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Abstract A systematic review of literature was conducted
using the criteria identified in Edleson’s (Journal of
Interpersonal Violence, 14(8), 839-870, 1999) article titled
“Children’s witnessing of domestic violence.” Based on the
recommendations in Edleson’s (Journal of Interpersonal
Violence, 14(8), 839-870, 1999) article, four themes were
examined in the current research 1) the impact of exposure
to domestic violence, 2) the cumulative effects of exposure to
multiple forms of violence, 3) potential protective factors that
highlight children’s resilience, and 4) the father-child relation-
ship. Using similar methods identified in Edleson’s (Journal
of Interpersonal Violence, 14(8), 839-870, 1999) article, the
literature was searched and 46 articles reviewed during the
Fall of 2014. The results highlight areas of great success in
expanding the understanding of children’s exposure to domes-
tic violence to increase identification and prevalence.
However, the results found that after nearly 15 years, there
has been little advancement in the research literature on em-
phasizing children’s voices in their experiences of domestic
violence.

Keywords Children’s exposure to domestic violence -
Domestic violence - Perceptions of domestic violence

A systematic review of literature was conducted using the
criteria identified in Edleson’s article titled “Children’s
witnessing of domestic violence,” published in the Journal
of Interpersonal Violence in 1999. Since its publication, the
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article has been cited over 650 times in various journals. The
purpose of this article is to review the current state of research
since publication, to explore and critique the advancement in
research and knowledge over the past 15 years, and make
recommendations for future research.

Summary of Edleson 1999

In his 1999 article, Edleson summarized and synthesized how
children witness domestic violence, the effects on children,
and the potential benefits and challenges of this information.
While it was difficult to assess the prevalence of children’s
exposure to domestic violence because of the dependence on
adult reports of children’s experiences, Edleson (1999) noted
estimates of 3.3 to 10 million children or teenagers witnessed
parental violence a year. Edleson (1999) provided a clear and
succinct definition of the way children experience domestic
violence that includes not only the direct eye witnessing of
adult-to-adult physical violence, but also includes hearing the
events and seeing the aftermath. This addition would later be
described as indirect exposure which refers to “a child’s ob-
servation of adult domestic violence between others and its
aftermath” (Mbilinyi et al. 2007, p. 331).

With a clear definition, Edleson (1999) called for additional
research that focused specifically on children’s exposure to
domestic violence. More specifically, this research should in-
clude children’s reports of exposure since much of the re-
search to that point had focused on mothers or other adult
reports of children’s experiences (Edleson 1999).

Effects of Exposure to Domestic Violence

One of the main contributions Edleson (1999) made is the
identification and description of the problems associated with
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exposure to adult-to-adult domestic violence, which is defined
in the article as “an act carried out with the intention, or per-
ceived intention, of causing physical pain or injury” (Straus
1979, p. 76 as cited in Edleson 1999, p. 844). The negative
effects of child exposure to domestic violence were classified
as 1) behavioral and emotional functioning and 2) cognitive
functioning and attitudes. Edleson’s (1999) review consistent-
ly found that children who were exposed to domestic violence
demonstrated more externalized (e.g., aggressive) and inter-
nalized (e.g., fear, inhibition) behaviors than children who
were not exposed to domestic violence. However, Edleson
(1999) noted that much of the research conducted depended
on the use of the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL;
Achenbach & Edelbrock, 1983 as cited in Edleson 1999),
which was not specifically designed to measure the impact
of child exposure to domestic violence, but rather measure
children’s behavioral and emotional problems.

Another finding from Edleson’s (1999) review was that
exposure to domestic violence may influence children’s atti-
tudes toward the use of violence. Specifically, Edleson (1999)
noted research that showed boys who were exposed to family
violence had more positive attitudes towards violence versus
girls who were exposed and boys who were not exposed.
Interestingly, Edleson (1999) did not find any research support
for differences in academic abilities between exposed and
non-exposed but did cite one study (Rossman, 1998 as cited
in Edleson 1999) that found an association between exposure
and lower cognitive functioning. Longer-term studies
reviewed by Edleson (1999) found that children who were
exposed to domestic violence continued to show negative ef-
fects, including low self-esteem, depression, and increased
tolerance for violence.

