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Parenting in Battered Women: The Effects
of Domestic Violence on Women
and Their Children

Alytia A. Levendosky1,3 and Sandra A. Graham-Bermann2

This study integrates an ecological perspective and trauma theory in proposing
a model of the effects of domestic violence on women’s parenting and children’s
adjustment. One hundred and twenty women and their children between the
ages of 7 and 12 participated. Results supported an ecological model of the
impact of domestic violence on women and children. The model predicted
40% of the variance in children’s adjustment, 8% of parenting style, 43%
of maternal psychological functioning, and 23% of marital satisfaction, using
environmental factors such as social support, negative life events, and maternal
history of child abuse. Overall, results support the ecological framework and
trauma theory in understanding the effects of domestic violence on women
and children. Rather than focusing on internal pathology, behavior is seen to
exist on a continuum influenced heavily by the context in which the person is
developing.
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INTRODUCTION

Research on the psychological effects of domestic violence on women
and children extensively documents the harm such violence causes. Battered
women experience increased levels of depression, lower self-esteem, and

1Department of Psychology, Michigan State University, East Lansing, Michigan.
2Department of Psychology, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, Michigan.
3To whom correspondence should be addressed at Department of Psychology, 129 Psychol-
ogy Research Building, Michigan State University, East Lansing, Michigan 48824; e-mail:
levendo1@pilot.msu.edu.

171

0885-7482/01/0600-0171$19.50/0 c© 2001 Plenum Publishing Corporation



P1: Vendor/GHS P2: FMN

Journal of Family Violence [jofv] PP089-298363 March 15, 2001 10:8 Style file version Nov. 19th, 1999

172 Levendosky and Graham-Bermann

higher levels of psychological distress when compared with nonbattered
women (Cascardi and O’Leary, 1992; Khan et al., 1993; Rounsaville and
Lifton, 1983; Sato and Heiby, 1992; Testa et al., 1993). The severity of
physical abuse has been shown to predict levels of depression in battered
women (Campbell et al., 1997). In addition, prevalence of posttraumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) in battered women is high, ranging from 45% to
84% (Houskamp & Foy, 1991; Kemp et al., 1991, 1995; Vitanza et al., 1995).

Herman (1992a,b) focused on the traumatizing aspects of violence and
trauma symptoms exhibited by battered women. She theorized that many
battered women suffer from a complex traumatic syndrome that is similar
to the diagnos is of PTSD (American Psychiatric Association [APA], 1994),
but includes additional symptoms, including depression, anxiety, idealiza-
tion of the perpetrator, and dissociation, due to the chronic nature of the
trauma. Thus, this conceptualization of trauma argues for a much broader
understanding of traumatic symptoms than the DSM -IV , suggesting that
all aspects of psychological distress seen in trauma survivors are part of a
trauma syndrome.

Herman (1992a,b) also describes the dynamics of the abusive situation.
While suggesting that battered women suffer characterological changes in
personality (which leave them vulnerable to repeated harm), she empha-
sized the perpetrator’s actions rather than the woman’s premorbid psy-
chological functioning as the reasons for these changes. She argued that,
typically, the perpetrator gains control over the woman’s body through de-
privation of sleep, food, or shelter. He then becomes the potential source
of solace when he grants small indulgences. Herman (1992a) reported that
this dynamic greatly diminishes the woman’s ability to initiate action. The
woman’s traumatic reaction to the physical and psychological abuse may be
the mechanism through which many aspects of the battered woman’s func-
tioning may become impaired. Herman argues that strong social support can
protect women’s functioning in traumatic situations. She also argues that a
history of abuse from childhood may make women more psychologically
vulnerable.

In addition to these effects on women, an increasing number of stud-
ies now document the devastating effects on children of growing up in a
family with domestic violence. In general, children who witness domestic
violence exhibit problems in their social and emotional adjustment (e.g.,
Hughes, 1988; Hughes and Graham-Bermann, 1998; Sternberg et al., 1993).
Researchers have documented increased levels of internalizing and external-
izing behavior and decreased social competence (Jaffe et al., 1986), lower
self-esteem (Hughes and Barad, 1983; Kolbo, 1996), increased behavior
problems and psychopathology (Fantuzzo et al., 1991; Holden and Ritchie,
1991; Kolbo, 1996), increased fear and worry (Graham-Bermann, 1996),
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increased depression and aggression (McCloskey et al., 1995), and PTSD
(Graham-Bermann and Levendosky, 1998; Lehmann, 1997; Rossman, 1994)
in children of battered women.

