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Transmitting Family Violence? 

A Theory in Need of a Reality Check

Laura Cornwell 

In this article, Laura critically evaluates the ‘cycle of violence’ literature which suggests that children who have been the victim of abuse, or have witnessed abuse, often go on to become either perpetrators or victims of similar forms of abuse when they are adults. 

In May 2003, Kathleen Megan Folbigg was convicted of killing her four infant children over the span of a decade. Folbigg had claimed that her children’s deaths had been the result of sudden infant death syndrome. The court disagreed, finding they were the work of an unstable mother who was caught in ‘a battle of wills’ with her infants (Milligan 2003: 21). 

Folbigg’s trial became a media frenzy. As journalists sought for words to make sense of her crimes, many focused on the fact that Folbigg’s father had also been a murderer. He had killed her mother in a drunken rage, stabbing her 27 times, when Folbigg was 18 months old.  In the words of one journalist, Folbigg’s fate had been written in the past. Her life had made her a monster (Manne 2003). Folbigg also interpreted her actions in this way. On 14 October 1996, she wrote in her diary ‘Obviously, I am my father’s daughter’ (Milligan 2003).
 

To the media, it seemed that Folbigg’s crimes were an eerie parallel of the family murder her father had committed. Leading behavioural experts argued that Folbigg may have been biologically predisposed to kill her children. One suggested she had ‘inherited’ a ‘murder gene’ (Manne 2003: 9). Professor Anne Buist suggested ‘it would appear that [Folbigg] possibly had a genetic predisposition to violence’ (7.30 Report 2003: 4). Social learning theorists disagreed. They suggested that viewing Folbigg’s behaviour as being genetically determined was just dealing with her crimes ‘by way of an evasive shrug’, which had the effect of enabling society to avoid reflecting on ‘the circumstances that produced her’ (Manne 2003: 9).

These diverse explanations of the cause of the murders reignited the ‘nature versus nurture’ debate. Is family violence primarily a matter of biological determinism, or one of social learning? Are we the victims of our genes, or the products of our environment?

When Children Witness Family Violence

Over the past decade or so, there has been a welcome research, policy and practice focus on the effects of family violence on the many children who witness it. We no longer assume that children remain unscathed by violent events when they are not, themselves, the direct victims of the violence (Tomison 2000). Witnessing violence can cause severe and life-long effects.

Since the 1970s, a plethora of research has been undertaken in an attempt to understand whether family violence is somehow transmitted across generations. Researchers have focused on different aspect of this violence. Some have examined whether children who are the victims of parental abuse, themselves become abusive parents as adults. Others have examined whether children who have witnessed one parent’s violence towards another grow up to inflict violence on their own adult partners. 

It has become almost a truism amongst family violence policy makers and practitioners that much abuse adults inflict is caused by an ‘intergenerational transmission of violence’. A quick search on the web using these keywords reveals a vast amount of material, as do searches in journals and books. Government policy documents almost inevitably assume that violence is transmitted across generations. For example, the Commonwealth government’s Partnerships Against Domestic Violence (PADV) initiative has the stated aim of ending the ‘cycle of violence.
 

Many family violence workers also strongly hold to this view. An Australian researcher who interviewed a sample of family violence workers found that this was spontaneously stated by them to be the ‘cause’ of violence, and the workers located their knowledge of this in ‘the research’  (Kennedy 1999). The research, it is assumed, reveals that a major cause of family violence is that those perpetrating and experiencing it, also experienced and/or witnessed family violence in their own families of origin.

This idea remains popular because it is intuitively sensible. The intergenerational transmission model proposes a theory that appears logical, is easily defined, is understood by the general population, and holds open the promise that violence can be stopped, if only this cycle can be broken (Gelles 1997). 

However, this paper will argue that what the research actually shows, is that we need to treat this model with caution. What the research actually shows is that most people who experienced and/or witnessed family violence as children do not go on to inflict violence on their own families; and that family violence is a complex, multifactoral  phenomenon which cannot be adequately explained by a simple cause-and-effect theory.

