Children Who Witness and Experience Violence

Children and Domestic Violence

Effects on Children
Children who grow up in a violent home are fifteen times more likely to be victims of child abuse (Unicef, 2009)

Children who grow up in a violent home have difficulty learning, and often have limited social skills (Unicef, 2009)
Children living in violent homes often grow up exhibiting the same behavior as their parents. 
80% of batterers either were abused or witnessed abuse in their homes as children. 

Boys often become hostile toward the women they are closest to--their mothers, sisters, and wives. They may also abuse their children. 

Girls may take on the role of victim or be abusive themselves. 

No matter what their age, children in violent homes receive the message that violence is an effective means to get control over other people. The following are some statistics from a study of teenagers who have grown up in domestically violent homes:
90% of the teens were sexually active. Their steady partners were described as runaways, prostitutes, alcohol or drug abusers, or school drop-outs. 

60% of the boys frequently were in trouble with school authorities. Problems 
included rowdiness, open hostility to teachers and peers, and chronic truancy. 

85% of the teens said that they have been drinking alcohol since they were eleven; two percent started as early as nine years of age. 

10% of the teens still had problems with bedwetting and chronic insomnia. 

Evidence from the study group also indicates that the teens are becoming the next generation of wife-beaters and battered women. 

83% of the boys who were dating revealed that they hit their girlfriends when angered. They also minimized the behavior by calling it nothing serious. 

52% of the girls had boyfriends with whom they argued, with the argument escalating into pushing and shoving, screaming at each other, and using profanities. 

Symptoms of Abuse in Children
Infants: 
Injuries to body 

Lethargy 

Physical neglect (sores, diaper rash, dirty, etc.) 

Slow to develop 

Fretful sleep 

Fearful reaction to a man's voice 

Vaginal or rectal discharge (often indicates sexual abuse) 

Toddlers: 
Injuries to body 

Frequent illness 

Low self-esteem 

Reluctance to be touched 

Severe shyness 

Extreme interest in sex play 

Trouble in day care or preschool 

Social difficulties (argumentative, hitting, biting, etc) 

School Age: 
Injuries to body 

Frequent illness 

Lying 

Stealing 

Hitting 

Nightmares 

Lack of motivation 

Eating disorders 

Repetitive self-abuse 

Poor grades 

Self-abusive behavior 

Depression 

Withdrawal 

Need for a lot of attention 

Nervous disorders 

Sophisticated knowledge of sex 
Children from violent homes learn to believe that: 
It's acceptable for men to hit women; 

Violence is the way to get what you want; 

Big people have power they misuse; 

Men are bullies who push women and children around; 

Expression of feelings signifies weakness; 

Don't talk about violence; 

Don't trust; 

Don't feel. 

Children living in violent homes may have witnessed verbal threats of injury, objects thrown, floggings, threats with weapons, sexual torture, suicide attempts, and murder. Children are not only witnesses to the violence but may also be assaulted during violent incidents. 

Effects on children survivors when they become adults: 
· Higher stress levels; 

· Higher levels of anxiety, depression, and psychiatric illness; 

· Five times more likely to commit suicide; 

· Frequently present to medical caregivers with somatic complaints such as headaches; 

· Experience twice as many miscarriages; 

· Have reduced coping and problem-solving skills; 

· FDV survivors are more likely to: be socially isolated; use alcohol and drugs; abuse dependent children. 

(Taken from Beyond These Walls, 1988) 

Children's Needs
Children from violent homes need a person they can talk to. The children need to be able to discuss their feelings and what is going on in their homes. Usually they are not able to talk with their mothers because children see their mothers as victims like themselves. They need to be able to confide in someone who can assess the problem and give them ideas for taking care of themselves both physically and emotionally. 

Be Honest 
The child or children you work with will be observing you as well. If you are honest and consistent in dealing with them, there is a good chance that they will open up to you as they learn to trust you. 

Notice Details and the Child's Interests 
Most children like to be noticed. Comment on things that you like about the child and be supportive of what the child likes. Make them feel special while you are with them. The following is a list of possible areas that children like or are concerned about regarding themselves. 
· Their clothing and appearance. 

· Whether you like being with them. 

· Their games and interactions with others. 

· Their hobbies and personal things that they do. 

