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Abstract: The aim of this study was to carry out a systematic review of the literature on the consequences of exposure
to domestic violence — DV for children. The period 2005-2011 was searched in Medline, Lilacs, Scielo, Web of Science,
Dialnet, Redalyc, Google Scholar and PsyclInfo, using the following descriptors: intimate partner violence, domestic violence,
violence descriptors (physical, sexual, psychological), and child, exposure or witness. The author, country, methodology,
journal and the consequences of exposure to DV were considered. 122 articles were selected. The United States and Brazil
accounted for 78.7% of the publications, with children being the main victims (51.6%). The major impacts upon children’s
health were posttraumatic stress and insecurity (75.8%).
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Consequéncia da Exposicao a Violéncia Doméstica Para Criancas:
Revisdo Sistematica da Literatura

Resumo: O objetivo deste estudo foi realizar uma revisdo sistematica da literatura sobre as consequéncias da exposi¢ao
a violéncia doméstica (VD) para criangas. Pesquisou-se o periodo 2005-2011, nas bases Medline, Lilacs, Scielo, Web of
Science, Dialnet, Redalyc, GoogleSchoolar e PsycInfo, com os descritores intimate partner violence, domestic violence,
descriptors violence (physical, sexual, psychological), e child, exposure or witness. Considerou-se autor, pais, metodologia,
periddico e consequéncias da exposicdo a VD. Selecionaram-se 122 artigos. EUA e Brasil totalizaram 78,7% das publicagdes,
sendo as criangas as maiores vitimas (51,6%). As principais consequéncias de maior impacto na salde das criangas foram
stress pds-traumatico e inseguranca (75,8%).

Palavras-chave: violéncia na familia, violéncia na crianga, bibliometria

Consecuencias de la Exposicion a la Violencia Doméstica a los Nifios:
Revision Sistematica de la Literatura

Resumen: El objetivo de este estudio fue desarrollar una revision sistematica de la literatura sobre las consecuencias de la
exposicion a la violencia doméstica (VD) para los nifios. Fue investigado el periodo 2005-2011, en Medline, Lilacs, SciELO,
Web of Science, Dialnet, Redalyc, GoogleSchoolar y Psycinfo, con los descriptores intimate partner violence, domestic
violence, descriptors violence (physical, sexual, psychological), y child, exposure or witness. Fueron considerados autor, pais,
metodologia, publicacién y las consecuencias de la exposicion a la VVD. 122 articulos fueron seleccionados. EE.UU. y Brasil
totalizaron el 78.7% de las publicaciones, con los nifios como las mayores victimas (51.6%). Las principales consecuencias
de gran impacto en la salud de los nifios fueron la depresion, el estrés postraumatico y la inseguridad (75.8%).

Palabras clave: violencia domestica, violencia en nifio, bibliometria

The World Health Organization (WHO) defines the
phenomenon of violence as “the intentional use of phys-
ical force or power, threatened or actual, against oneself,
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attempts to commit suicide and self-mutilation. Interperson-
al violence occurs between people with family relationships
(between partners, aimed at children or the elderly) or not
(actions taken by strangers or colleagues in the community
context). Collective violence is subdivided into political, so-
cial and economic. These latter subdivisions relate to possible
motivations for acts committed by large groups of individuals
or states, such as wars and even the denial of public access to
essential services (Krug et al, 2002; Minayo, 2005).

With the exception of self-inflicted violence, the phe-
nomenon can be depicted as follows: (1) physical (use of
physical force with intent to harm others), (2) psycholog-
ical (verbal or gestural, with the intention of humiliating,
threatening, or causing damage to self-esteem), (3) sexual
(the imposition of sexual practice against the wishes of the
person or that causes their victimization) and (4) deprivation
or neglect (lack or denial of care to those in need) (Ministério
da Saude, 2001b; Krug et al, 2002; Minayo, 2005).

Domestic Violence

Interpersonal violence - which specifically occurs with-
in the family, the first context of children’s socialization - is
defined as domestic, intra-family or familial and is character-
ized by aggression among people with bonds of coexistence
or kinship (Ministério da Saude, 2001b).

With regard to violence in the family, women, elderly peo-
ple and children are most often identified as the main victims
(Stelko-Pereira & Williams, 2010). In this sense, there are re-
searchers and studies that aimed to study more closely the child
who witnesses or is exposed to violence between their parents
also called inter-parental violence, spousal or intimate partner
violence, who may be heterosexual or homosexual (Saltzman,
Fanslow, McMahon, & Shelley, 2002; Archer, 2002; Krug et al,
2002; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2007, Mor-
bidity and Mortality Weekly Report, 2008).

