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Putting Research into Practice;

Assessing the Psychological 
Impact of Domestic Abuse on 

Children
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A child’s experience
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Amy’s story



Family Factors and Child 
Mental Health
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– Economic 
pressure/poverty

– Parental mental 
health

– Parenting 
behaviour/practice

– Inter-parental 
conflict, domestic 
abuse 

– Parental 
separation-divorce



Static Factors
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Taith 
(HSB)

Seraf 
(CSE)

Child 
Protection 
Register
Wales

Exposure to domestic 
abuse 

62% 43% 21%

Reported sexual abuse 40% 29% 7%

Reported physical abuse 38% 32% 16%

Reported emotional neglect 55% 51% 38%



Trauma Background
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Barnardo’s Background

• Recognition of the increasing levels of 
support provided to children and young 
people experiencing domestic abuse.

• Need to identify and address the short 
and long-term impact of domestic abuse 
on children’s cognitive, social and 
emotional development. 

• Evidence to inform targeted trauma 
informed interventions.
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Effects of Witnessing Conflict 
on Children
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• Brain development

• Emotional development

– Anger, fear, anxiety, 

guilt

• Cognitive development 

– Attributions of self and 

others, expectations of 

conflict

• Social and Behavioural 

development

– Aggression, 

interpretation of intent, 

expectations of others, 

peer/romantic relations
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Professor Gordon Harold

• World expert in parental conflict and child 
development. Holds the Andrew & Virginia Rudd 
Chair in Psychology/Inaugural Director of Rudd 
Centre for Adoption Research and Practice at the 
University of Sussex.

• Primary research interests focus on the role of 
the family as a context for understanding 
children’s normal & abnormal psychological 
development.

• Of which includes the long-term impact of 
domestic violence children’s development, and 
effective intervention programmes aimed at 
assisting in high risk contexts.

• Developed the CAWAC Tool for CAFCASS.  
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What Explains These 
Effects? 

• A family systems perspective
– Inter-parental conflict leads to disrupted 

parenting practices, which affects child 
outcomes.

• Role of children’s attributions of 
parental behaviour
– Interpret and infer the actions and 

intentions of others the role of children’s 
perceptions of inter-parental conflict.

– Interpretation of causes, course and 
consequences.
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Age 11 years

Harsh / 
Rejecting 
Parenting

Perceptions of 
Self-Blame and 
Responsibility

Age 12 years Age 13 years

Interparental 
Conflict

Aggressive 
Problems

Parent

Child

Low Academic 
Attainment



Summary of Research and 
Implications

• Children are affected by conflict across the 
spectrum

Low warmth to high hostility; Depression, 
aggression, anxiety, low academic attainment

• Importance of the child’s perspective
Internalisation, blame, rationalisation

• Implications for intervention
Site of intervention -Couple (inter-parental) 
versus parent-child relationship

• Putting research into practice
Assessing the psychological impacts of 
witnessing inter-parental conflict on children
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B-CAWAC
Assessment Objectives

• Early identification of psychological impacts of 

ACE’s including Domestic Abuse/Inter-Parental 

Conflict (between the ages of 2-18).

• Profile of children’s mental health (emotional, 

behavioural and extended psychological welfare).

• Capture the voice and experience of the child 

(parent and child reporting)

• Early intervention  – identify long-term 

developmental risks to children and align with 

evidenced based interventions.
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Primary Assessment Domains
Child/Adolescent 

Mental Health

Inter-Parental 
Conflict/Violence

Parenting/Parent-
Child Relationship

Adult Mental Health

Adult Substance 
Misuse

Assessment by child 
age (parent and/or 

child report).
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Benefits

• Profile children and young people’s emotional, 
social and behavioural development.

• Contribute to assessment planning/evidence.

• Evaluated tool –withstand scrutiny & provide a 
robust evidence-base

• Targeting intervention relative to “causal” 
context. 

• Resources to those most at need: resilience

• Delivery of programmes with positive outcomes 
for children evidence based interventions

A
s
s
e
s
s
in

g
 t

h
e
 P

s
y
c
h

o
lo

g
ic

a
l 

I
m

p
a
c
t 

o
f 

D
o

m
e
s
ti

c
 A

b
u

s
e
 o

n
 

C
h

il
d

r
e
n



Site of Intervention

Women
•Mother

•Survivor

Couple
•Parents

•Relationship

Male
• Father

• Perpetrator
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DWP–Improving Lives Strategy

Domestic Violence
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Assistant Director Children’s 
Services
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Liz Baker

Cyfarwyddwr Cynorthwyol
Gwasanaethau Plant

liz.baker@barnardos.org.uk

02920 493387
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