Moderating Factors

In addition to identifying and describing the negative effects
of child exposure to domestic violence, Edleson (1999) also
synthesized the potential internal types of moderating factors.
One significant contribution to the field is this understanding
of the moderating effect of child abuse in relation to exposure
to domestic violence. The review noted that children who
were victims of child abuse, in addition to exposed to domes-
tic violence, showed more negative behavior than just expo-
sure to domestic violence. Gender also appeared to play a
moderating role in the effects of exposure to domestic vio-
lence. Edleson (1999) noted that boys generally show more
externalizing behaviors, whereas girls demonstrate more in-
ternalized behaviors. Furthermore, Edleson (1999) cited re-
search (Song et al. 1998) that found girls who did demonstrate
externalizing (i.e., aggressive) behaviors tended to also have
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been exposed to domestic violence. Finally, Edleson’s (1999)
review reported mothers of children exposed to domestic vi-
olence reported more problems among preschool aged chil-
dren than children in any other age group. While gender and
age appear to have a moderating influence on the negative
effects of domestic violence, there were few differences found
based on race (Edleson 1999).

Two external types of moderating factors in the effects of
domestic violence were also identified. One was the length of
time since exposure to the violence—the more recent the vio-
lence, the more social problems among children (Edleson
1999). The other moderating factor was the child(ren)’s rela-
tionship with their mothers and the adult male batterer.
However, Edleson (1999) noted a dearth of information that
examined the parent—child relationship. The information that
did exist was mostly focused on mother-child dyads, while the
examination of father-child relationships was virtually non-
existent.

Coping Strategies

A better understanding of these moderating factors lends some
understanding to the coping strategies and resilience among
children exposed to domestic violence. For example, boys
who were exposed to domestic violence and the use of
weapons at home were more likely to engage in aggressive
control to cope (Edleson 1999). Furthermore, Peled (1993 as
cited in Edleson 1999) found that children exposed to domes-
tic violence often used “emotion-focused” coping strategies,
which included minimizing or refusing to talk about the vio-
lence, versus “problem-focused” solutions, which included
inserting or distancing themselves from the violence.
However, in Edleson’s (1999) review, very little research
had been conducted on understanding the extent to which
coping strategies were used to help children endure their ex-
posure to domestic violence.

Moving Forward

Throughout the review and in the conclusion, Edleson (1999)
provided some recommendations on future research to ad-
vance the understanding of children’s exposure to domestic
violence. First, Edleson (1999) recommended additional re-
search on the impact of exposure to domestic violence on
children. Second, a better understanding of the cumulative
effects of violence exposure including community violence,
media violence, and marital discord was recommended. Third,
additional research of potential protective factors that high-
light children’s resilience to inform the development of pro-
grams that enhance children success to reduce the negative
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impacts of domestic violence exposure (Edleson 1999).
Finally, Edleson (1999) identified the need for research on
the father-child relationship. In conjunction with this,
Edleson urged researchers to expand beyond adult reports of
children’s experiences and children in crisis (or shelter).

With these clear recommendations, and the extensive ref-
erences to Edleson’s (1999) article in the research literature, it
made sense to review the current state of knowledge related in
this area. The purpose of this review is to assess and critique
the literature over the past 15 years and to urge practitioners
and scholars to move beyond repetition of current knowledge
on the harmful effects of domestic violence towards broaden-
ing the understanding of children’s experiences of domestic
violence. Additionally, this review summarizes the current
knowledgebase on children’s exposure to domestic violence.
Using similar methods identified in Edleson’s (1999) article,
the literature was searched and reviewed during the Fall of
2014. The results highlight areas of great success in expanding
the identification of children exposed to domestic violence
and to understand the prevalence of the problem. However,
there has been little advancement over the last 15 years on
gaining the perceptions of children exposed to domestic vio-
lence, understanding father-child relationships, or moving the
realm of service provision outside of crisis (i.e., criminal jus-
tice or DV shelter) situations.

Method

The inclusion criterion for this literature review is a close
replication of the quality criteria from Edleson (1999). To be
included in this review, the research article must have been
published in a peer reviewed journal, identified and measured
physical violence separately from other forms of domestic
violence, separated child exposure to domestic violence
from child maltreatment, presented a research design that
provided a comparison group, and clearly described the
sample population and method for sampling. Edleson (1999)
also included “acceptable qualitative” methods but did not
provide a definition of acceptable methods. Therefore, quali-
tative research was excluded. Because this review consists of
research after 1999, the final inclusion criterion was that the
research must have been published after 1999.

