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THE IMPACT OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE ON CHILDREN 
Domestic violence creates a violent and hostile environment that can have devastating effects on children, both 
physical and emotional. Children who have been exposed to domestic violence can become fearful and anxious, 
concerned for themselves, their siblings and their parents. Children exposed to violence may have difficulty 
paying attention in school and experience depression and withdrawal.1 They may blame themselves for the 
abuser’s actions or blame the victim.2 In the long run, children who witness or experience violence at home are 
much more likely to perpetuate the cycle of abuse in their own relationships as they grow into adulthood.3  
 

DID YOU KNOW? 
• The National Survey of Children’s Exposure to Violence found that 1 in 15 children in the United States 

had been exposed to physical intimate partner violence in the previous year and 5.7% were exposed to 
psychological intimate partner violence in the previous year.4 

• Approximately one in five children witness intimate partner violence in their lifetimes.5 
• Witnessing intimate partner violence is associated with other forms of violence. Almost 60% children who 

witnessed domestic violence also experienced child maltreatment in their lifetimes.6 

• More than 70% of victims of child sex abuse by a known adult also witnessed intimate partner violence.7 

• Half of children who experience child maltreatment also witness intimate partner violence.8 
• Child maltreatment that co-occurs with intimate partner violence tends to be more severe than child 

maltreatment without co-occurring intimate partner violence.9 

• A one-day snapshot of service usage in 80% of shelter in 2021 found that the second-most common 
service provided by domestic violence programs was children’s support or advocacy, second only to 
emergency shelter. On that day, 20,233 children were living in emergency shelter, transitional housing, or 
a hotel/motel, and another 5,461 received non-residential services.10 

• Children’s immediate reaction to experiencing domestic violence include generalized anxiety, 
sleeplessness, aggression, difficulty concentrating, nightmares, bed-wetting, and separation anxiety.11 

• Abusers may abuse children as part of the abuse of the intimate partner.12 Abusive partners use children 
to control victims. Abusive partners often threaten to gain sole custody, kill, kidnap or otherwise harm 
children if victims leave. 

 
 

LONG-TERM IMPACT ON CHILDREN 
• Children who witness intimate partner growing up are three times as likely as their peers to engage in 

violent behavior13 and to be engaged in a variety of violent and non-violent crime.14 

• Children raised in abusive homes learn that violence is an appropriate way to solve conflict. These 
children are more likely than their peers to be in abusive intimate partner relationships in the future, either 
as victims or perpetrators.15 

• Children who witness incidents of domestic violence (a form of childhood trauma) are at greater risk of 
serious adult health problems including obesity, cancer, heart disease, depression, substance abuse, 
tobacco use and unintended pregnancies than peers who did not witness domestic violence.16 

 

CHILD CUSTODY 
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• 72% of youth who experience custodial interference also witnessed intimate partner violence.17 

• Fathers who batter the mothers of their children are twice as likely to seek sole custody of their children as 
non-abusive fathers.18  

• Courts award sole or joint custody to fathers in 70% of custody cases, despite the perception that mothers 
always win custody of children.19 

• Abusive parents use child custody as a way to continue to threaten and harass the victim.20 

• In a Massachusetts study, 38% of abusive fathers seeking sole custody were awarded either sole or joint 
custody of their children, despite a documented pattern of abuse of both the mother and the children.21 

• Because an abuse victim is less likely to be able to afford legal representation, they are at an automatic 
disadvantage when involved in a child custody case.22  

 

HOMICIDE 
• Approximately one in five homicides of children aged 2-14 are related to intimate partner violence.23 

• 20% of intimate partner homicide victims are someone other than the intimate partner;24 88.8% of these 
corollary victims are children.25 

• Most intimate partner homicides involving children are committed using firearms.26 
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