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The nature of violence towards children has been defined by adult conceptions of violence. The research described here aimed, instead, to examine children's perspectives on what is violent for them and the impact that violent events have on their lives. By understanding what children believe hurts them or makes them fearful, we believe that it will be possible to extend knowledge of how children can be protected and what incidents deserve attention if harm is to be reduced.

what is violence for children?

The abuse of children has often occurred unremarked by the adults in their worlds. Indeed, overseas research shows that it is often the adults closest to children, their parents and carers, who have been responsible for much of the abuse that children suffer. Throughout this century there has been increasing concern about the damage that has been done to children (Kempe and Kempe 1978, Garbarino et al. 1992, Thorpe 1994). At first, the concern was about children who were neglected or required to work. Later, a sharper focus was brought to bear on battered children and on child sexual abuse, respectively.

Now in the 1990s, corporal punishment, emotional abuse and the impact on children of witnessing violence between those caring for them have become matters of concern to those involved in child protection. It is this wider range of issues, including neglect, punishment, emotional abuse and witnessing violence, that is now also seen as defining violence for children. The definition of violence in the Domestic Violence Act (1995) extends earlier conceptions of what is violence towards a child to incorporate any form of psychological abuse, including being allowed to witness violence, or even put at risk of witnessing it. Violence includes:

· physical abuse;

· sexual abuse; and

· psychological abuse, which includes but is not limited to:

· intimidation;

· harassment;

· damage to property; and

· threats of physical violence, sexual abuse or psychological abuse.

In addition, psychological abuse (violence) is committed against a child if a person:

causes or allows the child to see or hear the physical, sexual or psychological abuse of a person with whom the child has a domestic relationship or puts the child, or allows the child to be put, at real risk of seeing or hearing that abuse occurring. (Domestic Violence Act 1995, Section 3(3)(a))

The linking of all these various acts in the concept of violence is largely a result of the fact that researchers (for example, Finkelhor 1992) have demonstrated that many different types of violence can be associated with a similar pattern of disadvantage for children. Harm to children comes from the hurt that they experience. That hurt can result from many different events, including physical, sexual and emotional abuse; bullying by other children; the witnessing of violence; and victimisation in criminal incidents. To class all these experiences together under the heading of violence draws attention to the similar impact that these different events can have on a child. However, the question can also be raised about what children see as hurting and harming them. Children's conceptions are not informed by legislation or by research, but rather by the impact that events have upon them. It is the question of what children see as hurtful and harmful that is at the heart of the study described in this paper. But first we examine the research evidence.

Evidence for the importance of considering a broad range of acts that can harm children comes from a variety of sources. Morgan and Zedner, in their 1992 book on child victims, reviewed material on child physical and sexual abuse, criminal victimisation and the secondary harm that can result from involvement in welfare and criminal justice processes. They emphasised the extent to which children's immaturity and vulnerability magnifies the impact of negative events. They also examined adult responses to violence towards children and suggested that insufficient support is given to assisting children to recover from abuse and victimisation.

The British crime survey, in 1992, drew attention to the extent and magnitude of children's experiences as victims of crime (Maung 1995). It found that young people were more often the victim of assault than those in older age groups. A third of their young respondents (12-15 years) said that they had been assaulted on at least one occasion in the last six to eight months, and a fifth had been subject to harassment. Maung also reported that many of these experiences had not been reported to adults. Those aged 12-13 years were particularly vulnerable to harassment and assault at school.

Anderson et al. (1994) conducted a survey in schools in Scotland of 1,000 young people aged 11-15 years. They focused on victimisation at school and in the community. As well as asking about direct experiences, they asked about experiences of witnessing violence, experiences of harassment, and about self-reported offending. This study found that in the previous nine months half the young people surveyed had been the victims of crime, although, again, few had reported this. The study analysed barriers to reporting victimisation, described the effects victimisation had on the young people and offered suggestions for prevention.

