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When intimate partner violence (IPV) is perpetrated in a child’s home, that child will be affected.  The 

type or degree of influence depends upon a variety of contextual and protective factors.  In some 

cases, the long-term impact can be minimal.  However, for far too many children, exposure to IPV can 

have varied and far-reaching consequences.  

No single child will have the same experience, not even those children in the same home witnessing 

the same event.  The impact can depend upon the child’s age, gender, community involvement, 

relationship with the perpetrator and victim, and internal characteristics. 
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WHAT IS INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE? 
Intimate partner violence (IPV) describes physical, sexual, or psychological harm by a 
current or former partner or spouse. This type of violence can occur among heterosex-
ual or same-sex couples and does not require sexual intimacy. Both males and females 
can be victims and perpetrators, as well as same-sex partners.¹ While IPV exists in many 
types of relationships, 4 in 5 victims are female, with the highest rates experienced by 
females ages 18-34.²  

TYPES OF INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE
Intimate partner violence occurs in many forms. Examples include:

Emotional and psychological abuse: threatening family members and pets, 
humiliation and ridicule
Sexual abuse/coercion: sabotage, reproductive coercion, forcing sexual acts
Financial abuse: denying a partner the righT to work outside of the home, 
controlling finances

CHILDREN EXPOSED TO INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE 
Prevelence: In many incidents of IPV, children are present in the home. In fact, accord-
ing to the results of the National Survey of Children’s Exposure to Violence (NatSCEV), 
approximately 1 in 15 children were exposed to IPV in the year 2010, with 1 in 4 children 
exposed to at least one form of family violence in their lifetime.³ Of those who reported 
exposure to family violence in 2010, 5.7% were exposed to psychological or emotion-
al abuse between adults and 6.6% were exposed to physical IPV, which could include 
pushing, hitting, slapping, kicking, strangulating or beating.³ In this same survey, 12% of 
youth report being an eyewitness to the assault of a parent during their lifetime.³  

Impact: Children exposed to intimate partner violence have an increased likelihood of 
being a victim of child abuse themselves. Information from the Fourth National Inci-
dence Study of Child Abuse and Neglect (NIS-4) indicates that 31% of children who 
witnessed IPV were themselves the victims of abuse, as compared to 5%  
of children who did not witness IPV.⁴ In addition, children can be impacted by intimate 
partner violence in a variety of behavioral, emotional, social or cognitive ways. For some 
children, this may include symptoms of trauma such as flashbacks, hyperarousal or 
emotional withdrawal.⁵ 

31%

of women reported IPV in 
their lifetime

IN VIRGINIA⁶

22%

of men reported IPV in 
their lifetime

How are children exposed 
to IPV?

-Seeing the actual incident 
of violence
-Hearing threats or 
fighting noises
-"Feeling" the violence 
through vibrations in walls 
or floors
-Participating by coercion 
or force, intervening, 
being assaulted
-Observing the aftermath: 
Blood, bruises, torn 
clothing, broken items



Intimate Partner 
Violence & Child Abuse: 
Overlap and 
System Tensions

One of the most evident 
impacts of intimate partner 
violence on children is the 
increased likelihood of 
being a victim of child abuse 
themselves.  

This overlap is important when 
examining possible linkages 
between child welfare and 
domestic violence services. 
However, it also has contributed 
to historic tensions between 
the two systems. Much of this 
tension arose from differences 
in attitudes as shaped by the 
guiding philosophy of each, 
respective system. The primary 
focus of the child welfare 
system is the protection of 
children and the preservation of 
families, while the primary focus 
of domestic violence services is 
the safety and empowerment 
of women.⁸ This results in 
higher rates of children being 
removed from homes where 
IPV is identified.⁹ In addition, 
some domestic violence 
workers may underreport actual 
incidents of child abuse in order 
to protect women from being 
re-victimized by having their 
children taken away.⁹ 

RISK FACTORS & PROTECTIVE FACTORS
The impact of intimate partner violence on children in the home is dependent 
upon individual protective factors such as age, developmental stage, gender or 
caregiver and community support, as well as the number of risk factors such as 
child abuse and neglect, caregiver alcohol and drug abuse, economic insecurity 
and community violence.

Using a framework focused on understanding risk and protective factors can 
help to inform programs and interventions aimed at helping children exposed 
to intimate partner violence. These programs may focus on alleviating parental 
stress or providing education about healthy parenting and the impact of IPV on 
children.

SYSTEM COLLABORATION
Collaboration between child welfare, domestic violence service providers and 
juvenile courts has been found to improve service provision such as child welfare 
screening and assessment and multidisciplinary approaches to case planning.⁷   

In response to tensions between child welfare and domestic violence systems, 
the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges published “Effective 
Intervention in Domestic Violence and Child Maltreatment Cases: Guidelines 
for Policy and Practice” (the Greenbook). The Greenbook articulated a series of 
recommendations focused on increasing collaboration, opportunities for cross-
training and capacity to serve the needs of this population.  

Since the publication of this report in 1999, efforts have been undertaken 
in Virginia and throughout the country to address the disconnect occurring 
between the systems that serve the needs of the children and families impacted 
by IPV.  Domestic violence programs utilize safety plans and advocacy services 
for children in their programs. Efforts are also underway to incorporate domestic 
violence into child welfare trainings and policies. 
 
Additional information about collaborative efforts taking place at the local and 
national level can be found in the full length brief. 

Visit fact.virginia.gov/ibtoolkit for the full Impact of Exposure to Intimate Partner Violence on 
Children in the Home brief. 
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