The current study proposes and examines a model of the interrelated
effects of domestic violence on women and children, focusing specifically
on parenting. An integration of an ecological perspective and trauma the-
ory is used to propose specific hypotheses about the mediating factors for
the effects of domestic violence on women and children and to explain
the processes involved in these effects. We theorized that parenting con-
text (i.e., violence) impacts parenting behaviors (i.e., warmth, control, child-
centeredness, and effectiveness) through its traumatic effects on the woman’s
psychological functioning. Consistent with Herman’s trauma theory, trauma
is conceptualized more broadly than the symptoms of posttraumatic stress
disorder (APA, 1994) to include depression and anxiety. The child’s psycho-
logical adjustment is hypothesized to be affected by all of these contextual
variables, as well as by the direct experience of physical child abuse. A sam-
ple of women drawn primarily from the community is used to test this model.
Thus, rather than grouping women by experience of violence, as was done
in many previous studies, violence is examined as a continuous variable, and
the severity of violence experienced by all of the women in the study is the
risk factor.

Only a few studies have examined the effects of domestic violence on
parenting and the effects of maternal parenting on children’s adjustment
in these families (Holden and Ritchie, 1991; Levendosky and Graham-
Bermann, 1998, in press; McCloskey et al., 1995; Wolfe et al., 1985). In
general, these researchers report that psychological and physical abuse of
women by their partners creates stress in parenting and negatively affects
parenting behaviors.

However, these previous studies leave unanswered questions. For ex-
ample, what are the determinants for parenting in a violent environment?
How does the woman’s parenting affect her child’s adjustment? The poten-
tial damaging effects on parenting are another way in which batterers can
harm their families, yet the existing literature on woman abuse often does
not take the larger family system into account.

AN ECOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK

Belsky used an ecological framework to develop a model to under-
stand the etiology of child maltreatment (Belsky, 1980) and eventually in-
dividual differences in parental functioning (Belsky, 1984). He drew upon
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Bronfenbrenner’s model of the ecology of human development (Bronfen-
brenner, 1977, 1979), which postulates a division of ecological space into
micro-, exo-, and macrosystems. The microsystem involves what takes place
in the immediate household, the exosystem involves the larger social system
of the family, and the macrosystem involves relevant cultural beliefs and val-
ues. In addition, he integrated Burgess’ concern (Burgess, 1978) about the
ontogenic development (i.e., the individual differences of the parents’ histo-
ries and personalities) into his original model (Belsky, 1980, 1984). This led
to a new model of parental functioning, which included three general sources
of influence: (1) the parents’ own histories and psychological functioning, (2)
the child’s individual characteristics, and (3) contextual sources of support
and stress (Belsky, 1984). Belsky proposed that contextual stress and sup-
port can influence parenting directly or indirectly through its effects on the
parent’s psychological functioning. In addition, these determinants of par-
enting were proposed to serve as buffers for the parent–child relationship in
the context of stress. Thus, for our purposes, such an ecological model can be
used to predict the factors that would influence parenting within the context
of domestic violence.

HYPOTHESES

In this study, two conceptual models of the effects of domestic violence
on parenting and children’s adjustment were proposed to explain the vari-
ance in parenting and children’s adjustment. The first is a simple direct effects
model of domestic violence and child abuse on parenting and children’s ad-
justment (see Fig. 1). We chose this approach because of its similarity to the
models tested in the previous literature on the effects of domestic violence
on children, that is, the direct effects of domestic violence on parenting and
children’s functioning. The second model integrates an ecological frame-
work (Belsky, 1984) and Herman’s trauma theory (Herman, 1992a,b) and
uses factors from the ontogenic, micro-, and exosystem levels to construct
a complex model of the role of parenting within the context of domestic
violence (see Fig. 2). Herman’s trauma theory was used to choose the par-
ticular environmental variables that would impact maternal psychological
functioning within the context of domestic violence.