Learning Violence

During the 1970s, the belief that human beings learn how to behave in a social context was popularised through the influential work of behaviourist, Albert Bandura. Bandura was intrigued by aggression, deviance and crime. This theory holds that human beings acquire behaviours through observation, imitating behaviour we witness as children (Mihalic and Elliott 1997). Bandura conducted his now infamous ‘BoBo doll’ experiments.
 These seemed to reveal that children execute nearly identical behaviours to those of adults which they witnessed moments earlier. The phenomenon was referred to as ‘observational learning’ or ‘modelling’. Bandura argued that children learn violent behaviour and aggression ‘through modelling and reinforcement of behaviour within the family’ (Archer 1994: 291).

This is the belief that forms the basis of the intergenerational transmission hypothesis. When applied to domestic violence (generally defined as violence by a man against a woman in a relationship), the hypothesis suggests that if children observe their father hitting their mother, this increases the likelihood that sons will perpetrate domestic violence later in life (and that daughters will become the victims of severe marital aggression) (Kalmuss 1984). In this way, behaviour in families will be passed on through children.

The intergenerational transmission hypothesis initially began as a recurrent theme within child abuse literature. It stemmed from the work of Kempe et al (1962) in relation to the ‘battered child syndrome’. This work suggested that violence towards children within the family unit resulted from parental experiences of abuse (Egeland 1993). However since then, the theory has broadened its scope to include the transferral of domestic violence across generations.  

In this paper, I attempt to distinguish between the effects of witnessing violence, and being the direct victim of violence. However this is a difficult task, given the well-documented concurrent affiliation of domestic violence and child abuse, which makes it nearly impossible to differentiate between the effects of either form of abuse.

The Environmental Argument

At the heart of social learning theory lies the premise that individual behaviour results from environmental influences and the behaviour of significant others (Falshaw et al 1996). These significant others are commonly held to be parents, as the parental role is the most meaningful and influential force in a child’s development, and it is from such parental models that the most powerful imitation is derived (Tomison 1996). It is also assumed that the strongest model for a child’s behaviour is the parent of the same sex as the child, given the perceived similarities and increased ability to identify with that parent (Peterson 1984 as cited in Tomison 1996:14; Jankowski et al 1999). From this understanding it can be assumed that the effects of father-to-mother violence ultimately has the greater effect on the male child. It is this father-to-son hypothesis that forms the essence of this paper.

The intergenerational cycle of violence literature suggests that children living in violent homes learn:

· aggressive responses from punitive parents (Tomison 1996)

· that violence is the appropriate means to resolve conflict (Osofsky 1995)

· behaviours that are deemed appropriate via reinforcement by family members (Mihalic and Elliott 1997)

· attitudes for justifying their own use of violence later in the life cycle (Edelson 1998), and

· approval for the use of violence (Mihalic and Elliott 1997). 

Further, children learn that:

· It is acceptable for men to abuse women.

· Violence is an effective means to solve problems.

· Violence is a means of attaining goals and winning an argument.

· There are limited consequences of violent acts.

· Men are strong and cruel, whilst women are weak and helpless.

· Love and pain can be inflicted simultaneously.

· Relationships are characterised by inequality.

· Violence is an effective means for stress relief (Australia’s Parents 1996: 1).

Whilst social learning theory remains the key theoretical basis for intergenerational domestic violence, in recent years variant models of this transferral process have been postulated, such as attachment theory, racial and cultural patterning, sex role socialisation, some genetic role, role of age. That is, children do not universally respond in the same way.

Research Supporting the Theory

The hypothesis that male children who witness their father abusing their mother, will in turn repeat this violence in their own family has been a popular and stable research objective for many years. 

