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CHILD-TO-PARENT VIOLENCE 
  
Introduction 
Child-to-parent violence is anecdotally reported as a very common problem. However 
there is limited guidance available on how to deal 
with the issue. 

According to the Canadian National Clearing 
House of Family Violence, a number of large-scale 
studies suggest that up to 14% of parents are 
physically assaulted by their adolescent children at 
some point (2003)2. 

 

Between June 2008 and June 
2010 27% of long calls to 
Parentline plus concerned 
children’s behaviour. 88% of 
callers concerned about 
aggressive behaviour were 
concerned about the 
aggression within the home 
environment. (Parentline Plus, 
2010)1

In the UK, Parentline Plus, a leading national 
charity for family support, claims they are steadily 
receiving an increase in the number of calls from 
parents or carers who are experiencing abuse from 
their children.  

This fact sheet is designed to provide some insight into the problem and highlight 
studies and information on how to work with young people and parents who experience 
this issue. 
 
What is child-to-parent violence? 
Child-to-parent violence, also referred to as ‘parent 
abuse,’ includes physical and mental abuse. However it 
is not included within the definition of domestic violence 
but we know it is a common problem found within 
families involved with youth offending teams. 

Cottrell (2003) describes child to parent violence as 
“…any harmful act by a teenage child intended to gain 
power and control over a parent. The abuse can be physical, psychological, or 
financial.”4  

 

"It's like domestic 
violence was 20 or 30 
years ago. It's hushed 
up, brushed under the 
carpet and no one talks 
about it."3

                                            
1 http://www.parentlineplus.org.uk/files/public/sharedfiles/PplusAggressionOctFinalGL.pdf 
2 http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/ncfv-cnivf/pdfs/fv-2003parentabuse_e.pdf 
3 BBC news “Abused by their own children”, 2009, 
http://newsvote.bbc.co.uk/mpapps/pagetools/print/news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/magazine/8366113.stm?
ad=1  
 4 Cottrell, B (2003) “Parent Abuse: The abuse of parents by their teenage children, Overview 
Paper,” National Clearinghouse on Family Violence, Health Canada in R O’Connor (2007) 
“Who’s in Charge: Evaluation Report” 

http://newsvote.bbc.co.uk/mpapps/pagetools/print/news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/magazine/8366113.stm?ad=1
http://newsvote.bbc.co.uk/mpapps/pagetools/print/news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/magazine/8366113.stm?ad=1


In addition Paterson et al (2002) describe child-to-
parent violence as; 

 “Behaviour (is) considered to be violent if others in 
the family feel threatened, intimidated or controlled 
by it and if they believe that they must adjust their 
own behaviour to accommodate threats or 
anticipation of violence”.6

Research suggests that while boys are more likely 
to be physically abusive than girls, aggressive 
behaviour among girls is also increasing. While 
child-to-parent violence can occur in any family, mothers are more frequently victims 
(National clearing house on family violence, Canada, 2003). Research also suggests 
that some abusive teenagers may have previously experienced abuse themselves, 
and/or may have medical conditions such as ADHD and other conduct disorders. 7

 

‘He’ll scream and shout at 
me, awful abuse, absolutely 
awful abuse, he’ll throw 
things at me, he’ll punch 
holes in doors, he’ll threaten 
to hit me, and this’ll be all in 
front of my three little ones.’ 
quote from a parent in Holt, 
20095

 

Parentline Plus have published the results of a survey of calls from parents, which 

reveals the types of behaviours exhibited by their children that parents are worried 

about;8  

 

 

 

 

                                            
5 http://www.internetjournalofcriminology.com/Holt_Parent_Abuse_Nov_09.pdf  
6 Paterson, R et al (2002) “Adolescent violence towards Parents: Maintaining Family 
Connections When The Going Gets Tough,” Australian and New Zealand Journal of Family 
Therapy, Vol 23, No 2, p 90  in R O’Connor (2007) “Who’s in Charge: Evaluation Report” 
7 http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/ncfv-cnivf/pdfs/fv-2003parentabuse_e.pdf  
8 http://www.gotateenager.org.uk/default.aspx?page=viewarticle&module=articles-view&id=162  

http://www.internetjournalofcriminology.com/Holt_Parent_Abuse_Nov_09.pdf
http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/ncfv-cnivf/pdfs/fv-2003parentabuse_e.pdf
http://www.gotateenager.org.uk/default.aspx?page=viewarticle&module=articles-view&id=162


 

Information for practitioners 
Practitioners should be aware that child-
to-parent violence is likely to be far more 
prevalent than published statistics 
suggest. Parents are often ashamed to 
admit that child-to-parent violence is a 
problem within their family home. This is 
particularly relevant for youth offending 
practitioners as Parentline Plus have 
found ‘Aggressive behaviour was also 
linked to higher incidences of involvement 
with the youth justice system, gang and 
weapon carrying, smoking anti-social 
behaviour and children wanting to leave 
home’ (2010)10.  