The most commonly observed and described acts of ag-
gression in the family or inter-parental context are physical,
psychological and sexual in nature. They are characterized by
slaps, punches and kicks, intimidation, humiliation and dis-
qualification, or involve forced intercourse and other forms
of coercion. Other forms of controlling behavior are also ob-
served and understood as violence, such as monitoring the
movements, isolation from friends and other family members,
and restricting access to information and assistance (Krug et
al, 2002; Instituto de Salud Publica de Madrid, 2004).

Prevalence of Exposure to Domestic Violence

When approaching the children exposed to inter-paren-
tal/domestic violence (DV), one must consider the phenome-
non described above as actual and experienced by developing
human beings emotionally linked to the perpetrators and vic-
tims. In these situations the family context is no longer seen as
a primordial space of acceptance and support. On the contrary,
it turns into a scenario of tension and obstacles to the child’s
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development. According to Sani (2008), we must consider
the fact that “children witness violence between people who
are emotionally close and with whom he/she shares the same
physical space” (p. 95). Maldonado and Williams (2005) point
out that the “mere exposure is itself a form of child abuse”
as merely witnessing the assault on his/her parent makes the
child a victim of psychological violence.

Edleson, Shin and Armendariz (2008) point out that
the exposure to or witnessing of DV encompasses multiple
experiences. They argue that to witness, see, hear or even
notice the mother’s injuries and to become aware of them
are also considered situations of exposure to family vio-
lence. The authors also specify that not only the awareness
of the mother’s victimization characterizes the phenome-
non, but also the victimization of significant others who
play the role of caregiver and with whom the child has a
relationship of affection.

Intra-family and/or intimate-partner domestic vio-
lence occurs in intergenerational and hierarchical relation-
ships and consists of forms of violence use as a strategy for
conflict resolution or for discipline. It also includes the lack
of basic care to their children. Another variation of psy-
chological violence is the so called “witness to violence”,
which refers to violent situations witnessed by children/ad-
olescent at home, school or in the community to which they
belong. It is worth noting that a child or adolescent might
be affected by more than one type of violence, especially
in chronic and severe circumstances where these situations
are related (Brazil, 2001). The scientific literature provides
indicators showing that children might imitate and per-
form, in other contexts, the aggressive behavior by simply
observing violent models such as the case of witnessing
violence between the parents. Moreover, they can perceive
aggressive behavior as an appropriate way to address and
resolve conflicts (Bandura, Azzi, & Polydoro, 2008; Ban-
dura, Ross, & Ross, 1961).

In order to evaluate the direct or indirect impact of
violence upon children, particularly with regard to the ex-
posure to family violence (domestic and/or between part-
ners), it is necessary to keep in mind that childhood is a
delicate and important stage of life, requiring significant
emotional investments and social support. The care pro-
vided to children by the family, by other social groups
and institutions greatly influences their chances of surviv-
al and dramatically improves their quality of life. In ad-
dition, caring functions as a reference value, which helps
children to construct their own identity and form the first
ideas about themselves, about others and the world (De-
slandes, Assis & Santos, 2005).

Despite the difficulty in measuring the situations of vi-
olence in the family context, data collected in 15 Brazilian
capitals and the Federal District between 2002 and 2003 sug-
gested an overall prevalence of psychological aggression of
about 78.3% among couples. The occurrence of minor phys-
ical abuse affected 21.5% of the sample and serious physical
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assault 12.9% (Reichencheim et al., 2006). With regard to
the prevalence of exposure of children to such violence, a
nationally representative study was conducted in 143 mu-
nicipalities between the 2005 and 2006 in which the results
indicated that 26.1% of the sample were exposed to such
situations. Of these cases 18.6% had witnessed severe pa-
rental violence (threat and assault combined) and 7.5% had
witnessed moderate parental violence (threat of aggression)
(Zanoti-Jeronymo et al., 2009).

Based on the aforementioned, in order to investigate the
academic and scientific production on the subject, with the
aim of understanding the manifestations of family violence
and the impact for victims who witness the phenomenon, the
aim of this study was to perform a systematic review of the
literature through a bibliometric study on the consequences
of exposure to domestic violence for children.