A search of Social Service Abstracts, Web of Science, and
Google Scholar electronic databases was conducted in
June 2013 and again in September 2014 using the following
key phrases: “children exposed to domestic violence,” “child
exposure to domestic violence,” and “child witness to domes-
tic violence.” A total of 148 different articles were retrieved
with these key phrases. Of the 148 articles, 46 appeared to fit

the inclusion criteria based on a review of the abstract. After
reading the 46 articles, 32 (see Appendix A for a table of the
included studies) were identified to fit within the scope of this
review. Fourteen of the articles were removed from the review
for not fitting the inclusion criteria: qualitative methods (n=2),
conceptual paper (n=1), community violence only (n=1), no
comparison group (n=3), did not clearly define domestic vi-
olence (n=4), and both no comparison and no clear definition
of domestic violence (n=3).

Findings

Four themes were examined, assessed, and critiqued based on
Edleson’s (1999) further research recommendations: 1) the
impact of exposure to domestic violence, 2) the cumulative
effects of exposure to multiple forms of violence, 3) potential
protective factors that highlight children’s resilience, and 4)
the father-child relationship to assess and critique the
advancement of knowledge in these areas. A fifth
recommendation made by Edleson (1999) related to the de-
velopment of measures of children exposure to domestic vio-
lence to enhance identification were presented in a 2007 com-
pendium (Edleson et al. 2007); thus, they were not reviewed in
this article.

Impact of Exposure to Domestic Violence

Since the publication of Edleson’s article, the negative or
harmful impact of exposure to domestic violence has been
well established in the literature (e.g., see Carpenter and
Stacks 2009; Holt et al. 2008; Kitzmann et al. 2003 for full
review of the literature). Researchers have clearly identified
the harmful psychological impact of domestic violence in
childhood. Children who are exposed are at an increased risk
for depression, anxiety, and attachment disorders (Cox et al.
2003; Spilsbury et al. 2007; Ybarra et al. 2007). They often
demonstrate more behavioral issues including aggression,
non-compliance, delinquency, (Cox et al. 2003; Ybarra et al.
2007; English et al. 2009) and symptoms related to posttrau-
matic stress disorder (Levendosky et al. 2002; Luthra et al.
2009). Children who observed domestic violence more than
once also showed to be at greater risk for dissociation than
children who only observed one violent event (Spilsbury et al.
2007).

While not as clear as the harmful psychological effects of
domestic violence exposure, researchers have examined the
notion of intergenerational transmission of violence.
Ehrensaft et al. conducted a three-generation, prospective lon-
gitudinal study of children (Generation 2, G2), their parents
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(Generation 1, G1), and generation 2’s offspring (Generation
3, G3) testing the relationship between exposure to family
violence and risk for developing psychopathology (Ehrensaft
and Cohen 2012; Ehrensaft et al. 2003). At 20-years, Ehrensaft
et al. (2003) found that exposure to domestic violence tripled the
odds of perpetrating violence towards a partner. Their article,
published in 2012, found the exposure to G1’s domestic vio-
lence, G2’s history of being physically abused in childhood,
and G2’s childhood conduct disorders each predicted externaliz-
ing behaviors among G3 (Ehrensaft and Cohen 2012).

Additionally, Skuja and Halford (2004) studied 60
Australian couples to assess the association of negative con-
flict management behavior. Couples were recruited into two
categories—30 men who reported being exposed to violence
as a child (exposed couples) and 30 men who did not identify
as being exposed to violence (unexposed couples; Skuja and
Halford 2004). Using the Adapted Conflict Tactics Scale-
Dating, this study found 19 of the 30 (63.3 %) exposed cou-
ples reported male violence in the last year, and 18 out of 30
(60 %) exposed couples reported female violence in the last
year (Skuja and Halford 2004). The unexposed group (6 out of
20 men (20 %) and 9 out of 30 (30 %) women) reported
violence in the past year. Furthermore, the exposed couples
were more dominating (both male and female), less validating,
and showed more negative non-verbal behaviors than the non-
exposed couples (the definition of non-verbal behaviors was
not provided; Skuja and Halford 2004).

