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Childrenwhowitnessviolence between adults
intheir homes have becomemorevisiblein the spot-
light of public attention. The purposeof thisdocument
istofurther an understanding of the current literature
on the effects of witnessing adult domestic violence
onthesocia and physica development of children.
Out of 84 studiesreporting on children’switnessing
of domestic violenceoriginaly identified, 31 studies
met criteriaof rigorousresearch (see Edleson, 1999),
with 18 of them comparing children who witnessed
adult domestic violenceto other groupsof children,
12 othersusing multipleregression proceduresto com-
pare subjectsa ong acontinuum of violenceexposure
or by demographic characteristics, and one study ap-
plying qualitativeresearch methods. Thefindingsof
these 31 sudiescan bedivided intothreemgor themes:
(2) the childhood problems associated with witness-
ing domestic violence; (2) the moderating factors
present inachild'slifethat appear to increase or de-
creasethese problems; and (3) an evaluation of the
research methodsused in thestudiesreviewed.

Children’sProblemsAssociated with
Witnessing Violence

Reviewed sudiesreport aseriesof childhood
problemsdatigticaly associated with achild’ switness-
ing domestic violence. These problemscan begrouped
into the three main categories presented in more de-
tall below: (1) behaviora and emationd; (2) cognitive
functioning and attitudes, and (3) longer-term.

Behavioral and emotional problems
Theareainwhichthereisprobably the great-

est amount of information on problemsassociated with

witnessing violenceisintheareaof children’sbehav-

ioral and emotional functioning.Generally, sudiesus-
ing the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL ; Achenbach
& Edelbrock, 1983) and s milar measureshavefound
child witnesses of domestic violenceto exhibit more
aggressiveand antisocial (often called” externalized”
behaviors) aswell asfearful and inhibited behaviors
(“internalized” behaviors), and to show lower socia
competence than other children. Children who wit-
nessed violencewerea so found to show more anxi-
ety, self-esteem, depression, anger, and temperament
problemsthan children who did not witnessviolence
at home. Childrenfrom homeswheretheir mothers
were being abused have shown lessskill inunderstand-
ing how othersfed and examining situationsfrom oth-
ers pergpectiveswhen compared to childrenfromnon-
violent households. Peer rel ationships, autonomy, sdif-
control, and overall competence were also reported
significantly lower among boyswho had experienced
serious physical violence and been exposed totheuse
of weaponsbetween adultslivingintheir homes.

Ovedl, thesesudiesindicateacons stent find-
ing that child witnesses of domestic violenceexhibita
host of behavioral and emotional problems. A few
studieshavereported finding no differenceson some
of these measuresbut these same studiesfound signifi-
cant differences on other measures.

Another aspect of the effectson childrenis
their ownuseof violence. Socid learning theory would
suggest that children who witnessviolence may a so
learntouseit. Severa researchershaveattempted to
look at thislink between exposureto violenceand sub-
sequent use of it. Some support for thishypothesis
hasbeen found. For example, Singer et d. (1998) stud-
ied 2,245 children and teenagers and found that re-
cent exposureto violenceinthe homewasasgnificant
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factor inpredicting achild’ sviolent behavior.

Cognitive functioning and attitudes

A number of studieshave measured theasso-
ciation between cognitive devel opment problemsand
witnessing domestic violence. While academic abili-
tieswere not found to differ between witnessesand
other children (Mathiaset a., 1995), another study
found increased violence exposure associated with
lower cognitivefunctioning (Rossman, 1998). Oneof
themost direct consequences of witnessing violence
may bethe attitudes achild develops concerning the
use of violenceand conflict resolution. Jaffe, Wilson
and Wolfe (1986) suggest that children’sexposureto
adult domestic violence may generate attitudesjusti-
fying their own use of violence. Spaccarelli,
Coatsworth and Bowden’s (1995) findings support
thisassociation by showing that adol escent boysin-
carcerated for violent crimeswho had been exposed
tofamily violence believed morethan othersthat “ act-
ing aggressively enhancesone sreputation or self-im-
age” (p. 173). Believing that aggression would en-
hancetheir salf-image significantly predicted violent
offending. Boysand girlsappear to differinwhat they
learn from these experiences. Carlson (1991) found
that boyswho witnessed domestic abuseweresignifi-
cantly morelikely to approve of violencethan were
girlswho had alsowitnessed it.