A series of studies from the United States have extended the scope of research on children and violence (Reiss et al. 1993). Strategies were developed by the authors to survey the views of children aged as young as six years, and methods were developed to explore in detail the impact of that violence. Violence was defined very broadly in some of these studies, which explored the experiences of children in the community, and as a result of exposure to the media, as well as through direct experiences in schools and homes. The collection provides a conceptual integration of the variety of violent experiences and their effects, both short and long term, on children.

new zealand research

Information on family violence that affects children in New Zealand has largely come from the reports of adults about the experiences of their children or about their own experiences as children. Estimates of child sexual abuse have been made by Romans et al. (1995), based on the recollection of a sample of adult women, and by Fergusson et al. (1996), based on the recollections of 1000 18-year-old boys and girls – much of it occurred within the home. Information on the physical abuse of children is limited although health statistics show that, on average, eight to nine children die each year from child abuse in a total population of 3.6 million. Research on the physical punishment of children has been reported by Ritchie and Ritchie (1993) and Maxwell (1993), and their research questions the appropriateness and necessity of the relatively high levels of physical violence that still occur in some homes. Studies that demonstrate the negative consequences for the socialisation and education of children witnessing family violence have been carried out by Pocock (1994), Maxwell (1994) and Shepherd (1996).

There is relatively little other information on the frequency and nature of children's experiences of violence in New Zealand. Data on child abuse notifications are not recorded separately from information on neglect. Crime statistics do not usually include information on the age of the victim. There are no victimisation surveys that provide information on the extent to which children or young people are victims of crime, although the Women's Safety Survey (Morris 1996) showed that women victims of family violence frequently reported that their children witnessed the violence and were affected by it. Research by the National Collective of Independent Women's Refuges (1991) draws attention to the extent to which children as well as women are the clients of refuges. However, there are no studies that gather data on a broad range of potentially harmful experiences. Nor are there studies which explore children's own views of what hurts them.

"children's experiences of violence"

It is in this context that this research project was initiated, to focus on children's perspectives on what is violent and the impact of violent events on their lives. By understanding what children believe hurts them or makes them fearful, we believe that it will be possible to extend knowledge of how children can be protected and what situations deserve attention if harm is to be reduced.

A total of 259 children aged 11 to 13 years participated in our study and they came from both urban and rural areas. Half were boys and half were girls. They came equally from schools from a higher socio-economic area and from a lower socio-economic area. Pākehā (those of European origin) made up almost three quarters of the sample, Māori or those of Māori descent 17%, Pacific Island groups 4%, and Asian groups 6%. Two thirds of the children lived with both parents and another quarter lived with their mother. Most (88%) had brothers and/or sisters.

the worst events experienced by the children

The children were asked about "the bad things" that had "happened to you" or that "you watched happening" and that "hurt you" or "made you afraid". Pilot work with these questions identified a number of specific events which became the focus of further questions. The children were then asked, "In all your life, what are the three worst things that ever happened to you?" The events most likely to be reported as among the worst were:

· Someone close dying


This had happened to nearly three quarters of the sample, and for half it was among the three worst things that had happened to them.

· Being physically or emotionally bullied by other children


This had happened to over three quarters, and for about a quarter of the sample it was among the worst things that had happened to them.

· Watching adults fight


This had happened to about half the children, and 10% said it was one of the three worst things that had happened to them.

· Parents separating or divorcing


This had happened to over a third, and for 13% it was among the three worst things that had happened to them.

Experiencing unwanted sexual touching was an event which often had a very high impact on the children who reported that it had happened to them, but the numbers were relatively small. Eleven percent of the sample said it had happened, and 10% (nearly all who had experienced it) said it was among the worst things that had happened.

Being physically abused by adults was reported at some time by 16%, but only 4% reported it among the three worst things. Other high-impact events included having bad things happen to pets, losing friends, being lonely, accidents and illnesses and bad things happening to those who are close. The details results for the main items discussed here are set out in Table 1.

