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. ABSTRACT

- The objective of this paper is to draw attenton to and present statistics on the multple aspects
of violence between parents that should be addressed in research and treatment of such cases. In

- addition to whether the child had witnessed violence between parents, information is needed on the
severity and chronicity of the violence witnessed, and whether only one or both parents were violent.
Data on these aspects of inter-parental violence obtained from a sample of 1,313 university students
is presented. Thirteen per cent of the students recalled one or more instances of physical violence

. between their parents when they were age 10 or 13, including six per cent who reported a severe
assault. When violence occurred, in about half the cases it was chronic rather than a single isolated
- instanrce. In two thirds of che cases the violence was mutual. Both research on witnessing violence

berween parents and treatment are likely to be enhanced if they take into account the severity,
chronicity and murtuality of the violence witnessed by children.
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L Introduction
% Alchough there is a large literature on children In addirion to che paucity of data, there are
§‘\ witnessing violence between their parents limirations to most of the esumates. Many studies
%«%j\@v . (Kitzmann, Gaylord, Holt & Kenny, 2003; report statistics that may under or overestimate the
K/N@\“\\}\\\Q@ Margolin & Gordis, 2004; Stith, Rosen & prevalence of witnessing vielence and few provide
f?l . Middleton, 2000), more attention needs to be data on the severity and frequency of violence
ﬁ&m \S@ paid to the methods used to measure violence berween the parents, on which parent was violent,
%“‘“&?*«“» witnessed by children. This paper describes ot whether the violence was mucual. Even the
ig& some of the mulciple aspects of violence between seemingly simple objective of estimaring the per cent
“\\“-t\ parents that should be addressed. in th.e research of chi}dren exposed to violence betwe.cn their parents
- ”g‘;\@‘f« and treatment (?F 5uc]~1 cases and identifies a faces important proble‘ms. Some stu.dws use samp?v:is
. \@\\Z\»\E@\w pfacmcal_ way of obtaining the necessary daca., that cannot be the basis for population estimares. For
. Many of the stadies do not even indicate the example, the study thar found a 49% rate is based
. M prevalence of this phenomenon, ic. they do not on couples with high risk of partner violence (Davis
.’” “'gi give the per cent of children that have witnessed & Carlson, 1987). Studies chat based their estimate
- :\, i partnfer \'rzolence'. Of 17 empmc.al stuc{16§ on interviews with p_arents., such as Straus (1992),
: %im - examined for chis paper,‘only eight provided _ may assume that children in a household where
i\ %«?ﬁ» prevalence data. The estimares from those studies one or both parencs reporced physical violence have
- . ranged from three per cent to 49%. witnessed that viclence.
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However, some viclent parents may avoid physically
attacking the other parent when children can see or hear
it. Thas, in one sense, the percentage is an upper-bound
limic. Conversely, lower-bound estimates resule if che per
cent witnessing is estimated on the basis of the violence
rate for the total sample rather than for households in
which there are children because couples with children
are older, and the rate of partner violence decreases
precipitously with age (Suitor, Pillemer & Straus, 1990).

Four of the 18 studies based their estimate on
asking children themselves about violence berween
their parents, Three of four were retrospective studies
of university students. Three of the feur found very
similar rates: 119% (Forsstrom-Cochen & Rosenbaum,
19835; Straus, 1974) and 14% (Jankowski e @/, 1999).
The fourth study cbrained data from 1,012 high school
students in Los Angeles and found that 23% of a
sample reported observing violence between parents.
Not only is this rate about double che rate of the other
three student studies, but in addition, che criterion
for witnessing was an extremely high level of violence
between the parents — above the 75th percentile of the
sample. Consequently, if the criterion had been any act
of violence berween che parents, the rate would have
heen much higher. Pare of the explanation of the much
higher rate is probably the difference in socioeconomic
status and community environment berween children of
parents who could send them t¢ university and children
attending high schools with a high proportion of low
income Latino and African—American scudents in Los
Angeles. Whartever the reason, additional estimares of
the prevalence of witnessing violence berween parents
might heip clarify the situation, and chat is one of the
purposes of this article.