During the 1970s and 1980s, research suggested significant statistical support for this theory. In Roy’s research (1977), eighty per cent of abusive husbands reported they had themselves experienced abuse and/or been witnesses to abuse against their mother by their father (cited in Egeland 1993). Estimated rates of transmission in other research range from seven per cent to seventy per cent. 

The most popularly cited rate remains that of Kaufman and Zigler (1987), i.e. thirty per cent (plus or minus five per cent), which is commonly held to be the most accurate representation to date (Tomison 1996, McClellan and Killeen 2000, Egeland 1993). Others whose research supports the intergenerational hypothesis include Rosenbaum and O’Leary 1981, Kalmuss 1984, and Jankowski, Leitenberg, Henning and Coffey 1999.

The most comprehensive Australian research on this matter to date has been the Young People and Domestic Violence study conducted by the PADV (1999). This study is the largest Australian research project of its kind, with 5,000 respondents aged between twelve and twenty taking part (Indermaur 2001: 1). The study’s findings indicate that up twenty-five per cent of young people have witnessed a violent episode towards their mother or step-mother.  It further revealed that young people themselves view family of origin violence as a leading precursor of domestic violence in dating and adult relationships. The report of the study states that

the best predictor of perpetration and victimisation of domestic violence in young people’s relationships was found to be witnessing male to female violence in the home (Indermaur 2001: 4).

Research Problematising the Theory 

At first glance, these findings appear to provide clear statistical support for the intergenerational hypothesis. However no conclusive estimation rates for the transmission of domestic violence actually exist, for most of the rates commonly cited within the domestic violence literature relate specifically to child abuse, not to domestic violence. 

Take the oft-cited findings of Kaufman and Zigler.  Despite reporting the thirty per cent estimation rate as statistical support for the transferral of domestic violence, these findings resulted from studies on intergenerational child maltreatment. Whilst many would argue that maltreatment rates are transferable to domestic violence, these are two markedly different phenomena. 

Importantly, Kaufman and Zigler’s highly popularised findings also revealed that the majority of abused parents do not go on to maltreat their own children (Tomison 1996).
 So, despite the thirty per cent figure appearing to provide support for intergenerational transmission, this estimation actually infers that the remaining two-thirds of participants reported to have experienced maltreatment in childhood, do not repeat the ‘cycle’ (Mihalic and Elliott 1997). 

Six years after their findings were published, Kaufman and Zigler acknowledged their own, and their fellow researchers’ errors. They declared that

many papers cited in support of the intergenerational hypothesis do no more than make assertions of its validity, without providing any substantive evidence (1993: 209). 

Bergen also argues that Kaufman and Zigler’s original findings were ‘sweeping and insupportable’  (1998: 18). In addition, doubt is raised about estimated transmission rates, given their failure to align with national statistics. For example, Kaufman and Zigler’s estimated transmission rate is a far cry from Australian national statistics for reported and substantiated cases of child maltreatment (as 0.6 per cent) (Tomison 1996). 

Despite being promoted as a key proponent of the intergenerational transmission explanation, researcher Cathy Spatz-Widom conversely provides the most compelling arguments against the viability of this theory and the research which is based upon it. Her literature review on the intergenerational hypothesis is the most in-depth study of its kind to date. Spatz-Widom (1989) concludes that most of this literature reveals that the pathway between child abuse and later abusive behaviour is neither simple nor direct. Whilst statistical support does exist for a certain amount of intergenerational transmission, it is imperative to interpret these findings appropriately. 

In Australia, Headey, Scott and de Vaus (1997) found a transmission rate of domestic violence from father to son of .13 per cent. This is an extremely weak correlation. It suggests that the vast majority of respondents with violent fathers did not repeat the violence, and also that those who were violent did not necessarily have a violent family history.

What is commonly neglected in the literature is that the sample of participants utilised for this research had childhoods marked by violence and also by other factors (such as poor social support, poverty and family dysfunction). And all of these have been found to be important correlates of domestic violence (Dutton 1998). 

