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Children and Domestic Violence

How Does Domestic Violence Affect Children?

Domestic violence is a pattern of behavior that one person in a relationship uses to control
the other. The behavior may be verbally, emotionally, physically, nancially, or sexually abusive.
You as a parent may have left an abusive relationship or you may still be in one. This fact sheet

is #1 in a series of 10 sheets written to help you understand how children may react to domestic
violence, and how you can best help them to feel safe and valued and develop personal strength.
For other fact sheets in the series, visit www.nctsn.org/content/resources

demean the other, or see a parent who is angry or afraid. They may see or hear one parent
physically hurt the other and cause injuries or destroy property. Children may live with
the fear that something will happen again. They may even be the targets of abuse.

Children experience domestic violence in many ways. They may hear one parent threaten or

Most children who live with domestic violence can
recover and heal from their experiences. One of \E

the most important factors that helps children @
do well after experiencing domestic violence is

a strong relationship with a caring, nonviolent
parent. As a caring parent, you can promote your
children’s recovery by taking steps to increase
safety in the family, helping your kids develop
relationships with other supportive adults, and

encouraging them in school or other activities
that make them feel happy and proud.

HOW CHILDREN RESPOND
TO DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

Children and parents living with domestic violence seek support in different ways. They may
turn to their extended families or friends, their faith communities, or their cultural traditions
to nd connection, stability and hope. Children may ¥nd their own coping strategies and some do
not show obvious signs of stress. Others struggle with problems at home, at school, and in the
community. You may notice changes in your child’'s emotions (such as increased fear or anger)
and behavior (such as clinging, diffculty going to sleep, or tantrums) after an incident of
domestic violence. Children may also experience longer-term problems with health, behavior,
school, and emotions, especially when domestic violence goes on for a long time. For example,
children may become depressed or anxious, skip school, or get involved in drugs.

The Co-chairs of the NCTSN Domestic Violence Work Group Betsy Groves, Miriam Berkman, Rebecca Brown, and Edwina Reyes along with members of the
committee and Futures Without Violence developed this fact sheet, drawing on the experiences of domestic violence survivors, research findings,
and reports from battered women'’s advocates and mental health professionals. For more information on children and domestic violence, and to access
all fact sheets in this series, visit www.nctsn.org/content/resources
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The following factors affect how an individual child will respond to living with domestic violence:
w How serious and how frequent is the violence or threat?

Was the child physically hurt or put in danger?

What is the child’s relationship with the victim and abuser?

How old is the child?

What other stress is going on in the child’s life?

What positive activities and relationships are in the child's life?

How does the child usually cope with problems?
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DOMESTIC VIOLENCE CHANGES FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS

Children may try to protect an abused parent by
refusing to leave the parent alone, getting in the

|
middle of an abusive event, calling for help, or drawing IMPORTANT!
attention to themselves by bad behavior. They may If you feel unsafe now and need
want to be responsible for “fxing” their family by help for yourself, your family, or

t!’yl_ng to be perfgct or always_ tendl_ng to younge_r someone else in a domestic
siblings. Some children take sides with the abusive

adult and become disrespectful, aggressive, or
threatening to their nonviolent parent. - 911 for emergency police

crisis, contact

. ) . . assistance
Children who live with domestic violence may learn the

wrong lessons about relationships. While some children « The National Domestic Violence
may respond by avoiding abuse in their own relationships Hotline. Advocates are available
as they grow older, others may repeat what they have . i . .

seen in abusive relationships with their own peers or t(? IneirvErs [ e ‘_:r'S'S’ help
partners. They may learn that it is OK to try to control with safety planning, and

another person’'s behavior or feelings, or to use violence provide referrals to agencies
to get what they want. They may learn that hurtful in all 50 states. Call the
behavior is somehow part of being close or being loved. confdential hotline at

1-800-799-7233 or go to
REMEMBER... www.thehotline.org

A strong relationship with a caring, nonviolent parent is
one of the most important factors in helping children
grow in a positive way despite their experiences. Your
support can make the difference between fear and security, if your children are in danger.
and can provide a foundation for a healthy future.