The primary hypothesis for this study is that the ecological model will
demonstrate the importance of additional environmental variables in un-
derstanding the effects of domestic violence on women and children that
cannot be tested in a simple direct effects model used by most of the pre-
vious research in this field. The secondary hypotheses for this study include
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Fig. 1. Direct effects model and results of parenting and children’s adjustment in domestic
violence families.

the particular relations between the variables in the ecological model. These
hypotheses are indicated by the paths drawn in Fig. 2.

METHOD

Participants

The sample consisted of 120 women and one of their children residing in
the community or in domestic violence shelters. The children were between
7–12 years of age, with an average age of 9.6 (SD = 1.80) years. The mean
family income was low, $977 (SD= 771) per month. There were 59 girls and
61 boys in the sample. Mother’s average age was 34.03 (SD = 5.94) years.
The mothers educational level range was as follows: 20% had less than a high
school education, 23% had a high school degree, 38% had some college, and
19% had a college degree. The average family size was 3.31 children (SD =
1.51). Fifty percent of the sample were White; 39% were African American;
and the remaining 11% consisted of Latino, Arab American, and Indian
American families.
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Fig. 2. Ecological model and results of parenting and children’s adjustment in domestic violence
families.

The women were recruited in two urban Michigan communities through
posters in apartment complexes, schools, churches, and grocery stores;
through distribution of flyers in food stamp offices; newspaper advertise-
ments; flyers at the YMCA after-care program; and flyers at domestic vio-
lence shelters and community support groups. The flyers advertised a study
on family relationships for women with a child between 7–12 years
of age.

The sample was specifically designed to include women with a range
of abuse experiences because of perceived problems in previous studies of
comparing women in shelters with women in the community, as described in
the Introduction. In fact, the women ranged in their experience of domestic
violence, from none at all to very frequent psychological and physical abuse
within the last year (see Table I). Although a comparison of the 19 battered
women recruited from the shelter with the rest of the sample revealed that
they experienced significantly more psychological and physical abuse than
the nonsheltered women (p < .05), we considered them to be closer to the
end of the continuum of violence, rather than a different group.
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Table I. The Violence Characteristics of the Entire Sample (n = 120)

Violence characteristics Mean (SD) Min Max

Frequency of physical abuse (number of events per year) 7.16 (20.68) 0 165
Frequency of psychological abuse (number of events per year) 21.12 (40.64) 0 258
Length of current abusive relationship (in years) 3.43 (5.29) 0 21
Number of abusive partners 1.46 (1.95) 0 20
Total length of abusive relationships (in years) 6.74 (6.03) 0 22
Length of time since left the abusive relationship (in years) 2.24 (3.76) 0 20

Yes No

Maternal history of abuse with partners 104 16
Battered within the last year 64 56
History of child abuse of child subject 70 50
Physical abuse of child within the last year 41 79
Maternal history of child abuse 80 40

Measures

Family Violence

Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS; Straus, 1979). This measure, completed
by mothers, was used to assess the amount of child abuse in the home perpe-
trated by the mother within the last year. The verbal aggression and physical
violence scores were used. The reliability and validity of the CTS is high
(Straus, 1979; Straus et al., 1980).

Domestic Violence. This was measured using the Conflict Tactics Scale
(Straus, 1979) and the Violence Against Women Scales (Marshall, 1992).
Both psychological abuse and physical abuse were computed for frequency
of occurrence during the last year. Women were also asked about the length
of their current abusive relationship and about the number and length of
past abusive adult relationships. In this study, reliability for the two scales
was high; alphas = .89 and .92.

Maternal History of Child Abuse. This scale was a 13-item modified
version of the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (Bernstein et al., 1993).
Each item was answered “yes” or “no, ” and a total score was computed for
each woman by summing the number of “yes” responses. The reliability for
this study was high; alpha = .88.