A key finding of Straus et al (1980) which was evident in only one piece of reviewed literature, reported that – despite abused children being disproportionately represented in statistics – ninety per cent of all children from violent homes, and eighty per cent of children from homes described as excessively violent, did not go on to abuse their female partner (cited in Bergen 1998).

Research by McBurnett et al (2001) found that, when tested with other factors such as substance abuse and antisocial personality disorder, exposure to parental violence as a child did not have a unique effect on later adult domestic violence. They concluded that violent family history is a limited explanation for later adult violence (McBurnett et al 2001). Mihalic and Elliott (1997) reported similar findings: witnessing parental violence had no apparent effect on adolescent/adult male violence. They further argued that intimate violence is most likely to result when numerous variables are concurrently occurring within a relationship (e.g. stress, unemployment). 

These findings appear contradictory to the intergenerational hypothesis, which emphasizes a single factor cause-and-effect phenomenon.

Witnessing Domestic Violence

This paper has specifically reviewed the literature with the intent of finding support for the father-to-son transmission of domestic violence. However it is also interesting that several studies dispel the hypothesis that male child witnesses of domestic violence become perpetrators, whilst female child witnesses become its victims. 

Mihalic and Elliott (1997) argue that females are more dramatically affected by childhood experiences of violence. Stith and Farley (1993) agree: the effects of witnessing violence in the family of origin are more dramatic for women, and the best predictor of female-to-male spousal violence is interparental violence in childhood (cited in Cunningham et al 1998). 

The argument that the same sex parent is the greater influence on intergenerational transmission has been dispelled by James (1994). She reports that the dominant opposite sex parent was the greater predictor of adolescent psychopathology (viewed as a correlate of adult domestic violence). On closer examination Kalmuss (1984), who also holds rank in the domestic violence literature, provides further contradictions for sex-specific transferal, reporting that females who had observed their fathers hitting their mothers in childhood were just as likely as their male counterparts to perpetrate violence in adult relationships (Mihalic and Elliott 1994).

Further, the intergenerational hypothesis implies that the behaviour being transferred between generations will be identical. However research has revealed that this is not the case. Widom (1993) reported neglect as having the greater effect on violent episodes in adulthood (cited in Tomison 1996: 11). Vondra and Toth (1980, 1989) found 

ample evidence that a high proportion of parents who maltreat … their children experienced disruptive relations with their own parents, without necessarily having suffered the identical form of maltreatment they themselves perpetrate (cited in Tomison 2000: 13).

These findings again relate to the effects of neglect/maltreatment. However numerous factors and pathways have been discovered which indicate that intergenerational transmission can take non-identical forms. Despite limited support existing for the transferral of violence across generations, the occurrence of perfect associations remains a rarity in the social science literature (Gelles 1997). 

When the literature is reviewed with a critical eye, it seems that the intergenerational hypothesis is ‘inconsistently supported … and that the exact influence of childhood events remains unclear’ (Stith et al, 2000: 641).

Methodological Flaws in the Research

Caution in interpreting and utilizing the findings of intergenerational research is also warranted for other reasons, for this research contains a number of methodological flaws. 

Retrospective Study Designs

The research usually relies on retrospective study designs (Tomison 1996, Mihalic and Elliott 1997, Bevans and Higgins 2002). Researchers have asked adults who have already exhibited violent behaviour, whether or not they were themselves abused as children.  Yet these people’s current circumstances could influence them to report that they were abused as, or witnessed abuse as, children. They may, for example, be involved with the criminal justice system where it could be advantageous for them to place the blame for their violence on childhood circumstances that were beyond their control. Retrospective study designs are thus held to result in over-estimated transmission rates (Egeland 1993). Their findings suggest that the bulk of abusive parents were abused in childhood. 

However under-estimations may also result from this study design. For example, participants may idealise their childhoods and their parents, most commonly as a defence mechanism (Spatz-Widom 1989, Egeland 1993). 