Newer research has started to move beyond the psycholog-
ical impacts of domestic violence towards the physiological
impact of exposure. Rigterink et al. (2010) conducted a study
on the relationship between exposure to domestic violence
and children’s regulatory functioning from a physiological
perspective. The researchers found that children exposed to
domestic violence had smaller changes in their Vagal tones
(VT), which reflect activation of the parasympathetic nervous
system over time in comparison to non-exposed children
(Rigterink et al. 2010). This finding showed the longer-term
impacts of domestic violence exposure on the ability to regu-
late emotions (Rigterink et al. 2010). In addition, Rigterink
et al. (2010) found no differences in the trajectory of baseline
VT between genders. While this study had a small, homoge-
nous sample, the findings suggested that additional research is
needed on the physiological impact of exposure to domestic
violence.

Cumulative Effects of Exposure Multiple Forms
of Violence

The co-occurrence of domestic violence and child abuse has
also been well established in the literature (Appel and Holden
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1998; Cox et al. 2003; Finkelhor et al. 2009; Hamby et al.
2010). The experiences of both domestic violence and child
maltreatment are sometimes referred to as the “double wham-
my” (Hughes et al. 1989 as cited in Silverman and Gelles
2001). The understanding of the cumulative effects of expo-
sure to domestic violence and child maltreatment remain un-
clear due to varying degrees in research methods, as well as
sample population. In 2001, Silverman and Gelles revisited
the double whammy by examining data form the Second
National Family Violence Study. This study found that chil-
dren who were exposed to domestic violence were more likely
to have behavioral problems when compared to children who
were not exposed (X2=12.00, df=1, p<0.001; Silverman and
Gelles 2001). Additionally, children who experienced domes-
tic violence and child maltreatment had more behavior prob-
lems than those children who experienced either child mal-
treatment or domestic violence and children who experienced
neither (Silverman and Gelles 2001). However, those differ-
ences were not significantly different between children who
were termed “doubly abused” versus those children who were
either abused or exposed to domestic violence except among
girls over the age of 7 (Silverman and Gelles 2001).
Essentially, they found very little support for double whammy
effects.

Yet, a study of community-based children did support the
idea that children who experienced both forms of violence had
higher scores of externalizing behaviors as reported on the
Child Behavior Checklist (Cyr et al. 2006). Additionally, a
study by Murrell et al. (2007), examined the difference among
1066 male batterers who as children were exposed to domestic
violence (n=84), experienced physical child abuse (2=300),
were both exposed to domestic violence and physically
abused (n=198), and neither exposed nor abused (n=516).
Men who experienced both types of violence perpetrated in-
timate partner violence more frequently and more severely
(Murrell et al. 2007). Non-intimate violence increased with
level of violence exposure and those who experienced physi-
cal abuse and exposure to domestic violence committed more
severe violence (Murrell et al. 2007).

Similar to the results found by Murrell et al. (2007), re-
search by Moylan et al. (2010) and Sousa et al. (2011) found
support for the “double whammy.” Experiencing direct child
abuse and domestic violence were significantly associated
with depression and delinquency (Moylan et al. 2010). Both
studies examined data from the Lehigh Longitudinal Study to
identify the risks among children exposed to domestic vio-
lence, children who experienced child abuse, youth exposed
to both domestic violence and child abuse, and no exposure to
either types of violence (Moylan et al. 2010; Sousa et al.
2011). Being exposed to violence (i.e., child abuse, domestic
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violence, or both) was predictive of at least one of the risk
outcomes (e.g., somatic complaints, anxiety, aggressive be-
havior, delinquency, depression, etc.) when compared to the
youth not exposed to any form of violence (Moylan et al.
2010). Sousa et al. (2011) found a modest significant differ-
ence between youth who experience both forms of violence;
youth who experienced abuse, youth who were exposed to
domestic violence, and youth that did not have any experi-
ences and engaged in felony assault. Experiences of both
types of violence increased the odds of violence and delin-
quency when gender and SES are controlled (Sousa et al.
2011).

