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Introduction

Population statistics from the U.S. indicate that 29.4% of children in dual-parent homes live in a family in which 

partner violence has occurred within the last year.
1
 Even when children in violent homes are not the target of 

abuse by parents, they are frequently involved in their parents' violence in other ways that put them at risk.
2

Children are at physical risk when they intervene in their parents' fights or accidentally get caught in the 

"crossfire." Children may also experience psychological distress, especially when they are in the position of 

having to report the violence to authorities and even testify in legal proceedings related to charges against a 

parent. This distress may be compounded by parents' attempts to blame the child for the parents' conflict and 

aggression.

Subject

It is important to pay attention to child witnesses because domestic violence is more likely in families with 

children, especially children from birth to age five.
2
 Physical violence is highest early in the domestic 

relationship, when children are likely to be young.
3
 Children in violent homes commonly see, hear and intervene 

in episodes of domestic violence.
2,4,5
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There is increasing evidence that children who witness domestic violence are at risk for a range of psychosocial 

problems.
6
 Indeed, problems seen in child witnesses to domestic violence are quite similar to those seen in 

children who are the direct victims of physical abuse.
7
 Because witnessing domestic violence can terrorize 

children and significantly disrupt child socialization, some experts have begun to consider exposure to domestic 

violence a form of psychological maltreatment.
8,9,10

Problems

Children show a wide range of reactions to witnessing domestic violence, including intervening, withdrawing or 

becoming aggressive. These behaviours may be adaptive in the context of family violence, but are maladaptive 

in other settings.
11

 Children who witness domestic violence are at risk for a wide range of psychological, 

emotional, behavioural, social and academic problems.
7,12,13,14,15,16

Not all children exposed to domestic violence show clinically significant levels of maladjustment.
17,18

 However, 

these children may still experience mild problems that put them at risk for subsequent psychological or 

interpersonal problems.
19,20

 For example, these children may show inappropriate attitudes about violence as a 

means of resolving conflict, greater willingness to use violence themselves and stronger beliefs about being 

responsible for their parents' conflicts.
21

Research Context

Child outcomes: The first case studies of child witnesses appeared in the 1970s, and the first empirical studies 

in the 1980s. Few studies have focused specifically on effects seen in very young children. Empirical research 

includes correlational studies (examining correlations between extent of exposure to domestic violence and 

child outcomes) and group-comparison studies (comparing groups of children who were exposed to domestic 

violence with those who were not). Child outcomes are typically defined in terms of parent reports or child self-

reports of children's internalizing and externalizing problems. A smaller line of research has examined children's 

responses to simulated or hypothetical incidents of inter-adult conflict in laboratory settings.

Treatment: Treatment programs such as the Boston City Hospital’s Child Witness to Violence Project have 

been developed to address the special needs of child witnesses to inter-adult violence.
22

 However, there are 

very few published reports of control-group studies evaluating the effectiveness of these programs.
23

 Promising 

results come from a 10-week program designed to help eight- to 13-year-old witnesses develop more effective 

ways of coping with and responding to domestic violence.
24,25

 Compared to the control group, children in the 

program showed improved attitudes about inter-parental anger and a reduced sense of responsibility for 

parents' violence. Another program, Project SUPPORT, was also evaluated in a randomized study. 

Participating children between the ages of four and nine showed a significantly lower rate of conduct problems 

two years after treatment compared to children receiving existing services.
26

Key Research Questions

Should mild/moderate aggression be distinguished from more severe aggression? In many studies, more 

extreme forms of violence (choking, beating) are not distinguished from milder forms of aggression (pushing, 

shoving). This distinction may be useful, both in terms of documenting the effects of violence and in terms of 
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understanding the mechanisms of these effects.
27

What are the mechanisms by which witnessing domestic violence disrupts development? Exposure to less 

severe forms of aggression may affect children through the same processes identified in research on general 

family conflict, including direct effects due to children's behavioural and emotional dysregulation and indirect 

effects due to disruptions in parenting.
19,28

 More severe aggression is more likely to be traumatic for children, 

and as such its processes of effect may be more similar to those identified in research on child abuse and 

neglect than those identified in research on family conflict.

How should child outcomes be measured? It is important to document not only clinical levels of distress, but 

also children's sub-clinical distress, as well as resilience in the face of family violence.
8,29

 Resilience would be 

defined not just as the absence of pathology, but also as the presence of competence in the face of stressors 

associated with inter-parental aggression. Thus, it will be important in future research to assess children's stage-

salient competencies in developmental tasks such as attachment, peer relations and successful adaptation to 

school.
8

Recent Research Results

Kitzmann and colleagues conducted a meta-analysis of 118 empirical studies examining the psychosocial 

adjustment of child witnesses to domestic violence.
7
 Results showed that 63% of child witnesses were faring 

more poorly than the average child who had not been exposed to inter-parental violence. Problems included 

aggression, anxiety, difficulties with peers and academic problems, all to similar degrees. Limited evidence from 

a small number of studies suggested a greater risk for preschoolers. For children of all ages, similar levels of 

adjustment problems were seen in children who witnessed domestic violence, children who were physically 

abused and children who both witnessed and experienced physical aggression.

Conclusions

Children exposed to domestic violence are at risk for a range of psychosocial problems, even when they 

themselves are not the target of physical aggression. These problems are similar to those seen in physically 

abused children, suggesting that violence anywhere in the family may disrupt child development. Although very 

young children are disproportionately exposed to domestic violence, little research has focused on the 

adjustment of children in this age group. There is some evidence to suggest that younger children are more at 

risk, presumably because of their limited understanding of conflict and limited coping strategies. Few treatment 

programs have been tested in randomized trials. Research needs to include more precise measures of violence 

(e.g. distinguishing mild from severe aggression), multiple risk factors (e.g., controlling for the presence of 

parental alcohol abuse) and outcomes (e.g., identifying sub-clinical distress that may put the child at risk for 

later problems).

Implications

Policy

Discussions concerning consensus definitions of child abuse and the distinction between child abuse and child 

maltreatment may need to be expanded to include consideration of children who witness violence in the home 
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but are not themselves the target of violence.
23,27

 This question has direct implications for decisions about 

arrest, child placement and social-services interventions in cases of domestic violence.
30

 In 2001, U.S. federal 

legislators proposed but did not enact the Children Who Witness Domestic Violence Protection Act. Scaled-

back versions of this legislation were included in the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002 and the Keeping Children 

and Families Safe Act of 2003, both of which provide funding for programs to address the needs of children 

who witness domestic violence. Similar provisions have been enacted by several Canadian provinces.

Treatment

Interventions should target both the direct effects of exposure to domestic violence (e.g. helping children learn 

to cope with the stressors associated with family violence) and the indirect effects via disruptions in parenting 

(e.g. helping parents provide consistent nurturance and discipline, despite disruptions caused by violence). A 

multi-systemic approach to treatment may be important to address the multiple social influences that increase 

or decrease risk among children exposed to domestic violence.
31
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