
The methodological limitations of the existing
resear·ch on the co-occurrence of spouse abuse and
physical child abuse make it difficult to draw conclu­
sions about the exact overlap between the two prob­
lems. Despite these limitations, CPS workers know
that a sizable number of the families on their caseload
experience both domestic violence and child mallIeat­
ment problems. These cases are among the most dife

ficult to assess risk and safety, and to make accurate
decisions about appropriate intervention and treat­

ment,

Models of co··occur r·ence

How is the CO-OCCUITence of
child and spouse abuse developed
and maintained in the family sys­
tern? To date, no specialized theo­
ries have been developed to ad­
dr·ess the question of why these
two forms of abuse occur together
To provide a conceptual frame­
work for understanding the pos­
sible relations among the actors in
family violence, two types of

models of co-occurrence are presented in Figure I
and Figure 2

The major distinction between the models is
whether they are uni-directional or bi-directional
models ofco-occurrence. The nni-directional models
assume that one spouse and the child ar·e passive re­
cipients of the violence. In conlIast, the bi-directional
model recognizes that individual members of the fam­
ily system can interact to develop and maintain the
violent behavior patterns. Since it is unlikely that any
one model can adequately explain the coexistence of
domestic violence and child mallIealInent in all cases,
it is important that CPS workers understand different
explanations so that they can individualize their as­
sessments of families

Uni-directional Models

The simplest model of co-occurrence is a uni­
directional view in which one perpelIator is the sole
cause of the violence, and the spouse and child ar·e
both passive recipients of the abuse (see Figure I)

continued on next page

Figure 1

"Dual Perpetrator" model

The question of co-occuning child and spouse
abuse holds several potentially important implications
for CPS workers and the legal system To what ex­
tent are children in homes where marital violence has
occurred at risk of being physically abused them­
selves? Should witnessing marital violence be con­
sidered emotional abuse? A better understanding of
the extent and nature of the co-occurrence of child
and spousal abuse can lead to the development of more
effective intervention and preven-
tion programs

This article presents infor­
mation based on the domestic vio­
lence and child abuse literature
with the goal of enhancing the
CPS worker's understanding of
rates of co-occurring spouse and
child abuse, models of co-occur­
rence, treatment issues, and tar­
gets for intervention

Rates of co-occurrence

Appel, Angelelli, & Holden 6..:==
(revision under review), lIied to
estimate the rate ofco-occurring physical child abuse
and spouse abuse based on a review of the resear·ch
on domestic violence and child abuse l

;

• Physical child abuse and spouse abuse co-occur in
about 6% of the families in two community
samples from the National Family Violence Sur­
veys (1975, 1985) (Hotaling, SlIaus, & Lincoln,
1990)

• Studies using samples of battered women have
reported co-occurrence rates that range between
20% and 100% (e ..g , Kruttschnitt & Dornfeld,
1992; O'Keefe, 1995)

• Studies using clinical samples of children have
reported co-occurrence rates that range between
26% and 594% (e g .. , McKibben, DeVos, &
Newberger, 1989; Sternberg, Lamb, Greenbaum,
Cicchetti, Dawud, Cortes, Krispin, & Lorey, 1993)

Limitations in co-occuII'ence resear·ch

The research on co-occuning spouse abuse and
physical child abuse has a number ofmethodological
limitations, including;

• Reliance on battered women samples
• Lack of communitylcomparison samples
• Reliance on a single source of report for abuse
• Lack of agreement on assessment methods and

criteria for abuse

'Readers interested in a complete bibliography on studies
which contain information regarding the co-occurrence
of spouse abuse and physical child abuse can request a
copy from the author.
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and child abuse would include both child and parent
risk factols as contributors to the occurrence of
interpar·ental and parent-child violence (see Figure 2)

•---i~ IMOilierl

Figure 2

Ihis "family dysfunction" model predicts that mari­
tal violence will result in the development of exter­
nalizing behavior problems in the children (Jaffe,
Wolfe, & Wilson, 1990; Jomiles & Norwood, 1995)
Marital violence can disrupt child rearing in several
ways Battered women, for example, experience in­
creased stIess, exhibit greater inconsistency in child
rearing, and may become punitive and less warm. Ihis
disruption in par·enting leads to an increase in coer­
cive interactions with children, which is a risk factor
in the development of externalizing behavior prob­

lems Patterson (1986) has sug­
gested that externalizing "acting
out" behavior in children elicits
coercive behaviorfrom the par·ent,
and the child responds with his or •
her own coercive behavioral reac-
tion. Wituessing marital violence
may also result in the develop­
ment of externalizing behavior
problems in children through so-
cial learning Children who ob­
serve and then model their par-

ents, marital violence learn that violence is the pre­
ferred method of dealing with family conflict

