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WORKING WITH ADOLESCENT
VIOLENCE AND ABUSE
TOWARDS PARENTS

Adolescent violence and abuse towards parents is increasingly recognised as a global
problem. Inverting how we normally understand power to operate in abusive
relationships, it involves actors who cannot easily be categorised as victims or
perpetrators, and often impacts families who are facing multiple stressors and
hardships and may be experiencing other forms of family abuse. This unique book
draws on an international selection of contributors to identify, present and explore
what we know about what works when supporting these families.

Exploring conceptual and theoretical challenges produced by this emerging social
problem:

e Part 1 discusses some well-established intervention approaches and pro-
grammes, looking at their theoretical base and relevant assessment, delivery
and evaluation issues. It provides readers with a theoretical framework and
toolkit for use in their own intervention work.

e Part 2 presents examples of innovative practice, with an emphasis on diverse
institutional settings, geographical locations and other important contexts that
shape practice. It provides readers with an understanding of some of the
complexities involved in this kind of intervention work, offering tools and
strategies to be applied in their own work.

This interdisciplinary guide provides an essential resource for students and
practitioners with an interest in domestic and family violence, youth studies, child
protection, drug and alcohol work, and youth justice from a wide range of
professional backgrounds.

Amanda Holt, PhD, is Reader in Criminology at the University of Roehampton,

London, UK. She works from an interdisciplinary perspective, drawing on ideas
from psychology, sociology, social policy and social work. Her research interests
primarily focus on families, identity and harm, and she has published widely on
the topic of adolescent violence and abuse towards parents, including the book
Adolescent-to-Parent Abuse: Current Understandings in Research, Policy and Practice
(2013). She has also published empirical and theoretical research on a number of
other criminological topics, including anti-violence strategies in schools, parenting
and youth justice, and qualitative methodologies.
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FOREWORD

Barbara Cottrell

For way too long, parent abuse has been a hidden form of family violence. The
result has been that many families have not received the help they need. Often
this was because people did not know how to help. Working with Adolescent
Violence and Abuse towards Parents: Approaches and Contexts for Intervention will con-
tribute to changing that. It was nearly 20 years ago when a family counselor
told me that two of her clients were being beaten by their teenage children. She
was at her wits’ end because no one seemed to know anything about this form of
family violence. To help her, I started researching the topic. She was right: there
was little information available. Most people had never heard of such a thing. Most
people, that is, except for service providers. When I asked social workers, police
and even teachers if they had ever encountered parent abuse in their work, many
said they had but I was the first person who had asked about it. And they had no
idea how to help.

We now know much more about parent abuse. We know these parents are
usually in a state of despair and desperately need help. In spite of the crippling
shame they suffer, some do turn to family and friends or to service providers. But
all too often no help is available. However, thanks to scholars like Amanda Hol,
that is changing. Dr. Holt has brought together service providers from around the
world who have decades of experience working with these families. Here they
detail the ways they give support. They offer their insights. For the first time, in
one document, we can read about parent abuse in North America, Europe,
Australia, New Zealand and Asia. From this book we can learn about programs
that are successfully supporting families to end the abuse.

Using real case studies, the authors describe their assessment, delivery and
evaluation methods in a wide variety of programs, some well established, others
newer initiatives. It is fascinating to read how they deal with some of the
contradictions and challenges they face. The similarities in places as different as the
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United States, Australia, Spain, England and Israel are also intriguing. We can learn
from them all. One of the book’s authors, Jane Evans, captures how I feel when
she states, “It is encouraging that there is now a global ‘curiosity’ about this issue
because the more ‘parent abuse’ is talked and written about, the more parents may
feel they can reach out for the support they need and deserve.” We can learn a
lot about how to support families from this book, which shows there are places

all over the world where services are being offered, and families successtully
helped.