A gap remains in the research on the effects of other forms
of violence, including media and community. Malik (2008)
studied the association between child function and exposure to
community and domestic violence in 117 families. The results
of Malik’s (2008) study found a signification relationship be-
tween ethnicity and exposure to community violence. Black
children reported significantly more exposure to community
violence than Anglo and Hispanic children (Malik 2008). The
results of their study found that children with higher levels of
reported exposure to community and domestic violence had
parents who reported more externalizing behaviors in their
children (Malik 2008). Furthermore, teachers reported more
aggressive behaviors among children who were exposed to
both forms of violence (Malik 2008). There was no associa-
tion between both forms of violence and internalizing behav-
iors or depressive symptoms (Malik 2008).

Factors that Highlight Children’s Resilience

The research on understanding protective factors that high-
light children’s resiliency is as elusive as the evidence about
the cumulative effects of exposure to multiple forms of vio-
lence. The literature suggests ways to minimize and treat ex-
posure to domestic violence, but few focus on identifying and
fostering resiliency. Mental health, social support, positive
parenting skills, good self-esteem, ability to regulate emo-
tions, and treatment of trauma symptoms have been found to
have a positive impact on children exposed to domestic vio-
lence (Graham-Bermann et al. 2009, 2011; Martinez-Torteya
et al. 2009; Owen et al. 2009), but understanding the role of
these in terms of promoting resilience is less clear.

A study by Bogat et al. (2006) found that mothers’ symp-
toms of trauma and severity of violence exposure had a rela-
tionship on whether infants who were exposed to violence
demonstrated trauma symptoms. However, mothers’ reports
of depressive symptoms had no relationship with infant re-
sponse to exposure to violence (Bogat et al. 20006).
Interestingly, infant temperament was not predictive of infant

trauma symptoms (Bogat et al. 2006). Martinez-Torteya et al.
(2009) reinforced the notion of a mother’s positive influence
on adaptation. Their study found that maternal depression and
child temperament were significant predictors for internal and
external behaviors among children exposed to domestic vio-
lence (Martinez-Torteya et al. 2009). Moreover, research by
Johnson and Lieberman (2007) found that mothers who were
attuned to their child’s anger and sadness were able to prevent
the onset of externalizing behavior. Both of these studies re-
inforce the protective nature of maternal mental health and
engagement in children’s response to exposure to domestic
violence.

Graham-Bermann et al. (2009) examined outcome
differences about children who were exposed to domes-
tic violence not living in a shelter and identified vari-
ables that might predict adjustment. The 214 children
were grouped as those with severe problems (24 %)),
struggling (45 %), depressed (11 %), and resilient
(20 %). There were no statistically significant differ-
ences in the amount of violence exposure between the
resilient and other clusters (Graham-Bermann et al.
2009). The resilient cluster reported better maternal
mental health and parenting skills than the severe and
struggling clusters (Graham-Bermann et al. 2009).
Additionally, the resilient cluster had higher scores of
self-worth and self-competence and lower scores of de-
pression than other clusters (Graham-Bermann et al.
2009). Another important difference between the four
groups was that the mothers of children in the resilient
group were less likely to have had an abusive partner in
the past (Graham-Bermann et al. 2009). This study pro-
vides a glimpse into understanding the influence of in-
ternal and external factors on children.

In addition to these internal and external protective
factors, clinical intervention such as child—parent psy-
chotherapy (CPP), have been found to be effective in
improving behaviors among children exposed to domes-
tic violence as well as those who have exposure to
multiple forms of violence (Ghosh Ippen et al. 2011).
CPP is a manualized treatment developed and available
through the National Child Traumatic Stress Network.
Children who received CPP showed significant reduc-
tions in depression and PTSD symptoms, as well as
fewer behavioral problems in comparison to the non-
treatment group (Ghosh Ippen et al. 2011).

Father-Child Relationship

Finally, there is a dearth of information on that exam-
ines the father-child dyad. Of the two articles
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reviewed, only one had men as their participants (Dick
2005). This retrospective research study compared the
relationship with fathers between men who were ex-
posed to domestic violence and those who were not
(Dick 2005). There were significant differences be-
tween the two groups. Men who were exposed to do-
mestic violence reported their fathers as less accessible
and less involved (Dick 2005). Men who were not
exposed to domestic violence also reported their fathers
to be more emotionally responsive and engaged in
comparison to exposed men (Dick 2005). In addition,
the men who were exposed reported that they were
more likely to be hit or witness a sibling being hit
by their father than men who were not exposed to
domestic violence (Dick 2005). Finally, the men in
the exposed group were also significantly more likely
to use abusive tactics in their interpersonal relation-
ships then men in the non-exposed group (Dick 2005).

