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Children’s Witnessing
Jeffrey L.

Children who witnessviolence between adultsin
their homes havebecomemorevisibleinthe spotlight
of publicattention. The purpose of thisdocument isto
further an understanding of the current literature on
the effects of witnessing adult domestic violenceon
thesocia and physica devel opment of children. Out
of 84 studiesreporting on children’switnessing of do-
mestic violenceoriginaly identified, 31 studiesmet
criteriaof rigorousresearch (see Edleson, 1999), with
18 of them comparing children who witnessed adult
domestic violenceto other groupsof children, 12 oth-
ersusing multipleregression proceduresto compare
subjects along acontinuum of violence exposure or
by demographic characterigtics, and one study apply-
ing quditativeresearch methods. Thefindingsof these
31 studiescan bedivided into three magjor themes: (1)
the childhood problems associated with witnessing
domestic violence; (2) themoderating factors present
inachild’slifethat appear to increase or decrease
these problems; and (3) an evaluation of theresearch
methodsused inthe studiesreviewed.

Children’sProblemsAssociated with
Witnessing Violence

Reviewed studiesreport aseriesof childhood prob-
lemsdtatigtically associated withachild’ switnessing
domestic violence. These problems can be grouped
into thethreemain categoriespresented in more detail
below: (1) behaviord and emotiond; (2) cognitivefunc-
tioning and attitudes; and (3) longer-term.

Behavioral and emotional problems
Theareain which thereis probably the greatest
amount of information on problemsassociated with
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witnessing violenceisintheareaof children’sbehav-
ioral and emotional functioning.Generdly, sudiesus-
ing the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL ; Achenbach
& Edelbrock, 1983) and similar measureshavefound
child witnesses of domestic violenceto exhibit more
aggressiveand antisocia (often called” externalized”
behaviors) aswell asfearful and inhibited behaviors
(“internalized” behaviors), and to show lower socia
competence than other children. Children who wit-
nessed violence were a so found to show more anxi-
ety, self-esteem, depression, anger, and temperament
problemsthan children who did not witnessviolence
at home. Childrenfrom homeswheretheir mothers
werebeing abused haveshownlessskill inunderstand-
ing how othersfed and examining Situationsfromoth-
ers pergpectiveswhen compared to childrenfromnon-
violent households. Peer relationships, autonomy, saif-
control, and overall competence were a so reported
significantly lower among boyswho had experienced
seriousphysical violenceand been exposed totheuse
of weapons between adultslivingintheir homes.

Overall, these studiesindicate aconsistent finding
that child witnessesof domestic violenceexhibit ahost
of behaviora and emotiona problems. A few studies
havereported finding no differences on someof these
measures but these same studiesfound significant dif-
ferenceson other measures.

Another aspect of the effectson childrenistheir
own use of violence. Social learning theory would
suggest that children who witnessviolence may also
learntouseit. Severa researchershaveattemptedto
look at thislink between exposure to violence and
subsequent use of it. Some support for thishypoth-
esshasbeenfound. For example, Singer et d. (1998)
studied 2,245 children and teenagers and found that
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recent exposureto violenceinthehomewasasignifi-
cant factor in predicting achild’sviolent behavior.

Cognitive functioning and attitudes

A number of studies have measured the associa-
tion between cognitive devel opment problemsand wit-
nessing domestic violence. Whileacademic abilities
werenot found to differ between witnessesand other
children (Mathiaset a., 1995), another study found
increased violence exposureassociated with lower cog-
nitive functioning (Rossman, 1998). One of the most
direct consequences of witnessing violence may be
the attitudes achild devel ops concerning the use of
violence and conflict resolution. Jaffe, Wilson and
Wolfe (1986) suggest that children’sexposureto adult
domesticviolencemay generateattitudesjudtifyingther
own use of violence. Spaccarelli, Coatsworth and
Bowden’s(1995) findings support thisassociation by
showing that adol escent boysincarcerated for violent
crimeswho had been exposed to family violence be-
lieved morethan othersthat “ acting aggressively en-
hances one’sreputation or self-image’ (p. 173). Be-
lieving that aggressi onwould enhancetheir sdlf-image
sgnificantly predicted violent offending. Boysandgirls
appear to differ inwhat they learn from these experi-
ences. Carlson (1991) found that boyswho witnessed
domestic abusewere significantly morelikely to ap-
prove of violencethan were girlswho had a so wit-
nessedit.