Longer-term problems

Most studiesreviewed above have examined
child problemsassociated with recent witnessing of
domesticviolence. A number of studieshave men-
tioned muchlonger-term problemsreported retrospec-
tively by adultsor indicated in archival records. For
example, Silvernet a.’s(1995) study of 550 under-
graduate studentsfound that witnessing violenceasa
child wasassociated with adult reportsof depression,
traumarrelated symptomsand low self-esteem among
women and trauma-rel ated symptoms alone among
men. Witnessing violence gppeared to beindependent
of thevariance accounted for by the existence of pa-
rental alcohol abuseand divorce. Inthesamevein,
Henning et a. (1996) found that among 123 adult
women who had witnessed domestic violenceasa
child greater distressand lower socia adjustment ex-

isted when compared to 494 non-witnesses. These
findings perd sted even after accounting for theeffects
of witnessing parental verba conflict, being abused as
achild, and level of reported parental caring.

Factor sInfluencing the Degreeof ProblemsAs-
sociated with Witnessing Violence

Several factors appear to moderate the de-
greetowhich achildisaffected by witnessing vio-
lence. Aswill be seen bel ow, anumber of thesefac-
tors also seem to interact with each other creating
unique outcomesfor different children.

Abused and witnessing children

Hughes, Parkinson and Vargo (1989) have
suggested that both witnessing abuse and also being
abusadisa“ doublewhammy” for children. Their sudy
compared children who were both abused and had
witnessed violenceto childrenwho had only witnessed
violence and to otherswho had been exposed to nei-
ther typeof violence. They found that childrenwho
were both abused and witnesses exhibited the most
problem behaviors, thewitness-only group showed
moderate problem symptoms and the comparison
grouptheleast. Thissame pattern appearsin seriesof
other studies. Children seemto agree. Inonestudy
they indicated that the experience of being abused or
both abused and awitnessis more negative than wit-
nessing adult domestic violence alone (M cClosky,
Figueredo & Koss, 1995).

Thecombination of being abused and witness-
ing violence appearsto be associ ated with more seri-
ous problemsfor children than witnessing violence
adone. Slvern, etd. (1995) found, however, that after
accounting for the effects of being abused, adult re-
portsof their childhood witnessing of interparenta vio-
lencestill accounted for asignificant degreeof their
problemsaschildren. Silvernand her colleaguescau-
tion that witnessing domestic violencemay resultin
traumatic effectson childrenthat aredistinct fromthe
effectsof child abuse.

Child characteristics
Some findings point to different factorsfor
boysand girlsthat areassociated withwitnessngvio-
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lence. In general, boys have been shown to exhibit
morefregquent problemsand onesthat are categorized
asexterna, such ashodtility and aggression, whilegirls
generally show evidence of moreinternalized prob-
lems, such as depression and somatic complaints
(Carlson, 1991; Stagg, Wills& Howell, 1989). There
areasofindingsthat dissent fromthisgenerd trend by
showing that girls, especialy asthey get older, also
exhibit more aggressive behaviors (for example,
Spaccarelli, eta., 1994).

Children of different agesal so appear to ex-
hibit differing responsesassociated withwitnessngvio-
lence. Childrenin preschool werereported by moth-
ersto exhibit more problemsthan other age groups
(Hughes, 1988).

Few studieshavefound differencesbased on
raceand ethnicity. O’ Keefe's(1994) study of white,
Latino, and African-American familiesof battered
womenfoundthat dl thechildrenwereviewed by their
mothersas having seriousemotional and behavioral
problems. Theonly difference found between the
groupswason socia competence; African-American
mothersrated their children more competent when
compared to other mothers' ratingsof their own chil-
dren.

Time since violent event

Thelonger the period of time since exposure
toaviolent event thefewer effectsachild experiences.
For example, Wolfe, Zak, Wilson and Jaffe (1986)
found moresocid problemsamong children residing
inshdtersthan among childrenwho had at onetimein
the past been resident in ashelter. The effect of the
immediateturmoil may temporarily escaaechild prob-
lemsasobservedinashelter setting.

Parent-child relationship factors

A number of authorshavediscussed achild's
relationship to adult malesinthe homeasakey fac-
tor. Peled (1996) suggeststhat children’srelation-
shipswithther battering fatherswere confusing, with
children expressing both affectionfor their fathersand
resentment, pain and di sappointment over hisviolent
behavior.

Children’s relationships to their mothers
have a so beenidentified asakey factor in how chil-

dren are affected by witnessing domestic violence.
Some have conjectured that amother’ smenta health
would negatively affect achild’sexperience of vio-
lence but thedataare conflicting. Wolfe, Jaffe, Wilson
and Zak (1985) found that maternd stressstatistically
accounted for alargeamount of child behavior prob-
lems. Another study of child witnessesof violence,
however, found that mothers’ mental health did not
affect a child’'s response to violence in the home
(McClosky et al., 1995).

