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How Does Domestic Violence Affect
Foster Children?

Author: Jessi Maurice

Domestic violence can have a significant impact on foster children. When children are exposed to domestic
violence within their biological families, it can have serious short-term and long-term consequences for their
well-being and development. Domestic Violence definition: violent or aggressive behavior within a home,

typically involving the violent abuse of a spouse or partner.

Even if children are not directly hit, physically abused in any way, or even yelled at by the perpetrator of
domestic violence, they are profoundly affected by it. Children in homes with domestic abuse live lives filled
with anxiety and fear. The space that should be where they feel safest- their home- is the opposite. Home is
an unsafe, unpredictable, scary place. At home they witness people, whom they are told love one another,
exert power and control. They witness, or hear, verbal, emotional and sexual abuse over and over, in a vicious

cycle that only worsens with time.

For children in foster care, the trauma of domestic violence is exacerbated by the trauma of entering foster
care, and moving from home to home. There are many ways domestic violence can affect foster children. Here

is a list of the most significant:

e Emotional abuse and psychological trauma: Witnessing domestic violence can cause severe emotional
and psychological distress in children. They may experience fear, anxiety, depression, and post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). These emotional scars can persist long after they have been removed

from the abusive environment.
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e Behavioral issues: Foster children who have witnessed or experienced domestic violence may display
behavioral problems such as aggression, withdrawal, disobedience, or self-destructive behaviors. They

may struggle with trust issues and have difficulty forming healthy relationships.

e Physical health problems: The stress and trauma associated with emotional abuse and domestic
violence can negatively impact a child's physical health. They may experience headaches,
stomachaches, sleep disturbances, and have a weakened immune system, which can lead to frequent

illnesses.

e Impaired cognitive development: Exposure to domestic violence can interfere with a child's cognitive
development, including their ability to concentrate, learn, and solve problems. This can have long-term

consequences for their academic performance and overall intellectual functioning.

e Attachment and trust issues: Foster children who have been exposed to domestic violence may have
difficulties forming secure attachments with their caregivers. They may struggle to trust others, fearing
that they will be hurt or abandoned, which can impact their ability to form healthy relationships later

in life.

e Cycle of violence: Children who are witness to domestic violence and emotional abuse are at a higher
risk of perpetuating or becoming victims of violence themselves in the future. Without intervention
and support, they may learn to accept violence as a normal part of relationships. Much to their own
sadness they unconsciously enter into abusive relationships, which they have been conditioned to

endure.

When supporting a child that has been exposed to domestic violence, caregivers can practice the following

guidelines.
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1. Ensure that the child feels physically and emotionally safe in your home. Establish consistent routines

and clear boundaries to provide a sense of stability and security.

2. Foster a trusting relationship with the child by being patient, understanding, and empathetic. Show

them that you are there to listen, support, and protect them.

3. Let the child know that their feelings are valid and that it is normal to have a range of emotions after
experiencing trauma. Encourage open communication and provide a safe space for them to express

their thoughts and feelings without judgment.

4. Assure the child that they are not to blame for the emotional, physical, sexual or psychological abuse

or violence they witnessed. Help them understand that they are deserving of love, care, and respect.

5. Collaborate with mental/behavioral health professionals who specialize in trauma and abuse to ensure
the child receives appropriate therapy and support. Work closely with these professionals to

implement their recommendations and strategies at home.

Healing from the trauma of domestic violence takes time. Caregivers must be patient, understanding and have
realistic expectations for their foster children. Foster parents should utilize consistent support and be
prepared for setbacks along the way. Remember that each child's healing journey is unique and they may
require different approaches or techniques to help them overcome negative consequences of domestic
violence. It is crucial for foster caregivers, adoptive parents and social service professionals involved in the
child welfare system, to be aware of the potential effects of domestic violence exposure and emotional abuse
signs in foster children. Timely intervention, counseling, and trauma-informed support services can help
mitigate the impact of domestic violence, and promote healing and recovery for these vulnerable children.

Remember, supporting a child who has been exposed to violence or abuse can be challenging. Foster parents
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should also prioritize their own self-care, and seek support from professionals and support groups to navigate

this complex process effectively.
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