Barbara Cottrell
Adjunct Professor
St Mary’s University, Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada
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INTRODUCTION

Working with adolescent violence and
abuse towards parents

Amanda Holt

This book is about a very particular problem. It involves a pattern of behaviour,
instigated by a child or young person, which involves using verbal, financial, physical
and/or emotional means to practise power and exert control over a parent. The
power that is practised is, to some extent, intentional, and the control that is exerted
over a parent is achieved through fear, such that a parent unhealthily adapts his/her
own behaviour to accommodate the child. Commonly reported abusive behaviours
include name-calling, threats to harm self or others, attempts at humiliation,
damage to property, theft and physical violence. Like other forms of family
violence, it can produce devastating short-term and long-term harms to those who
are subject to it. These harms include emotional distress (including worry, grief
and despair); physical and mental health problems (including anxiety, depression
and suicide ideation); problems in personal, family and social relationships; and
knock-on effects on work and finances (Cottrell, 2004; Holt, 2013). Furthermore,
the abuse and violence can impact upon all family members, including the
adolescent him-herself, who may experience increasing isolation and be involved
in other offending behaviour (Laurent and Derry, 1999), including later violence
targeted towards dating partners (LaPorte ef al., 2009) and marriage partners
(O’Leary et al., 2004).

While many practitioners have documented an apparent increase in the visibility
of this problem, it is important to recognise that this is not a ‘new’ phenomenon
— historical records going back as far as the seventeenth century have documented
young people’s violence towards parents and evidence suggests that such violence
was taken more seriously, and dealt with more punitively, than any other form of
violence (Miettinen, 2014). It is also not a “Western’ problem that can be easily
explained away in terms of cultural shifts in parenting practices — its incidence has
been reported in Taiwan (Hsu et al., 2014), South Korea (Kim et al., 2008), Egypt
(Fawzi et al., 2013), Sri Lanka (Perera, 2006) and Colombia (Betancourt, 2012).
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‘What is new is that, over the past twenty years or so, a number of practitioners
have identified adolescent violence and abuse towards parents as a problem that
needs to be taken seriously and that requires specialised ways of working. Exist-
ing agencies that respond to families in need (such as the police, child protection
agencies, schools, health services) often struggle to respond to this complex problem
within the confines of their resources and policy frameworks. As such, it is difficult
to see where parents can go for help. Should parents call the police following an
incident of violence from their son or daughter? Research suggests that often police
do not take this form of family violence seriously and blame the parent for their
child’s behaviour. In any case, parents are understandably reluctant to set in place
a chain of events that may lead to the criminalisation of their child. Should parents
call child protection services? Such responses are often met with a refusal to take
the case on because the child in question does not meet the (very high) threshold
of harm required for such statutory involvement. Should parents call domestic
violence support agencies? This might be useful in terms of providing emotional
support and developing safety plans, but particular support strategies that are set
up to respond to violence between adults are often inappropriate when applied to
children (to whom parents have a legal responsibility). Should parents call mental
health services? This may be useful if a child is experiencing mental health
problems, but what if — as in many cases — the child is not? So what can be done
to help parents and families who are struggling with this most complex of problems?
This book, written by practitioners and researchers who work across a number of
sectors, aims to provide answers to this question. And as the following section
highlights, this question is a pressing one.

What do we know about adolescent violence and abuse
towards parents?