An important addition to the estimates of children
exposed to violence between parents is the study by
McDonald et @f (2006). Their estimate is based on
reports of partner violence by a sample of 1,615 dual-
parent households with a child between birth and 17
living at home. They distinguished between any violence
and seveee violence and found that 299 of the children
were in households with violent parents, and chat 13%

were in households with severe violence between parents.

Child reports as a means
of estimating and describing
partner violence

In addition to providing an additional estimate of
witnessing violence berween parents, reports by
children about viclence between their parents can
provide a useful additional estimare of the prevalence
and nature of partner violence in the general
population. Children might provide more accurare
dara than is obrained from interviewing the parzners
themselves because chey may be more willing

to disclose such events. The need for additional
estimates can be seen from the huge discrepancies
between the results of various studies into partner
violence. Ilustrative examples of rhe perpetration
rates for male and female partners are presented
below (see Straus, 1999, for an explanation of the
large differences between these rates).

Need for multidimensional
measures of partner violence

In addicion to the discrepancies berween estimates,
few studies go beyond identifying the presence

or absence of viclence. The estimates are usually
for @ny physical assault, and do not discinguish
between less and more severe violence, Second,
they do not indicate che frequency of che assaules.
Third, they rarely indicate whether the perpetrator
is the father or the mother or by both partners. As
the resuits for the six studies listed in Table 1, the
per cent of women who are physically violent to a
partaer is similar to the per cent of violent men.
Mutual viclence is extremely important because
previous research has found that mutual violence

" is the predominant type, and chac it is associated

with the highest probability of injury (Straus &
Gozjolko, 2007; Whirtaker ¢ #/, 2007), and the
lowese probabilicy of cessation (Feld & Straus,
1989). For example, the 1975 National Family
Viclence Survey found that, among relationships

Table 1:  Partner violence prevelence rates
Male Femaie

US National Crime Victim Survey (Bureau Of Justice Statistics, 2008) 0.8% 0.1%
US National Violence Against Women Survey (Tjaden & Thoennes, 2000) 1.3% 0.9%
British Crime Survey (Mirrlees-Black, 1999) 4.2% 4.2%
US National Family Violence Survey {Straus, Gelles & Steinmetz, 1980; 2006} 11% 12%
US National Co-morbidity Survey (Kessler, Maolnar, Feurer & Appelbaum, 2001} 17% 18%
International Dating Violence Study (Straus, 2007) 24% 32%
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in which chere was violence, it was perpetrated
by only the male partner in about one quarter of
the cases, by only the female partner in another
quarter of the cases, and by both partners in about
half the cases (Straus, Gelles & Steinmetz, 1980;
2006). Similar percentages have since been found
by many other studies. For a review of the studices,
see Straus (2007; 2008).
These comments [ndicace thar parener violence
is a complex phenomenon wich mulciple facerts
that cannot be adequatcly represented by just one
statistic. Others, such as Margolin and Gordis
(2000}, have urged that heterogeneity in the
frequency, severity, age of onset, and chronicicy of
exposure be considered. The forgoing discussion
indicates 2 need for a more fully rounded description
of parcner violence, including partner violence
witnessed by chiidren. This article is intended 1o
contribute to that end by presenting data on these
aspects of violence in the homes of children based on
a study of reports of violence between the parents
of universicy students. The aspects to be covered
are the severity and chronicity of physical violence
against the other parent, whether che violence was
by the father or the mother, and the prevalence
of mutual violence as reporced by the students.
Specifically, the data on viclence between parents
reported by the students in chis study was used o
answer the following questions.
1. How prevalent is partner viclence as recalled by
children, and how do those rates compare with
rates obrained by other methods?

&)

Do fathers and mothers differ in respect to the
pet cent who perpetrared violence, and in che
severity and chronicity of violence?