The only other study to address fathers, which ex-
amined parental representation in play among pre-
school aged children, was conducted by Smith Stover
et al. (2006). Their sample consisted of 40 mother-
child dyads. The authors found a significant interac-
tion between gender and number of visits with father
in parental representation (Smith Stover et al. 2006).
During play, boys who had fewer visits with their
father presented their mothers more negatively (Smith
Stover et al. 2006). Interestingly, the severity of vio-
lence did not have any relationship with parental rep-
resentation (Smith Stover et al. 2006).

Discussion

Over the past 15 years, it appears the research liter-
ature has done well to clearly establish the harmful
effects of domestic violence on children, as well as
the link between child maltreatment and domestic vi-
olence. While there has been some identification of
effective treatment programs for some children, there
has been little advancement in understanding protec-
tive factors, resilience, and the father-child dyad.
There are probably many reasons for the continued
advancement in some areas and less progress in
others. Based on this review, it is surmised that the
context in which data were collected on children’s
experiences of domestic violence likely plays an im-
portant role in knowledge development.

There are four recommendations to improve the
context of data collection and advance the state of
knowledge to the next level. First, improvements can
be made by broadening data collection to capture chil-
dren’s experiences of domestic violence rather than
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focusing solely on their negative behaviors. As recom-
mended by Edleson (1999), many of the research arti-
cles reviewed included data collected from children
(Edleson et al. 2008; Graham-Bermann et al. 2009;
Lam et al. 2009; Luthra et al. 2009; Malik 2008;
Moylan et al. 2010; Owen et al. 2009; Rigterink
et al. 2010; Smith Stover et al. 2006; Sousa et al.
2011; Spilsbury et al. 2007). However, much of the
data collected was behavior-based and not about their
experiences of domestic violence. The focus on behav-
ior may help to increase identification of children ex-
posed to domestic violence, but it does little to cap-
ture the experience of domestic violence exposure in
order to inform policy and programs to better serve
this population. In a similar way that the Domestic
Abuse Intervention Project (DAIP) used women’s ex-
periences to create the “Power and Control Wheel,”
which helps describe the variations and complexities
of domestic violence, allowing children (and adults)
to discuss their experience of domestic violence expo-
sure would assist in creating a better understanding of
the nuances of domestic violence exposure. This could
lead to improved understanding and identifying long-
and short-term needs of people exposed to domestic
violence. Specifically, development of programs and
services that identify and foster protective factors in
a broader sense to a wider population—not just those
with immediate social service connections- would be
beneficial.

Second, expanding beyond adult reports of children’s
experience and the impact of exposure is also important.
Despite the wide array of tools available to measure
children’s experiences through their point of view (see
CPICS, CEDV-Scale, TISH, etc.), there is still a depen-
dence on adult reports to classify and identify children
exposed to domestic violence. In the 32 articles
reviewed there were 54 different measures used, 41 %
of them (n=13) used the Child Behavior Checklist.
Additionally, 47 % (n=15) used the Conflict Tactic
Scale (n=7) or Revised Conflict Tactic Scale (rn=38).
Both of these measures rely on adult reports of child
behavior and exposure to domestic violence. Two mea-
sures that were created to capture children’s perspectives
of violence—Things I’ve Heard and Seen (TISH;
Richters and Martinez 1990) and Children’s
Perceptions of Interparental Conflict Scale (CPICS;
Grych et al. 1992)—were only used by three different
studies. Furthermore, the Child Exposure to Domestic
Violence Scale (Edleson et al. 2008) was not used in
any of the studies reviewed. Again, using adults to cap-
ture and report children’s exposure to domestic violence
fails to capture the variety of ways children experience
and are exposed to domestic violence.
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Third, it would be helpful to develop measures that
can capture the nuances of exposure to domestic vio-
lence. Parallel to the overreliance on adults is the use
of the same measures that Edleson (1999) noted may
not be sophisticated enough to capture the nuanced ex-
periences of children exposed to domestic violence.
Many of these measures focus on children’s negative
behaviors and do not capture any coping strategies or
resilience factors. By using measures that focus only on
the negative behaviors, researchers restrict understanding
to negative behaviors and limit the ability to identify
and promote potential protective and resilience.