Method

We conducted a bibliometric study that aimed to ana-
lyze and evaluate (a) publishers of the works; (b) the chrono-
logical evolution of scientific production; (c) the productivity
of the authors and institutions; (d) the growth of any field
of science; and (e) the impact of the publications upon the
national and international scientific community, needed for
both scientific research and studies developing guidelines for
the practice of professionals who deal with children and fam-
ilies (Reveles & Takahashi, 2007).

An electronic search for articles indexed in the databases,
in order to characterize the scientific literature on the exposure
of children to domestic violence, was performed using the fol-
lowing indicators: (a) productivity per year, (b) productivity
by country, (c) productivity by journal, (d) methodology, (e)
most published authors, (f) main victims of domestic violence,
(e) main problems associated with exposure to domestic vi-
olence, (f) events (definitions/descriptors) of domestic vio-
lence, and (g) key findings/research outcomes.

The electronic search was conducted in the following
databases: Medline (publications which deals with health
sciences in general), Web of Science (multidisciplinary da-
tabase that aggregates content from journals of greater ac-
ademic impact from different academic sectors); Dialnet
(Iberian multidisciplinary database composed of journals
and books from Spanish and Portuguese Universities); Re-
dalyc (network of scientific journals of Latin America and
the Caribbean, Portugal and Spain, including 758 journals in
various areas, with social sciences and humanities the areas
of greatest concentration); Google Scholar (database created
by Google, which can search in multiple languages, provid-
ing links to libraries of various universities); and PsycInfo
(offers psychological literature, linked to the American Psy-
chological Association). These were chosen so as to obtain
publications from the most diverse countries and to try to
identify the impact of this theme in publications worldwide.

The following search terms were entered in each da-
tabase: intimate partner violence, domestic violence, child

witness or exposure, with descriptors violence (physical,
sexual, psychological), which were searched in the titles and/
or abstracts of the publications. It is noteworthy that the use
of the terminology in English aimed at reaching the broadest
range of national and international publications in these data
bases, which display dictionaries of search terms mostly in
English and not just in their national languages.

The result of this search was refined by the exclusion of
books, book chapters, monographs and theses. We selected
only articles published from 2005 until the month of April
2011 (the date closest to the preparation of this manuscript),
which totaled 389 publications. Repeated articles, those with
limited access or not related to the subject matter, according
to the reading of the Abstracts were discarded. The final re-
sult was a sample of 122 articles.

The articles selected for this systematic review were
submitted to quantitative and qualitative analysis, consid-
ered complementary due to their approach and knowledge
about a particular context or phenomenon capabilities (Rev-
eles & Takahashi, 2007). Initially, we quantified the informa-
tion regarding year of publication, country of origin, journal,
type of study and authors. Data on primary victims, issues/
factors associated with exposure to domestic violence, such
as manifestation of violence and main research findings were
obtained by reading the articles.

Results

Considering the production per year, there was a
gradual increase in publications, which showed higher
concentrations in the year 2010, given the fact that, with
the year still in progress in the first quarter of 2011, the
search was partial. Regarding the indexes by country, the
United States, Brazil, Portugal, Spain and Canada were
the countries, in descending order, which most published
on the subject in the period studied, as shown in Table
1. The analysis of journals with articles on the topic is

Table 1
Publications by Country and Year in the Period 2005-2011 for
N =122

Country N % Year N %
USA 61 50 2011 13 13.7
Brazil 35 28.7 2010 56 51.6
Portugal 12 9.8 2009 12 7.4
Spain 5 4.1 2008 12 7.4
Canada 3 25 2007 12 7.4
Bolivia 1 0.8 2006 9 8.4
Finland 1 0.8 2005 8 6.6
India 1 0.8

Mexico 1 0.8

Peru 1 0.8

UK 1 0.8

Note. The data of 2011 are biased because they include only
publications up to the month of April.
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Table 2