It is always difficult to research family violence because great efforts tend to be
made by family members to hide the problem. Furthermore, abuse is often not
recognised as such within families — it can become so normalised that it is just the
way things are’. Therefore, researchers need to think carefully about how they can
sensitively ask the right questions that will lead to disclosure about experiences of
abuse and violence. However, as in all social research, the way questions are asked
tends to shape the answers that are given. For example, research on this topic often
suggests that adolescent abuse towards parents affects 5—15 per cent of all families.
This statistic is based on community surveys (i.e. those that ask a sample from the
general population) and tend to focus on the frequency of physical abuse (e.g. how
often have you hit your parent? Or, how often has your child hit you, in the last
12 months?). Large datasets are subject to statistical analysis and prevalence rates
are produced (e.g. see Peek et al., 1985; Agnew and Huguley, 1989; Ullman and
Straus, 2003). However, such methods fail to produce the contextual information
that might tell us whether such data actually fit into our definition in terms of a
pattern of behaviour that produces harmful outcomes.!
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Rather than asking questions of large populations, some researchers ask questions
of criminal justice data. For example, what are the numbers and characteristics
of young people arrested, charged or convicted of an offence against a parent?
(e.g. Condry and Miles, 2014; Contreras and Cano, 2014; Purcell et al., 2014). This
method is more likely to capture those extreme cases where families have reached
crisis point amid ongoing patterns of abusive behaviour and the police have inter-
vened. Similarly, practitioners can ask questions of family members who have come
forward and sought support for their experiences of abuse and violence from their
children. Through observations and interviews, this method can produce rich and
insightful data about the dynamics of this problem and how it can be managed, as
well as the kinds of families who seek support from different kinds of practitioners.
However, neither criminal justice data nor service-user data can offer ‘prevalence
rates’ since we do not know what the ‘dark figure’ is — that is, the number of families
who are suffering in silence. The brief summary of research findings that follows,
which draws on community survey data, criminal justice data and service-user data,
needs to be interpreted in terms of these methodological limitations.

Adolescent abuse and violence and the families who
experience it

Like all forms of family violence, we know that adolescent abuse and violence
towards parents is highly gendered. Whichever method of data collection is used,
mothers are found to be the most victimised, and this pattern is particularly
pronounced when examining criminal justice and service-user data, where the ratio
is as high as 8:2 (see Condry and Miles, 2014; O’Connor, 2007; Perera, 2006).
There are various reasons for this, related to the way most families are configured
(e.g. mothers spend more time with their children) and how women are constructed
as the ‘ideal victim’ of abuse and violence (see Christie, 1986). It would also appear
that most of the abuse and violence is instigated by sons, rather than daughters.
Again, the difference is particularly pronounced within criminal justice and service-
user data where the more ‘entrenched’ cases are likely to be found (e.g. O’Connor,
2007; Strom et al., 2014; Purcell et al., 2014). While those social and cultural reasons
that may explain female victimisation may also explain the disproportion of sons’
instigation of abuse, such explanations are not sufficient: daughters do instigate abuse
and fathers are also victimised (see Daly and Wade, this volume). It is also important
to recognise that siblings are also often victimised — both directly, and indirectly
through the impact of living in an abusive household — and research has so far
found little evidence of gendered violence in this context.

In terms of social class, socio-demographic status and ethnicity, there is currently
little robust evidence to support any particular pattern. Very often, reports that
suggest a preponderance of particular social class populations in particular research
settings (e.g. see Charles, 1986) can be explained in terms of the kind of support
that particular groups will seek out i.e. those that have money may seek sup-
port from a private therapist, while those without such resources may be limited
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to seeking support from statutory agencies. However, such patterns are complex.
We know that a disproportionate number of parents who come into contact with
professionals because of adolescent abuse and violence are from single-parent
households (Condry and Miles, 2014; Contreras and Cano, 2014). We also know
from sociological research that single-parent households tend to be headed by
women and they are also likely to experience a disproportionate amount of
poverty (see Pearce, 1978) and that domestic violence more generally is linked
with poverty and stress (Goodman et al., 2009). Untangling these complexities within
the context of adolescent abuse and violence towards parents is a continuing research
challenge.