Longer-term problems

Most studiesreviewed above have examined child
problemsassociated with recent witnessing of domestic
violence. A number of studieshave mentioned much
longer-term problems reported retrospectively by
adultsor indicated inarchival records. For example,
Silvernet a.’s(1995) study of 550 undergraduate stu-
dentsfound that witnessing violence asachild was
associated with adult reports of depression, trauma-
related symptomsand low sdlf-esteem among women
and traumar-rel ated symptomsa oneamong men. Wit-
nessing violence appeared to be independent of the
variance accounted for by the existence of parental
acohol abuseand divorce. Inthesamevein, Henning
et d. (1996) found that among 123 adult women who
had witnessed domestic violence asachild greater

distress and lower social adjustment existed when
compared to 494 non-witnesses. Thesefindingsper-
sisted even after accounting for the effects of witness-
ing parental verbal conflict, being abused asachild,
andlevel of reported parental caring.

FactorsInfluencing the Degreeof Problems
Associated with Witnessing Violence

Several factors appear to moderate the degreeto
which achildisaffected by witnessing violence. As
will be seen below, a number of these factors also
seemtointeract with each other creating unique out-
comesfor different children.

Abused and witnessing children

Hughes, Parkinson and Vargo (1989) have sug-
gested that both witnessing abuse and also being
abusadisa“ doublewhammy” for children. Their sudy
compared children who were both abused and had
witnessed violenceto children who had only withessed
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, the witness-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).

The combination of being abused and witnessing
violence appearsto be associated with more serious
problemsfor childrenthan witnessing violenceaone.
Silvern, et al. (1995) found, however, that after ac-
counting for the effects of being abused, adult reports
of their childhood withessing of interparenta violence
still accounted for asignificant degree of their prob-
lemsaschildren. Silvernand her colleaguescaution
that witnessing domestic violence may result intrau-
matic effectson childrenthat aredistinct fromthe ef-
fectsof child abuse.

Child characteristics
Some findings point to different factorsfor boys
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and girlsthat are associ ated with witnessing violence.
Ingenera, boyshave been shown to exhibit morefre-
guent problemsand onesthat are categorized as ex-
terna, such ashodtility and aggression, whilegirlsgen-
erally show evidenceof moreinternalized problems,
such asdepression and somatic complaints (Carlson,
1991; Stagg, Wills& Howell, 1989). Therearealso
findingsthat dissent from thisgeneral trend by show-
ing that girls, especially asthey get older, also exhibit
more aggressive behaviors (for example, Spaccarelli,
etal., 1994).

Children of different ages al so appear to exhibit
differing reponsesassociated withwitnessing violence.
Childrenin preschool were reported by mothersto
exhibit more problemsthan other age groups (Hughes,
1988).

Few studieshavefound differencesbased on race
andethnicity. O’ Keefe's(1994) study of white, Latino,
and African-American families of battered women
foundthat al the children wereviewed by their moth-
ersashaving seriousemotiona and behaviora prob-
lems. Theonly differencefound between thegroups
wason social competence; African-American moth-
ersrated their children more competent when com-
pared to other mothers’ ratingsof their own children.

Time since violent event

Thelonger the period of time since exposureto a
violent event thefewer effectsachild experiences. For
example, Wolfe, Zak, Wilson and Jaffe (1986) found
moresocia problemsamong childrenresidinginshd-
tersthan among children who had at onetimeinthe
past beenresident inashelter. Theeffect of theimme-
diateturmoil may temporarily escalate child problems
asobservedin ashelter setting.

Parent-child relationship factors
A number of authorshavediscussed achild'srela-
tionship to adult malesin the home asakey factor.
Peled (1996) suggeststhat children’srel ationshipswith
their battering fatherswere confusing, with children
expressing both affection for their fathersand resent-
ment, painand disappointment over hisviolent behav-
ior.
Children’s relationships to their mothers have

also beenidentified asakey factor in how children
areaffected by witnessing domestic violence. Some
have conjectured that amother’ smental healthwould
negatively affect achild’sexperience of violence but
thedataare conflicting. Wolfe, Jaffe, Wilson and Zak
(1985) found that maternal stress statistically ac-
counted for alarge amount 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 identi-
fied 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 househol ds.

Research M ethods Used to Study
Child Witnessing

Interpreting thisliterature raises several problems
based on the research methodol ogies applied. These
include problemswith definitions, samples, sourcesof
information, measures, and research designs. Eachis
reviewed below. Whiletogether theseflawsraise se-
rious questions about this body of literature, these
problems should not cause usto dismissfindingsthat
arecong stently replicated acrossdifferent studiesus-
ing different methodsand samples.

