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SOME FACTS ABOUT CHILDREN AND VIOLENCE 

Every year, millions of children are exposed to serious violence. Nearly 1 million 
children are victims of abuse or neglect. Most suffer neglect, but 

250,000 of the victims are physically abused and 
130,000 are sexually abused. 

As many as 10 million children witness violence in their homes or in their 
communities. Domestic violence and child abuse often go hand-in-hand. Studies have 
found that between 30 percent and 60 percent of men who batter their female part- 
ners also abuse their children. 

THE EFFECTS OF VIOLENCE CAN B E  DEVASTATING 

Short-term consequences of child victimization include 
Fears. Sexualized behaviors. 
Post-traumatic stress disorder. Poor self-esteem. 
Behavior problems. Depression. 

Childhood sexual abuse, in particular, has been linked to serious problems extending 
into adulthood. These problems include 

Guilt, shame, and self-blame. Self-injurious behavior. 
Anxiety and depression. Substance abuse. 
Post-traumatic stress. Physical symptoms. 
Isolation and fear of intimacy. Eating disorders. 
Revictimization. Certain psychiatric disorders. 
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Even if they are not victims, children who 
witness violence in their homes or in their 
communities exhibit many of the same short- 
and long-term consequences. 

New research indicates that experiencing 
violence can actually alter brain function in 
ways that affect the child's ability to learn and 
to interact with others. 

THE LINK BETWEEN 
EXPOSURE TO VIOLENCE AND 
COMMITTING VIOLENCE 

Being abused or neglected as a child increases 
the likelihood of arrest as a juvenile by 53 
percent and the likelihood of arrest for a vio- 
lent crime as an adult by 38 percent. There 
are similar trends for children who witness 
domestic violence. 

This does not mean that every child who is 
exposed to violence will grow up to become a 
violent offender; it means that the risk is 
greater. This means that child victims and wit-
nesses may need targeted, effective interven- 
tion to reduce this risk. 

COLLABORATING WITH COM- 
MUNITY SERVICE PROVIDERS 

Early and effective intervention can ameliorate 
the negative impact of children's exposure to 
violence and perhaps prevent future incidents. 

Teamwork is an essential corn-ponent of an 
effective response to child victims or witnesses. 
The response team should include 

Law enforcement officers. 
Mental health professionals. 
Social workers. 
School personnel. 
Health care providers. 
Other community service agencies. 
Victim/witness advocates. 

By sharing information and identifying 
appropriate resources, these agencies can 
ensure that children's needs are met. Many 
communities have found ways for agencies to 
share information that might otherwise be con- 
fidential when children are crime victims or 
witnesses. 

STRENGTHENING YOUR 

FRONT LINE 

Children are not small adults. But even very 
young children can provide accurate informa- 
tion if they are interviewed with sensitivity 
and skill. 

Research and experience have taught us 
much about how best to interview children. 
Here are some tips: 
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Introduce yourself and explain why you 
are asking questions. Children may think 
they are suspects. Even teens may not 
entirely understand the roles people 
play in the criminal justice system. 

Use the child's language for body parts, 
but make sure you understand what their 
words mean to them. 

Be supportive but professional. 

Ask simple questions, one at a time. 
Allow children to say, "I don't know" or 
"I don't understand." 

Begin with general, open-ended ques- 
tions, and progress to more specific ques- 
tions. Be aware, however, that very young 
children are not developmentally able to 
provide much detail in response to open- 
ended questions. 

For in-depth interviews or formal state- 
ments, consider using an experienced 
forensic child interview specialist or a 
trained investigator. 

Several organizations train law enforce- 
ment officers and others in the skills for inter- 
viewing child victims and witnesses. Some 
sources of training include the following: 

American Professional Society on the Abuse of 
Children (APSAC): 312-554-0 166 

National Center for Prosecution of Child Abuse: 
703-739-032 1 

National Center for Missing & Exploited Children: 
877-446-2632 ~ 6 2 0 9  

Many communities have child advocacy 
centers where specialists from law enforce- 
ment, child protection, and other agencies con- 
duct forensic interviews of children who are 
victims of sexual or serious physical abuse, or 
children who witness particularly serious vio- 
lence. For more information, or to locate a 
child advocacy center near you, contact the 
National Children's Alliance at 800-239-9950. 
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Westminster Police Department SHIELD Program 
8200 Westminster Blvd. 
Westminster, CA 92683 
7 14-898-331 5 ( ~ 3 0 2 )  
aehall@~acbell.net 

Prince William County Criminal Justice Academy 
13 10 1 Public Safety Drive 
Nokesville, VA 201 81 
703-792-4525 

Sandra Sylvester 
Assistant Commonwealth Attorney 
Prince William County, VA 
703-792-6050 
ssvlvester@owcEov.org 

National Center for Children Exposed to Violence 
Child Development-Community Policing Program 

Yale Child Study Center 
230 South Frontage Road 
PO. Box 207900 
New Haven, CT 06520-7900 
203-785-7047 
800-49N-CCEV 



Information included in th is  discussion guide was 
obtained from the following sources: 

Carlson, B.E. (1984). Children's observations of interparental violence. In Edwards, A.R. (ed), 

Battered Women and Their Families. NY: Springer, 147-1 67. 

Edleson, J.L. (1999). The overlap between child maltreatment and woman battering. Violence 

Against Women, 5, 134- 154. 

Faller, K.C., & M.D. Everson (1996). Child Interviewing, Parts I & 11, Special Sections. 

Child Maltreatment, 1-2. 

Fantuzzo, J.W., & W.K. Mob? (1999). Prevalence and effects of child exposuTe to domestic violence. 

Domestic Violence and Children. The Future of Children, 9(3). 

Kendall-Tackett, K.A., L.M. Williams, & D. Finkelhor (1993). Impact of sexual abuse on children: 

A review and synthesis of recent empirical studies. Psychological Bulletin, 113(1), 164- 180. 

Kilpatrick, D., & B. Saunders (1 997). Prevalence and consequences of child victimization 

(Research in Brief). Washington, D.C.: National Institute of Justice. 

National Research Council (1 993). Understanding Child Abuse and Neglect. Washington, D.C. : 

National Academy Press. 

Perry, B.D. (1997). Incubated in terror: Neurodevelopmental factors in the "cycle of violence." In 

Osofsliy, J.D. (ed), Children, Youth and Violence: Thesearchfor solutions. New York: Guilford Press. 

Straus, M.A. (1992). Children as witness to marital violence: A risk factor for life-long problems 

among a nationally representative sample of American men and women. In Schwarz, D.F. (ed). 

Children and Violence, Report of the 23rd Ross Roundtable on Critical Approaches to Common 

Pediatric Problems. Columbus, OH: Ross Laboratories, 98- 108. 

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (1997). Child Maltreatment 1997: Reportsfrom the 

States to the National Child Abuse and Neglect Data System. Washington, D.C. 

U.S. Department of Justice (1 998). Forming a Multidisciplinary T a m  to Investigate Child Abuse 

(Portable Guide). Washington, D.C.: Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention. 

Widom, C.S. (1992). TheCycle ofviolence (Research in Brief). Washington, D.C.: National Institute 

of Justice. 

OVC would like to offer special thanks to Video/Action Fund in Washington, D.C., forproducing the video series 

and Debra Whitcomb, Senior Scientist with the Center for Violence and Injury Prevention a t  the Education 

Development Center in Newton, Massachusetts, for writing this discussion guide. 


