
How does domestic violence
affect children?

Violence can affect children at any age.

Before birth: an unborn child may be injured in the womb 
due to violence aimed at the mother or suffer from 
exposure to drugs or alcohol that a mother may use to 
cope with stress. A mother’s own increased heart beat due 
to living in a state of fear is felt by the unborn child.

Babies: an infant exposed to violence may have difficulties 
developing attachments with their caregivers and in 
extreme cases suffer from failure to thrive

Toddler: a pre-schooler’s development may be affected 
and they can suffer from eating and sleeping disturbances

Child: a school-aged child may struggle with peer 
relationships, academic performance and emotional 
stability. A child’s development may regress when they 
become preoccupied with trying to cope in a toxic 
environment, bed-wetting for example .

Teenager: an adolescent may be at higher risk of 
substance misuse or of either perpetrating or becoming
the victim of dating violence.

Children may:

• blame themselves for the violence
• feel helpless
• experience emotional distress
• experience eating and sleeping disturbances
• have physical symptoms, such as headaches or

tummy aches
• find it difficult to concentrate and learn
• have low self esteem
• have less empathy and caring for others
• show a tendency to be aggressive towards

family/friends
• have difficulties forming positive relationships
• experience bullying or show bullying behaviour

themselves
• engage in risky behaviour
• self-harm, or even hurt others, such as pets

What is domestic abuse
and violence?

It is abuse within a relationship and it is more common than 
most people realise. It is also called FAMILY VIOLENCE as it 
can occur within any family dynamic and all family members 
including children are impacted.

DV is about one person in a relationship using power to 
control another person. This can be by:

• verbal abuse, which includes yelling and calling the
other person derogative names

• sexual abuse, including forcing or pressuring their
partner into a sexual act

• financial abuse, having control of money and assets
• isolating a person from family and friends
• emotional abuse, which includes minimising the

other person’s belief and feelings

Some forms of abuse are clear while other forms can be 
harder to detect. In both cases, women are left feeling 
unsure about themselves and often scared.

In families where there is domestic and family violence, 
children witness about 3/4 of abusive incidents. Even when 
children don’t actually see the violence, the sad fact is that 
they are negatively impacted.

The intense family environment affects children’s physical 
and emotional health and wellbeing. Children absorb the 
environment they grow up in. Often children are worried 
about if their parent will be harmed or frightened, how bad 
the abuse will get. When children live in this state of fear, 
their growing brains are affected. They are often told ‘not to 
tell anyone’, which puts even more pressure on them.

The impact on children is immense and can be lifelong. 
Children have the right to be and feel safe.

Domestic violence is a crime. It is a serious violation 
of human rights.

Does
Family Abuse
Harm Kids?

Q.

A. IT SURE DOES!

Myths about children living
with violence

MYTH: ‘Domestic violence doesn’t affect kids unless they 
get physically hurt themselves.’

Fact: Children get really stressed seeing a parent shout or 
cause hurt. They often think they are to blame for being 
naughty. DV can even cause harm to babies’ growing brains

MYTH: ‘If the kids aren’t actually there at the time, they 
don’t realise what is happening.’

Fact: Children always know. They need you for their 
survival so they are especially sensitive to noticing when 
you are tense and unhappy. They may not show it to others 
but they suffer emotionally and may get physically ill.

MYTH: ‘It’s the alcohol’s fault. He’s only abusive when he’s 
drinking.’

Fact: Alcohol is often used as an excuse. By law adults are 
still responsible for their actions. Not everyone who 
consumes alcohol becomes aggressive.

MYTH: ‘He didn’t actually hit me; he hit the wall.’

Fact: Hitting or breaking an object in anger is very scary to 
children. It sends the message ‘this is what I can do if I get 
angry.’ Our bodies are still physically impacted through the 
internal experience of fear.

MYTH: ‘But he’s a great Dad in other ways.’

Fact: A great Dad is someone his kids can trust and rely on. 
He shows his children how to have loving and respectful 
relationships – not how to hurt people and make them 
more fearful.