Communicate with Children…

Discuss their Interests 
Familiarize yourself with what is popular with children so you will be better able to start conversations and get the child to relax with you. Topics that children are more likely to discuss are popular things that they are exposed to (i.e., movies, songs, games, clothing styles, toys, sports, etc). When they are comfortable around you, they will be more open and willing to discuss personal issues. By discussing topics that make impressions on children, you can learn about their beliefs and views of what is happening around them. 

Be fun when needed 
It is beneficial to show children of domestic violence that they have the ability to have fun and enjoy themselves. They often need an adult role model who is willing to have fun before they will join in. Seeing that an adult can do a fun activity allows them to do the same thing. 

Let children know that you will listen 
Children are more likely to be open if they feel that they will be listened to and believed. The subject of domestic violence makes many people uncomfortable. Children pick up on this and keep everything inside instead of talking through the difficulties. Many children will keep quiet to either protect their parents or to prevent retribution from their parents. Let the children know that you are willing to listen and discuss the issues that are of concern to them. Be patient and supportive with them and do not be judgmental of their reactions to domestic violence. 

Child's Self-Esteem and Safety

Building a child's self-esteem 
Many children growing up in domestically violent households have not received the guidance, attention, and positive input needed to develop strong self-images. The physical and verbal abuse caused by a parent only damages their self-esteem further. These children need help from other adults to help create and build their self-esteem. Here are some possible ways to help children do this: 
· Provide children with opportunities and activities in which they can succeed. 

· Reinforce appropriate behavior. 

· Be gentle and specific when it is necessary to criticize. Offer them alternative methods to succeed. 

· Be clear, honest, and direct when you interact with them. 

· Encourage children to get in touch with their negative feelings and find constructive ways to deal with them. 

· Allow enough flexibility for children to explore and have a feeling of freedom within the settings you provide for them. 

· Teach children that they can control how they react in all situations. Let them know that they can choose their own response and that it does not have to be a negative one. 
Teaching safety measures 
One of the most important things children living in a violent home can do for themselves is to have a safety plan. To help a child create a safety plan, ask them the following things: 
· How do you know when you feel unsafe? 

· Where can you go when you feel unsafe (a friend's house, a relative's house, the  
· police, etc)? 

· Who can you talk to when you feel unsafe (a teacher, a friend's mom, etc)? 

· Who do you call for help? (Have the child show you how toy call, and that the child knows their own phone number and address.) 

Childhood Behavior
Children who have grown up with domestic violence have witnessed poor behavior by adults and will tend to use that same behavior when dealing with their own problems. The children may be hurtful or disruptive when they encounter problems. The adults around them must learn to be consistent and patient when trying to change this behavior. Maintaining consistent limits and encouraging better behavior can help. 

When children become angered or difficult over an issue, try to teach them to cooperate and use problem-solving skills to deal with them. An example would be to ask the child to explain how the child sees the situation and then ask about other options to deal with the situation. If the child cannot think of any positive actions, you can suggest a couple and discuss how the child could try using them. Encourage positive responses, but be cautious not to demean negative responses. 

You can also use rewards as a method of teaching/reinforcing positive behavior. But keep in mind that you must be consistent with using rewards. A child will test the limits to see if the child can still get a reward. The child will also stop trying to achieve rewards if the child feels that you are unfair or inconsistent with when and how you give them out. 

Remember: hitting, slapping, or verbally humiliating a child from a domestically violent home is not acceptable. By getting close to one of these children you are becoming a role model. You are also trying to demonstrate non-violent methods of behavior and interaction. By doing this you can help remove the child from the future cycle of violence that the child could grow into. 

Personalities
While each one is different, children can develop similar personalities and responses to domestically violent situations. Listed below are three personality types and suggested methods for dealing with them should you encounter a child that fits a specific type. 

The Ethnic Child
Dealing with children from various ethnic backgrounds can be delicate. Aside from their physical and emotional needs, you will need to consider the values and traditions of their ethnic heritage. Some things to be aware of: 
· Any potential language barrier; some languages do not have words for domestic violence characteristics (such as incest). 

· The role expectations of men, women, and children within the family. 

· The general distrust of the American system by people from other cultures. 

· The social and environmental isolation of the mother and children. 

· A potential problem with U.S. residency and citizenship. 

· The possibility that the children will be placed in a foster home of a different ethnic background. 

