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New Website Hits Home

Bursting the Bubble 

A Guide for Teenagers Living with Family Violence

Mandy McKenzie

Introduction

Recent national research shows that almost a quarter of young people in Australia have witnessed an incident of physical domestic violence against their mother or stepmother (National Crime Prevention 2001). Many thousands of young people are also subjec-ted to abuse or neglect by a parent or care-giver. However most research, educational campaigns, and support programs have focussed on children of primary school age. The needs of teenagers who are in this situation have been overlooked, both in Australia and in other countries. 
 DVIRC’s new website, Bursting the Bubble, is an attempt to reach out to teenagers who are in this situation. 

Health Promotion and Young People

Young people are very reluctant to contact services about abuse or domestic violence. In a National Survey on Young People and Domestic Violence, of those who exper-ienced parental domestic violence, police were told in only 8 per cent of cases, teachers in 5 per cent of cases, and help-lines in 5 per cent of cases (National Crime Prevention 2001). However increasingly, young people are turning to the internet to seek information about personal problems. A recent American study found that 23 per cent of the young people surveyed had used the internet to search for information about violence (CyberAtlas Staff 2001).

Bursting the Bubble (which can be found at www.burstingthebubble.com) is the first comprehensive website for teenagers who are living in homes where there is violence or abuse. The original idea for the website was to respond to teenagers living with domestic violence (i.e. violence by one parent towards another). However during the research phase for the website, it became clear that its content must also address (so-called) ‘direct’ abuse towards children by their parents, whether that abuse is physical, emotional, sexual and/or neglect.

The site provides:

· quizzes and checklists to assist young people to identify forms of abuse and violence;

· quotes and stories from other young people;

· a fill-in sheet to help young people identify the effects of abuse or violence, as well as their personal strengths and goals;

· a safety-action plan;

· answers to questions about telling teachers, counsellors, police or child protection;

· leaving home and the issues to consider;

· help-lines, links and services in Australia; and

· a guide to how to help a friend.

Given the reluctance of young people to contact services, the website provides interactive elements (like fill-in safety plans) to guide young people to think through what to do about violence. It also answers common questions about contacting services.

Family Violence in the Lives of Young People

The largest study of domestic violence in the lives of teenagers was a national survey of 5,000 young people aged between 12 and 20 (National Crime Prevention 2001). As mentioned earlier, almost 1 in 4 young people reported witnessing at least one act of physical violence towards their mother or female carer. While many also witnessed acts of violence by female parents/carers towards males, the effects of male-to-female violence were more serious, resulting in more relationship break-ups, hospitalis-ation, and children missing school. In addition, more young people had told someone else about this kind of family violence.
There are no large Australian studies on the incidence of direct abuse against young people in their families. Child protection statistics give a picture of the ‘tip of the iceberg’. Across Australia in 2000-01, there were 115,471 notifications to child protec-tion services, and 26,367 substantiations of child abuse or neglect (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2002). In Victoria, of notifications in 1999-2000, emotional abuse was the main form of abuse that was sub-stantiated (43 per cent of substantiations), while substantiation rates for physical abuse were 26 per cent, for neglect were 23 per cent, and for sexual abuse were 8 per cent (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2002). As in other states, in Victoria the largest number of substantiations was for younger children, rather than teenagers.

One of the few comprehensive overseas studies was recently undertaken in the United Kingdom (Cawson et al 2000). It researched the prevalence of child maltreatment, asking some 2,869 young people aged between 18 and 24 to reflect on how they were treated by their parents and carers. The survey found that 7 per cent had experienced ‘serious physical abuse’, such as being punched, kicked, burned or threatened; and 14 per cent had experien-ced intermediate abuse. Most of the physical abuse was perpetrated by the mother (49 per cent) or father (40 per cent). 

The British researchers also looked at psychological maltreatment. Over a third of the sample (34 per cent) reported being ‘terrorised’ by a parent or care-giver, with terrorising being defined as threats to harm the child or someone or something else, threats to send the child away, making the child do something that frightened them, and so on). Twenty per cent reported that they were ‘sometimes really afraid’ of their father or stepfather. In relation to neglect, 6 per cent of the sample were assessed as suffering a serious absence of care. 

The statistics that are available indicate that there are likely to be many thousands of Australian teenagers who do not feel safe at home, and that violence towards young people may be perpetrated by a male or a female parent. To reflect this, our website uses gender-neutral language. Quotes on the website were collected from young people.

The Overlap between Domestic Violence and Child Abuse

In homes where there is domestic violence, there is often also violence by parents to-wards children. Edleson (1999) reports that research estimates into the co-occurrence of child abuse and domestic violence range between 30-60 per cent of cases.

In Victoria, the Department of Human Serv-ices (2002) calculates that parental family violence is the most commonly recorded parental characteristic in substantiated child protection cases. It was a factor in 52 per cent of such cases in 2000-01 (DHS 2002). The next most commonly recorded factor was substance abuse, in 33 per cent of substantiated cases.

Edleson (1999) reports that often, children and young people are abused by the perpet-rator of violence towards their mother, but in other cases it may be a mother, who is herself being victimised, who also abuses her children. This was confirmed during the consultations we undertook with young people in youth refuges while developing the website. Many had not only witnessed violence, but had also directly been abused themselves. 

