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Domestic Violence and

Young Children (Aged 0-6)

Intimate partner violence (sometimes called
domestic violence or partner abuse) refers to
abuse that occurs within an intimate relationship.
Intimate partner violence can happen in any
intimate relationship regardless of income,
length, living arrangements, marital status, or
social status.

Both men and women can be either the victim or
perpetrator. Intimate partner violence can occur
in both heterosexual and same sex relationships.
It is important to remember that intimate
partner violence is never the fault of the victim.

Below are examples of intimate partner
violence:

Emotional Abuse

e Ignoring presence and feelings
e Swearing

e Acting jealous

e  Belittling

e  Giving the “silent treatment”

Physical Abuse

e Pushing, kicking, slapping, punching,
throwing, choking, or shoving

e  Threatening to punch, kick, slap, push,
throw, choke, or shove

e  Attacking with a weapon

e Refusing to help during illness or pregnancy

Sexual Abuse

e  Forcing sexual acts against will

e Not allowing the use of birth control

e  Failing to disclose HIV (Human
Immunodeficiency Virus) and/or STI (Sexually
Transmitted Infection) status

Spiritual/Religious Abuse

e Ridiculing beliefs

e Using beliefs to manipulate

e  Preventing or forcing involvement in
spiritual or religious practice

e  Forcing involvement in ritual abuse

Financial/Economic Abuse

e Preventing financial independence

e  Forcing into prostitution

e Maintaining total control over the
family’s money or spending decisions

Are young children aware of abuse that
happens in their home?

Yes, young children are aware of abuse that
happens in their home and can be impacted
in several ways. Witnessing domestic
violence traumatizes a child each time it
occurs; therefore, it causes ongoing, long-
term exposure to trauma. Some of the
impacts of witnessing intimate partner
violence depend upon the age of the child.
These impacts may be mitigated by supports
in the child’s life as well as the child’s level of
resilience.

Young children can be impacted when they:

e See and hear violence occurring

e  Experience the aftermath such as
damage to the home, injuries, or
parental depression

e  Are threatened as part of the abuse

e Become confidants or provide care of
their parent(s)

e Have their family break apart

e Are victims of child abuse

What are the impacts on young children?
Young children are especially vulnerable
during incidences of intimate partner
violence because they are small, unable to
protect themselves, and likely to be home
when conflict is occurring. As well, young
children are less likely than older children to
have supports and relationships outside of
their home, and frequently are unable to tell
someone about the abuse due to language
development.



Potential impacts of intimate partner violence on young children
include:

Increased risk of alcohol or drug use by the parent or
caregiver

Increased risk of mental health concerns for parents
Deterioration of family functioning

Impact of parenting skills of victim

Risk of role reversal and caregiving of parent(s) by the child
Learn about gender roles, relationships, love and trust within
a violent environment

Heightened risk to enter into abusive relationships later in life
Increased stress because of being forced to keep the violence
a secret

Increased risk of intergenerational trauma

Increased risk of being abused

Increased exposure to verbal aggression

Decreased ability to seek help and process what is happening
Increased risk of chronic stress and Traumatic Stress Disorder

Young children may display high levels of behavioural
symptoms, including:

e difficulty forming relationships and secure attachments
e sleep disturbances

e intense fears

e uncontrollable crying

e lower abilities to problem solve

e  regression in behaviours

e reenactment of abuse that was witnessed

e high levels of aggression

e noncompliance

e post traumatic stress symptoms

e difficulty developing empathy

e lower verbal skills

e lower self-esteem

e impulsivity and reckless behaviour

What can adults do?

Help young children learn how to regulate their emotions
Allow young children to be children; don’t give them adult
responsibilities and roles

Provide a consistent, safe place for exploration

Help young children learn how to recognize and name their
emotions

Model social skills

Provide opportunities for young children to positively release
physical energy, e.g., running or swimming

Help teach young children how to make decisions

Pay close attention to what children are saying or the way
that they are acting

Model ways of positively dealing with anger

Praise children for their accomplishments, being specific
about what and why

Help children learn to deal with defeat and success

Let children know that they are
liked/loved/accepted/supported and that this is not
dependent on something that they do

Help young children set and reach achievable goals

Help young children learn a variety of different coping skills,
such as relaxation techniques

Create opportunities for interactions with same age children
Build on children’s strengths
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