Negative Maternal Psychological Functioning

Beck Depression Inventory (BDI; Beck et al ., 1961). The mothers
completed this 21-item measure assessing the level of current depressive
symptoms. The reliability and validity of this scale is high (Beck et al., 1961).
In the current study, the internal reliability of this measure was alpha = .92.
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Brief Symptom Inventory (BSI; Derogatis and Melisaratos, 1983). The
mothers completed this 53-item questionnaire assessing her current psycho-
logical symptoms, including insomnia, anxiety, and auditory hallucinations.
The global severity index, computed by averaging all of the items, was used
in this study. In the current study, the internal reliability coefficient was
alpha= .96.

Posttraumatic Stress Scale for Family Violence (PTSD Scale; Saunders,
1994). The questions for this measure are based on the PTSD symptoms from
the DSM III-R(APA, 1987). The total number of PTSD symptoms reported
was used as the score from this measure. The internal reliability coefficient
for this study was .95. Saunders (1994) found a .94 reliability coefficient and
a correlation of r = .58 with other PTSD scales.

Marital Satisfaction

The mothers completed the 37-item Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS;
Spanier, 1976) assessing satisfaction with their current or most recent part-
ner. The measure has high validity and reliability (Spanier and Thompson,
1982). In this study, the internal reliability coefficient was alpha = .93.

Negative Life Events

The 19-item Life Stress Scale (Abidin, 1990) was used to assess the num-
ber of negative life events that have occurred in the family within the last
year. Each event that had occurred in her immediate family within the last
year was rated on how stressful it was from 1 to 5. The internal reliability
coefficient was alpha = .53.

Lack of Social Support

Social Support Quality of Life Scale (Solarz, 1987). This scale assessed
both the subject’s perception of quantity of support, as well as quality of
support, including companionship, advice and information, practical
support, and emotional support. Scores were reversed so that high scores
indicated low satisfaction with social supports. In this study, the internal con-
sistency reliability for quality of support was .77, and for quantity of support
was .74.

Parenting Stress Index (PSI; Abidin, 1990). The subscale assessing the
woman’s sense of social isolation was used in this study. In the current study,
the internal reliability coefficient was alpha = .69.
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Parenting

Parenting Style Survey (PSS; Sameroff et al ., 1990). This 62-item scale
was used as a self-report index of the woman’s parenting style. The sub-
scales of warmth, control, child-centeredness, and effectiveness were used
in this study. The internal consistency reliabilities were as follows: warmth
.65, control .57, child-centeredness .51, and effectiveness .66.

Children’s Adjustment

Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL; Achenbach and Edelbrock, 1986).
Mothers were asked to complete this 118-item questionnaire measuring chil-
dren’s emotional and behavioral problems. The two broadband subscales,
internalizing and externalizing behaviors, were used in this study. This mea-
sure has high reliability and validity (Achenbach, 1991). In this study, the
internal reliabilities were high: alphas = .90, 97.

Children’s Depression Inventory (CDI; Kovacs, 1985). This 27-item
self-report measure evaluated the extent of depression in the child in the
last 2 weeks. High reliability and validity of the CDI have been established
(e.g. Kazdin et al., 1985; Kovacs, 1985). In this study, the internal consistency
was alpha = .86.

Perceived Competence Scales for Children (Harter, 1985). The 6-item
subscales of social competence and global self-worth were used. Moderate
reliability and validity have been established (Harter, 1982). In this study,
the reliabilities were alphas = 63, 68.

Procedure

The women and children from the community were interviewed in a
university setting. Because of the rules at one of the shelters, the women
and children at this shelter were interviewed at the shelter in two staff of-
fices. The interviews of the mothers generally lasted between 2 and 3 hr,
whereas the child interviews lasted between 1.5 and 2 hr. All questionnaires
were read aloud to the participants. Child care was provided for the children
not involved in the interviews. The interviewers were trained graduate and
advanced undergraduate students in psychology. Before the interviews be-
gan, the women signed informed consent for themselves and their children.
Children were verbally asked to give their assent to answer questions about
themselves and their families. The women were paid $30 for their participa-
tion, and the children received a small age-appropriate gift. If the child was
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reported by the mother to have been abused in the last year and no report
had been filed at Child Protective Services (CPS), then such a report was
filed by the project investigator. Five new cases were reported to CPS over
the course of this study.