Ethnic children may first turn to a relative or family member. But some cultures do not allow for relatives to get directly involved. When an ethnic child turns to someone outside of the family it is very important that the child be brought to someone who meets the following criteria: 
· Speaks the child's native language. 

· Knows the traditions, beliefs, and values of the ethnic culture. 

· Understands domestic violence. 

The Aggressive Child
Children from violent homes grow up with a violent role model and learn that aggression is an effective way of controlling others. This leads to the child being aggressive. An aggressive child needs to be taught that while anger is okay, it is not okay to hurt others when the child is angry. Here are some tips to working with aggressive children: 
· Encourage the child to talk about or act out what makes the child so angry using art, creative acting, or play. 

· Communicate your limits and what you expect of the child and then stick to those limits. 

· If the child has too much aggression, give the child some room to express anger where others will not be hurt. It may be necessary to give the child an inflatable bat or pillow to help vent rage. Afterwards discuss other options that can be tried after the child has burned off some energy. 
The Silent Child
A silent child is retreating as a method of protection. Although the child may not be verbal, the child does listen and observe what is happening. The key to interacting with this type of child is trust. Once the child trusts you, the child is more likely to begin to open up to you. Keep these points in mind: 
· Do not push the child to respond to you. Be gentle and caring and allow the child to choose the pace. The child may start communicating with just a smile or whisper. 

· Provide access to art materials. The child's drawings and creations may give you a tip as to how the child feels and what is important to the child. 

· Use positive reinforcement whenever you can find a reason. But keep it low key in the beginning, or you may frighten the child. 

· Read the child stories to convey messages and feelings. You might also try using puppets or stuffed animals to get the child to feel comfortable. 

© 2007 Arizona Supreme Court. All Rights Reserved. For permission to reprint/republish this article, please email casa@courts.az.gov 
Children and Sexual Violence
Many survivors minimize the effects of sexual abuse as well as the abuse itself.  They are frequently unaware of the connections between sexual abuse and current problems.  The statements listed below are typical of the experiences and feelings of survivors of child sexual abuse. We identify the effects in seven different areas.
SELF -ESTEEM
I feel dirty, like there’s something wrong with me.

Sometimes I think I’m crazy.

I feel ashamed.

I’m different from other people.

I feel powerless.

If people really knew me, they’d leave.

I want to die.

I want to kill myself.

I have a hard time taking care of myself.

I don’t deserve to be happy.

I don’t trust my intuition or my feelings.

I’m often confused.

I don’t know how to set goals and follow through on them.

I’m scared of success.

I’m a failure. I don’t feel capable of doing a good job.

I use work to make up for empty feelings inside.

I’m a perfectionist. 

I’ve made up a lot of stories about my life.

I’ve done a lot of shoplifting.

MY FEELINGS
I don’t think feelings are very important.

I usually don’t know what I’m feeling.

I can’t tell one feeling from another.

I only experience one or two emotions.

I have a hard time expressing my feelings.

I have a hard time crying freely.

I cry all the time.

I get uncomfortable when I feel too happy.

I get nervous when things are relaxed and calm.

I feel enraged a lot of the time.

I’m rarely angry.  Anger scares me.

I get depressed a lot.

I have a lot of nightmares.

I have panic attacks.

If I really let myself go, my feelings would be out of control.

I’ve been violent.

I haven’t been violent yet, but I’m worried I might be.

MY BODY
I’m not “in my body” a lot of the time.

I frequently space out.

My body often feels numb.

I feel as if my body is separate from the rest of me.

I don’t pay too much attention to my body’s signals (hunger, tiredness, pain)

I think my body is ugly.

I hide my body.

I’m dyslexic.  I had learning disabilities when I was growing up.

I use drugs or alcohol more than I think I should.

I often eat compulsively.

I hurt myself on purpose (cut, burn, or injure myself).

I have illnesses I think are related to my abuse.

I’ve worked out to make my body strong so I wouldn’t feel like a victim.

I’ve had flashbacks of the abuse during surgery or other medical procedures.

I’m scared to go to the dentist.  I hate the feelings of things in my mouth.

(For women) I’m scared to go to the gynecologist.

INTIMACY
I often feel alienated from other people, as if I’m from another planet.

Most of my relationships just don’t work.

I don’t have many friends.