Family support and children’s perceptions
of their parental relationships have also been iden-
tified as key parent-child variables. For example,
Durant et al. (1994) found home environmentsto be
important among the 225 urban black adolescentsthey
studied. Adolescentsexposed to community and do-
mestic violence appeared to cope better if they lived
inmore stableand socialy connected households.

Resear ch M ethods Used to Study
Child Witnessing

Interpreting thisliteratureraises severa prob-
lems based on the research methodol ogi es applied.
Theseinclude problemswith definitions, samples,
sources of information, measures, and research de-
sgns. Eachisreviewed below. Whiletogether these
flawsrai se serious questions about thisbody of litera-
ture, these problems should not cause usto dismiss
findingsthat are consistently replicated acrossdiffer-
ent studiesusing different methodsand samples.

Definitions

A sgnificant probleminthisbody of literature
isthat many researchershavefailed to differentiate
abused children from those who are not themselves
abused but whowitnessfamily violence. For example,
Kolbo (1996) notesthat of the 60 child witnesseshe
studied a anon-shelter domestic violenceprogramall
but two were a so targets of violence. Someauthors
do not evenidentify the degreetowhich thechildren
studied are both abused and witnessing violence.
Rather, they sometimes present their dataasrepre-
sentative of childrenwho only witnessviolence. As
Silvernet a. (1995) have stated, “therel ationship be-
tween reported partner and child abuse should warn
that research could beflawedif itisassumed thet shelter
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samplesof children have been exposed solely to part-
ner abuse” (p. 195).

Samples

Another issueinthisliteratureisthat most sud-
iesdraw on samplesof children and their motherswho
arelocated in sheltersfor battered women. Whilethis
research generatesvery important informationfor shel-
ter-based programs, residing in sheltersmay beavery
sressful pointinachild’slifeand not representative of
hisor her mental hedthinthelong run. Not only have
shelter-resident children most likely witnessed avio-
lent event but they have a so been removed fromthe
familiar surroundingsof their homes, neighborhoods
and often their schools.

Sources of reports

Who reportsthe child’sproblemsin astudy
may aso skew theinformationwereceive. Almogt all
of the studiesreported aboverelied on mothers' re-
ports of their children’s problems. O’ Brien, John,
Margolinand Erel (1994) have shown that many par-
entsreport their children areunaware of violence be-
tween the adults when the children, in fact, report
awareness of it. Studiesthat rely on the reports of
only parentsto definewitnessing may incorrectly clas-
sfy significant numbersof children asnon-witnesses.
Studieshavedso shownthat inreportsof other forms
of matreatment there are discrepanciesbetween child,
parent, clinician and agency ratings of problems.
Sternberg, Lamb and Dawud-Noursi (1998) have
found that child witnesses of violenceand their par-
entsdiffer sgnificantly ontheproblemsthey report to
researchers.

Measures

The over-reliance on asingle reporter isa
themethat is carried through to themeasuresusedin
thesestudies. Thereason*internaized” or “external-
ized” behavior problemsare so frequently mentioned
inthisliteratureisadirect result of the repeated use of
the Child Behavior Checklist asmentioned earlier. Very
few invedtigatorshave ventured beyond theuse of this
measure of afew others such asthe Trauma Symp-
toms Checklist and thereisnot currently astandard-
ized measure devel oped that addresses the unique

problems experienced by children who witnessvio-
lenceat home. Such measuresshouldincludean as-
sessment of achild’s perceived safety. Other vari-
ablesnot yet measured includedisruptioninchild's
socid support network among extended family mem-
bers, school personnel and friends, the safety and ef-
fect of visitation arrangements, and the effect of
changed economic factorson thechild’sdevel opment.

Design

A final weaknessinthisareaof study isthat
most sudiesarecorreationd. AsHoltzworth-Munro,
Smutzler and Sandin (1997) point out, these studies
only show associations between being awitnessand
some other variable such asabehavior problem. We
generally speak of the effectsof witnessing violence
on children’sdevelopment. Inredity, however, these
studiesrevea only an association between the vari-
ableswithout predicting that one variable caused the
other to occur or viceversa. Many peoplemakethe
assumptionthat finding an associationisthe sameas
finding that aparticular event such aswitnessing vio-
lence caused achild’sproblems.