Table 1:  The Worst Events for Children Showing Frequency and Impact (Percentages)

	
	Happened

Ever Happened
	In last nine months
	Among high impact
	Three worst things

	Someone close dying
	73
	32
	75
	54

	Being punched, kicked,, beaten, hit by children
	71
	52
	11
	14

	Threatened, frightened, called names by children
	78
	68
	18
	13

	Parents separating, divorcing
	35
	5
	64
	13

	Watching adults fight
	51
	30
	41
	11

	Unwanted sexual touching
	11
	5
	41
	10

	Being punched, kicked, beaten, hit by adults
	16
	10
	39
	4


The children's comments about their experiences add to these raw statistics, and are set out below in the same order as the categories in Table 1.

Having someone close to them dying was certainly a very hurtful experience for most of the children who experienced it, and it was hurtful not just because of the death itself but also because of its impact on others close to the children:

"My grandfather died when I was six so I didn't care very much then because I didn't understand. But I miss him very much and feel like crying every time I think about him."

"There is to me a big hole in my heart." (Child commenting on the death of a grandparent)

"My Mum's sister has cancer. It hurts me by watching my Mum get so sad."

Bullying by other children happened at school, but it also happened at home:

"I have been beaten up by two boys lots of times this year. It started at the middle of the first term and has only just stopped."

"I get picked up and bullied by my older brothers and treated bad."

"My big brother beats me up just about every day."

Emotional bullying is a particularly potent form of exclusion for children:

"I hate being teased for being poor."

“Bad rumours went round about me and people started to hate me."

"Getting the silent treatment was one of the worst things that happened to me."

Having one's parents separate or divorce has often been seen as less harmful than watching them fight, but the separation itself certainly had a major impact on most of these children:

"When my parents separated I had no one to talk to. I can't keep it inside. If my parents find out they will yell at me. I still don't know who to talk to. My brother is too small to understand."

"My Mum and Dad split up when I was about two so I don't remember. I feel a great loss in my life because I don't have a father at home."

"Everybody hates me, nobody likes me. I didn't get a choice where I wanted to go when Mum and Dad went away."

Half the children had witnessed adults fighting both at home and in the community. The comments make it very clear that at least one of the children's parents was usually involved and the fights were often not restricted to verbal arguments:

"For my Dad's birthday they were drinking beer, and after that my Dad and Mum started to fight, and me and my sister started to get really scared. But they still fight a lot."

"When my parents argue it makes me afraid, so I go to my room."

Although unwanted sexual touching was not common, girls were four times as likely to report it as boys.

"The worst thing that happened was when a 14-year-old girl sexually touched me when I was six. Nothing happened in the end because I forgot about it, but in the last year memories are coming back. I am going to tell my parents about it now (a boy describing events six years earlier)."

"My friend's brother is always touching me and I don't really like it, but he is not that bad. He sometimes even touches his sister in her private parts, too."

Physical violence by parents towards children is also not common, but it is often dangerous and affects children's feelings about their parents:

"I got hit over the head with a brick of wood by my Dad, and I hate him for that and everything he does."

"My step-dad has been yelling at me, followed by grabbing me by the neck and lifting me up to the roof. I saw him hit my mother. He has bruised me lots. I don't know if this counts, but he was hurting our dog also, which hurts my feelings."

the impact of violence on children

The study has examined the events that cause children distress, and demonstrates children are frequently exposed to violent and distressing happenings. In this section, key aspects of the impact on children of violence in the home (derived from the children's statements) are described. A summary of these is presented in Box 1.

Box 1:  What is the impact of violence in the home?

	· The hurt was most often identified as emotional

· Witnessed events often had more impact that direct violence

· Children can feel lonely and rejected

· Their fear can be an enduring legacy

· They may believe that this is a part of life


Some of the violent and distressing events for children are those which are recognised as abusive, such as physical, sexual and emotional violence. Others, such as witnessing violence, have often been unrecognised as damaging for children. The emphasis on responding to victims of abuse may also have directed attention away from the needs of children who have experienced accidents, illnesses and deaths of family members, friends and others in their world, including their pets. It is easy to downplay the effects of the separation of a child's parents, moving town, losing friends, loneliness and feeling unwanted. Criminal victimisation also hurts children. The consequences of getting into trouble is something that may not always be recognised as creating ongoing hurt for children. The importance of events that have not actually happened is also highlighted by these results – worries about possible events can occupy the imagination and even terrorise children. The results reported here amplify conventional accounts of the variety of circumstances that harm children.