Biased Samples 

These studies have a problem of selective bias. They constantly use informants from clinical samples, such as from women’s refuges and hospitals. Such samples are not representative of the general population, and so these research findings are only indicative of the beliefs of the specific clinical sample of respondents (Kennedy 1999, Kaufman and Zigler 1993, Mihalic and Elliott 1997, Cunningham et al 1998, Bevans and Higgins 2002).

Memory 

There are also problems relating to memory and its fallibility (Simons et al 1995). 

Definitions of Abuse

The vast majority of the literature I reviewed for this paper fails to identify and define key concepts and themes, making the interpretation of research findings that much more difficult and unreliable. 

No universally-accepted definitions of domestic violence and child abuse exist, which significantly affects the findings of such research (Bevans and Higgins 2002). Kaufman and Zigler (1993) have suggested that broader definitions of domestic violence result in more significant associations between a history of violence and current behaviour. In addition, how domestic violence is conceptualised within the intergenerational research influences the choice of participants, methods, design and conclusions, and limits the replicability of such research (Spatz-Widom 1989). 

Under-reporting

[image: image1.png]


As is well known, incidents of domestic violence and child abuse are frequently not reported to police or other agencies (Tomison 2000). This has implications for the quality of the research. It limits the extent to which comparisons in relation to  intergenerational transmission can be made.

Given such methodological flaws, one must err on the side of caution when interpreting research findings on the intergenerational transmission of violence (Egeland 1993). We can only speculate on its extent (Falshaw et al 1996). 

Complicating Factors

The reliance upon single factor causal theories for interpersonal violence has severe limitations for understanding human behaviour.
 Much research suggests that the initiation and continued use of violence in relationships is mediated by numerous factors. 

This is acknowledged in the intergenerational literature, which recognises the following factors as contributing towards violence:

· the lasting effects of corporal punishment techniques in child rearing (Straus and Yodanis 1996); 

· pro-violent attitudes (Markowitz 2001), 

· neglect (irrespective of whether or not a child was physically abused and/or witnessed violence) (Mihalic and Elliott 1997);  

· personality disorders (Downs et al 1996);

· economic disadvantage; 

· poor education; 

· mental disorders; 

· stress; and 

· parental substance abuse (Corvo and Carpenter 2000).  

It has been argued that children subjected to such factors have a predisposition toward violent behaviour and are more likely to perpetrate not only the cycle of substance abuse, but also familial violence (Hayes  and Emshoff 1993 as cited in Tomison 1996). 

What remains elusive in the bulk of intergenerational literature is the recognition that the transferral of domestic violence is also dependent upon several key variables including:

· the exact nature of the violence (Melvin et al 1999);

· the length of exposure to the violence;

· the chronicity of the violence (Blanchard 1993);

· the elimination of the violence;

· family strengths;

· individual child resiliency (Domestic Violence Resource Centre 2001);

· relationships with parents;

· availability of outside support networks (Women’s Aid Federation 1999).

These key variables remain in the distant background of intergenerational research, with much of the literature failing to acknowledge how these factors might influence and shape the likelihood that violence will be transferred. 

Assumptions that the pathway for intergenerational transmission is simple, direct and operates specifically on a violence-begets-violence foundation, is misguided. No direct path from childhood victimisation to later perpetration per se exists (Halford et al 2000). There is a large number of intervening variables, and these result in complicated, indirect and hazy pathways (Egeland 1993, Mihalic and Elliott 1997). 

Numerous stressors co-occur in domestically violent families, such as poverty, substance abuse, neglect and so on. These make the task of identifying a unique contributive factor or pathway to intergenerational transmission difficult and challenging (Tomison 1996). 

However what can be drawn from the above findings is that the belief that only violence begets violence is over simple, almost a cliché.  Clearly confounding variables exist. In addition, violence occurs in families where the perpetrator did not have a childhood experience of being the victim of violence or of witnessing domestic violence. 

