
 

Economic Effects of Children 
Witnessing Violence 

Children’s witness of domestic violence 
carries significant consequences for their 
emotional and physical well-being as well 
as their future economic security. Children 
themselves bear the burden of negotiating 
this violence, while their caretakers, often 
the survivors, face the costs of supporting 
children through and after these 
experiences.  

According to a 2009 review by CDC and 
NJJDP, children are more likely to be 
exposed to violence and crime than adults. 
In one year 15.5 million children were 
living in families in which partner violence 
occurred at least once and 80-90% of those 
children were aware of the violence. In 
addition, there is a high correlation 
between rates of exposure to domestic 
violence and child abuse. One review 
found that at least 40% of families that 
suffer from domestic violence also 
experience one form of child abuse.  

Staggering Effects Caused by Exposure 

Although children react to violence 
differently depending on the severity and 
length of exposure, multiple studies show 
that the effects on children who witness 
intimate partner violence can be similar to 
those of children who are abused directly. 
The long-term behavioral, emotional and 
social problems that child witnesses face, 
such as depression, aggression, low self-
esteem and antisocial behaviors require 
long-term recovery, further threatening 
survivors’ economic security if they must 
pay out of pocket for mental or physical 
health care.  

Compared to their peers, children who 
have been exposed to domestic violence 
generally perform worse in school and on 
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standardized tests, lack conflict resolution 
skills and have developmental delays. 
Survivors’ children’s poorer academic 
performance likely produces greater 
economic insecurity as adults. 

Intertwined with the emotional and 
cognitive problems facing young witnesses 
of violence, many also suffer post-
traumatic stress disorder, displaying 
symptoms of bed wetting and violent 
nightmares. These children have a greater 
risk for developing health issues like 
asthma, gastrointestinal problems, cancer 
and heart disease. They are also more 
likely than their classmates to become 
obese, to use and abuse tobacco and 
alcohol, and engage in sexual activity much 
earlier than their classmates. The resulting 
high rate of unintentional pregnancies is 
yet another long-term financial obligation 
for survivors as well as their children. 

Last year seven million children were 
exposed to severe partner violence. 
Studies show that the more severe the 
abuse and the longer the exposure to it, 
the greater the likelihood that the child will 
engage in domestic abuse later in life. 
Additional studies find that boys exposed 
to domestic violence are more likely to 
become abusers while girls are more likely 
to become victims. In fact, witnessing 
intimate partner violence as a child is the 
largest risk factor for intergenerational 
intimate partner violence. 
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  Remedies 

Restitution 

What is it? 
Court ordered payment 
by the offender to the 
survivor 

What can it cover? 
Physical or mental health 
care, lost wages caring 
for a child, damaged or 
lost property, and 
expenses to participate in 
the justice system  

 
Crime Victim 
Compensation  

What is it?  
Government assistance 
program that assists a 
victim  

What can it cover? 
Medical expenses and 
most therapy costs 

 
Civil Protection Order 

What is it? 
A court order granted by 
a judge to stop abusing 
and to stay away from a 
victim 

What can it cover? 
It can grant a victim 
possession of the 
residence and evict the 
abuser, shielding children 
from witnessing more 
violence. It can also 
award temporary custody 
of children and require 
the abuser to pay child 
support to the victim.  
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Treatment as the Best Prevention 

Quality treatment for survivors and their 
children, especially for those exposed to 
severe and long-term abuse is critical to 
their ability to heal from violence and 
prevent reoccurrence. The most effective 
treatment is customized and long-term 
care, both of which are rarely covered by 
insurance plans. This can be a significant 
financial burden for survivors, particularly 
for economically insecure families.  

Further Threats to Economic Security  

The economic impact of children 
witnessing domestic violence is deep, 
multi-faceted and ongoing. In the same 
way that economically insecure individuals 
are more vulnerable to intimate partner 
violence, poverty remains the greatest risk 
factor for children’s exposure to abuse. 
Like their parents, children who witness 
violence require continuing physical and 
mental health care, whether or not they 
are direct victims. The doctor visits and 
medications prescribed to address the 
many health problems listed above are 
costly to survivors who also pay for their 
own recovery. Furthermore, missing and 
failing classes and scoring poorly on tests is 
proven to be very costly for a child’s future 
academic and professional career. 

Survivors with children are more likely to 
stay with an abuser to continue providing 
food and shelter for their children. 
Additionally, survivor parents battling over 
child support and custody face greater 
economic challenges associated with 
courts and attorney fees. Survivors may be 
less likely to press charges against an 
abuser in fear of losing child support and 
may be at a disadvantage for maintaining 
custody if they cannot prove their own 
economic security to the court. 

