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The Impact of Domestic Violence on Children
· In a national survey of over 6,000 American families, 50% of the men who frequently assaulted their wives also frequently abused their children

· Child abuse is 15 times more likely to occur in families where domestic violence is present
· Men who have witnessed their parents’ domestic violence are three times more likely to abuse their own wives than children of non violent parents, with the sons of the most violent parents being 1000 times more likely to become wife beaters

· Children who witness violence at home display emotional and behavioral disturbances as diverse as withdrawal, low self-esteem, nightmares, self-blame and aggression against peers, family members and property

· A comparison of delinquent and non-delinquent youth found that a history of family violence or abuse is the most significant difference between the two groups

· Over 3 million children are at risk of exposure to parental violence each year
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Families under stress produce children under stress.  If a spouse is being abused and there are children in the home, the children are affected by the abuse.  Moreover, spouse abuse is a form of child abuse.  Hurting someone the child loves also hurts the child.

Distress to the Fetus:

Whatever affects the mother affects the fetus.  The fetus receives direct/indirect injuries during battering including but not limited to injuries to the nervous system, disruption of sleeping patterns and birth defects.  Just as the fetus hears pleasant sounds such as music, it hears anger and it feels pain.
Infants and Toddlers:

If incidents of battering are the infant’s earliest images and experiences, his or her first and longest-lasting impression is that the world is a dangerous place.  Moreover, because the young child is helpless to leave the violent scenes, both terror and powerlessness are imprinted into the child’s being.
Older Children:

Older children experience unresolved feelings of mistrust and fear.  They see a parent sustain cuts, bruises, black eyes or more serious injuries and may witness law enforcement, family or friends do little to protect the victim/parent.  Often, children experience the same abusive behavior used against the spouse, i.e., the abuser may embarrass, hit or threaten the child.
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Emotional Abandonment:

Fighting parents cannot attend to the child’s emotional needs.  Often, the ups and downs of abusive homes are ignored.  The child feels anxiety as the tension builds.  Next, the child feels fear and helplessness during the battering.  Finally, the child may feel guilt for no being able to stop the batterer.

Constant Fear:

Children feel panic during each battering episode.  They may fear that the abuser will turn on them next.  Children also fear what will happen to them if their mother is hurt or if their father is taken to jail.

Constant Anxiety:
Violence in the home means being jumpy, watchful and on guard at all times.  It means learning to read your parent/abuser’s every move.  Battering means learning strategies to keep out of harm’s way, and not daring to sleep until the fighting is over.

Low Self Esteem:
Children of abuse do not develop healthy self-esteem.  They often blame themselves for the arguments and the violence.  They may believe it is their own failing that they receive little love.  Children often learn to deny their own needs.  They also may learn to get needs met through manipulation or other indirect means.
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Behavioral Problems:

Children of violence are at risk for alcohol and drug abuse.  They may also develop eating or sleeping disorders, stress-related headaches, ulcers, or rashes.  Family violence may result in fear-driven perfectionism or over achieving.  Conversely, others fail to perform well in school.  Unresolved feelings of guilt and shame can last a lifetime.

Isolation:
Violence interferes with the child’s ability to get close to his or her parents.  Because trust in parents has been violated, a child of abuse is frequently unable to trust others.  Closeness equals emotional or physical devastation, and the child’s deepest fear is that other will beat him, torture him, abandon him, or emotionally destroy him the way his parent(s) did.

Adult Responsibilities:

Children may spend a lot of time trying to make peace.  They may separate the fighting parents, call the police, or try to defend the abused parent.  In addition, children often become caretakers, comforting the abused parent or siblings.  Throughout these efforts, the child may be manipulated by the abuser and may be the only comfort and comparison to the abused parent.

Violence Toward Others:
Children in violent homes can learn to treat others as objects.  They learn specific techniques to hurt and humiliate others.  They learn that violence is a way to settle problems, punish family members, or gain control of a situation.  Violence becomes an easy way to get what you want or to make things go the way you want.
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Self-Hatred:
Instead of self-love, children exposed to violence learn self-abuse and may adopt self-mutilating behaviors.  Unable to externalize the vengeful child within, the child may turn the rage inward and harm him/herself.  Emotional pain may be too hard to discuss sot the child may harm him/herself in hopes that the parent will notice that they are hurting.

Feeling Powerless:
Children of abuse feel a complete sense of powerlessness.  They cannot stop the abuse; they cannot fix the parents’ abusive relationship; and they cannot save the parent or siblings who are abused.  Untreated, this feeling of powerlessness will continue into adulthood.

Stress and Depression:
Abused children experience long-term depression.  Many experience flashbacks of violent episodes.  A child also may block out violent scenes for years.  Repeated exposure to violence overwhelms and exhausts the child’s nervous system.  The result may be a child whose nervous system is “shot” by age four, or a child who knows how it feels to want to die by the age of six.

Extreme Behavior:

Children who see a parent rage out of control do not learn positive ways to express their emotions.  They do not have good role models for important skills such as resolving conflict, solving problems with other people, or for building close relationships.  The child does not learn how to express anger without being cruel or abusive.


Lack of Boundaries:
Children in violent homes grow up watching other people’s boundaries being violated.  They have difficulty understanding and respecting physical and verbal boundaries.  Some children do not learn that reacting to someone abusively is wrong while other children do not learn that having their own physical and verbal boundaries violated by others is wrong.

Information adopted from the National Resource Center on Domestic Violence

For more information, visit www.nrcdv.org