The nature of the hurt identified by children was more often emotional than physical, and the scars that the children carried were not readily visible. The impact of death depended on the relationship the child had with the person who had died. Being punched, kicked, beaten or hit could cause emotional as well as physical harm. Teasing and exclusion from the group sometimes caused deep hurts. Events that were witnessed and that happened to others often had more impact than violence directly experienced The nature of the emotional harm could also be teased out from the children's replies – feelings of unfairness and injustice and fears for the future stayed with many of these children long after the events that generated them. Loss, loneliness and rejection were the lasting aspect of many hurts. Fear was the legacy of the failure to protect children and resolve the violence that they experienced.

This study has identified a number of other factors that give an event the character of violence for a child. A number of these are summarised in Box 2. One important factor is who is being hurt; this study shows that violent events in the eyes of the child were not only events that affected them directly but also events that affected those they loved – their family, their friends and their pets. It is not, therefore, surprising to find that many of the events that were the worst for children were ones that occurred in their own homes. Acts will have more emotional consequences when they are seen as intended by the perpetrator, and especially so when the perpetrator is someone who has responsibility for or is trusted by the child. When children, often wrongly, feel they are partly responsible for their own victimisation or the harm to their loved ones, a sense of fault and guilt may magnify their emotional reactions. Children's belief in their ability to control what is happening is undoubtedly important. So, too, is the way in which matters are resolved: is the child listened to; are the child's concerns taken seriously; and is counselling provided when it is needed? Other events in the child's life and in the past, both positive and negative, will also have an influence on emotional consequences.

Box 2 What gives events a violent character for a child?

	· When the person being hurt is someone they love

· When events happen in the child's home

· When the hurt is intentional

· When the perpetrator is a trusted person

· When the child feels partly responsible

· When the child has no control

· When other bad things are happening


The results from the research underline the special vulnerability of children. The findings show that the hurt that is done to a child is often considerable and long remembered. An adult learns to cope with pain, fear, rejection, loss and loneliness, but a child is easy to wound and often has few skills to cope. At the same time, adults often fail to notice what is happening for a child. Sometimes this is because the same trauma is currently affecting them. Adults may believe that children will not notice what is happening, especially if it is not mentioned. At other times, adults may attempt to keep a child in ignorance in the belief that this will minimise harm. When death and separation occur, children may be shut out from mourning and not told what is happening. They are sometimes denied any role in the tragedies that affects the lives of their families. It is little wonder, therefore, that children may not seek help. Sometimes this will be because they do not feel that their needs should intrude into adult grief. At other times, they want to avoid further hurting the adults around them. Sometimes they may themselves feel partly to blame for what has happened.

The question can be raised about whether or not all these events should truly be regarded as violent. In terms of traditional definitions by adults the answer is no, but this study shows that children classify all these events as ones which hurt and harm them. It is these events that have a negative and often enduring impact on them. It is our contention that, for the child, these can be regarded as violent events.

how can we respond?

This research carries a number of messages about preventing violence and protecting children. These are summarised in Box 3.

Box 3 What can make a difference?

	· Is the child listened to?

· Is the child taken seriously?

· Is their need for safety responded to?

· Is counselling provided when needed?

· Do they have skills to cope with their feelings?


Schools have an important role in providing a safe environment for children and eradicating bullying. Consistent and fair rules, the recognition and acknowledgement of the impact of bullying, a rapid response to it and responses that minimise the victim's feelings of responsibility are essential elements (Besag 1989, Tattum and Tattum 1992). Schools can supply positive role models, encourage the development of social skills and provide support for individual children at risk. Schools cannot take responsibility for all of a child's life, but they can recognise the impact on children of those events occurring outside of school, because children's behaviour in school will be affected by them. Furthermore, the actions of schools can help mitigate these events.