Contact one of these organisations and they will 
suggest a local service to help you.

NSW Domestic Violence Line                   

National Domestic Violence Line                   

Women’s Domestic Violence Court
Advocacy Service                    

Family Referral Service                    

Lifeline                             

Child Protection Helpline                               
Parentline                    

Kids Helpline                    

 

1800 656 463

                   1800 200 526

                    1800 938 227

                    1800 066 757

                             13 11 14

                            13 21 11

                    1300 130 052

                    1800 551 800

 

Bouncing Back
– resource for parents and children who have
   experienced family violence.
www.northshoredomesticviolence.org.au/resources 

The LNS DV Network would like to acknowledge 
the contribution of the National Association for 
Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect (NAPCAN) 
and the Department of Communities and Justice 
(formerly Family and Community Services FACS)
to the content of this resource.

Produced by:
Lower North Shore Domestic
Violence Network

If you are in urgent and/or 
immediate danger, the police are 
able to help – ring 000

i

What can you do if violence is 
affecting your family?

• If you are living with violence, it is harming your kids.
In an emergency contact the police. You and your 
children have the right to feel safe. 

• Make a plan for the children’s safety and your own,
if you need to leave immediately. 

• Talk to someone used to working with families 
 affected by violence. They will discuss what options
 are available to you and your children. They will 
support you to do what is best for you and the 
 children.

• Leaving can be difficult especially if you want your
children to have a loving relationship with their
father. You may feel guilty about taking them away
 from him, but their safety comes first.

• Telling the children they are not to blame and that
 you can protect them may reassure them but will
 NOT work until your kids feel really safe. Safety is
the first priority.

• Safety Plan: Once you are safe, make a plan about
 what to do if the violence happens again. Give the
 children telephone numbers, including the police, 
and practice what to say.

• Make it clear that abuse is never OK and that you 
don’t approve of the abuser’s behaviour.

If this is happening to a family close to you, share this 
advice with them. Don’t ignore your concerns!

w

Th
th
Pr
an
(fo
to

P
L
V

g y



How does domestic violence
affect children?

Violence can affect children at any age.

Before birth: an unborn child may be injured in the womb 
due to violence aimed at the mother or suffer from 
exposure to drugs or alcohol that a mother may use to 
cope with stress. A mother’s own increased heart beat due 
to living in a state of fear is felt by the unborn child.

Babies: an infant exposed to violence may have difficulties 
developing attachments with their caregivers and in 
extreme cases suffer from failure to thrive

Toddler: a pre-schooler’s development may be affected 
and they can suffer from eating and sleeping disturbances

Child: a school-aged child may struggle with peer 
relationships, academic performance and emotional 
stability. A child’s development may regress when they 
become preoccupied with trying to cope in a toxic 
environment, bed-wetting for example .

Teenager: an adolescent may be at higher risk of 
substance misuse or of either perpetrating or becoming
the victim of dating violence.

Children may:

• blame themselves for the violence
• feel helpless
• experience emotional distress
• experience eating and sleeping disturbances
• have physical symptoms, such as headaches or

tummy aches
• find it difficult to concentrate and learn
• have low self esteem
• have less empathy and caring for others
• show a tendency to be aggressive towards

family/friends
• have difficulties forming positive relationships
• experience bullying or show bullying behaviour

themselves
• engage in risky behaviour
• self-harm, or even hurt others, such as pets

What is domestic abuse
and violence?

It is abuse within a relationship and it is more common than 
most people realise. It is also called FAMILY VIOLENCE as it 
can occur within any family dynamic and all family members 
including children are impacted.

DV is about one person in a relationship using power to 
control another person. This can be by:

• verbal abuse, which includes yelling and calling the
other person derogative names

• sexual abuse, including forcing or pressuring their
partner into a sexual act

• financial abuse, having control of money and assets
• isolating a person from family and friends
• emotional abuse, which includes minimising the

other person’s belief and feelings

Some forms of abuse are clear while other forms can be 
harder to detect. In both cases, women are left feeling 
unsure about themselves and often scared.