In terms of age, most research in this field has restricted its age parameters to
the teenage years (i.e. ages 13—19). The peak age of young people’s involvement
in the criminal justice system because of related offences is around 15 years
(Nowakowski and Mattern, 2014; Strom et al., 2014). However, parents often report
that the abusive behaviour from their child started earlier than this, sometimes from
as young as 5 years of age. In other cases, parents report that abusive behaviour
appeared more suddenly, often at the onset of adolescence (i.e. around 12 years).
Thus, as is the case more generally in terms of adolescent offending, it is possible
that there are at least two age-related pathways into adolescent abuse and violence
towards parents. Applying Moffit’s (1993) taxonomy, there may be the more
common ‘adolescence-limited’ abusive behaviour, which emerges during the teen-
age years and then decreases over time, and a rarer ‘life-course persistent’ abuse,
which begins much earlier and persists into adulthood. Aside from Shon and Barton-
Bellessa’s (2012) work on parricide (that is, fatal violence towards parents), little
research has examined this problem from this developmental perspective. However,
some developmental insights can be gained by exploring the different contexts in
which adolescent abuse and violence towards parents takes place.

Pathways to adolescent-to-parent abuse

Research that has looked at the contexts in which adolescent abuse and violence
takes place can be informative in identifying hypotheses as to why it happens.
However, as many of the contributors to this volume point out, there is unlikely
to be any single explanation for any individual case. Research has explored a number
of potential pathways that will be briefly discussed here: neurodevelopmental
disorders; mental health and/or substance misuse problems; previous family violence
and parenting practices.

Sometimes, neurodevelopmental disorders® such as autism spectrum disorder (ASD)
and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) may be implicated in aggressive
behaviour towards parents. Some studies have examined the prevalence of such
diagnoses within clinical populations where there is child-to-parent aggression and
have identified above-average numbers of children with a neurodevelopmental
diagnosis in such populations (e.g. see Laurent and Derry, 1999; Perera, 2006;
Gonzilez-Alvarez et al., 2010). Other studies have focused on a single disorder
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(e.g. ADHD) and looked at it in terms of the proportion of cases that feature child
aggression towards parents (e.g. Ghanizadeh and Jafari, 2010). It is often difficult
to compare these studies because of cultural differences in diagnosis, changing
clinical definitions of diagnostic categories, and because the samples are taken from
psychiatric populations where inevitably there will be above-average prevalence
rates for psychiatric disorders. At a conceptual level it is questionable whether such
cases should come within the definition of ‘abuse’ or ‘violence’ at all because issues
of control and intentionality are so much more complicated — indeed, some researchers
specifically exclude such cases from their definition (e.g. see Aroca Montolio et
al., 2013). However, aggression towards parents from children is not an inevitable
symptom of any particular neurodevelopmental disorder. Thus, while it might
present a particular pathway to such challenging behaviour, it is not its cause, and
— as this book will testify — much can be done to help parents find ways of managing
their child’s aggression within such contexts.

Mental health problems in young people are frequently reported by practitioners
who work with adolescent abuse and violence towards parents, and this appears
to be consistent across different types of research samples and across different
countries (e.g. Kennedy ef al., 2010; Routt and Anderson, 2011; Ibabe ef al., 2014).
Problems most frequently reported include post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD),
depression, anxiety problems and suicide ideation and/or suicide attempts.
Relatedly, substance misuse problems have been found to be implicated in many
cases of abusive behaviour towards parents (e.g. Pagani et al., 2004, 2009; Pelletier
and Coutu, 1992). However, this link appears to be indirect, in that an adolescent’s
use of substances produces more conflict in the parent—child relationship, rather
than because the young person is ‘under the influence’ during abusive interactions
(although of course this may happen).

Family violence pathways are also common. Some surveys have identified
links between abuse towards parents and parental aggression towards children (e.g.
Brezina, 1999; Margolin and Baucom, 2014). Other studies have identified histories
of intimate partner violence (IPV) in families where there is current adolescent
abuse towards parents (Ullman and Straus, 2003; Boxer et al., 2009). There are a
number of explanations for these patterns, including learning and imitating
behaviour from the abusive parent; the impact of trauma that growing up in such
households can produce; and — in cases where the parents are now separated —
anger towards the resident parent (usually the mother) for instigating the parental
separation. Certainly, research that has gathered accounts from mothers who are
experiencing abuse from their children has found that many mothers frame their
child’s abusive behaviour towards them within these explanatory frameworks (see
Holt, 2013: 73-74).