Data Reduction

For the purposes of testing the models (see Figs. 1 and 2), it was nec-
essary to reduce the data so that the number of cases per parameter esti-
mated was 8–10 (Bentler and Chou, 1987). Although there is some contro-
versy in the field over the number of participants used in structural equation
modeling (SEM), Bollen (1989) suggests that there be at least several par-
ticipants per free parameter. Others suggest that there should be at least
200 participants for SEM analyses (Chou and Bentler, 1995). Reducing the
data in this study allowed 10 participants for each parameter estimated. In
order to do this, a variable was computed for each construct in the mod-
els by adding the standardized variables to make a composite score. For
example, maternal psychological functioning was computed by adding the
woman’s standardized scores on the BDI, the BSI, and the PTSD scale. Each
individual variable was weighted a 1.0 in making the construct, rather than
weighting variables differently (Liang et al., 1988). Table II lists the alpha
reliabilities and variables for each of the composite scores.

RESULTS

Correlations Between Demographic Variables and Variables in the Models

There were no significant associations between the demographic vari-
ables and the composite variables used in the models. Thus, the demographic
variables were not included in the model analyses.

Structural Equation Modelling

Structural equation path models were used to examine the empirical
credibility of the two proposed theoretical models. Maximum likelihood
estimates of the path coefficients were obtained using LISREL 8 (Joreskog
and Sorbom, 1989). As previously described, instead of using latent-variable
analysis, each construct was computed apriori (Liang et al., 1988). Table III
contains the correlations for all constructs used in testing the model. Because
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Table II. Alpha Reliabilities for Composite Variables and Means and Standard Deviations
for Individual Variables

Composite Standard
Construct alpha Variables Mean deviation

Domestic violence .72 Frequency of physical
abuse 7.16 20.68

Frequency of
psychological abuse 21.12 40.64

Length of current abusive
relationship 3.43 5.29

Total length of abusive
partner relationships 6.74 6.03

Child abuse .72 Mother to child verbal
aggression 2.07 1.55

Mother to child physical
aggression 1.12 0.82

Negative maternal
psychological functioning .75 Depression 12.88 10.31

Global symptoms 0.96 0.70
Total PTSD symptoms 8.88 6.25

Lack of social supports .77 Social isolation 14.93 4.46
Low quality of supports 3.46 1.23
Low quantity of supports 3.61 1.19

Parenting .65 Warmth 3.62 0.33
Control 2.83 0.61
Effectiveness 3.29 0.58
Child-centeredness 3.23 0.30

Negative life events NA Negative life events 3.68 2.42
Marital satisfaction NA Marital satisfaction 73.07 25.74
Maternal history of child NA Maternal history of child 2.78 3.01

abuse abuse
Maternal report of Internalizing behaviors 12.20 9.47

children’s adjustment
Externalizing behaviors 15.71 10.99

Children’s self-reports of Depression 8.17 7.26
adjustment

Social competence 2.88 0.68
Global self-worth 3.29 0.61

of the low correlations between the mother and child reports of the child
adjustment measures, the models were analyzed separately for mother and
child report of child adjustment outcome.

Several goodness-of-fit indices were used to evaluate the models, in-
cluding the ratio between chi-square and its degrees of freedom (χ2/df ;
Carmines and McIver, 1981), measures of the relative amounts of variances
and covariances jointly accounted for in the model (GFI and AGFI; Joreskog
and Sorebom, 1989), and root mean square residuals (RMSR; Joreskog and
Sorebom, 1989).

In Model 1, the direct effects of domestic violence and child abuse on
parenting and maternal report of children’s adjustment accounted for 5% of
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Table III. Correlations Between the Constructs Used in the Structural Equation Models.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Parenting —
2. Maternal report of −.37∗∗ —

child adjustment
3. Children’s report of .02 .01 —

child adjustment
4. Negative maternal −.23∗ .52∗∗ −.02 —

psychological functioning
5. Marital satisfaction .23∗∗ −.35∗∗ −.005 −.32∗∗ —
6. Negative life events −.13 .28∗∗ .03 .46∗∗ −.12 —
7. Lack of social −.26∗∗ .24∗∗ .12 .56∗∗ −.32∗∗ .31∗∗ —

support
8. Maternal history −.04 .24∗∗ .08 .22∗ −.17 .08 .17 —

of child abuse
9. Child abuse −.31∗∗ .53∗∗ .02 .30∗∗ −.29∗∗ .12 .14 .21∗ —
10. Domestic violence −.18 .16 −.02 .32∗∗ −.44∗∗ .30∗∗ .12 .08 .15 —