I’m okay with my friends, but I just can’t work things out with a lover.

I think I’m really meant to be alone.

I’m not sure I really deserve to be loved.

I don’t know what love is.

I find it hard to trust people.

I think people are going to leave me.

I test people a lot.

It’s hard for me to be nurtured or to nurture someone else.

I’m clingy with people I’m close to. I’m afraid to be alone.

I’m scared of making a commitment.  When people get too close, I panic.

I have a hard time saying no.

People take advantage of me in relationships.

I get involved with people who are inappropriate or inaccessible.

I’ve had relationships with people who remind me of my abuser.

I’m struggling a lot with my partner.

Sometimes I think my partner is my abuser.

Sexual abuse is really creating problems in my relationship.

SEXUALITY
I avoid sex.  Deep down, I wish I never had to deal with sex again.

I’m celibate. I haven’t had sex in years.

I really think sex is disgusting.

I don’t feel sexual desire.  I think there’s something basically wrong with it.

Sex isn’t pleasurable for me.  I usually have sex to make the other person happy.

I try to use sex to meet most of my needs.

It really feels like I’m “oversexed”.

Sex and aggression are really connected to me.

I find it hard to be close in nonsexual ways. It just isn’t satisfying.

I frequently go after sex I really don’t want.

Sex is the thing I’m best at.

I’ve sold myself for sex.

I’ve had sex with people who don’t respect me.

I’ve been sexually abused as an adult.

I need to control everything about sex.

I have a hard time staying present when I make love.  I’m numb a lot during lovemaking.

When I am sexual, I have terrifying, scary feelings I don’t understand.

I often have flashbacks of my abuse when making love.

I get sexually aroused when I read or talk about sexual abuse.

Violent, sadistic fantasies turn me on.

I’m ashamed of my sexuality.

I’ve sexually abused others.  

THE STAGES of Dealing with Childhood Sexual Abuse
The Decision to Heal. Once you recognize the effects of sexual abuse in your life, you need to make an active commitment to heal. Deep healing happens only when you choose it and are willing to change yourself.

The Emergency Stage. Beginning to deal with memories and suppressed feelings can throw your life into utter turmoil. Remember, this is only a stage.  It won’t last forever.

Remembering.  Many survivors suppress all memories of what happened to them as children.  Those who do not forget the actual incidents often forget how it felt at the time.  Remembering is the process of getting back both memory and feeling.

Trusting Yourself. The best guide for healing is your own inner voice. Learning to trust your own perceptions, feelings, and intuitions form a new basis for action in the world.

Grieving and Mourning.  As children being abused, and later as adults struggling to survive, most survivors haven’t felt their losses.  Grieving is a way to honor your pain, let go, and move into the present.

Anger-the Backbone of Healing. Anger is a powerful and liberating force.  Whether you need to get in touch with it of have always had plenty to spare, directing your rage squarely at your abuser, and at those who didn’t protect you, is pivotal to healing.

Disclosures and Confrontations. Directly confronting your abuser and/or your family is not for every survivor, but it can be a dramatic, cleansing tool.

Believing it Happened. Survivors often doubt their own perceptions.  Coming to believe that the abuse really happened, and that it really hurt you, is a vital part of the healing process.

Breaking Silence. Most adult survivors kept the abuse a secret in childhood.  Telling another human being about what happened to you is a powerful healing force that can dispel the shame of being a victim.

Understanding That It Wasn’t Your Fault. Children usually believe the abuse is their fault.  Adult survivors must place the blame where it belongs-directly on the shoulders of the abusers.

Making Contact with the Child Within. Many survivors have lost touch with their own vulnerability.  Getting in touch with the child within can help you feel compassion for yourself, more anger at your abuser, and greater intimacy with others.

Forgiveness. Forgiveness of the abuser is not an essential part of the healing process, although it tends to be the one most recommended.  The only essential forgiveness is for yourself.

Spirituality. Having a sense of a power greater than yourself can be a real asset in the healing process.  Spirituality is a uniquely personal experience.  You might find it through traditional religion, meditation, nature, or your support group.

Resolution and Moving On. As you move through these stages again and again, you will reach a point of integration.  Your feelings and perspectives will stabilize.  You will make deep lasting changes in your life.  Having gained awareness, compassion, and power through healing, you will have the opportunity to work toward a better world.  