Conclusion

The idea that violence can be transmitted intergenerationally cannot be ignored, but Kaufman and Zigler (1993) are right to contend that the current popularisation of the hypothesis should be abandoned. Despite research which adds to our knowledge of intergenerational transmission, this theory’s tunnel vision fails to answer many important questions. Perhaps all that can be concluded from the literature is that there is no simple cause-and-effect explanation for domestic violence. Rather, its mechanisms are multidimensional and complex (O’Keefe 1998). 

Finally, Buchanan (1996: 35) provides a succinct summary of matters to consider when thinking about the intergenerational hypothesis. These include that:

· The whole area of intergenerational transferral is fraught with sensitivities, difficulties, dilemmas and controversies.

· There are many methodological problems in undertaking research in this area.

· Single focus theories have limitations.

· How studies are set up subsequently defines what will be found. Theories of causation thus define what is looked for, what is found and what it is felt should be done.

· There is a need to examine extra-familial as well as intra-familial mechanisms of transferral.

· There has been an understandable reluctance to consider biological causation, but such reservations are no longer wholly tenable, given recent findings regarding biological risk.

· The pathway from childhood violence to adult violence is far from inevitable.

The intergenerational literature has blossomed in the last decade, to the point where the hypothesis upon which it is based has become the dominant explanation for domestic violence. However this theory and the research which is based upon it must be viewed with caution. Much of the research specifically relates to maltreatment/abuse, as opposed to domestic violence. Further, intrinsic methodological flaws result in findings that are unreliable. In addition, the documented co-occurrence of domestic violence and child abuse makes it increasingly difficult to distinguish which of these two phenomena has the greatest effect on ensuing adult behaviour. The influence of mediating factors limits the theory’s value. And the relationship between past and present behaviour is correlational, rather than causal.

Only when such limitations are addressed can the nature of intergenerational processes be understood and appropriately applied to the domestic violence literature.  
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� Folbigg was sentenced to forty years in prison on October 25, 2003. In sentencing her, Justice Graham Barr said that a ‘dysfunctional childhood [had] contributed to her crimes’ (Healey, 2003: 4).


� The PADV’s tender brief for the National Relationships and Domestic Violence Campaign made direct references to the intergenerational hypothesis, declaring that ‘… harm experienced at this age (childhood) has the potential to influence future relationships’ (PADV, 2003: 4).


� The BoBo doll experiment involved children aged 3-6 viewing a videotape of a female being violent (hitting, punching and yelling) to an inflatable doll. The children were then placed in a room containing such a doll and were directed to ‘play’. It was discovered that the children imitated quite precisely the actions of the woman they had viewed on the tape by punching, hitting and yelling at the doll.  


� It has been argued that aggression can be learned from models. Rutledge (2000: 2) argues that the bulk of social research pertaining to the learning of aggression indicates that children become more aggressive if they have observed violent or aggressive models. Bandura stated in 1976 that ‘children use the same aggressive tactics that their parents illustrate when dealing with others’ (Isom, 1998: 2).


� Another popularly cited supportive study of intergenerational transmission,that of Rosenbuam and O’Leary (1981), concluded that not all children living in abusive relationships will repeat this experience (James, 1994). 


�  Finkelhor (1984) pleads for caution when relying on single factor theories as full explanations for the occurrence of particular behaviour. He thus inferred multi-factor explanations as a necessity in studying human behaviour (Tomison, 1996).


� Understanding the chronicity of violence stems largely from definitional errors of intergenerational research. Studies often define domestic violence as a single hit during the previous year. This has obvious limitations, given that it is those individuals exposed to recurring violence who are most likely to display emotional, social and behavioural problems, both at the current stage and in the future (Simons, Chyi-In, Johnson and Conger, 1995).  





4

DVIRC Newsletter

_____________ 

Spring Edition 2004

3