 

Most parents have difficulty accepting 
that their teenager is abusive… They 
often feel depressed, anxious and 
ashamed that they were not able to 
“produce” a “happy” family. Their 
despair interferes with their ability to 
regain leadership in their 
families…some parent’s feel it is not 
safe for them to attempt to control the 
situation because they are in physical 
danger. (National clearing house of 
family violence, Canada, 20039) 

Feedback from parents in an evaluation of the ‘Who’s in Charge’ programme11 stated a 
need for programmes to work with children as well as parents. This could involve them 
coming along to a session of the parenting programme or running a separate 
programme for them. The ‘Step-up’ programme, developed in Minnesota, is an 
example of a programme designed to interact both the children and parents. While the 
programme is used for people who are court mandated to attend, it provides a good 
insight to how a joint programme for teens and parents can work. Further information 
on ‘Step Up’ is available below. 

The ‘Who’s in Charge?’ evaluation also found that “… participants had a variety of 
expectations when beginning this program. Participants wanted ideas, skills and 
strategies to cope with, and manage, the difficult and violent behaviour of the children 
and young people – they were looking for solutions…they were looking for support, 
understanding and help.” The evaluation also found a need for more awareness and 
more research into this issue. 
 

Specific Programmes: 
Parentline Plus suggest that there is a strong evidence base (including randomised 
control trials) of the effectiveness of parent interventions on improved long term impact 
on behavioural outcomes and reduced criminal behaviour.12

The information below outlines some programmes that have been designed to 
specifically address child-parent violence. 

Stopping Aggression and Anti Social behaviour in Families (SAAIF), UK 

SAAIF is a 12 week group work parenting programme for parents whose teenage 
children are displaying aggressive and anti-social behaviour at home. SAAIF 
came about as a result of CAMHS, YOS, Police and voluntary organisations 
recognising parent abuse by teenagers as a common problem. It is based on 

                                            
9 http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/ncfv-cnivf/pdfs/fv-2003parentabuse_e.pdf  
10 http://www.parentlineplus.org.uk/files/public/sharedfiles/PplusAggressionOctFinalGL.pdf  
11http://www.southernjunction.org.au/services/familysupport/Who's%20in%20Charge%20Evalua
tion%20Report.pdf  
12 http://www.parentlineplus.org.uk/files/public/sharedfiles/PplusAggressionOctFinalGL.pdf  

http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/ncfv-cnivf/pdfs/fv-2003parentabuse_e.pdf
http://www.parentlineplus.org.uk/files/public/sharedfiles/PplusAggressionOctFinalGL.pdf
http://www.southernjunction.org.au/services/familysupport/Who's%20in%20Charge%20Evaluation%20Report.pdf
http://www.southernjunction.org.au/services/familysupport/Who's%20in%20Charge%20Evaluation%20Report.pdf
http://www.parentlineplus.org.uk/files/public/sharedfiles/PplusAggressionOctFinalGL.pdf


Functional Family Therapy and multi agency delivery. 
General support is offered to both parents and children and helps them cope with 
aggressive behaviour as well as improving relationships in the family. The 
programme also runs day workshops as well as programmes for siblings ages 10-
16 who may have witnessed domestic violence. The initial assessment is done at 
home with 2 members of staff. Further information is available on: 
http://www.nepft.nhs.uk/parenting/programmes/saaif/

 

Step- Up: A Curriculum for Teens Who Are Violent at Home, Minnesota Centre 
against Violence and Abuse, Anderson, L and Routt, G (2004) 
The Step-up curriculum is a group counselling programme for teens who are violent 
towards their parents or family members. The curriculum is designed for counsellors 
who facilitate such groups. The programme uses a cognitive behaviour approach to 
address violent and abusive behaviours, through teaching respectful and non violent 
ways to communicate. The curriculum also provides materials for parent groups 
learning how to respond to violence in the home, gain new skills for parenting and get 
support from other parents. 

This particular curriculum does assume that the teens have been court mandated to 
attend a counselling programme. 