Other research (for example, Anderson et al. 1994) has shown that parents are not always aware of their child's victimisation and, under such circumstances, are unable to assist their children. They may even unwittingly exacerbate problems by misinterpreting behaviour that is a response to distress. On the other hand, when parents become aware of what may happen, they can act to protect their children. Furthermore, this research points to the opportunity for all those in contact with children to assist in increasing opportunities for positive affirming experiences and promoting skill-development.

In New Zealand the Domestic Violence Act 1995 is a landmark in recognising the impact of family violence on children and in providing protection for them. There are a number of aspects of the Act which affect children. Not only does it provide a broad-ranging view of violence against which children need to be protected, but it provides for protection order for children against any person with whom the child lives or has a close relationship, including parents or guardians who have been violent. The Act allows for the provision of services for children who have been subject to domestic violence. Currently the Department for Courts is accrediting programmes for children. It is likely that, in the first instance, the programmes will provide for groups of children to receive counselling with referrals possible for more intensive assistance when that is necessary.

Finally there have also been a set of amendments to the Guardianship Act 1968 which requires the Court to consider issues of violence in any orders made in relation to custody and access. The court is required not to grant custody and to limit access to a child of a parent responsible for violence to that child or any other child of the family, unless the Court can be satisfied that the child will be safe. These legislative innovations are important not simply because of the children who will be able to be made safer because of them but also because of the signals that they sent to us all. Violence is not to be measured in fractures and bruises, protection is the responsibility of all the adults close to a child, and provisions must be made to repair the damage.

conclusion

The world of children is not simple, and understanding it is not easy. Violence that hurts and harms children can be psychological as well as physical and sexual. It can include events that adults may not usually see as violent in character. The relationship with the actors can be as important as the act. Different children have different experiences at different times so that what seems most salient and important to them may change. Some events are more likely to occur and will, therefore, affect more children. The pattern of life at home and at school becomes entangled. The actions of people around them to respond to children when violence occurs can have an important effect on them for either good or ill.

Throughout this study the same themes re-emerge – death, separation and loss, being the victim of bullying and abuse, experiencing pain directly or vicariously, and witnessing violence. Powerful events like death and separation can affect children long after they have occurred. The present is still populated with the events of the past. And the past and the present will affect concerns about the future that can themselves contribute to the fears of children. Recognition of the power of the child's imaginative world is an important key to providing a richer perspective on what damages children and research will be the richer for allowing the child's voice to be heard.

These findings have considerable implications for policy and practice. Violence and abuse demonstrably harm children in many ways. The extensive ill effects that are suffered by children who are abused have been well documented (Jaffe et al. 1990). The overseas research suggests that the impact of violence in the family in particular is likely to distort the process of socialisation which enables the child to participate in the world around them. It has the effect of excluding children, not only from membership of the family, but also from their future. This research also shows that violence disables children's ability to learn in many different ways because it impairs their ability to concentrate and absorb knowledge. The loss of the opportunity to derive benefit from education is the loss of one of the most fundamental liberties that we enjoy. One can compare the loss of liberty for an adult who is imprisoned with the loss of education for a child for whom learning is the key to their whole future.

Prevention of violence, protection of children and repair of those harmed are areas of operation for the Department of Social Welfare, the New Zealand Police, the Ministry of Education, the Ministry of Health and numerous community agencies throughout New Zealand. In recent years, new policies have been initiated. Skills and experience in prevention, protection and repair are increasing and new services are being developed. The results of this study expands the scope of our understanding of the variety of circumstances that children find harmful. The study identifies previously under-recognised situations where harm can be prevented, as well as a variety of damaging experiences from which children may need help to recover. Increased insight into the feelings and responses of children can also assist in improving the quality of practice among those who work with children.

Perhaps the most important lessons to be learnt from this research are about children's vulnerability. A wide range of hurtful and harmful experiences can lead to behaviour which is not easily understood by parents, teachers and peers. It is easy to blame children for behaviour that may have its roots in fear and shame. The results, such as an inability to profit from education, a failure of socialisation and involvement in anti-social behaviour, can readily lead to further rejection of the child. It is our responsibility to develop policies that will prevent the preventable, protect those at risk and to recover the damaged whenever this is possible.
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