In families where there is domestic and family violence, 
children witness about 3/4 of abusive incidents. Even when 
children don’t actually see the violence, the sad fact is that 
they are negatively impacted.

The intense family environment affects children’s physical 
and emotional health and wellbeing. Children absorb the 
environment they grow up in. Often children are worried 
about if their parent will be harmed or frightened, how bad 
the abuse will get. When children live in this state of fear, 
their growing brains are affected. They are often told ‘not to 
tell anyone’, which puts even more pressure on them.

The impact on children is immense and can be lifelong. 
Children have the right to be and feel safe.

Domestic violence is a crime. It is a serious violation 
of human rights.

Does
Family Abuse
Harm Kids?

Q.

A. IT SURE DOES!

Myths about children living
with violence

MYTH: ‘Domestic violence doesn’t affect kids unless they 
get physically hurt themselves.’

Fact: Children get really stressed seeing a parent shout or 
cause hurt. They often think they are to blame for being 
naughty. DV can even cause harm to babies’ growing brains

MYTH: ‘If the kids aren’t actually there at the time, they 
don’t realise what is happening.’

Fact: Children always know. They need you for their 
survival so they are especially sensitive to noticing when 
you are tense and unhappy. They may not show it to others 
but they suffer emotionally and may get physically ill.

MYTH: ‘It’s the alcohol’s fault. He’s only abusive when he’s 
drinking.’

Fact: Alcohol is often used as an excuse. By law adults are 
still responsible for their actions. Not everyone who 
consumes alcohol becomes aggressive.

MYTH: ‘He didn’t actually hit me; he hit the wall.’

Fact: Hitting or breaking an object in anger is very scary to 
children. It sends the message ‘this is what I can do if I get 
angry.’ Our bodies are still physically impacted through the 
internal experience of fear.

MYTH: ‘But he’s a great Dad in other ways.’

Fact: A great Dad is someone his kids can trust and rely on. 
He shows his children how to have loving and respectful 
relationships – not how to hurt people and make them 
more fearful.

Contact one of these organisations and they will 
suggest a local service to help you.

NSW Domestic Violence Line                   

National Domestic Violence Line                   

Women’s Domestic Violence Court
Advocacy Service                    

Family Referral Service                    

Lifeline                             

Child Protection Helpline                               
Parentline                    

Kids Helpline                    

 

1800 656 463

                   1800 200 526

                    1800 938 227

                    1800 066 757

                             13 11 14

                            13 21 11

                    1300 130 052

                    1800 551 800

 

Bouncing Back
– resource for parents and children who have
   experienced family violence.
www.northshoredomesticviolence.org.au/resources 

The LNS DV Network would like to acknowledge 
the contribution of the National Association for 
Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect (NAPCAN) 
and the Department of Communities and Justice 
(formerly Family and Community Services FACS)
to the content of this resource.

Produced by:
Lower North Shore Domestic
Violence Network

If you are in urgent and/or 
immediate danger, the police are 
able to help – ring 000

i

What can you do if violence is 
affecting your family?

• If you are living with violence, it is harming your kids.
In an emergency contact the police. You and your 
children have the right to feel safe. 

• Make a plan for the children’s safety and your own,
if you need to leave immediately. 

• Talk to someone used to working with families 
 affected by violence. They will discuss what options
 are available to you and your children. They will 
support you to do what is best for you and the 
 children.

• Leaving can be difficult especially if you want your
children to have a loving relationship with their
father. You may feel guilty about taking them away
 from him, but their safety comes first.

• Telling the children they are not to blame and that
 you can protect them may reassure them but will
 NOT work until your kids feel really safe. Safety is
the first priority.

• Safety Plan: Once you are safe, make a plan about
 what to do if the violence happens again. Give the
 children telephone numbers, including the police, 
and practice what to say.

• Make it clear that abuse is never OK and that you 
don’t approve of the abuser’s behaviour.

If this is happening to a family close to you, share this 
advice with them. Don’t ignore your concerns!

w

Th
th
Pr
an
(fo
to

P
L
V

g y