Finally, links between parenting practices and adolescent abuse towards parents
have been researched, perhaps more extensively than any other pathway. Particular
interest in such correlations may, to some extent, be explained by the dominance
of parental determinism — an explanatory framework that is frequently invoked to

explain all problematic teenage behaviour in terms of poor parenting practices.’
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Research has identified links between adolescent abuse towards parents and
‘permissive parenting’, ‘inconsistent parenting’ and a lack of positive reinforcement
from parents (Paulson ef al., 1990; Peek et al., 1985; Jablonski, 2007). Quality of
attachment bond between parent and child has also been examined, with surveys
finding links between abusive behaviour towards parents and young people not
feeling close to parents, not feeling emotionally rewarded by parents and not feeling in agreement
with their parents (Agnew and Huguley, 1989; Paulson et al., 1990; Peek et al., 1985).
However, such correlational research studies need to be interpreted appropriately,
because it is likely that any such correlations are bi-directional, in that parental
experiences of abuse from their child will in turn shape their own parenting practices
and the quality of emotional bond they have with their child. Furthermore, other
factors will also play a role both in the adolescent’s abusive behaviour and in
parenting practices (such as a mother’s experience of partner abuse in the family
home).

The summary of research presented here is not to suggest that there are no other
pathways into abusive behaviour towards parents, or indeed that there are always
clear pathways — in some cases, no ‘obvious’ routes can be identified (Condry and
Miles, 2014; Vink et al., 2014). And cases where there is no particular pathway
raise complicated questions as to how any intervention work should proceed.

Experiencing adolescent violence and abuse towards
parents

Qualitative studies that have explored parents’ experiences of abuse and violence
from their child have identified common patterns in the emergence of the abusive
dynamic (e.g. Cottrell, 2004; Jackson, 2003; Eckstein, 2004; Haw, 2010). It tends
to start gradually, beginning with verbal abuse before escalating into forms of physical
abuse and/or emotional abuse. This perceived behavioural trajectory operates
alongside a parent’s emotional trajectory, which often begins with disbelief and
denial and develops into fear and worry, self-blame and shame, resentment and
betrayal and, ultimately, hopelessness and despair. Such emotions are understandable
given the hidden nature of the abuse, the parent-blame culture that shapes common
responses to ‘difficult’ adolescent behaviour and the biological, emotional and legal
bonds that are written into the child—parent relationship. Yet while such emotions
are understandable, support for such families is frequently patchy and often non-
existent. Practitioners and researchers who have recognised the need to respond
to the problem have often had to operate in a landscape where there is little (if
any) policy guidance and few (if any) resources. Whether working in healthcare,
youth justice, domestic violence, counselling and/or research settings, it is to their
credit that they have developed unique ways of working with families where an
adolescent is behaving abusively and/or violently towards their parent(s). I feel
privileged that many of these pioneering practitioners and researchers have
contributed chapters to this unique volume.
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A word about words

While many of the contributors to this volume identify the importance of naming
the problem, there is no consensus on what to call it. In some ways, it is desirable
that there is consistency in terminology — it has implications for literature searching
and producing a coherent body of knowledge, as well as how we measure its
prevalence and conduct comparative research in this field. However, for a problem
that is only just beginning to be understood, a lack of consensus is surely healthy.
I invited the authors to use whatever nomenclature they use within their practice,
and many of them outline their rationale for their choice within their chapters.
However, all of the contributors would agree that, if they choose to foreground
‘abuse’ in their choice of terminology, this does not mean that they exclude ‘violence’
from their conceptualisation, and vice versa. While the title of this book reflects
this pluralism, the decision was made to use the term ‘adolescent’ rather than ‘child’
in the title, although many of the contributors refer to ‘child’ in their chapters. My
rationale is because, in the main (although by no means exclusively), we are talking
about feenage children who are experiencing their own social and developmental
challenges at the time of the abusive behaviour. I think this developmental context
is an important one to foreground, particularly given that the book’s focus concerns
working with families, parents and young people.