Publications by Journal

Journals N %
Journal Interpersonal of Violence 10 8.2
Revista da Faculdade de Ciéncias da Saude 8 6.6
Pediatrics 6 4.9
Violence Victims 6 49
Revista de Salde Publica 5 4.1
Arch Pediatr Adolesc Med 4 3.3
Child Abuse & Neglect 4 3.3
Psicologia em Estudo 3 25
Psicologia Reflexdo e Critica 3 2.5
Ciéncia e Saude Coletiva 3 25
Saude e Sociedade S&o Paulo 3 25
Revista da Escola Enfermagem da USP 3 25
Child Maltreatment 2 1.6
Journal Epidemiol Community Health 2 1.6
Issues Mental Health Nursing 2 1.6
British Journal of Social Work 2 1.6
Journal of Family Psychology 2 1.6
Estudos de Psicologia 2 1.6
Anales de Psicologia 2 1.6
Revista Brasileira de Enfermagem 2 1.6
Revista Panamericana de Salud Publica 2 1.6

presented in Table 2. It is possible to identify the jour-
nals with the greatest impact on the research during the
period and their respective percentage of participation
in the sample: Journal of Interpersonal Violence (8.2%),
Journal of the Faculty of Health Sciences (6.6%), Vio-
lence and Victims (4.9%), Pediatrics (4.9%), and Journal
of Public Health (4.1%).

The Journal of Interpersonal Violence is an English-lan-
guage publication in which the aim is to discuss research and
the treatment of victims and perpetrators of interpersonal
violence. The Journal of the Faculty of Health Sciences is
published by the Portuguese University Fernando Pessoa.
Violence and Victims is a journal of The Family Research
Laboratory of the University of New Hampshire (USA);
Pediatrics is The journal of the American Academy of Pe-
diatrics, which publishes monthly original research articles
and clinical observations with translation into Italian, Portu-
guese, Spanish, Chinese and Polish. The Journal of Public
Health is a journal of The School of Public Health, Univer-
sity of Sdo Paulo.

The remaining journals each had 0.8% of the select-
ed publications. They are: Journal of Adolescent Health,
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Psicothema, JAMA, Clinical Child Family Psychology Re-
view, Evaluation and Program Planning, Evidence-Based
Mental Health, International Emergence Nursing, The
Journal of Family Practice, Epidemiology, Journal of
Child Psychology and Psychiatry, Children and Youth Ser-
vice Review, American Economic Journal Applied Econom-
ics, Attachment & Human Development, Journal of Social
Work, Journal of Family Studies, British Journal of Social
Psychology, Child & Family Social Work, Psicologia:
Ciéncia e Profissdo, Cadernos de Pesquisa, Revista Ex Ae-
quo, Andlise Social, Ciéncia e Saude Coletiva Revista bra-
sileira de educacéo especial, Cadernos de Salde Publica,
Revista Brasileira Psiquiatria, Ciéncia e Saude Coletiva,
Analise Psicoldgica, Paideia, Pensando Familias, Analise
Psicolbgica, Aletheia, Interpersona, Paediatric and Peri-
natal Epidemiology, Archives of Pediatrics Adolescent
Medicine, Journal of Family Violence, Social Forces, Am-
bitos, BMC Public Health, Circunstancia, Indian Journal
of Community Medicine, Indian Journal of Psychiatry,
Interface (Botucatu), Poblacién y Salud en Mesoamérica,
Psicogente, Revista Latino-Americana de Enfermagem,
Revista Brasileira de Ginecologia e Obstetricia, Revista
Mexicana de Ciencias Politicas y Sociales.

Regarding the type of methodology used and speci-
fied in each article, the following results were found: 26.6%
of the publications were co-relational studies; 19.2% were
literature reviews; 17.6% qualitative studies, and 12.7%
prevalence studies. The remaining papers were: (a) 9%
longitudinal studies; (b) 5.8% incidence, case-control; (c)
4.3% cohort studies; (d) 1.6% prospective, propensity, con-
trolled clinical trials.

Concerning the authorship of the publications, the sur-
vey also identified the percentage of publications by group
of authors, as can be seen in Table 3. Author groups with the
highest percentages were: (1) Sani Al, with 3.3%, (2) Mc-
Donald R, Jouriles EN, Rosenfield D & Corbitt-Shindler D,
2.5%, and (3) Sani Al, & Costa, VA, also with 2.5% of the
publications. The other groups of authors for each publica-
tion had 0.8% of the total publications (n = 122). The author-
ship survey also allowed a percentual assessment of those
who published as first, second and third authors. Sani, A. I.
was the most published writer, with 4.92% of the articles
published as first or second author, over the period 2005 to
2011. Other authors in similar authorship conditions were:
Graham-Bermann with 2.46%; Coutinho and Shraiber with
1.64%; and France Jr. and Williams, both with 3.28% of total
publications as the third author.