Learning from State leaders 

Currently 21 states and Puerto Rico 
address the issue of children who witness 
domestic violence. Five states include 
committing intimate partner violence in 
front of a child as a separate crime that 

may have different or more severe 
charges. Eight states consider domestic 
violence in the presence of a child an 
“aggravating circumstance.” Connecticut, 
Illinois, Louisiana and Nevada require 
perpetrators to pay for any counseling 
that a child victim may require.  

Moving Forward 

Long term treatment, policies that 
address survivors’ economic needs and 
proactive prevention strategies are the 
most cost- effective ways to end the 
pattern of intimate partner violence. 
Federal policies can further criminalize 
acts of domestic abuse in the presence of 
children to help deter future violence and 
decrease repeat offenders. The inclusion 
of the costs of a child’s recovery in 
restitution orders and in crime victims 
compensation can decrease a survivor’s 
financial responsibilities and thus is 
essential for economic security.  

Service programs must prioritize early 
intervention and prevention as crucial 
elements to stop the cycle of violence. 
Therapists can include children in 
treatment plans and consider therapy for 
survivors and children together. Health 
practitioners can screen for child abuse 
and children’s presence when interacting 
with adult victims. Service providers can 
also educate communities on how to be 
conscientious about children’s well-being 
during safety planning. Considering that 
children make up one half to two thirds 
of shelter and transitional housing 
residents, programming for survivor’s 
children can be improved to better 
address emotional and academic needs.  
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Woman’s advocate, Rep. Debbie 
Wasserman Schultz (FL) introduced 

the Rape Survivor Child Custody Act. 

Policy Corner 

 
Federal Policy Update 

To better protect and support survivors of sexual assault, 
Rep. Debbie Wasserman Schultz (D-FL) introduced the 
Rape Survivor Child Custody Act HR 2772 on the 22nd of 
July. The bill would prohibit men who father children 
through rape from being eligible for parental rights.   

State Policy Update 

New Jersey: The New Jersey Security and Financial 
Empowerment Act was signed into law July 25th. As of Oct. 
1st survivors of domestic violence who work in companies 
with more than 25 employees will be entitled to 20 days of 
leave for medical treatment, therapy or legal aid.  

New York: Although still pending, SB 828 would create a 
non-permanent state commission within the office for the 
prevention of domestic violence to study, report on and 
make recommendations on improving response to and 
prevention of intimate partner violence. If enacted, AB 518 
will require school districts to adopt policies regarding 
education about dating violence.  

Alaska: Gov. Parnell’s “Choose Respect” campaign is taking 
a more serious stance against sexual assault and domestic 
violence. Alaska’s Dept. of Law stated on July 22nd that 
perpetrators of domestic violence will no longer be able to 
negotiate plea bargains to receive lesser sentences.  

Recent Supreme 
Court Decisions 

Several of the US 
Supreme Court’s June 
decisions may directly or 
indirectly impact the 
economic security of 
survivors.   
 

 United States v. 
Windsor found the 
Defense of Marriage 
Act (DOMA) 
unconstitutional, 
which now subjects 
LGBTQ survivors to 
protections in VAWA 
and gives immigrant 
survivors the right to 
self petition.   

 Vance v. Ball State 
University narrowed 
the definition of a 
supervisor in racial or 
sexual harassment 
cases, making it 
harder for survivors of 
workplace violence or 
discrimination to hold 
employers 
accountable.  

 University of Texas 
Southwestern Medical 
Center v. Nassar 
raised the standard 
for workers to prove 
they faced retaliation 
for complaining about 
employment 
discrimination. 
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The Workforce Investment Act  

On July 31st, S. 1356 was passed by the Senate Health Education, Labor and Pensions 
(HELP) Committee to reauthorize the Workforce Investment Act (WIA). Through 
statewide and local organizations, WIA offers a wide range of workforce development 
activities to increase employment, retention, earnings and job skills development. These 
job placement and training activities can greatly benefit populations that face obstacles 
to economic security.  
 
Improving on past bills, this legislation includes three aspects crucial to economic security 
for both working families and survivors of intimate partner violence. The proposed bill 
includes language regarding individuals preparing for nontraditional occupations, a 
requirement to collect data on the gender, race/ethnicity and age of participants, and a 
study following the participants who enter the nontraditional occupations. Increasing the 
opportunity to obtain employment in a nontraditional occupation can help survivors earn 
a higher wage and receive better benefits, which can allow them to build economic 
security to remain safe from future violence. Click here to read more about this 
legislation. 
 