Effects of Domestic Violence on Young People

Little research focuses on how witnessing domestic violence affects teenagers. One New Zealand study found that exposure to high levels of inter-parental violence was associated with increased risks, at age 18, of anxiety, conduct disorder, and problems with alcohol and criminal offending (Fergusson and Horwood 1998). 

There is a common assumption that exper-iencing family violence in childhood can lead to the transmission of violent behaviour from one generation to the next. There is some evidence in the research to support this theory. For example, the national Australian study referred to earlier found that being exposed to parental violence was the strongest predictor of perpetration of violence in young people’s relationships. Fifty-two per cent of those who witnessed domestic violence had yelled loudly at a partner, compared to 40 per cent overall (National Crime Prevention 2001). However, the researchers point out that the majority who have grown up witnessing violence had not adopted violent behaviours in their own relationships.

Bursting the Bubble provides a fill-in sheet to assist young people to identify the effects of violence on them, as well as identifying their own strengths in surviving violence, and their goals for the future. 

Focussing on the Rights of Young People

In developing the content for the website, it was difficult not to get caught up in a sense of frustration about the lack of options for young people who are subjected to abuse in their families. This is partly due to social constructions that view children and young people as having few social or political rights. What is seen as ‘abuse’ and what is in the ‘best interests of the child’ are dec-isions which are usually made by adults. The young person’s perspective is often ignored. For example, Neerosh Mudaly’s research with children and young people who had been sexually abused reveals that they felt powerless to stop the abuse, fearful of not being believed, and afraid of what might happen to the family if they disclosed the abuse. Many of these young people felt invisible in the child protection and legal process, and felt that they did not have any control over interventions initiated on their behalf (cited in Southwell 2003).

However recently, there have been some positive developments that may make it easier for young people to enact their rights to protection from violence and abuse. While historically, in the domestic violence field, the needs of children and young people have tended to be subsumed under the needs of their mothers, this is gradually changing as domestic violence services are beginning to receive funding for separate children’s workers.
 State and Territory governments in Australia have also gradually begun to recognise that young people should have equal rights to initiate protection (or inter-vention) orders, without needing the approval of an adult before that right can be exercised. Smith’s (1995) review of legis-lation found that the A.C.T. was particularly progressive in this area. It allows ‘a child’ (without any age limitation) to seek a dom-estic violence protection order; and also allows for separate court representation for children under both domestic violence and child protection legislation. 

Here in Victoria, a child aged over 14 years can independently apply for an Intervention Order, if the court is satisfied that the young person understands the order. Pro-tection for a young person could be achieved through such an order placing constraints on a perpetrator’s actions. This could potentially include ordering the perpetrator to leave home (rather than removing the child from the family home). In reality, however, courts are reluctant to make orders that impact upon the property and parenting rights of perpetrators (Southwell 2002).

Many changes are certainly needed so that children and young people’s human rights can be fully recognised. More discussion of competing discourses about abuse and child protection, and how these impact on the rights of young people, can be found in a forthcoming DVIRC Discussion Paper (Southwell, 2003). 

Feedback about the Website

The ‘Bursting the Bubble’ website aims to provide a useful guide for teenagers, and also a tool for workers. We have received funding from the Community Support Fund to evaluate the website’s effectiveness. Your opinion on it is very welcome, so please fill in the feedback form on the website and let us know what you think! 

The website is also being developed into a booklet which will be distributed as part of the Week Without Violence campaign in October this year.
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Health Promotion for Women

in Family Violence Services:

A Training Initiative
Recent international and Australian research suggests that a history of sexual abuse and/or family violence may be linked to a greater risk of cervical cancer.  In particular, women who have experienced home-lessness, domestic violence or sexual assault may be less likely to have routine pap tests.  

Crisis workers frequently address issues of health and well-being with the women they work with, and may provide a valuable point of contact for the appropriate provision of information, support and promotion of access to routine pap screening. 

In partnership with the Department of Human Services, DVIRC will be developing and providing training to workers in family and domestic violence crisis services, so that they can in turn provide appropriate inter-ventions for women who have experienced domestic violence and are at a greater risk of cervical cancer. 

This project will involve an evaluation component, through partnership with the Royal Women’s Hospital. It will also develop resource kits for support workers in the ongoing promotion of this health issue for women who access their services.

The training part of the project involves the delivery of training to 150 family violence workers in Victoria later this year. 

If you would like further information about the project, 

contact Allie at DVIRC 

on (03) 9486-9866. 

Feedback on the project is invited during September.
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� Apart from a booklet developed for teenagers in 1996 (Violence at Home - The Big Secret, produced by the Office of the Status of Women, Canberra.), there appear to be no resources for teenagers specifically on this subject.


� DVIRC is currently undertaking a literature review on the intergenerational cycle of violence theory, which will be the topic of the fifth in our Discussion Paper series.


� For example, one recent study of children in SAAP services in the Northern metropolitan region of Victoria found that 85 per cent of the children supported by domestic violence refuges had their needs separately assessed. However, when looking across all of the Northern region SAAP services surveyed, only 38 per cent of children had had their needs separately assessed by these services - even though 55 per cent of the parents of children had experienced domestic violence (McNamara 2003). 





8

DVIRC Newsletter

12

DVIRC Newsletter

_____________ 

Spring Edition 2003

11

[image: image3.png]


_1121178498.bin

