Children Witnessing Domestic Violence

DEFINITION

Children witnessing domestic violence
is the percentage of reported domestic
violence incidents resulting in an arrest
in which children under age 18 were
present in the home. The data are based
on police reports of domestic violence.
Domestic violence is the use of physical
force, or threat of force, against a current
or former partner in an intimate
relationship, resulting in fear and
emotional and/or physical suffering.

SIGNIFICANCE
An estimated 15.5 million U.S.

children are exposed to domestic violence
each year. Rates of partner violence are
higher among couples with children
than those without children.'? In
Rhode Island in 2021 (the most recent
year for which full data are available),
police reports indicate that children
were present at 24% of domestic
violence incidents resulting in arrests.?
Children can be exposed to domestic
violence in several ways. They may
witness it directly (by seeing and/or
hearing violent incidents), have their
lives disrupted by the chaos of an
unsteady and hostile environment,
and/or may be used by the abusive
parent to manipulate or gain control
over the victim. Children exposed to
domestic violence may also lose a
parent to domestic homicide.**
Children who are exposed to domestic

violence are often victims of physical
abuse, and they are at an increased risk
of entering into abusive relationships or
becoming an abuser themselves.”

Exposure to domestic violence is
distressing to children and can lead to
mental health problems, including post-
traumatic stress, depression, and anxiety,
in childhood and later in life. Children
who witness domestic violence are more
likely to experience physical, emotional,
health, and learning challenges
throughout their childhood and
adulthood. They are more likely to have
concentration and memory problems,
and to have difficulty with school
performance than children who have
not witnessed domestic violence.”'*!"

While many children who have
witnessed domestic violence show
resilience, exposure to violence may
impair a child’s capacity for partnering
and parenting later in life. This cycle can
be broken through honest conversations
with — and positive coping strategies
taught by — supportive adults.>'

Children can be injured or killed in
domestic violence especially when their
parent is planning to leave an abusive
relationship. This includes biological
children as well as step- and adopted
children who live in the household and
are children of the victimized partner.™
It is, therefore, important to put
supports in place to ensure the safety of
all children living in households

experiencing domestic violence.
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Domestic Violence Incidents Resulting in Arrest,
Rhode Island, 2016-2018, 2020, 2021
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Source: Rhode Island Supreme Court Domestic Violence Training and Monitoring Unit, 2016-2018, 2020, 2021.
Includes domestic violence reports resulting in an arrest by local police and Rhode Island State Police.

¢ In Rhode Island in 2021, there were 5,185 domestic violence incidents that resulted in
arrests, down 3% from 5,325 incidents in 2020. Children were reported present in 24%
(1,262) of incidents in 2021." Rhode Island, police officers document children’s exposure
to violence on reporting forms by noting the number and ages of minor children living
in the home, how many were present during the incident, how many saw the incident,
and how many heard it."

4 In Rhode Island in 2021, police reported that children saw the domestic violence
incident in 945 arrests and children heard the incident in 1,050 arrests. These incidents
were not mutually exclusive, and more than one child may have witnessed each incident.”

# Rhode Island’s domestic violence shelters and advocacy programs provide emergency
and support services to victims of domestic violence, dating violence, sexual violence, and
stalking." During 2022, Rhode Island’s domestic violence shelters provided services to
10,181 individuals, including 451 children. In 2022, 165 children and 178 adults spent
a total of 27,694 nights in domestic violence shelters, 79 children and 57 adults lived in
domestic violence transitional housing (longer-term private apartments for victims of
domestic violence). Ninety-one children and adults moved into permanent supportive
housing, and 225 accessed Rapid Re-housing.”*
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Table 30.  Children Present During Domestic Violence Incidents
Resulting in Arrests, Rhode Island, 2021
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