3. Are there differences berween male and female
students in cthe amount of violence between
parents reported?

In whar per cent of families in which chere

was violence becween the parents was it

o

bi-directional, ic. both parents engaged in one or
more physical assaults?

Method

Procedure

Participants were recruited from psychology courses at
the University of New Hampshire in 2006 and 2007.
As is the practice in many psychology departments

in the Unired Stares, the students were offered an
extra credit or partial course credic for parcicipating

in the study. Daca was gathered by means of a web-
based questionnaire developed for the International
Parenting Study (available online at heep://pubpages.
unh.edw/~mas2/1PS. hem). Students who indicared an
(nterest in participating were sent a link to the scudy
website. Those who were 18 or older were instructed
to answer the questionnaire in a private setting,

They responded anonymously chrough the website at
a time and place of their own choosing. Several steps
were taken to ensure ancnymicy, such as encryption of
data, disabling ‘cockies’, and separation of identifying
information from data,

All participanss read the consent form and indicated
their consent efectronically. After completing che
questionnaire, participants received a debricfing

form explaining the purpose of the scudy and a list

of mental health referrals. The procedures were
reviewed by aad approved by the University of New
Hampshire Insticurional Review Board.

Participants

The sample consisted of 1,313 students. Seventy-
two per cent were female, which reflects the gender
composition of psychology courses. Their mean age
was 19.2 {(SD 1.7} Consistent with the pepulation
of the state, 93% were Caucasian. Because one of
the purposes of the study was to investigate links
of early life experiences to delinquency and adult
criminal behaviour, the version of the questionnaire
to which 82% of the scudents responded asked
abour the behaviour of their parents when the
student was aged 10, which is before the typical
age of onset of delinquency. Only students living
with two parents or step parents at that age were
included in the study. This was both biological
parents for 91.7% of the students. The average
education of both parents was high: $3% of the
mathers and 57% of the fathers had completed a
four year college degree or a higher qualification.

Measures of physical violence

Parener violence was measured by the short form of
the revised Conflict Tactics Scales or CTS2 (Straus
& Douglas, 2004; Straus ez o/, 1996). In the past 25
vears, the CTS has been used in over 400 studies,
mostly in North America, but also in more than 50
other countries, It has demonstrated cross-cultural
reliability and validicy (Archer, 1999; Straus,

1990; 2004). The scale items and psychometric
data are available in Straus e af (1996). The short
form has been shown to have high validicy, but co
underestimate prevalence (Scraus & Douglas, 2004).
Thus, the rates to be presented are lower-bound
estimares.
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The child-report form of the CTS2 asks
participants about the behaviour of their father
and their mother in a specific year. For most of
the parcicipants in this study, it was when the
student was 10 years old, but for 18% of the
students who responded to the first version of the
questionnaire, it was for when they were aged 13.
The physical assaule scale of the short form has
ene item to measure ‘minor’ violence ("Your father
pushed, shoved, or slapped your mother’) and one
to measure more severe violence ("Your father
punched or kicked or beat-up your mother’).
These two questions were also asked about the
behaviour of the mother. The response categories
were: This never happened; Not in that year, but
it happened before or after; Once in that year;
Twice in that year; 33 times in that year; 610
times in that vear; 13120 times in that year; More
than 20 times in that year. These four items (two
for the father and two for the mother) were used
ro create che following variables.
¢ Prevalence in tavget year: The per cent of parents

who assaulted their partner during the year the

student was 10 years old, regardless of whether

It Was OfiCe Of many [NStances.

Prevalence ever: The per cent of parents who had
ever assaulted their partner.