The programme addresses both the needs of the teens and the parents through 
separate and joint group sessions. The curriculum has 21 sessions to be completed in 
approximately 24 group sessions. The programme is however flexible to how the 
group facilitator would like to run the curriculum. Every session begins with parents 
and teens together for ‘check-in’ which discuss any violent or abusive behaviour that 
may have happened, accountability plays a role in all sessions, particularly in check 
in. 

Different skills are discussed such as ‘time-out’, self-calming techniques and 
recognising choices about behaviour. 

Tips for engaging teens such as rewards are provided as well as advice on what to do 
if a teen becomes violent or disruptive. 

The curriculum also covers the following for parents: 

• When parents are abusive with their teen 

• Conflict between couples in the parent groups 

• When there is domestic violence between parents 

• When one parent supports the abusive behaviour 

• Diversity within groups 

The programme also includes an evaluation consisting of a parent and teen survey, a 
behavioural checklist as well as feedback on usefulness and experiences of the 
programme. 

 

http://www.nepft.nhs.uk/parenting/programmes/saaif/


Who’s in Charge?  
Who’s in Charge? Is an 8 week programme for parents or carers of young people (8 to 
18 years) who are out of control, violent or defiant. 

The group aims to: 

• Provide a supportive environment to share experiences and ideas 

• Reduce the guilt and shame which most parents feel 

• Offer ideas to help parents develop individual strategies for managing their 
child’s behaviour 

• Explore ways of increasing safety and well-being 

• Help parents feel more in control and less stressed 
Evaluation (O’Connor, R, 2007) 
Within the ‘Who’s in Charge?’ (2007) evaluation 24 parents out of 26 reported daily or 
almost daily instances of violent or abusive behaviour directed towards them in the 
three months leading up to the programme. In addition to this 20 parents also stated 
that there was violent and abusive behaviour towards siblings on a daily basis. 

• 22 parents felt stressed and anxious; 21 felt that their health was suffering and 
14 felt depressed or very unhappy. 

• Close to half of the children and young people were aged between 11 and 15. 

• From 11 families, there were 15 children and young people who had a 
diagnosed condition such as Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, Bipolar 
mood disorder, Aspergers, Autism, Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. 

• 46% children or young people were also victims of abuse, and 19 children 
were identified as having witnessed abuse. 

• Before they began the program, 38% report that their child almost always used 
physical violence, and 50% report that their child sometimes used physical 
violence. At the end of the program all of the participants report that their child 
only sometimes or hardly ever used physical violence.  

Further information can be found at: 
www.southernjunction.org.au/services/familysupport/Who's%20in%20Charge%20Eval
uation%20Report.pdf  

 

Further information 
• Holt, A, Parent abuse: Some reflections on the adequacy of a youth justice 

response, Internet Journal of Criminology, 2009. 
http://www.internetjournalofcriminology.com/Holt_Parent_Abuse_Nov_09.pdf 

 

• Parent Abuse: The Abuse of Parents by Their Teenage Children, National 
Clearinghouse on Family Violence, Government of Canada (2003) 
http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/ncfv-cnivf/pdfs/fv-2003parentabuse_e.pdf 

 

• O’Connor, R (2007) Who’s in charge evaluation report, 

www.southernjunction.org.au/services/familysupport/Who's%20in%20Charge%
20Evaluation%20Report.pdf  

http://www.southernjunction.org.au/services/familysupport/Who's%20in%20Charge%20Evaluation%20Report.pdf
http://www.southernjunction.org.au/services/familysupport/Who's%20in%20Charge%20Evaluation%20Report.pdf
http://www.southernjunction.org.au/services/familysupport/Who's%20in%20Charge%20Evaluation%20Report.pdf
http://www.southernjunction.org.au/services/familysupport/Who's%20in%20Charge%20Evaluation%20Report.pdf


• Step-Up: A curriculum for teens who are violent at home, Anderson, L and Routt, 
G (2004) 
http://www.mincava.umn.edu/documents/stepup/intro/stepupintroduction.html#id235553
5 

• Stopping aggression and Anti Social behaviour in Families (SAAIF), UK 
http://www.nepft.nhs.uk/parenting/programmes/saaif/ 

• When family life hurts: Family experience of aggression in children, Parentline 
Plus (2010) 
http://www.parentlineplus.org.uk/files/public/sharedfiles/PplusAggressionOctFinalGL.pdf  

http://www.mincava.umn.edu/documents/stepup/intro/stepupintroduction.html%23id2355535
http://www.mincava.umn.edu/documents/stepup/intro/stepupintroduction.html%23id2355535
http://www.nepft.nhs.uk/parenting/programmes/saaif/
http://www.parentlineplus.org.uk/files/public/sharedfiles/PplusAggressionOctFinalGL.pdf