* Your local child protective
services have resources for you

This project was funded by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), US Department of Health and Human Services (HHS).
The views, policies, and opinions expressed are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect those of SAMHSA or HHS.
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Many people turn to the Internet for information and IMPORTANT!
guidance. 1T you need a computer, most public libraries
offer free access. IT you use a home computer and you IT you feel unsafe now and _need
are still living in an abusive situation, be careful about help for yourself, your family, or
privacy and be sure to delete your browsing history. someone else in a domestic
crisis, contact
Try to look only at Web sites that are trusted and
reliable. Here are some well-known sites you can count * 911 for emergency police
on for solid information: assistance

w The National Child Traumatic Stress Network offers
fact sheets and other information about domestic
violence and its impact on children. Visit www.nctsn.org
or e-mail the Network at info@nctsn.org

» The National Domestic Violence
Hotline. Advocates are available

to intervene in a crisis, help
with safety planning, and
provide referrals to agencies

w The Minnesota Center Against Violence and Abuse has
a Web page that features the perspectives of children.
Visit Honor our Voices at www.honorourvoices.org in all 50 states. Call the

confdential hotline at

w The Safe Start Center offers information about the

impact of domestic violence on children, including a 1-800-799-7233 or go to
guide for families entitled Healing the Invisible www.thehotline.org

Wounds: Children’s Exposure to Violence. Visit « Your local child protective
www.safestartcenter.org

_ _ _ ) services have resources for you
w The Child Witness to Violence Project offers if your children are in danger.

information for parents and caregivers on its Web
site. Visit www.childwitnesstoviolence.org or call the
project at 1-617-414-4244.

w The Centre for Children and Families in the Justice System offers a variety of resources for
families and children coping with domestic violence. Visit www.lfcc.on.ca or call the center at
1-519-679-7250.

REMEMBER...

There are people and resources that can help you and your children cope with the experience
of domestic violence. Reaching out to them may be the most important step you take in helping
your children grow and thrive despite diffcult times at home.

This project was funded by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), US Department of Health and Human Services (HHS).
The views, policies, and opinions expressed are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect those of SAMHSA or HHS.
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Helping Your Child Navigate a
Relationship with the Abusive Parent

Domestic violence is a pattern of behavior that one person in a relationship uses to control
the other. The behavior may be verbally, emotionally, physically, ¥nancially, or sexually abusive.
You as a parent may have left an abusive relationship or you may still be in one. This fact sheet

is #9 in a series of 10 sheets written to help you understand how children may react to domestic
violence, and how you can best help them to feel safe and valued and develop personal strength.
For other fact sheets in the series, visit www.nctsn.org/content/resources

to have confusing thoughts and feelings about the

parent who has harmed the other parent. Whether
the abusive parent still lives at home, sees the child
sometimes, or has no contact, the child and parent have a
relationship. Maintaining contact with both parents can be
of beneft for some children, as long as everyone is safe.
One of the biggest and most challenging jobs for you, the
caring parent, is to help your child navigate his or her
relationship with the abusive parent.

Q child who has lived with domestic violence is likely I

SAFETY FIRST

The Frst thing to think about is your own safety and your children’s safety with the abusive
partner. 1T you have concerns, contact a domestic violence advocate, a lawyer, or another trusted
individual who is knowledgeable about domestic violence and can help you make plans for safety.
I you believe your child has been injured or abused by the other parent, get medical help if
needed and contact your local police or child protective services. Try to fnd time alone with your
children to discuss plans for safety and respond to any worries they may have.

YOUR CHILD'S MIXED EMOTIONS

Most children have complicated feelings about the abusive parent.They may feel afraid, angry, or
sad about what's happened in the home. They may also feel confused because the person who was
hurtful was also loving and fun at other times. Many children feel that the abuse was their fault,
not the parent's. They may think they have to choose between loving one parent or the other.
Don't expect your kids to have the same feelings that you do about your partner. Instead, listen to
and accept their feelings. Let them know that it's OK to talk to you, and that you won't be angry to
hear that they love and miss their other parent. I your children trust you with their thoughts, over
time you can help them to understand and accept the realities about the person who hurt you.

The Co-chairs of the NCTSN Domestic Violence Work Group Betsy Groves, Miriam Berkman, Rebecca Brown, and Edwina Reyes along with members of the
committee and Futures Without Violence developed this fact sheet, drawing on the experiences of domestic violence survivors, research findings,
and reports from battered women'’s advocates and mental health professionals. For more information on children and domestic violence, and to access
all fact sheets in this series, visit www.nctsn.org/content/resources
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KEEPING YOUR CHILD OUT OF THE MIDDLE

Keeping children out of the middle of domestic violence means helping them to 1) avoid trying to
break up an argument between the parents, and 2) avoid feeling like they have to take sides. 1T you
and your partner have separated, your children should not be asked to “tell” on the other parent

after visits (for example, if the parent
is dating someone else) or relay
messages for you. I your partner tells
your children that you are a bad parent
or that it's your fault the family is not
living together, remind your children
that violence and abuse are the
responsibility of the person who is
abusive. Do not accept blame—but

do not respond by criticizing the

other parent.

I you think the other parent is
pressuring your children for
information that puts you or them

in danger, contact a domestic violence
advocate or lawyer for help.

Joey, age 9, returned from a visit with
his father and said, “lI miss Dad. I want us to
all live together.” His mother responded, “I
know you miss him. But we can't live together.
He can't control his temper, and we left

because it wasn't safe.”