Chranicity; 'This variable was created only for cases
with at least one act of violence. It indicates,

for those cases, how many assauits occurred
during the year. To create chis variable, the
response categories listed above were coded as the
midpoines of each category, namely: 1, 4, §, 15
and 25. Chronicity dara is only available for what
happened in the reporting year, which in this
study is when the student was 10 years old.
Replivations for gender and severiry: These three
variabies were scored for behavicur by the
mother, by the father, for 'Any violence’, and
for ‘Severe viclence’, ie. a total of 12 variables.
Mutualizy. The muruality types described in
Straus and Douglas (2004) were created for each
case. The types are Father-only, Mother-only and
Mutual (both violent). For this study, mutualicy
was computed for any violence, and for severe
violence. The severe violence categorisation was
based on relationships in which either or both of
the partners were severely violent,

Tahle 2: Prevalence and chronicity of violence between mothers and fathers of university students
(N = 367 males, 941 females)*
Measure of violence Gender of student Violence by:
Father Mother

Any violence prevalence {% violent}

Any —atage 10or 13 Maie 9.7 124
Femaie 10.4 11.2
Both 10.0 11.8

Any —ever Male 13.0 15.0
Female 12.9 13.2
Both 13.0 14,1

Severe violence prevalence {% violent)

Severe — at age 10 or 13 Male 6.1 6.1
Female 6.4 6.3
Both 6.2 6.2

Severe —ever Male 7.4 6.9
Female 7.7 6.8
Both 7.5 6.9

Chronicity

Anyatage i0or 13 Male 2.7 2.8
Female 2.9 2.6
Both 2.8 2.7

Severe at age 10 or 13 Male 3.8 4.1
Female 2.6 2.1
Both 3.2 3.1

*Estimated from analyses of covariance.
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Data analysis

Repeated measures analysis of covariance was
used to test the extent to which the students

in this sample reported violence between their
father and mother. The repeated measure was the
students’ reports of viclence by each parent. The
covariates controlled for the father's education,
mother’s education, and the scudent’s score on
the Limited Disclosure Scale of the Personal And
Relationships Profile (Straus er 2/, 1999 (Revised
2007). This scale, which is a modificarion of

the short form of the Marlowe-Crowne Social
Desirability Scale (Reynolds, 1982}, measures
the degree to which the student was reluctant to
disclese persenal information.

Results

The answer to the guestion of the prevalence of
viclence berween the parents of the students in this
sample is that 13.1% reporced violence perpetrated
by eicher or both parents during the target year
(when they were 10 or 13 years old). Male and
female students reported comparable rates (14.1%
by male 12.7% by female studencs (difference is
not statistically significant)). The rates for severe
assaults are lower (6.8% for the entire sample) and
similar percentages were found based on the reports
of males and females (7.1% for parents of male
students and 6.7% for parents of female students).

Again, none of the differences were large enough to
be sratistically significant,

Prevalence of violence by fathers

and mothers

Prevalence of any violence

Table 2 provides the dara for the question about
differences between fathers and mothers in the
per cent violent. The first row shows that 9.7%
of male students in this sample reported viclence
by their father against their mother, and 12.4%
reported violence by the mother against the
father. Each of the six rows in the first panel

of Table 2 shows a slightly higher per cent of
mothers than fachers were violent but none

of differences between fathers and mothers is
significant.

Prevalence of severe violence

Moving down to the panel giving the prevalence
of severe violence, all the rates are much lower, In
general, the per cent severely violent is about half
of the percentage in the any violence panei. The
results for severe violence are similar to chose for
any violence in showing ne significant difference
berween fathers and mothers. The approximare
equal rate of perpetration of severe viclence by
mothers and fathers is consistent with previcus
studies of partaer violence (see discussion).

Figure 1: Mutuality of violence between parents of 1,311 university students

Father only

Mother only

Per cent of violent parents

Any violence

Severe violence
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Chronicity of violence between parents
When there is viclence, in over half che cases, only
a single instance was reported by the students

in this study. Neverthless, the chronicity panel

of Table 1 shows that the minoricy who did it
more than once did it frequently enough to push
the mean number of times to about three times,
and this applies to both any violence and severe
violence.

