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The Effects on Children of Domestic Abuse





Emotional Trauma Leads to Brains Wired for Fear

Trauma
Fear Response in Mother
Release of Stress Hormones – Cortisol, Adrenaline
Fetus’ developing brain is bathed in stress hormones and conditioned to react 

more quickly as if danger is present
Physical structure of the brain and chemical production are altered



Effects of In-Utero Trauma

Nightmares

Easily Startled

Bothered by loud noises and bright lights

Tend to avoid physical contact

Has difficulty expressing enjoyment

Attachment Disorders



From 2003 to 2008

147 Utah Children 

were directly exposed to an intimate

partner related homicide.

78% of these children were under six 

years of age.

                            Utah Department of Health Violence and Injury Prevention Program



One study reported that

90%

of children where domestic abuse

takes place are aware of it.



Impact of DV Exposure in Childhood

Reduced IQ and reading ability

Lower grade point average

Significant deficits in attention, abstract reasoning,

   long-term memory, and decreased reading ability

Increased absences from school

Decreased rates of high school graduation



Impact of DV Exposure in Childhood

6 times more likely to commit suicide

26 times more likely to commit sexual assault

57 times more likely to abuse drugs

74 times more likely to commit crimes against 

people



Being raised in a home where there is 
domestic abuse is the #1 predictor of 
who will be involved in DV as an adult.



What is Trauma? 



Trauma is: 
“ A psychologically distressing event that is outside 

the range of usual human experience, often involving 
a sense of intense fear, terror and helplessness.”12 

“Trauma is an emotional response to a terrible event 
like an accident, rape or natural disaster. Immediately 
after the event, shock and denial are typical. Longer 

term reactions include unpredictable emotions, 
flashbacks, strained relationships and even physical 
symptoms like headaches or nausea. While these 
feelings are normal, some people have difficulty 

moving on with their lives.”14



What does that really mean? 



Developmental Growth



First Impression



Setting



Assessment
❖What do you typically do for adults? 
➢ Before the client even arrives go through intake 

paperwork (i.e. referral information, concerns 
the client already has, the assessments, etc.)
➢ Ask them “Why are you here?” or “What brings 

you in today?”
■Typically this will result in the individual starting to 

open up and talk more about their experience
➢ Usually you have a list of questions as well 

■What was your childhood like? 
■Have you ever been the abuser/abusee in a 

relationship? 
■Are you suicidal?



Assessment
❖What about children?
➢ Go through the intake paperwork 
➢ Ask the child “Why do you think you are here 

today?” If they say “I don’t know” accept that 
and move on
➢ Get to know the child with a worksheet the child 

could do (depending on age)
➢ Have the child do the Beck Youth Inventory 

Assessment (depending on age)
➢ Get as much information as possible from the 

child, parent and other resources (i.e. 
caseworker or school)
➢ Take an accurate Mental Status Examination













❖Everything Else

❖Self Concept 









Diagnosis

❖Now is the time to take all of that information 
you have gathered to come up with the 
diagnosis
➢ Beck Youth Inventory Assessment Results
➢ Mental Status Examination Results
➢ Face to Face Interview

❖ICD10Data.com to verify your diagnosis and 
get the accurate code



Diagnosis

❖F01-F99: Mental, Behavioral & 

Neurodevelopmental Disorders 

❖T74: Adult and Child abuse, neglect and other 

maltreatment, confirmed 

❖T76: Adult and Child abuse, neglect and other 

maltreatment, suspected 

❖Most likely will have a T code and an F code



General Layout
❖This really depends on what software you use to do your 

assessments but essentially it should include the following 
information.
➢ Header
➢ Identifying Information
➢ Report Details
➢ General Observations
➢ Chief Complaint
➢ Description of Presenting Problem
➢ Family/Social History
➢ Domestic Violence History
➢ Legal/Criminal History
➢ Previous Treatment History
➢ Substance Use/Abuse & Treatment
➢ Clinical Formulation (Assessment Information)
➢ Diagnosis
➢ Recommendation



Treatment Plans
❖Based on your assessment results and best 

judgment pick an appropriate therapeutic 
approach that you are comfortable with. 
❖Most importantly you want to build rapport with 

the child and make sure that they feel safe 
talking with you.
❖Typically treatment goals usually involve: 
➢ Understanding of emotions and appropriate 

emotional expression
➢ Understanding of trauma and abuse, and how that 

has affected the child
➢ Improved Self-Concept (measured by the BYI)



Emotional Understanding & 
Age Appropriate Behaviors

❖Understand where the child should be 
developmentally by age
❖Start by identifying what emotions the child 

knows and does not know
❖Start identifying what strategies can be used to 

help the child with their emotional processing
➢ Standing Technique
➢ Mindfulness Skills

■Spidey-Senses







Understanding Trauma
❖Make sure that the language you use is age 

appropriate
❖Talk about the power and control wheel, different 

forms of abuse 
➢ Remember the child might not know what abuse 

looks like 
❖Allow the child to ask questions and sort of guide the 

conversation
❖If you notice the child is getting triggered, take a break 

and do a mindfulness exercise
➢ In later sessions you can discuss what triggered the 

child and help the child find helpful strategies to 
cope when they become triggered 





Therapy Games

❖Jenga
❖Cards & Dice
❖Chutes & Ladders
❖Monopoly
❖Apples to Apples
❖Rory Story Cubes
❖And Much More!



TF-CBT

“As its name implies is a form of cognitive behavioral 
therapy that addresses the specific emotional and 
mental health needs of children, adolescents, adult 
survivors, and families who are struggling to 
overcome the destructive effects of early trauma. 
Trauma-focused cognitive behavioral therapy (TF-
CBT) is especially sensitive to the unique problems 
of youth with post-traumatic stress and mood 
disorders resulting from abuse, violence, or grief. 
Because the client is usually a child, TF-CBT often 
brings non-offending parents or other caregivers into 
treatment and incorporates principles of family 
therapy.”15



Other Therapeutic Techniques

❖Accelerated Resolution Therapy (ART)
➢ “...works directly to reprogram the way in which 

distressing memories and images are stored in 
the brain so that they no longer trigger strong 
physical and emotional reactions.”16 

❖Dialectical Behavioral Therapy (DBT)
➢ “...provides clients with new skills to manage 

painful emotions and decrease conflict in 
relationship.”4 

❖Person Centered Therapy



Measure Progress

❖Compare Beck Youth Inventory Results from 
the first day to the last day
❖Compare behavioral observations and 

mental status examination
❖If you feel the child has made sufficient and 

adequate progress then start talking to the 
child and parent/guardian about terminating 
services



Thanks & Enjoy!
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