Definitions

A significant probleminthisbody of literatureis
that many researchers have failed 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 at anon-shelter domestic violence program
all but two were also targets of violence. Some au-
thorsdo not evenidentify the degreeto whichthechil-
dren studied are both abused and witnessing violence.
Rather, they sometimes present their dataasrepre-
sentative of children who only witnessviolence. As

Problems Associated with Children’s Witnessing of Domestic Violence (Rev. April 1999) Page 3 of 8

VAWNnet: The National Online Resource Center on Violence Against Women

www.vawnet.org



VAWnet Applied Research Forum

Silverneta. (1995) havestated, “therel ationship be-
tween reported partner and child abuse should warn
thet research could beflawedif itisassumed that shelter
samplesof children have been exposed solely to part-
ner abuse” (p. 195).

Samples

Another issueinthisliteratureisthat most studies
draw 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 withessed 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’s problemsin astudy may
also skew theinformation wereceive. Almost all of
the studiesreported aboverelied on mothers' reports
of their children’sproblems. O’ Brien, John, Margolin
and Erel (1994) have shown that many parentsreport
their children are unaware of violence between the
adultswhen the children, infact, report awareness of
it. Studiesthat rely onthereportsof only parentsto
definewitnessing may incorrectly classfy significant
numbersof children asnon-witnesses. Studieshave
also shown that inreportsof other formsof maltreat-
ment there are discrepancies between child, parent,
clinicianand agency ratingsof problems. Sternberg,
Lamb and Dawud-Nours (1998) havefoundthat child
witnesses of violenceand their parentsdiffer signifi-
cantly on the problemsthey report to researchers.

Measures

Theover-reliance on asinglereporter isatheme
that is carried through to the measures used in these
studies. Thereason“internaized” or “ externalized”
behavior problemsare sofrequently mentionedinthis
literatureisadirect 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-
lence at 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 factorsonthechild’ sdevel opment.

Design

A final weaknessinthisareaof study isthat most
studies are correlational. As Holtzworth-Munro,
Smutzler and Sandin (1997) point out, these studies
only show associ ations between being awitnessand
some other variable such asabehavior problem. We
generally speak of the effects of witnessing violence
on children’sdevelopment. Inredlity, however, these
studiesreveal only an association between thevari-
ableswithout predicting that one variable caused the
other to occur or viceversa. Many people makethe
assumption that finding an associationisthesameas
finding that aparticular event such aswitnessing vio-
lence caused achild’sproblems.

Implications

The studiesreviewed for thisdocument provide
strong evidencethat children who witness domestic
violenceat homealso exhibit avariety of behaviora,
emotional, cognitiveand longer-term devel opmental
problems. Each childwill experience adult domestic
violenceinuniquewaysdepending onavariety of fac-
torsthat includedirect physical abuseof thechild, his
or her gender and age, thetime since exposuretovio-
lence, and hisor her relationship with adultsin the
home. Significant percentagesof childreninthestud-
iesreviewed showed no negative devel opmentd prob-
lems despitewitnessing repeated violence. Wemust
be careful to not assumethat witnessing violenceau-
tomatically leadsto negative outcomesfor children.
These dataare primarily based on samples of chil-
drenliving in sheltersfor battered women. Thishas
been used asacriticism of thesestudiesonthegrounds
that shelter residenceisatimeof crisisand not repre-
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sentative of achild’son-going life. These datado,
however, provide shelterswith amuch better under-
standing of the problemsmany of their resident chil-
dren may beexperiencing. And despitethelimitations
of someindividua studiescited, thenumber and vari-
ety of studiessofar reported provide astrong basis
for accepting theoverdl findings.

Thereisadanger that these data may lead some
child protection agenciesto morefreguently definechild
witnessing of violenceasaform of child abuseor ne-
glect. It isnot uncommon to see battered women
chargedwith“failureto protect” their childrenfroma
batterer. Many child protection agencies continueto
hold battered mothers solely responsible for their
children’ssafety. These actionsare often based on
thebelief that separating from abatterer will always
be the safest path for the battered woman and her
child.

Yet these actionsonthe part of thechild protection
systemignoretheredlity that the mgjority of assaults
and murdersof battered women occur after they have
been separated or divorced from their perpetrator.
Suchactionsasoignoretheredity that battered moth-
ersoften makedecisonsabout their relationshipswith
mal e partners based on their judgments of what will
bebest for their children.

Theresponsibility for creating adangerousenvi-
ronment should belaid squarely on the shoulders of
theadult whoisusing violent behavior, whether or not
that adultisthelega guardian of thechild. Responsi-
bility and blame should not be placed on adult survi-
vorsinthehome. Holding theviolent abuser respon-
siblefor ending the use of violenceisthe path that
leads to safety for these children and their abused
mothers.