Concerning the type of victim, direct and/or indirect (ex-
posure), of domestic, familial and/or inter-parental violence,
51.6% of the articles highlighted the child as the main victim,
25.4% indicated the adolescent as the main character of vic-
timization, and in 13.9% of the sample (n = 122 publications)
women were considered the victims; 9% of the articles did
not specify any victimization. Regarding domestic violence,
it should be noted that victimization is a broad concept that
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Table 3

Authors by Publication in the Period 2005-2011

Group of Authors N %
Sani, A.l. 4 33
Maldonado, D.P.A.; Williams, L.C.A. 3 25
Sani, A.l ; Costa, V.A. 3 25
McDonald, R; Jouriles, E.N.; Rosenfield, D; Corbitt- 3 25
Shindler, D.

Bayarri Fernandez, E; Ezpeleta, L; Granero, R; de la 2 16
Osa, N; & Domenech, J.M.

Cohen, J.A.; Mannarino, A.P.; lyengar, S. 2 16
Graham-Bermann, S.A; Perkins, S. 2 16
Hungerford, A; Ogle, R.L. & Clements, C.M. 2 16
Rigterink, T; Fainsilber, Katz, L. & Hessler, D.M. 2 16
Taylor, C.A; Lee, S.J; Guterman, N.B. & Rice, J.C. 2 16
Carvalho, M.C.N. & Gomide, P.I.C. 2 16
Finkelhor, D.; Turner, H; Ormrod, R. & Hamby, S.L. 2 16
Milani, R.G. & Loureiro, S.R. 2 16
Pinheiro, F.M.F. & Williams, L.C.A. 2 16
Ribeiro, M. C. O. & Sani, A. I. 2 16
Sani, A.l. & Coutinho, M.J. 2 16
Jouriles, E. N.; McDonald, R.; Rosenfield, D.; 2 16
Stephens, N.; Corbitt-Shindler, D. & Miller, P.C.

Wolfe, D. A. 2 16
Zortea, T.C. & Tokumaru, R.S. 2 16
Szelbracikowski, A.C. & Dessen, M. A. 2 16
Margolin, G. & Vickerman, K. A. 2 16

Note. For n = 122 publications.

encompasses violence among people with affectionate attach-
ment, which can be diverse and involve all sorts of people,
such as men, women, children, adolescents and the elderly
(Garcia-Moreno et al., 2005). However, some authors use the
term domestic violence to refer to the phenomenon of violence
between intimate partners (Stelko-Pereira & Williams, 2010),
hence the importance of this type of analysis.

Among the problems associated with the exposure of
children to domestic violence, the most significant ones had a
direct impact on the physical and psychological health of the
victims as well as on their daily lives. Predominant symptoms
of depression, insecurity and Posttraumatic Stress Disorder
(PTSD), also known as internalizing symptoms, were ob-
served in 75.8% of the studies. Externalizing symptoms, which
include adjustment problems/aggressive conduct, were identi-
fied in 32.6% of the sample. An impact on school performance
and involvement in bullying were also prominent in 20% of
the articles. With regard to manifestations of violence in the
context of exposing children to domestic violence, among the
122 articles identified, 77 descriptions were analyzed for this
phenomenon, reflecting eight different modalities, as can be
seen in Table 4. Among these descriptions, 25 addressed phys-
ical violence; 22 sexual violence; 21 psychological violence;
4 economic violence; 2 abandonment or neglect; 1 emotional
and verbal violence, and 1 addressed patrimonial violence.

Discussion

The study design enabled the construction of a land-
scape that characterizes, in some respects, the recent scien-
tific knowledge about the exposure of children to domestic
violence, a phenomenon of academic interest for the practice
of professionals who work either with children or families.
An increasing number of recent publications addressing the
issue were detected. This fact confirms the prominence the
issue has taken in the academic milieu. Indeed, various fields

Tabel 4
Types/Methods of Violence Expressed in the Context of Children’s
Exposure to DV

N %
Physical violence 25 33
Sexual violence 22 29
Psychological violence 21 27
Economic violence 4 52
Abandonment or neglect 2 2.6
Emotional violence 1 13
Verbal violence 1 1.3
Patrimonial violence 1 13

Note. For n = 77 publications describing/defining some form of
violence.