Managing Pick-ups and Drop-offs

I your child visits a parent who has been abusive to you, try not to fght or
argue in front of the child even if the other parent starts it. 1T arguments

keep happening, consider these steps:

« Contact your lawyer if you have one. If you are in need of one, please contact

your local Legal Aid Offce.

» Contact your local domestic violence agency to fnd out about visitation
resources.

« Have another person present with you for your child’'s pick-ups and drop-offs.

* Arrange the exchange at a neutral place.

» Ask a family member trusted by both parents to handle the pick-ups and drop-offs.

This project was funded by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), US Department of Health and Human Services (HHS).
The views, policies, and opinions expressed are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect those of SAMHSA or HHS.
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A Parent's Self-Care and Self-Reflection

Domestic violence is a pattern of behavior that one person in a relationship uses to control
the other. The behavior may be verbally, emotionally, physically, fnancially, or sexually abusive.
You as a parent may have left an abusive relationship or you may still be in one. This fact sheet

is #10 in a series of 10 sheets written to help you understand how children may react to domestic
violence,and how you can best help them to feel safe and valued and develop personal strength.
For other fact sheets in the series, visit www.nctsn.org/content/resources

your best as a parent. It helps if you remember that you are the most important person in

your children’s lives and the biggest infuence on how they respond to stress. 1T you don't
take care of yourself, both your body and mind, you will have less to give your kids in the way of
guidance and support. Being able to cope with your own stress is good for you and your children.

I t can be hard to think about yourself when you're dealing with domestic violence and doing

SIZING UP STRESS IN YOUR LIFE ' ' [

All of us face stresses in our lives. Some stresses are
temporary and some actually help us perform better.
But stress that you feel over and over again—chronic
stress—can take a toll on your health and well-being.
Your body has a harder time calming down. You may
Tnd yourself with sleep problems, irritability, or

poor memory. Over time, chronic stress may lead to
heart disease, weight gain, weakened immunity, and
unhealthy behaviors like smoking or heavy drinking.

Self-care during stressful times means different k
things for different people. But whatever your plan,

your self-care time should always take place where you feel safe, both physically and
emotionally. Consider contacting a domestic violence program to help reduce the risk of harm
if you are still in an abusive relationship. When you feel safe, set aside time to ask yourself
some questions about stress in your life.

The Co-chairs of the NCTSN Domestic Violence Work Group Betsy Groves, Miriam Berkman, Rebecca Brown, and Edwina Reyes along with members of the
committee and Futures Without Violence developed this fact sheet, drawing on the experiences of domestic violence survivors, research findings,
and reports from battered women'’s advocates and mental health professionals. For more information on children and domestic violence, and to access
all fact sheets in this series, visit www.nctsn.org/content/resources
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My Stress Audit
How is my body feeling today? Am 1 often tired or exhausted?
Do I have a problem that could be stress-related? Am | having trouble concentrating?

Have | become more short-tempered or irritable  Am 1 overeating or not eating healthy food?

z
(B0 L (Bl 19 B2 Am | smoking, or drinking too much?

»,

Did you answer “yes” to any of the questions? Becoming aware of how stress affects you is often
the frst step toward taking better care of yourself. Use your answers to begin to make a plan.

A PLAN THAT WORKS FOR YOU

There are many effective methods for stress relief and self-care. Think about how you have
coped with stress in the past, recalling what helped you and what didn't. Breathing exercises,
meditation, visualization (imagining and focusing on a soothing image), listening to music,
exercising, praying—each of these activities has been shown to lower blood pressure and
stimulate hormones that help us relax. By practicing them you are taking care of your physical
health as well as your emotional health.

Twelve Things I Can Do to Relieve Stress

Connect with others Enjoy a cup of tea or coffee Take a hot bath or shower
Listen to music Create artwork Watch a good movie

Say a prayer Take a walk Breathe deeply

Exercise Meditate Join a support group

y

Remember that each of us is different. What will work for one person may not work for
another. 1T you are in the midst of domestic violence, it may be especially hard for you to self-
refect or make a self-care plan. Ask yourself which activities would help you feel stronger and
more centered even if you have only a few minutes to devote to them. Then make a pledge that
you will do one or two of these activities regularly. No matter what your situation is, try

to do something for yourself every day.

Two Things I Can Do to Take Better Care of Myself

Check your pledge in two weeks to see how you are doing. Do you want to try a new activity?
Replace one? Pay attention to how you are feeling, and take care not to become overwhelmed
with your activities. Try a variety of ways to fnd the ones that work best for you.

And don't forget to take a moment to focus on the positive aspects of your day and your
life, beginning with an acknowledgement of what you have done so far to increase safety
for yourself and your children.

This project was funded by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), US Department of Health and Human Services (HHS).
The views, policies, and opinions expressed are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect those of SAMHSA or HHS.