Itislikely that the outcomes of additiona studies
onthistopicwill bereported intheimmediatefuture.
Theresponsesto existing and future studiesshould be
toidentify waysto provide safety to both childrenand
any abused adultswho also residein their homes.
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Online Resources

Minnesota Coalition Against Violence
and Abuse

http:/Amww.mincava. umn.edu/bibs/bibkids.htm
Thissite showsabibliography on“Children
Who Witness Violence: Research & Interven-
tion” by Jeffrey L. Edleson.

Project to Address Violence through Edu-
cation (PAVE)
http://www.education.umn.edu/ceed/projects/
pavellibrary/default.html
Thissiteshowsabibliography on*Young
children and violence” from the University of
Minnesota's PAV E program.

Mothers & Children: Understanding the
Links Between Woman Battering and Child
Abuse
http:/Amww.mincava.umn.edu/papers/nij.ntm
Thisisabriefing paper by Jeffrey L. Edleson
for arecent strategic planning meeting on the
ViolenceAgainst WomenAct.

In the Best | nterest of Women and Children:
A Call for Collaboration Between Child
Welfare and Domestic Violence
Constituencies
http://Amww.mincava.umn.edu/papers/
wingsp.htm

Thisisabriefing paper by Susan Schechter
and Jeffrey L. Edleson prepared for aWing-
spread Conference of asimilar title.

Child Witnessto Domestic Violence
http://hosting.uaa.a aska.edu/afrhml/wacan/
reports.html

Thisisabrief paper written by Kathryn
Conroy, DSW, on the effect of children wit-
nessing their mothersbeing battered. This
webpage also lists several other articles
pertaining to children and domestic violence.

Children and Family Violence:
TheUnnoticed Victims
http://Amww.mincava.umn.edu/papers/
nzreport.htm

ThisisaMay 1994 report by Gabrielle M.
Maxwell of New Zealand’s Office of the
Commissioner for Children describing vio-
lence witnessed by children and the effectson
their lives.

Children’s Artwork
http://mww.mincava.umn.edu/documents/draw
Ings/drawings.html

Thissiteisan art gallery from the Domestic
Abuse Project in Minneapolis of 13 images
drawn by children who havewitnessed vio-
lence.
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In Brief: Problems Associated with
Children’s Witnessing of Domestic Violence

Children frequently witnessviolencein their homes. Eighty-four studies of the problemsassociated with
children’switnessing have been reported intheliterature but only 31 werefound to have met rigorousresearch
design criteriaand included in thereview. These studieshave documented multiple problemsamong children
that aresignificantly associated with achild’ switnessing assaults of one parent by another inthehome. These
problemsinclude:
Psychol ogical and emotional problems such asaggression, hostility, anxiety, social
withdrawal, and depression.
Cognitive functioning problems such aslower verbal and quantitative skillsand the
devel opment of attitudes supporting the use of violence.
Longer-termdevel opment problems such as depression, trauma-rel ated symptoms and
low self-esteem among women and trauma-rel ated symptoms a oneamong men.

These probI ems appear to be magnified or decreased by anumber of moderating factorsincluding:
Whether or not the child hasal so been avictim of physical abuse
A child’'sageand gender
Theamount of timethat has passed sincewitnessing violence
Wherethechildisliving
How achild perceiveshisor her relationship to adultsin the home and the degree of
perceived family support for thechild

Thestudiesinthisbody of literaturevary greetly. Thereareasurprising number of well- designed studies, but
alargenumber of otherscontain methodol ogical flawsthat should raisecautionininterpreting their findings.
Theseflawsinclude:

- Afailureto separate abused from non-abused witnesses of domestic violence, making it difficult to
determinewhat isassociated with child abuse and what is solely associ ated with witnessing domestic
violence.

Samplesfocusing almost exclusively on childrenin crisisshelters. Collecting dataprimarily from
childrenresiding in battered women’ssheltersgivesagood view of children at that point of crisisbut not
of childrenaong acontinuum of living arrangementsand pointsof timesinceaviolent event.

Afailureto collect data fromthe children themselves. Dataismost often collected from adults
ranging from mothersto teachers. Studieshave shown childrento report different effectson themsalves
than thosereported by adults.

Use of measures devel oped for other populations and not particularly sensitiveto theissues of
domesticviolence.

Finally, significant numbersof children in these studies showed no negative consequencesfromwitnessing
violence. Onemust be careful not to assumethat al children who witnessdomestic violencewill show
negativeresults. A careful assessment of each childisextremely important.
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