This book

A number of books have now been published on the problem of abusive behaviour
towards parents. These include Price’s Power and Compassion: Working with Difficult
Adolescents and Abused Parents (Guilford Press, 1996), Cottrell’s When Teens Abuse
Their Parents (Fernwood, 2004), my own Adolescent-to-Parent Abuse: Current
Understandings in Research, Policy and Practice (Policy Press, 2013), and Routt and
Anderson’s Adolescent Violence in the Home: Restorative Approaches to Building Healthy,
Respectful Family Relationships (Routledge, 2015). There have also been some very
insightful research papers and conference presentations which have explored how
practitioners might start working with this problem in a range of settings and within
a number of theoretical frameworks (e.g. Micucci, 1995; Sheehan, 1997; Daly and
Nancarrow, 2010; Newman et al., 2014). However, this is a contested field and
one that is in its infancy, and the challenge of this volume is to bring together a
number of practitioners and researchers of national and international standing to
contribute to the debates about how best to work with adolescent abuse and violence
towards parents. Many of the contributors are practitioners who have developed
new ways of working, and this book draws together these exciting developments
to offer guidance for practitioners, researchers and policymakers who are looking
to develop their own ways of working with this problem.

The book is divided into two parts. Part 1 introduces particular therapeutic
approaches to this work with contributions from practitioners whose work has
been influential in shaping developments in intervention across the global North.
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Its five chapters highlight a number of therapeutic approaches, and include a dual
parent/young person restorative cognitive-behavioural programme known as Step-
Up (Chapter 1), a solution-focused parenting support programme known as Who’s
in Charge? (Chapter 2), a therapeutic approach for working with parents known
as non-violent resistance (NVR) (Chapter 3), a trauma and attachment-based
approach to working with families (Chapter 4) and the use of systemic
family therapy within a specialist filial-parental violence clinic (Chapter 5). In
Part 2, the role of context in shaping practice in this field is highlighted, and these
different contexts can take a number of forms. In the first three chapters, the influ-
ence of geographic and organisational contexts is highlighted, and this includes
discussion of work within a mental health service in South Island, New Zealand
(Chapter 6), the development of a young people’s service within a domestic violence
agency in London, UK (Chapter 7) and the development of a community-based
intervention programme in collaboration with the local county court in Texas,
USA (Chapter 8). The next two chapters examine how contexts shape experiences
of and responses to this problem in terms of gender (Chapter 9) and in terms of
other special considerations that might present particular challenges to the prac-
titioner (Chapter 10). The collection concludes with a final chapter from the editor
which draws together some of the common themes and debates that have emerged
within the volume, and discusses the challenges that lie ahead of this exciting and
important work (Chapter 11).

Notes

1 For example, such surveys may be capturing solitary violent incidents which, while not
wishing to minimise their seriousness, do not form part of a wider tapestry of abuse and
control. Such incidents may be less gendered than those that work to control and instil
fear in another. A similar approach has been applied by Johnson (2001) in his work on
types of violence found in intimate partner relationships (see Holt, 2015, for further
discussion).

2 Neurodevelopmental disorders is a diagnostic category used in the current version of the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) and includes intellectual
disabilities, communication disorders, autism spectrum disorder, attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder, specific learning disorder and motor disorders.

3 Indeed, such ideas have found their way into public policy across the global North. See
for example the use of parental responsibility laws which ensure that parents (usually
mothers) take responsibility for their child’s offending through the use of court orders. It
is regrettable that sometimes these court orders have been issued in response to cases that
involved adolescent-to-parent abuse (see Holt, 2009; Condry and Miles, 2012).
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