Alaska's Choose Respect 
Campaign to end domestic 

violence.  

http://wassermanschultz.house.gov/
http://wassermanschultz.house.gov/
http://www.govtrack.us/congress/bills/113/hr2772/text
http://www.mondaq.com/unitedstates/x/253826/employee+rights+labour+relations/New+Jersey+Enacts+Domestic+Violence+Leave+Law+Effective+Oct+1+2013+Employers+Must+Provide+20+Days+Leave+for+Victims
http://www.mondaq.com/unitedstates/x/253826/employee+rights+labour+relations/New+Jersey+Enacts+Domestic+Violence+Leave+Law+Effective+Oct+1+2013+Employers+Must+Provide+20+Days+Leave+for+Victims
http://assembly.state.ny.us/leg/?bn=A828
http://assembly.state.ny.us/leg/?bn=A518
http://www.sfgate.com/news/crime/article/State-changes-policy-on-plea-deals-after-review-4683984.php
http://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/12pdf/12-307_6j37.pdf
http://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/12pdf/12-307_6j37.pdf
http://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/12pdf/11-556_11o2.pdf
http://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/12pdf/11-556_11o2.pdf
http://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/12pdf/12-484_o759.pdf
http://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/12pdf/12-484_o759.pdf
http://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/12pdf/12-484_o759.pdf
http://www.help.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/WIA%20Reauthorization%20Managers%20Amendment2.pdf
http://gov.alaska.gov/parnell/press-room/full-press-release.html?pr=5185
http://gov.alaska.gov/parnell/priorities/public-safety/choose-respect/legislation.html


 

 

                               

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

WOW Announcements and Tools 

 

New Tool: Adolescent Survivors and Economic Security Policy Brief  

The fourth installation of the Population Policy Brief series explores the unique barriers to 

both safety and economic security facing survivors between the ages of 14 and 24. The brief 

also offers strategies and solutions for those serving young survivors. Access the brief here.   

 

ESS Webinar: Addressing Economic Needs and Overcoming Barriers for LGBTQ Survivors 

September 26th, 2013 2:00-3:30PM EST 

Building off of the LGBTQ Population Policy Brief, the ESS team will highlight best practices to 

support the economic security needs of vulnerable LGBTQ survivors. Guest speakers include 

representatives of NCAVP, New York Anti-Violence Project and Casa Ruby. Sign up here.  

 

Upcoming Tool: The Prosecutor’s Guide to be Released in September 

The ESS team will soon release the second installation of its Sector Guide Series for the STOP 

Grant Program. The Prosecutor’s Guide to Safety and Economic Security for Victims offers 

concrete strategies for prosecution offices and their staff. A webinar will follow the release.   

 

 

                                                                                                                                                

 
 

 

Are you a fan of 
WOW? Interested in 
finding out more about 
WOW’s activities?  

Click here to receive email 
updates and action alerts. 

Click here to access our blog 
for commentary, updates on 
events, and discussions on 
our work. 

 

 
 

 

Contact WOW’s 
Economic Security for 
Survivors (ESS) 
Project Team: 

Sarah Gonzalez Bocinski, 
Project Manager, 
sbocinski@wowonwline.org 

Malore Dusenbery,     
Project Associate, 
mdusenbery@wowonline.org  
 
Abigail Headrick,      
Project Intern, 
aheadrick@wowonline.org 
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Highlighting Program and Policy Innovations 

Exemplifying a holistic approach to addressing the complex needs of young survivors of 
intimate partner violence, sexual assault and stalking, the University of Michigan’s Sexual 
Assault Prevention and Awareness Center (SAPAC) serves as a model for college 
communities. Founded on the values of survivor empowerment and social justice, the 
SAPAC program is dedicated to teaching non-violence, promoting healthy relationships and 
fostering a safe and respectful environment for the entire campus community.  
 
In addition to providing a peer led support group where survivors can drop into the safe 
and confidential center, access needed resources or engage in one of the semi-structured 
activities, SAPAC understands and responds to the unique economic security-related 
barriers [link to youth brief when out] that student survivors face.  Services include a 24-
hour crisis line staff by professionals, legal, academic, housing and medical advocacy and 
support, and training programs and workshops for both students and staff.   
 
To learn more about the educational workshops, healing services and advocacy efforts of 
SAPAC you can visit http://sapac.umich.edu/           
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