Note: ∗p < .05, ∗∗p < .01

the variance in parenting, and 25% of the variance in child adjustment (see
Fig. 1). Child abuse was the only significant predictor of children’s adjust-
ment. Domestic violence was a significant predictor of parenting. Evidence
for the fit of the model was not adequate, with a significant chi-square, a
chi-square/degrees of freedom of 4.78, a GFI of .93, an AGFI of .78, and a
RMSR of .25

In Model 1, the direct effects of domestic violence and child abuse
on parenting and children’s report of children’s adjustment accounted for
5% of the variance in parenting and less than 1% of the variance in child
adjustment (see Fig. 1). The only significant pathway in this model was the
effect of domestic violence on parenting. Evidence for the fit of the model
was marginally adequate, with a significant chi-square, a chi-square/degrees
of freedom of 3.2, a GFI of .96, an AGFI of .86, and a RMSR of .15.

Model 2, with ecological effects on parenting and maternal report of chil-
dren’s adjustment, accounted for 8% of the variance in parenting, and 40%
of the variance in children’s adjustment (see Fig. 2). In addition, it accounted
for 43% of the variance in negative maternal psychological functioning, 23%
of the variance in maternal marital satisfaction, and 11% of the variance in
child abuse. Domestic violence was a significant predictor of negative mater-
nal psychological functioning and marital satisfaction. Maternal childhood
history of abuse, lack of social support, and negative life events were all sig-
nificant predictors of maternal psychological functioning. Negative maternal
psychological functioning was a significant predictor of marital satisfaction.
There was a marginally significant association between negative maternal
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psychological functioning and marital satisfaction in predicting parenting.
Negative maternal psychological functioning and parenting were both sig-
nificant predictors of children’s adjustment. Parenting also was a significant
predictor of child abuse. Finally, child abuse was a significant predictor of
children’s adjustment. Evidence for the fit of the ecological model was mod-
est, with a significant chi-square, a chi-square/degrees of freedom of 2.1, a
GFI of .94, an AGFI of .84, and a RMSR of .08.

Model 2 with ecological effects on parenting and children’s report of
children’s adjustment accounted for less than 1% of the variance in chil-
dren’s adjustment (see Fig. 2). The rest of the model was identical to the
model using maternal report of children’s functioning, except as follows:
parenting, negative maternal psychological functioning, and child abuse did
not significantly predict children’s adjustment. Evidence for the fit of the eco-
logical model was good, with a significant chi-square, a chi-square/degrees
of freedom of 1.8, a GFI of .95, an AGFI of .85, and a RMSR of .08.

In sum, although the models can not be directly compared statisti-
cally because they are not nested models, conceptually, a comparison
demonstrates the greater power of an ecological model in understanding
the various environmental factors that influence functioning in these families
compared with the direct effects model.

DISCUSSION

Overall, these results indicate that models that only take into account
the direct effects of domestic violence on parenting or children’s adjustment
or both are missing important environmental factors that help to under-
stand the individual differences in functioning between women and children
in these circumstances. The ecological model in this study fit the data well
and indicated that there were significant associations between variables that
would be suggested by the use of trauma theory. Thus, we conclude that
this study supports this ecologically based model of the effects of domestic
violence on women and children. In addition, we conclude that the results
support a trauma theory explanation for the processes through which do-
mestic violence affects women and children. Finally, the findings suggest that
research designs comparing battered women or their children to a nonviolent
group to examine the effects of violence are insufficient to account for the
numerous potential mediators between violence and children’s adjustment.
The following discussion is organized into sections based on the ecological
model: ontogenic factors, microsystem factors, and exosystem factors.
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Ontogenic Factors

Maternal Psychological Functioning

Lower psychological functioning was related to poorer parenting in
this study. Prior studies documented deleterious effects of depression on
parenting (Rogosh et al., 1992; Rutter, 1990; Sameroff et al., 1982). These
links between parental psychological health and parenting differences are
consistent with Belsky’s process model (Belsky, 1984) of the determinants
of parenting.