of knowledge have focused on the phenomenon with high-
lights for the Health area, in which it is now considered a
public health problem. The U.S. leads the academic output
on the subject with half of the sample surveyed (n = 122 ar-
ticles published between 2005 and April, 2011 at the time of
writing this manuscript). The second most productive coun-
try was Brazil with 28.7% of the published papers.
Regarding the most productive author, Ana Isabel
Martinez Sani leads the position of first and second author,
totaling 4.92% of the publications, the majority of them in
collaboration with other writers. This author is a professor
at the University Fernando Pessoa, Portugal, a country with
an established research tradition on domestic violence. Sani
(2006) warns that children exposed to violence between par-
ents can be considered forgotten victims, since they do not
fall into the direct victim category. However, she points out
that this experience can be perceived as stressful and trau-
matic for the child and may trigger psycho-physiological
changes, which can become severe, persistent and disruptive,
features of the so-called Posttraumatic Stress Disorder. This
disorder involves symptoms such as reactions of avoidance,
numbing of responsiveness, and re-experiencing the trau-
matic situation (Costa & Sani, 2007, 2008). Sani (2008) also
found, through co-relational studies, fairly frequent feelings
of anxiety, fear, insecurity, shame, aggressive behavior and
depressive manifestations among children exposed to fami-
ly violence. According to the author, and in agreement with

267



Paidéia, 23(55), 263-271

Venturini et al. (2004) and Maldonado et al. (2005), house-
holds where family tension and conflict are present are envi-
ronment where children may develop this kind of witnesses
violence, with consequences ranging from physical marks
and deprivation of basic needs (biological and psychologi-
cal) to the emergence of physiological, emotional, cognitive
and behavioral problems.

An important aspect to be considered in the study of
violence in general is that the concept does not refer to a
unique phenomenon. Its definition, forms of expression, lev-
el of tolerance by communities, and the role it plays in the
lives of individuals present many differences. The multi-fac-
eted forms of expressions for violence listed in this article
are a good example of this claim (Table 4). The variety of
methodologies that have been used to investigate the issue
provides evidence of its fecundity. The observed predomi-
nance of co-relational studies (24.6% of the sample) reflects
the complexity of these events, which cannot be properly
grasped simply through linear and causal relations. Indeed, a
multiple correlation was observed in the studies highlighted
in this article: an association of several variables in the social
and health fields; the depth and the impact of violence on
the lives of individuals, families and communities; and the
need for intervention and prevention of violence, especially
considering that a child or adolescent may be affected by
different forms of violence under chronic and severe circum-
stances, which in the majority of cases are interconnected
(Whiteside-Mansell, Bradley, McKelvey & Fussell, 2009).

Still regarding the methodology, it is noteworthy that no
intervention studies were found. However, the lack of publi-
cations does not necessarily mean that such studies were not
performed. It may simply indicate that the complexity of the
phenomenon and the lack of uniformity make it difficult to
frame strategies of action, since the notion of violence has
broad implications in different segments of individual and col-
lective life and also relates to socio-cultural contexts in which
the implementation of public policies to assist victims and per-
petrators is especially problematic. Holt, Buckley and Whelan
(2008), in a review study that sought to highlight the impact
on the health and development of children and adolescents ex-
posed to domestic violence, examined some important aspects
concerning the phenomenon. According to the authors, the con-
text of violence between the parents, in addition to being a form
of emotional abuse, is considered a risk factor for physical and
sexual victimization as well as for the neglect of the children.
Regarding parental capability, the authors indicated that, in the
context of inter-parental violence, authoritarianism, control
and aggression tend to be child-rearing strategies adopted both
by fathers who abuse their partners and by victimized moth-
ers. These authors described the ambivalence caused in these
children by circumstances in which a parent can be perceived
as abusive and at the same time loving. Younger children may
exhibit symptoms such as excessive fear, anxiety, problems
with verbalizing emotions, aggressive behavior, possessive-
ness, stomach aches, insomnia, nightmares and bedwetting. As
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they grow older, they tend to seek explanations for the violent
behavior of their parents and might blame themselves for the
violence between their parents and even feel responsible for
protecting the victims. Problems at school, in relationships with
peers and in romantic relationships established during life may
also be related to these experiences. The diversity of reactions to
these situations may vary by age, gender, personality, role in the
family, frequency, nature, intensity, severity and co-occurrence
of different forms of violence to which the children/adolescents
are exposed. These reactions can be minimized depending on
the relationship with the parents and siblings, and the social
support available, especially when there is a strong connection
and attachment to an adult caregiver, usually the mother (Holt,
Buckley & Whelan, 2008).