Mutuality of violence witnessed

Fignre 1 shows that the most prevalent pattern
of violence berween the parents of these students
was mucual, ie. bi-directional viclence. This is
consistent with many other studies that repore
data for both the male and female partner (Straus,
2007). However, previous studies have tabulated
mutuality for the overall occurrence of violence,
whereas Figure | shows boch che overall rate and
the extent t0 which murual violence occurs when
there is severe violence such as punching and
choking., What is new in these results is the finding
that mutual viclence is even more prevalent when
one of the partners is severely violent.

Table 3 carries the analysis one step further by
investigating whether the gender of the student
reporting on violence between their parents makes
a difference. It shows that, for both any vielence
and severe violence, according to both male and
female studencs, che predominant paccern is for
violence to be mutual. Despite agreement of
male and female students on che predominance
of murtual violence, the chi-square teses shows
significant differences in what is reporced by male
and fermale students. For any violence, the gender
difference is that more female than male scudents
reported the father as the only violenc parent, and
more male than female students reported that the
mother was the only violent parent. For severe
viclence the gender difference is that even more
female chan male students reported bi-directional
violence.

Discussion

The first question posed for chis study was on

the prevalence of wirnessing partner violence as
reported by adult children, and whecher the rates
of witnessing partner violence obtained in this way
differ from rates obtained by other methods. The
results show that che rate from this scudy (139%)

is in the general range of population surveys, but

at the low end of the range, The lower rates are
probably a result of the relacively high education
level of the parents relative to the general
population (Straus, Gelles & Steinmerz, 1980;
2006), a result of some of the events which occurred
ar age 10 or 13 being forgorten by the 19 or 20
year old, and a result of the use of the short form

of the Conflict Tactics Scales, which is known o
underestimate prevalence (Seraus & Douglas, 2004).

The second question was whether fachers and
mothers differ in respect to the per cent who
perpetrated violence, and in the severity and
chronicity of violence. Despite a sample of more
than a thousand, there was no significant difference
between the mothers and fathers in respect to any
of chese meagures. Thus, the results from this study
are consistent with more than 200 other general
popuiation studies in showing approximactely equal
rates of perpetration by male and female partners
(Archer, 2000; Fiebert, 2004; Straus, 2007).

The third question focused on just those parents
where ar least one violent act was reported. The
question is, when there is violence berween the
parents, to whar extent is it bi-direcrional, ie. both
parents engaged in one or more physical assaults?
The results showed that, according to the scudents
in this sample, mutual violence was the predominant
pattern. If any viclence is the criterion, two thirds
of the violent parents were mutaally vielenc. 1f
severe violence is the criterion, mutual viclence
characterises more than four out of five parents who
were severely violent. These resules are consistent
with 13 other studies which investigated mutualicy
in the general population, all found that mucual

Table 3: Mutuality of violence between parents as reported by male and femate students

Any viclence as reported by:

Severe violence as reported by:

Mutuality type Males Fernales Males Females

Father only 9.6 13.3 115 6.3

Mother only 28.8 18,2 115 4.8

Both viclent 61.5 67.5 76.9 88s

Chi-square = 2.15, p .34

Chi-square = 2.19,p .33
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violence is the predomunant pattern, for example:
the National Co-morbidity Survey found 54% were
murually viclent (Kessler ef 2/, 2001}; the National
Longicudinal Study of Adolescent Healch (Whitaker
et af, 2007) found 50% mutual; the Internarional
Dating Violence Study found 33% mutual (Straus,
2007); and a representative sample of 453 couples
with young children found 66% mutually violent
{(Slep & O'Leary, 2003).

The fourth reseazch question was whether there
are differences between male and female scudents
in what they report about viclence between cheir
parents? It is often claimed that male respondents
under-report cheir own: viclence more than women,
thus distorting gender comparisons. However, in
chis study, because the students were not describing
their own behaviour, chere is lirtle reason to expect a
difference, and none was found. Moreover, despite the
concern about male under-reporting, most empirical
rescarch on this issue has found very similar rates
regardless of whether the data were provided by males
or females (see che reviews in O’Leary and Williams
(2006) and Straus and Ramirez (2007)}.