In the ecological model, the mother’s psychological functioning had
its own direct effects on children, that were not solely mediated through
its effects on her parenting. Perhaps even if the mother is able to main-
tain adequate parenting, the changes in her affect and mood could have
deleterious effects on her children’s emotional well-being. For example,
the child may worry more about the mother. Our result supports other
findings of direct effects of maternal depression on children’s adjustment
(Beardslee et al., 1987). In addition, trauma survivors may have wide varia-
tion in their functioning (Janoff-Bulman, 1992; van der Kolk, 1987) and the
parenting style questionnaire may have been less sensitive to these varia-
tions than the measures of psychological symptoms. Perhaps the children
respond more to their mother’s variability in functioning, rather than to her
overall style of parenting. If the woman has been battered for a long time,
and has suffered depression for much of this time, it may be that the chil-
dren were unable to form a secure attachment with their mother and so
regardless of her parenting style in later years, the children’s adjustment was
affected by the lack of a secure attachment (Ainsworth, 1985; Egeland et al.,
1983).

Maternal Childhood History of Abuse

There was a marginally significant relation between higher maternal
childhood history of abuse and worse maternal psychological functioning.
This lends some support to Walker’s argument (Walker, 1983) that women’s
history of child abuse is another risk factor in women’s psychological reac-
tions to the domestic violence. Consistent with trauma theory, this finding
indicates that the women who have already been traumatized as children
may carry this vulnerability into their adult lives.
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Microsystem Factors on Mother and Child

Domestic Violence

The effects of domestic violence on parenting are mediated through
its effects on the woman’s negative psychological functioning and marital
satisfaction. Prior studies of domestic violence also found that these women
reported more depression and trauma symptoms, and felt more dissatisfied
with their relationships (Cascardi and O’Leary, 1992; Dutton and Painter,
1993; Khan et al., 1993; Saunders, 1994). In addition, the theoretical literature
hypothesizes that battered women are traumatized by the violence they
experience from their partner (Herman, 1992b; Janoff-Bulman, 1992).

Frequency and chronicity of domestic violence and negative mater-
nal psychological functioning were significantly related to marital satisfac-
tion and accounted for 23% of its variance. Other studies found that de-
pression is related to lower marital satisfaction and warmth (Beach and
O’Leary, 1993; Burns et al., 1994; O’Leary et al., 1994). Researchers have
found lower marital satisfaction in battered women, although these studies
did not measure chronicity or frequency of psychological abuse (Jouriles
et al., 1989; Sato and Heiby, 1992).

Child Abuse

In contrast to other studies of children who witnessed domestic violence
and children who were abused (Sternberg et al., 1993), this study showed
that child abuse (rather than witnessing violence) was the more important
predictor of children’s adjustment in Model 1. This finding is consistent with
some of the literature on trauma in child abuse survivors versus witnesses
(Rossman et al., 1993).

Marital Satisfaction

Marital satisfaction had a marginally significant association with par-
enting in this study. The meta-analysis by Erel and Burman (1995) found
that marital conflict and distress were significantly and negatively linked to
parenting. Although this study did not support such a strong relation, it is
possible that the context of domestic violence was a more significant factor
than in the studies reviewed by Erel and Burman, which focus on nonviolent
marital conflict and distress.
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Parenting Qualities

Parenting qualities played a significant role in the adjustment of children
in this study, a finding consistent with the literature on parenting
(e.g., Baumrind, 1967). There was both a direct effect from parenting and
an effect mediated through child abuse. The finding that parenting is re-
lated to children’s adjustment in domestic violence families is consistent
with findings for parenting in other high-risk environments, such as poverty
and unemployment (Conger et al., 1992, 1993; McLoyd, 1990).

Exosystem Factors

Lack of social support and negative life events each were related to
women’s psychological functioning. Therefore, part of the differing psycho-
logical reactions in battered women may be explained through their ex-
perience of social support systems in their environment, including family,
friends, and social service agencies, as well as their experience of recent
difficult experiences. These results are consistent with Belsky’s (1984) eco-
logical framework of the determinants of parenting.

