hester et al, 2000; Edleson, 1999)" (Humphreys & Thiara, 2002). 
· Abuse during contact visits: In 1999 a survey of 130 abused parents it was found that 76% of the 148 children ordered by the courts to have contact with their estranged parent were said to have been abused in the following ways during visits: 10% were sexually abused; 15% were physically assaulted; 26% were abducted or involved in an abduction attempt; 36% were neglected during contact; and 62% suffered emotional harm. Most of these children were under the age of 5 (Radford, Sayer & AMICA, 1999). 
· Family Court Welfare Services: In their response to the consultation paper on "Contact between Children and Violent Parents", the Association of Chief Officers of Probation stated that information received from local Family Court Welfare Services suggests that domestic violence is present in almost 50% of cases, where a welfare report is ordered. (Association of Chief Officers of Probation, 1999). 
· Child Protection Register: In a survey of refuge services, Women's Aid found that in reported cases since April 2001, a total of 18 children were ordered to have contact with parents who had committed offences against children and a total of 64 children were ordered to have contact with parents whose behaviour previously caused children to be placed on the Child Protection Register. 21 of these children were ordered to have unsupervised contact with the abusive parent (Saunders & Barron, 2004). 
· Opinion of service providers: Only 3% of service providers surveyed by Women's Aid think that appropriate measures are being taken to ensure the safety of the child and resident parent in most contact cases involving domestic violence (Saunders & Barron, 2004) 
· Number of contact orders refused: The number of contact orders refused has dropped drastically over the last 4 years. In 2002, there were 61,356 applications for contact orders under the Children Act 1989, of those, only 518 (0.8%) were refused. (Lord Chancellor's Department, 2003). 
· Children killed as a result of contact arrangements: Women's Aid has compiled a list of 29 children (in 13 families) who have been killed as a result of contact or residence arrangements in England and Wales over the last ten years (however, since there are no national statistics kept on this, the actual figure may be higher). Ten of these children were killed since 2002. With regard to 5 of these families, contact was ordered by the court (letter dated 16.7.2002 to Women's Aid Federation of England from Rosie Winterton, Parliamentary Secretary, Lord Chancellor's Department). 

THE EFFECTS OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE ON CHILDREN

Children are individuals and can be affected by domestic violence in lots of different ways. The one thing you can be sure about is that the violence is almost certainly having an impact on them. The effects on children tend to vary according to how old they are and also according to the levels of violence, the length of time the violence has been happening for and how much support they’ve had from others around them.





· In 90% of cases involving domestic violence, children are in the same or next room (Hughes 1992)

· Research sponsored by the National Children’s Home (NCH) in the UK found that in 25% of the cases the male partner had also been violent to the children (NCH, 1994)

· The NCH study also found 75% of Mothers said their children had witnessed domestic violence, 33% had seen their mothers beaten up and 10% had witnessed sexual violence (NCH 1994)

· Common ‘adjustment difficulties’ among children who witness domestic violence include: increased levels of anxiety, psychosomatic illnesses, including: headaches, abdominal complaints, asthma, peptic ulcers, rheumatoid arthritis, stuttering, enuresis; sadness, withdrawal and fear; lower rating in social competence, particularly for boys; a reduction in understanding social situations including thoughts and feelings of people involved (Jaffe et al, 1990).

· More observable behavioural effects include: destructiveness in younger boys (Wolfe et al., 1985); nervous, withdrawn and anxious demeanour in younger girls (Hughes, 1986); more difficult temperaments and more aggressive behaviour in both sexes (Holden and Ritchie, 1991); children running away from home (Jaffe et al 1990).

· Children of all ages most often take some form of passive or active support to protect their mothers when witnessing domestic violence (Hester & Radford, 1996). 

· Girls in particular seek to protect younger siblings during violent episodes and offer support and reassurance in the aftermath of violent behaviour (Jaffe et al 1990). 

· Children can sometimes feel guilty if they do not come to the aid of their mother. This ‘guilt’ is often accompanied by self-blame and feelings that they have in some way ‘caused’ the violence (Saunders 1995). 

· Children may also feel angry towards their mother for not protecting herself or the children, as well as blaming her for causing the violence. Others may be so concerned about their mother’s distress that they keep private their own grief (Saunders, 1995)



All information taken from Women’s Aid research in to the effects of domestic violence on children. See www.womensaid.org.uk.
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