Limitations

Alchough this study provides data on more aspects

of violence between parents than is usually reported
in research on witnessing parter violence, it is far
from a complete account of what children might have
witnessed; for example, chere is no data on injury and
psychological aggression berween parents.

There are grounds for believing that these resules
underestimarte the per cent of Amernican children whe
witness violence between their parents. Alchough
the rates are high, they are at che low end of what is
often found for community surveys of married and
cohabiting couples. As pointed out previously, this
may be the result of che refatively high educational
level and income of the parents and of data based
on recall of what happened at age 10 or 13. There is
more violence in households with younger children
hecause, on average the parents are younger, and
parener violence declines rapidly witch age of the
partner, Tt aiso reflects using the short form of the
CTS2, which is known to identify less occarrences
of violence than the full CTS. In addition, these are
lower bound estimates because, regardless of the
meshod of obraining the data, iz is probably safest
to assume that a substantial proportion of cases
are missed. Research such as che study by Slep and
O’Leary (2003), suggests that if these questions were
included in assessment for the previous 12 months,
as is often done, it is likely to reveal rates that are at
least double these found in this study.
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Applying the term ‘wicnessed’ is not enirely
cotrect. Some may know about the violence between
their parents from things said by their parents, but
not actually seea or heard this. In respect to the
prevalence of mutual violence, there is no data on
the extent to which viclence by the mothers in this
sample was in self-defence. However, there 1s now
sufficient research on chat issue to suggest that in
only a minaricy cases was the viclence by the female
partner self-defence. Although self-defence has often
been stazed as an explanation for high razes of female
violence, the empirical research has found that i
explains only a small proportion of PV perpetrated
by women (and men} (Carrado & of, 1996; Felson
& Messner, 1998; Pearson, 1997 Sarantakos,

1998; Sommer, 1996). For example, using a college
student population, Follingstad (1991) found that
perpetrators reporzed that their motivation was self-
defensive about 18% of the time (17.7% for men,
18.5% for women). A similacly low percentage (209%)
was found for severe assauits by women in a sample
of couples presenting for marital cherapy (Cascardi &
Vivian, 1993).

Conclusions

This study expanded information about viclence
witnessed by children by providing data which
showed that, even among highly educated parents
of high achieving children, a substantial proportion
of the violence was severe, and that when viclence
between parents did occur, it was often chronic
rather than a single isolated incident, and was
usually mutual. Both reseazch and clinical work
need to take into account severity, chronicity

and mutuality because these are likely to be

part of the explanation for the adverse effects of
witnessing, and part of what needs to be addressed
in rrearment and research, For example, murtual
violence has been found to be associated with a
much higher probability of physical injury than
male only or female only violence (Scraus &
Gozjolko, 2007; Whitaker & o/, 2007). This might
also apply to psychological injury from witnessing
violence between parents.

Forcunately, it is praccical co obtain data on all
these aspects of violence because the information
can be measured using che short form of the
Conflict Tactics Scales, This takes only three
minuces to complete and also provides datz on
other variables such as injury and psychological
aggression. An even briefer assessment (less than
one minute) is possible with just the four questions
used for this arcicle.
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Okbtaining information on severity, chronicity
and mutuality can provide a basis for more
in-depth analyses of the antecedents and
consequences of wirnessing vinlence berween
parents. For example, the questionnaire for this
asticle is being used in the International Parenting
Study. This will provide information on the extent
t0 which the violence witnessed by children in the
40 nations planned for that study follows the same
or a different pactern than shown in this article. In
clinical work, obtaining data that goes beyond just
the presence of violence to identify the degree of
severity, chronicity and mutaality could provide a
basis for family therapy based on a more complete
picture of the nature of the violence to which
children are exposed ar home.
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