Accordingly, one aim of this study was to identify the
main problems for children associated with witnessing do-
mestic violence. In our sample there was a prevalence of
depressive symptoms, insecurity and posttraumatic stress
disorder (75.8%), followed by adjustment /behavior prob-
lems and aggression (32.6%), and declining academic
performance and bullying (20%). Although the drop in ac-
ademic performance and bullying problems were highlight-
ed in only 20% of the analyzed articles, it is important to
note that bullying (physical and psychological aggressive
behavior among peers in the school environment, intention-
ally orchestrated and repeated over a period in order to cause
damage to another) has emerged as a disturbing phenomenon
due to the damage to those involved. This phenomenon has
been associated with the context of domestic violence where
children and adolescents are the direct or indirect victims,
and tend to resort to aggression and violence as a naturalized
form of peer relationship (Senra, Lourenco & Pereira, 2011).

Regarding the physiological, emotional and psychological
symptoms, authors such as Cui, Donnelan and Conger (2007),
O’Donnel, Moreau, Cardemil and Pollastri (2010), Salisbury,
Henning and Holdford (2009), and Shelton and Harold (2008),
highlighted a deficit of basic care to children, as well as depres-
sion, posttraumatic stress, insecurity and low self-esteem. These
disorders often tend to be neglected, as they are less easily ob-
servable in the child’s behavior (Costa & Sani, 2007). Grundy;,
Gondoli and Blodgett Salafia (2007), Whiteside-Mansell et al.
(2009), McDonald, Jouriles, Tart and Minze (2009), Ghazarian
and Buehler (2010), Graham-Bermann, Howell, Miller, Kwek
and Lilly (2010), have all observed behavioral and adjustment
problems, poor academic performance, reproduction of aggres-
sive behavior, hostility and rejection among victims of violence
in family, academic and social contexts.

These studies also revealed that, having been exposed
to violence, some children showed a negative response to
violence, avoiding aggressive and violent behavior with
teachers and peers. Kelleher et al. (2008) argue that the lit-
erature indicates both poor school performance of children
who witness violence between their parents and the exis-
tence of a greater emotional availability of mothers to their
victimized children. Thus, caution is needed against rash
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generalizations. Given the unpredictability of reactions, it is
not possible to establish a child’s reactive model to domestic
violence. However, there is a consensus on the understand-
ing that children are active in the construction of the mean-
ing of such experiences (Costa & Sani, 2007a; Sani, 2008;
Holt, Buckley & Whelan, 2008, Graham-Bermann, Gruber,
Girz & Howell, 2009). Despite the variety of factors to be
considered in the context of exposure to domestic violence
and even the absence of symptoms or disruptive behaviors in
some children, the impact of this experience is undeniable as
a risk factor for the development of children and adolescents.
In addition, witnessing such events may contribute for the
intergenerational transmission of violence according to the
research findings (Holt, Buckley & Whelan, 2008).

Final Considerations

The paramount importance of this subject matter increas-
es as the research findings indicate a general lack of strategic
action in the analyzed data. It is essential therefore to identify
the problem and adopt appropriate intervention strategies in
the various public services meant to care for children, espe-
cially the healthcare and education systems. The knowledge
of the context in which the child is inserted seems crucial to
indicate methods of prevention and abridgment of the nega-
tive effects of violence. One must also consider that children
who witness family conflicts are often inserted into the civil or
criminal justice system. This factor may affect their psycho-
logical development, and therefore requires certain precau-
tions prior to such a reality (Sani, 2008).

We could not end this paper without suggesting some
guidelines for professionals who deal with the exposure of chil-
dren to violence. The following are generally required: (i) pro-
fessional training for the assessment and identification of cases;
(i) assistance and protection to be provided in the judicial sys-
tem; (iii) practices adapted consistent with the child’s develop-
ment; (iv) an articulated safety net constructed in collaboration
with other agencies and institutions involved in care for at risk
children (Maldonado & Williams, 2005; Sani, 2008).

Given the high rate of violence in different areas of Bra-
zil, the Ministry of Health has launched programs that aim to
support social, educational and health care for children and
adolescents victims of indirect and/or direct domestic violence
and/or inter-parental violence. The Policy for the Reduction
of Morbidity and Mortality caused by Accidents and Violence
(Brazil, 2001) includes the promotion of safe behaviors, mon-
itoring of accidents and violence, training professionals for
comprehensive action in the context of violence, and supports
the development of new research in the area.
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