In addition to the role of social learning and stIess
in both the uni-directional and bi-directional models,
a behavioral genetics explanation cannot be ruled out
Frick and Johnson (1993) proposed a "third variable"
model whereby genetic predispositions mediate the
relationship between antisocial behavior in a parent
and antisocial behavior in a child In this model, the
primary risk factor is the parent's antisocial behavior
That behavior, reflecting an antisocial trait, leads to
antisocial behavior in a child through genetic, as welI
as environmental effects

Treatment issues

Identifying and assessing co-occurrence

Social service providers who understand the
possibility of divergence of fantily members' reporte
can utIlize protocols that mtervrew fanuly members
separately. Resear·ch on the divergence ofreports hom
different family members on the occurrence of

continued on next page

We have conceptualized tluee types ofuni-directional
models:

• One Perpetrator Model
Sequential Perpetrator Model

• Dual Perpetrator Model

In the "One Perpetrator" model, child abuse and
spouse abuse originate fiom one individual, which
could be either parent, but it is most often the man
Social learning theory (e.g., Bandma, 1977) predicts
that the violence stems fiom early experiences in the
perpetrator's family of origin. Ihe perpetrator ob­
served and now models the use of violence to exert
power and control over family members. Individuals
who were exposed to family violence in their child­
hood learned several messages, including: (a) those
who love you are also those who hit you, (b)those
you love ar·e people you can hit, (c) seeing and expe­
riencing violence in your home establishes the moral
rightness of hitting those you love, and (d) if other
means of getting your way, dealing with stress, or
expressing yomself do not work, then violence is per­
ntissible (StIaus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980) An al­
ternative theory for this model comes from psycho­
pathology, which suggests that the perpetrator has an
antisocial personality that plays itself out in intimate
relationships with his partner and
his children. In fact, men who ==~
have an antisocial behavior disor c

der are believed to form one of the
three major groups of wife
batterers (Holtzworth-Mumoe &
Stuart, 1994)

The "Sequential PerpetIator"
model implicates the victim of
marital abuse as the perpetrator of
child abuse. Such a model reflects
the situation in which a battered Li;,",,-'"

mother ntight respond to her vic­
timization by physically abusing her child(ren). Ihere
are various possible explanations for the abused
spouse becoming abusive, including a reaction to the
stress of being battered, a modeling of the
perpetrator's style of coercive interactions, or simply
carrying out the perpetrator's abusive dictates

Finally, the "Dual Perpetrator" uni-directional
model is possible Here both marital partners physi­
cally maltI·eat the child, although only one parent is
the recipient of the marital abuse It should be pointed
out that although the child is abused by both parents,
the underlying reasons for the abusive acts may be
very different In one case a parent may abuse a child
in an effort to punish or teuorize a partner, In other
cases, a parent may physically maltreat a child only
when feeling particularly stressed Ihus, the cause of
the victintized spouse's abusive behavior may be the
same as in the "Sequential PerpetIator" model

Bi-directional models

A bi-directional model of co-occurring spouse
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Recognizing that exposure to spouse abuse
is emotional abuse

Research suggests that children who witness
spousal violence exhibit symptoms that are similar to
children who have been emotionally, physically, or
sexually abused and are in need of protection (Echlin
& Marshall, 1995), The family dysfunction model of
co-occuning spouse and child abuse suggests that wit­
nessing ffimital violence can lead to externalizing
behavior iu children which dismpts the parent-child
relationship, and may escalate into child abuse

The implications of this research should be cou­
sidered as CPS wmkers evaluate the degree to which

children are exhibiting symptoms
from witnessing violence and
whether the couditions observed
meet the state's definition of emo­
tional abuse, psychological mal­
treatment, or mental injury

Targets for' intervention

Marital relationship:
Who gets treatment?

Schechter and Edleson
(1994) describe the opposing
views of child protective workers
and battered women advocates in

:..ii""';Z~~:"'==='" their interpretations of "the best
interest of children" Traditionally, child protective
workers approach the problem with the child's safety
as the sole priority, while battered women advocates
believe that keeping the mother safe from violence is
a necessary precursor to keeping the child safe

There are several important factors to consider
wheu making decisions about the perpetrator's visi­
tation or custody rights or when assessing the most
appropriate treatment plan for the family These fac-
tors include the perpettator's psychological protile,
the likelihood of intra-agency collaboration, and the
safety of the victims

Saunders (1994) suggests that efforts to help
battered women overcome their psychological trauma
and become better parents have a higher likelihood
of success than services targeting the perpetratm of
violence, whose problems may be more chronic and
less amenable to cunent treatmeut. Individuals who
are violent to their families exhibit a variety of family
of origin backgrounds, emotional and personality
disorders which ar'e important to assess when deciding
if the currently available treatment is recommended
For treatment to be effective, the perpetrator's profile
must be one that would allow for long term behav­
imal change in the perpetrator's family relationships
Many violent perpetrators need a combination of
batterer intervention programs and law enforcement
sanctions to prevent future violent incidents from De­

cuning in the family, In order for a family approach
to treatment to be put into practice, the safety of

continued on next page

domestic violence suggests that:

