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The panel

► I will present first on pre-separation issues.
► Anna Jones, programme manager of the Talera Centre, 

and one of the educators and writers on the Safe After 
Separation project, will present second on issues for 
children after separation.

► Dr. Areana Eivers, lecturer, QUT, will present her work on 
some of the long-term impacts of domestic violence, 
particularly on educational achievement.

► Angela Lynch, Women’s Legal Service, will talk about how 
family law represents family violence as family conflict and 
how this impacts on court decisions.

► Each of us will talk about ten minutes and make a few 
basic points, as we are aware that there will be a lot of 
discussion following.   



A neglected topic?

► The impact of domestic violence in a family on the children of that 
family is often either neglected or misunderstood in court procedures, 
and in public discussions of domestic violence. 

► This is due to several popular misunderstandings about the impact of 
domestic violence on children, what we might call the myths of 
domestic violence as it impacts on children.  The main myth I would 
like to address is that domestic violence does not have an impact on 
the child’s relationship to either the perpetrator (often the father) or 
the victim (often the mother). 

► NB: None of the arguments I am going to make are original.  They 
have all been made over the course of many years by many 
researchers and clinicians.  In particular, I acknowledge in particular 
the work of my former QUT colleague Dr. Jennifer Smith and the 
Women’s Legal Service project, Safe After Separation, prepared with 
the assistance of the Ipswich Women’s Centre Against Domestic 
Violence and the Talera Centre’s Anna Jones and Bernadette Fitzgerald 
(2012/2013).  My own work preparing the section on children for the 
best practice guidelines for lawyers, prepared by the Queensland Law 
Association (2016), will also be referenced. 



The myth that children are unaware 
of domestic violence unless it directly 

affects them.   
► First, much domestic violence does directly affect children.  There is quite a high 

concordance rate between all forms of child abuse and domestic violence, and the fear 
living in an atmosphere of domestic violence creates permeates the entire family. Smith 
(1996), who did her research in Brisbane, found 70% of children living in domestic 
violence shelters were also directly abused.  Bedi & Goddard (2007), also writing in an 
Australian context suggest it could be 55%.

► Children can be abused for a number of reasons which include: 
 Accidentally being caught in the cross-fire
 Attempting to actively protect a parent or prevent a parent from abusing another 

parent.
 As part of a pattern of general intimidation in a family, or as part of a general 

system of control the perpetrator attempts to exert over all family members. Here, 
the perpetrator abuses everyone (including in my experience sexually).

 To punish the non-offending parent (pets are also abused in this manner, and it is a 
common motivation behind murder-suicides, particularly if males commit them).

 As an target of the anger and frustration from the victim parent.
 Or by the victim parent in an attempt to ensure that the atmosphere in the house 

does not further irritate the abusive parent.  (In both of these last instances, the 
victim becomes an abuser as well, often in fear that something worse could happen 
but then looks like the primary offender when facing court)   



Myth continued

► Second, domestic violence undermines the ability of both 
parents to adequately parent the child.  Depressed, fearful 
and anxious victims lose their confidence in forming strong 
attachments with their children, which can lead to levels of 
unintentional neglect, and also a failure to model 
‘authoritative parenting’ (widely regarded as the most 
effective parenting style). Porges (2011) and Schore 
(2003) discuss the impact of depression on parenting, 
attachment and infant and child mental health. 

► For the perpetrating parent, the child must negotiate a 
relationship mixed with both love and fear which 
complicates this relationship and gives the child a confused 
notion of both love and fear.  Again, even if the child is not 
directly hurt, they have to live with the knowledge that a 
beloved parent is potentially capable of inflicting harm. 



Myth continued

►Third, children who live in homes where domestic 
violence occurs, usually live in chronically tense 
and fearful environments. 

►They may be unaware of the source of this tension 
(a common myth as well, ‘the children were in 
bed, so they heard nothing’), but usually they are 
perfectly aware of their home dynamics. 

►We are just learning what the long-term impacts 
of these environments are on children’s 
neurological, social, cognitive, and emotional 
development, but the results are very concerning. 



►In Smith’s ground breaking study (1996), 
she could identify no behaviours amongst 
children who were actually abused which 
differentiated them from children who only 
were witnesses of abuse or lived in homes 
where abuse occurred.



What children do learn

► Finally, domestic violence teaches children a whole range 
of negative lessons which will not help them in later life as 
parents, partners and citizens (sometimes this relates to 
the gender of the child and the gender of the abuser and 
victim):
 It is ok to hit people you love if you are irritated by them for any 

reason.
 Abuse itself can be a sign of love in a relationship.
 Violence is an appropriate form of conflict resolution.
 Violence is a natural part of family interactions.
 Violence has few consequences.
 Men control women and should try to control women.
 If someone loves you, you can abuse them and they will bear it 

and forgive you.  



Where does this myth come from?

► There are probably multiple sources of this myth, but one I 
would like the audience to consider is the idea, common in 
child protection of twenty to thirty years ago of the 
‘targeted child’.  This child was often assumed to have 
characteristics which invited assault and abuse, and was 
often the only child also targeted for child protection 
intervention.  

► I wonder if we are making the same assumptions about 
the ‘targeted parent’ in not allowing ourselves to realise 
the violence affects all members of the family, not just the 
person on whom the violence is focused.   