Ironically, measures that aim to capture children’s
exposure to domestic violence from a child’s perspective
focus mostly on concrete events rather than experiences
of exposure. For example, Richters and Martinez’s
(1990) TISH focus on concrete events a child may have
witnessed (e.g., stabbing, hitting, etc.). While Edleson
et al.’s CEDV Scale does attempt to focus on both
events and behaviors (e.g., calling for help, worrying,
etc.), it is was not used in any of the research studies
in this review. It is also limited by the over reliance on
witnessing of physical events, rather than on the more
nuanced experiences of living in a home where adult-to-
adult domestic violence occurs. Grych et al.’s (1992)
CPICS seems to have the most questions aimed at cap-
turing an array of children’s experiences of domestic
violence, including both concrete physical events and
potential emotional feelings. However, the feelings por-
tion—Ilike behavior measures—addresses negative feel-
ings focused specifically on blame and guilt children
might have. Providing children (and adults) who have
been exposed to domestic violence an opportunity to
share their experiences using focus groups or interviews
could provide valuable information, leading to richer
measures.

Finally, the dependence on children in crisis limits
the availability of comparative data of children not ex-
posed to domestic violence or children who never re-
ceived services. All of these issues limit the full under-
standing of the short- and long-term impact of exposure
to domestic violence in childhood. In many of these
studies, the sample was obtained through domestic vio-
lence service providers, police reports, or other social
service agencies. As argued in Edleson (1999), this
limits the ability to capture the breadth and depth of
children’s experiences because women and children
who often access these sources have limited resources.
Another less discussed concern around this sampling
method is that women and children are often enrolled
in services as a result of an acute physical battering
incident. Of the 32 articles reviewed, 66 % (n=21) de-
fined domestic violence only within a physical context,

25 % (n=8) separated physical violence from other
forms of violence (e.g., psychological, verbal), and
9 % (n=3) clearly included physical violence and other
forms of violence but did not clearly describe the other
forms of violence. While part of the inclusion criteria
for this review required a distinction between physical
violence and other forms of violence, this criterion did
not preclude other forms of violence. As a result, this
means that women and children who experience other
forms of domestic violence (e.g., psychological, emo-
tional, or financial abuse) are not always captured in
the research; which means their voices and experiences
are missing from the knowledgebase. Thus, much of the
experiences of children’s exposure are focused around
acute battering incidents, and this fails to grasp the
lived experiences of children growing up in homes
where the ranges of battering behaviors occur.

Based on this review of literature and the gaps in the
current state of knowledge, there is a need for more
research in the area of understanding children’s
experiences of domestic violence and living with a bat-
terer in order to advance the knowledgebase. This in-
cludes collecting data from children directly.
Furthermore, research should be expanded that adheres
more closely to the generally accepted definition of do-
mestic violence. Generally, the definition of domestic
violence includes a pattern of abusive behaviors to
maintain power and control over an intimate partner
(Pence and Paymar 1993), which implies a recurrent
way of behaving. Yet research tends to focus on a spe-
cific event of violence—mostly physical abuse—as
demonstrated by the data collection methods (i.e., mea-
sures and population). While there may be arguments
about whether to broaden the definition of children’s
exposure to be more inclusive of domestic violence that
includes sexual, psychological, emotional, and economic
abuse because of the unintended consequences and im-
plications of a broader definition, a comprehensive ap-
proach provides an opportunity to capture the full ef-
fects of children’s exposure. Using the full definition of
domestic violence provides the opportunity to collect
data from children about their day-to-day life in order
to capture both the negative effects of exposure to do-
mestic violence, as well as identifying key protective
factors that promote resilience. This does not need to
dilute the experiences of those who are exposed to
acute battering incidents, but rather it will help to focus
and expand data collection efforts beyond children in
crisis to a larger sampling frame. Finally, using this
inclusive definition may enhance development of so-
phisticated measures that fully capture the nuances of
children’s experiences as recommended 15-years ago
by Edleson.
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