Negative life events have been shown in previous research to negatively
affect psychological functioning, including depression and posttraumatic
stress symptoms (Fondacaro and Moos, 1989; McMahon et al., 1993;
Strickland, 1992). The effects of additional negative life events may be par-
ticularly salient for battered women who are already dealing with trauma at
home. One trauma theorist, Janoff-Bulman (1992), argued that after trauma,
social support serves to help a woman regain a sense of trust in her envi-
ronment. This finding carries significance for treatment strategies. Given
that battered women are commonly isolated by their abusive partner, it is
clear that increasing their social support system may be an important point
of intervention (Walker, 1978). Although consistent with trauma theory, the
reason why having less perceived social support is associated with more neg-
ative psychological functioning is still unclear. It may be that fewer social
supports cause women to feel more depressed or it may be that depression
causes women to withdraw, or it may be that violent men force their partners
to withdraw socially, or all three. It would be important to untangle the causal
relationship between lack of social support and psychological functioning in
future studies.

LIMITATIONS

One limitation was that the findings suggest a possible alternative in-
terpretation based on single-reporter bias. Perhaps women who were more
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depressed and traumatized responded to the questionnaires in a depressed
response style, viewing themselves as less happily married, possessing poorer
parenting qualities, and having children with more behavior problems. It is
possible that this is an accurate reflection of reality, but it is also possible that
it is a depressed view of reality. Because the children did not rate themselves
in a manner consistent with the maternal ratings, it is an interpretation that
cannot be dismissed. In fact, researchers have consistently found poor corre-
lations between parent and child reports of child symptomatology and have
hypothesized that this is because of their different experiences of the child’s
emotional and behavioral functioning (Achenbach, 1991; Routh, 1990).

The measure of parenting style may have been a limitation as well,
as it captures overall parenting qualities, as rated by the mother, but does
not seem sensitive to the variability in parenting that is probably present
in trauma survivors. The oscillation between hyperarousal and numbing is
likely to cause great variability in parenting style. Thus, observations of
parent–child interaction may be the best solution to examine the specific
impact of trauma on parenting.

Finally, a problem with the conceptualization of this study is the fo-
cus only on women’s parenting in these families. Fathers or stepfathers also
parent the children in these families and their parenting surely has an im-
pact on the children’s adjustment. The missing paternal parenting variables
may account for some of the unexplained variance in children’s adjustment.
However, the inclusion of the fathers in a study about domestic violence is
always risky because they may not be willing to have their family examined
if they have knowledge of the nature of the study or the questions about
family violence. The presence of the father may also inhibit the woman or
the child in responding to the questions.

CONCLUSIONS

The findings in this study emphasize the need to help battered women’s
psychological functioning and parenting, including reducing child abuse, in
order to make the maximum impact on the children in these families. We
now know that children are affected by the domestic violence through the
impact that the batterer has on their mother, as well as through any direct
abuse perpetrated on them by either parent.

Lack of social support played a significant role in the woman’s negative
psychological functioning. This is a particularly important finding in that
many women in battering relationships have few social supports due to the
controlling aspect of the battering relationship. Clearly, women who feel that
they have social support networks are less depressed and traumatized. This
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argues for the importance of the availability of support groups for women
who are suffering from domestic violence, or who have suffered in the past.
In addition, the development of neighborhood support networks may also
be helpful for these women.

There are several important improvements in this study over many oth-
ers in the field of domestic violence research. This study did not limit the
sample of battered women to those in a shelter, so that it is more general-
izable to the broader population of battered women. The sample itself was
more ecologically valid than many previous samples, as it included women
from a broader range of socioeconomic status, income, education, and ethnic
groups. Psychological and physical abuse were both measured as aspects of
domestic violence and were considered to be on a continuous scale, rather
than present or absent. This allowed for examination of the impact of in-
creasing domestic violence on women and children. Finally, the use of an
ecological framework to test the risk factors for parenting and children’s
adjustment in violent families is a more complex way of understanding the
effects of domestic violence. Integration of this model and trauma theory
thus adds significantly to our understanding of the processes through which
violence affects women and children.
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