• Children may underrepmt acts of pareut to child
abuse

• Husbands may underrepmt acts of spouse abuse

Until we have a better understanding of the
somces ofvariability in repmts, violence repmts from
one somce are problematic The best solution appears
to be using multiple somces

McKay (1994) outlines specific indicators that
a spouse or child may be a victim of domestic vio­
lence and may need to be interviewed separately In­
dicators that children may have witnessed domestic
violence include fear of leaving abused par'ent alone,
and abusive behavim towards par­
ent. Some of the specific indica­
tors that a mother may be a vic­
tim ofdomestic violence and need
to be interviewed separately to
assess the possibility of domestic
violence as a factm that may also
suggest a risk for child maltreat­
ment include:

Iuconsistent explanations fm
observed injmies

• Accidents dming pregnancy
• Substantial delays in seeking

medical treatment
• Histmy of repeated accidents

and emergency room visits
• Observed embarrassment 01 evasiveness when

questioned about injury or abuse
• Anxiety and fear in presence of partner
• Apologies or explanations for partner's behavior

In addition, McKay (1994) outlines behavioral
indicators for screening partners who batter their
spouses, Indicators of an abusive partner include:

• Speaking for partner
• Strong resistance to separate interviews

Derogatory descriptions of, and condescension
towards partner
Minimization of frequency and severity of violence

• Blamiug of partner for provoking abuse

Since the presence of domestic violence indi­
cates a higher risk of child maltreatmeut recurrence
(DePanfilis, 1995), CPS workers must increase awar'e..
ness of these iudicators and develop accurate assess­
ments of risk and safety, Most CPS safety evaluation
models recognize this and include domestic violeuce
as a f"ctm that increases concem for the safety of
maltreated children (DePanfilis and Scannapieco,
1994; Scannapieco and DePanfilis, 1994), CPS wmk­
ers must further recognize that when mothers are at
the point of making a decision to leave the home, le­
gally separate or divorce, the potential danger to the
mother and children increases Therefore, safety plan­
ning should consider the need for developing safe al­
tematives to support mothers when they make these
decisions (DePanfilis and Brooks, 1989)
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victims of violence must be ensured by collabmating
agencies,

Parent-child relationship

Ihe family dysfunction model SUppOits the idea
that spouse abuse is a necessary intervention target in
the treatment of child abuse, because both fOims of
abuse ar-e interacting to develop and maintain each
other in the family system _However, family systems
researchers like Margolin and John (1995) point out
that treating the spouse abuse by itself will not have a
significant effect on child adjustment because the
quality of parenting is such a stmng mediatOi between
spouse abuse and child psychological adjustment_ In
order to have a significant effect on the family sys­
tem, par-enting must also be an intervention target
I he family dysfunction model SUppOits the idea that
harsh, inconsistent par-enting plays a significant role
in the emergence of externalizing behaviOJ problems
in children who are witnesses to domestic violence

Ihe par-ent-child relationship becomes an essen­
tial target for intervention when the battered woman
is also an abusive parent _Ihis is an especially trouble­
some situation fm child protective wOlkers, because
the goals ofchild safety and family preservation may
be in serious conflict. Ihe family dysfunction model
suggests that mothers may be aggressive toward their
children as a consequence of the stress they are expe­
riencing iu the battering relationship Once the moth­
ers are out of that relationship, they may become less
punitive (Holden, Stein, Ritchie, Harris, & Jouriles,
in press)_ Alternatively, if some mothers ar-e clunnic
abusers, perhaps for reasons apart from their victim­
ization, then it would be impOitant fm child protec­
tive wOlkers to assess mothers' amenability to cur~

rent treatment when making decisions about family
preservation Peled & Edleson (1992) suggest that
treating battered women in parent groups, concur­
rently with groups fm the children of battered women,
may be an effective approach in situations in which
battered women ar-e also abusive mothers

Conclusion

The collaborative approach that is suggested by
this model is based on the idea that family violence is
a result of a dysfunctional family system Recogniz­
ing that child abuse and spouse abuse are interacting
together to develop and maintain each other, profes­
sionals who wOlk with families in which child abuse
and spouse abuse co-occur need to assess and treat
all fOims of family violence Targets for intervention
in a family characterized by domestic violence should
include the marital relationship and the par-ent-child
relationships _Because the systemic model suggests
that intervention targets include both the marital and
par-ent-child relationships, collaboration with other
agencies is essentiaL Child protective wOlkers trained
in domestic violence need to take a collabmative ap­
proach and WOlk with battered women's advocates
and the police and criminal justice system to respond
to the family, as opposed to an individualized agency

response (Magen et al , 1996) As many researchers
have pointed out, there must be coordination of child
protective services, battered women's agencies,
batterer treatment programs, the police and the crimi­
naljustice system fOJ all individuals in the family sys-
tem to be treated safely and effectively (e_g_, Echlin •
& Marshall, 1995)
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