Implications

The studiesreviewed for thisdocument pro-
vide strong evidencethat children who witness do-
mestic violence at home also exhibit avariety of be-
havioral, emotional, cognitiveand longer-term devel -
opmental problems. Each childwill experienceadult
domesticviolencein uniquewaysdepending onavari-
ety of factorsthat includedirect physical abuseof the
child, hisor her gender and age, thetime since expo-
suretoviolence, and hisor her relaionshipwith adults
inthehome. Significant percentagesof childreninthe
studiesreviewed showed no negative devel opmental
problems despite witnessing repeated violence. We
must be careful to not assumethat witnessing violence
automatically leadsto negative outcomesfor children.

Thesedataare primarily based on samplesof
childrenlivingin sheltersfor battered women. This
has been used as a criticism of these studieson the
groundsthat shelter residenceisatimeof crissand
not representative of achild’son-goinglife. These
datado, however, provide shelterswith amuch better
understanding of the problemsmany of their resident
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children may beexperiencing. And despitethelimita-
tionsof someindividual studiescited, the number and
variety of studiesso far reported provideastrong ba-
ssfor accepting theoverdl findings.

There is adanger that these data may |lead
some child protection agenciesto more frequently
definechild witnessing of violenceasaformof child
abuseor neglect. Itisnot uncommonto see battered
women charged with“failureto protect” their children
from abatterer. Many child protection agenciescon-
tinueto hold battered mothers solely responsiblefor
their children’ssafety. Theseactionsare often based
onthe belief that separating from abatterer will al-
ways bethe safest path for the battered woman and
her child.

Yet these actions on the part of the child pro-
tection systemignorethereality that the majority of
assaultsand murdersof battered women occur after
they have been separated or divorced fromtheir per-
petrator. Such actionsasoignoretheredity that bat-
tered mothers often make decisionsabout their rela-
tionshipswith mal e partnersbased on their judgments
of what will bebest for their children.

Theresponsibility for creating adangerous
environment should belaid squarely onthe shoulders
of theadult whoisusing violent behavior, whether or
not that adult isthelegal guardian of thechild. Re-
sponsibility and blame should not be placed on adult
survivorsinthehome. Holding theviolent abuser re-
sponsiblefor ending the use of violenceisthe path that
leads to safety for these children and their abused
mothers.

Itislikely that the outcomesof additiona stud-
iesonthistopicwill bereported intheimmediatefu-
ture. The responses to existing and future studies
should beto identify waysto provide safety to both
children and any abused adultswho dsoresideintheir
homes.
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In Brief: Problems Associated with
Children’s Witnessing of Domestic Violence

Children frequently witnessviolenceintheir homes. Eighty-four studiesof the problems associated with children’s
witnessing have been reported in the literature but only 31 were found to have met rigorous research design
criteriaand included in the review. These studies have documented multiple problems among children that are
significantly associated with a child’switnessing assaults of one parent by another inthe home. These problems
include:

Psychological and emotional problems such as aggression, hostility, anxiety, social with
drawal, and depression.

Cognitive functioning problems such as lower verbal and quantitative skills and the develop
ment of attitudes supporting the use of violence.

Longer-term development problems such as depression, trauma-related symptoms and low
self-esteem among women and traumarrel ated symptoms al one among men.

These problems appear to be magnified or decreased by a number of moderating factors including:

Whether or not the child has also been avictim of physical abuse

A child’'s age and gender

The amount of time that has passed since witnessing violence
Wherethechildisliving

How a child perceives his or her relationship to adults in the home and the degree of
perceived family support for the child

The studiesin thisbody of literature vary greatly. There are a surprising number of well- designed studies, but a
large number of others contain methodol ogical flawsthat should raise caution ininterpreting their findings. These
flawsinclude:

A failure to separate abused from non-abused witnesses of domestic violence, making it difficult to
determine what is associated with child abuse and what is solely associated with witnessing domestic
violence.

Samples focusing almost exclusively on children in crisis shelters. Collecting data primarily from
children residing in battered women’s shelters gives agood view of children at that point of crisis but not
of children along a continuum of living arrangements and points of time since aviolent event.

A failure to collect data from the children themselves. Data is most often collected from adults ranging
from mothers to teachers. Studies have shown children to report different effects on themselves than
those reported by adults.

Use of measures developed for other populations and not particularly sensitive to the issues of
domestic violence.

Finally, significant numbers of children in these studies showed no negative consequences from witnessing
violence. One must be careful not to assume that all children who witness domestic violence will show
negative results. A careful assessment of each child is extremely important.

This In Brief highlights issues discussed in alonger document created by Jeffrey Edleson and is available through your
state domestic violence coalition.
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