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SUMMARY - The aim of this study was to determine whether there is a transgenerational trans-
mission of violence within the family on a sample of parents of preschool children in Croatia, and to
identify the factors that increase the likelihood of child abuse. The Child Abuse Questionnaire was
self-administered to the sample of 118 parents of preschool children (91 mothers and 27 fathers)
during February 2013. There were 7.7% of mothers and 3.8% of fathers who answered that they
slapped their child, while 15.4% of the fathers answered that they even hit their child with a fist. We
tound the subjects who were psychologically and/or physically abused in childhood by their parents to
have a higher probability of following the exact model of violence on their children. So, children suffer
physical violence in larger families from parents who, in turn, suftered physical violence in childhood
from their fathers, controlled for all other factors in the model. Children suffer psychological violence
from parents who experienced psychological violence from their own parents during childhood,
controlled for all other factors in the model. We also found the higher number of family members in
a household to be a risk factor for abuse. The study has confirmed that additional interventions are
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necessary to break the model of transmitting violence from generation to generation.
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Introduction

In their famous article, Kempe ez a/. defined the
battered-child syndrome as “
in young children who have received serious physical
abuse generally from a parent or foster parent™. After
Kempe ez al. had specified the battered-child syn-
drome, the awareness of other forms of maltreatment

has also increased. Child abuse and neglect (CAN) is

defined as: “... all forms of physical and emotional ill

... the clinical condition
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treatment, sexual abuse, neglect, and exploitation that
results in actual or potential harm to the child’s health,
development or dignity™. Violence against children in
the family may frequently take place in the context of
discipline and takes the form of physical or corporal
punishment®. Harsh treatment and punishment in the
family are common in both industrialized and devel-
oping countries, and violence as such happens every-
where, in every country and society and across all so-
cial groups*. According to the UNICEF estimate, be-
tween 133 and 275 million children worldwide witness
domestic violence annually®. The problem of physical,
emotional and sexual abuse of children, as well as their
being neglected, is present in all environments, but it
has usually been hidden and held as a family secret®.
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Some forms of violent behavior are passed down
through generations and are part of everyday life as
something completely normal’. Emotional abuse is a
form of violence that leaves most trace on the child. A
mentally abused child is depressed, does not fit well
into the social environment, is uninterested in a game,
and is often withdrawn or aggressive. Long-term
physical violence disrupts children’s day-to-day grow-
ing up and creates frustration and dissatisfaction with
oneself. If parents do not provide children with their
basic needs, such as adequate food, adequate clothing,
heat and medical care, then they are neglecting their
child. Leaving children too young to fend for them-
selves unattended is also a form of negligence. The ex-
posure of children to violence in their homes on a fre-
quent basis, usually through fights between parents,
can severely affect the child’s well-being, personal de-
velopment and social interaction in childhood and
adulthood*®’. Despite numerous efforts of various hu-
manitarian organizations around the world, we still
witness extreme and bizarre cases of child abuse by
their parents, relatives, friends or strangers, as reported
by the media on a daily basis. One of the most com-
mon characteristics of the abusers is that they were
also victims of violence. Transgenerational transmis-
sion of violence, which implies passing on aggressive
behavior to the next generation is becoming recog-
nized as an essential factor working against the psy-
chological well-being and social functioning of de-
scendants’’. Experienced childhood abuse enhances
the risk of mental disorders'!, as well as the likelihood
of future violent offenses and domestic violence'>".

During the past fifteen years, child abuse and ne-
glect have been recognized as an increasingly prevalent
public health issue in Croatia. According to the avail-
able data, abuse rates in Croatia seem to be rather
similar to those in western Europe and USA or worse,
with additional risk factors such as unemployment, fi-
nancial problems, poverty, social isolation and stress
levels being more common in not fully revived post-
war economies®.

The aim of this study was to analyze the types of
abuse towards children and the factors that increase
the likelihood of such behavior, as well as to find if
there is a transgenerational transmission of violence
within the family on a sample of parents of preschool
children in Croatia.
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Subjects and Methods

Study design

This cross-sectional study was conducted during
February 2013 and data for this study were derived
from a convenience sample of parents of preschool
children from the Zagreb area, Croatia.

Subjects

The researchers approached all four kindergartens
in the Stenjevec district of the City of Zagreb and two
out of four kindergartens agreed to participate in this
study, thus forming a convenience sample of kinder-
gartens. The participants (parents of children from
these two Zagreb public kindergartens) participated in
the study on a voluntary basis. In these two public kin-
dergartens from Stenjevec district of the City of Za-
greb, there were alltogether 450 parents available for
participation in the study. The recruitment procedure
consisted of several activities, as follows: announce-
ment of the study on each kindergarten public board,
meeting of researchers with the kindergarten teachers
in order to explain them the study objectives and pro-
tocol, distribution of the questionnaires anonymously
to the parents (envelopes without names) by researcher
each morning during February 2013. Out of 450 par-
ents asked to participate in the study, 118 parents
agreed to participate, yielding a response rate of 26.2%
(118/450).

Questionnaire

The Child Abuse Questionnaire was used for data
collection. The questionnaire was anonymous. The first
part of the questionnaire referred to the parents’ own
childhood experiences and their socio-demographic
characteristics. The second part of the questionnaire
referred to the methods used in upbringing their own
child. Participants were asked to mark the appropriate
frequency of offered behavior with an “X”, (never,
sometimes, often), or to add/circle one of the answers
where requested. After completing it, the parents were
asked to place the questionnaire in sealed boxes.

'The study was approved by the Ethics Committee
of the University of Zagreb School of Medicine.

Statistics

Upon confirming the normality of data distribu-
tion by Kolmogorov-Smirnov test, all data were pro-
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cessed by the methods of descriptive statistics. The
proportions were calculated and compared by use of
x>-test for independent samples. Univariate compari-
son was also performed. In addition, binary logistic
regression was performed to assess the impact of a
number of factors on the likelihood that children suf-
tered physical and psychological violence. Outcomes
(physical and psychological violence) were defined as
combined variable if any of the previous variables were
positive regarding physical (hitting, slapping, throw-
ing, harming in any physical way) and psychological
violence, regardless of the number of items that were
positive and their frequencies. In all statistical analyses,
two-sided p values of 0.05 were considered significant.
Statistical analysis was done by the SPSS Statistical
Package for Windows, version 13.0 (SPSS Inc., Chi-
cago, IL, USA).

Results

The study included 118 participants (91 mothers
and 27 fathers). Socio-demographic characteristics of
the participants are shown in Table 1. The educational
level of participants was higher than the overall popu-
lation of Croatia. In addition, the percentage of em-
ployment was also higher than the population average.

Parents’upbringing methods are presented in Table
2. As shown in Table 2, 47.3% of the mothers and
26.9% of the fathers answered they yelled at their child
for no purpose. Slapping was also reported; 7.7% of
the mothers and 3.8% of the fathers answered they
slapped their child, whereas 15.4% of the fathers an-
swered that they even hit their child with a fist. Aside
from abusing their child, parents were often violent
towards other family members; 19.8% of the mothers
and 15.4% of the fathers answered they criticized, in-
sulted, or yelled without reason on other family mem-
bers. Arguing with a spouse was frequent in the par-
ticipants’ families; 74.4% of the mothers and 61.6% of
the fathers answered they used to argue with their wife
or husband.

Univariate analysis of physical violence is presented
in Table 3. Results showed that a significantly higher
proportion of parents who had suffered physical vio-
lence from their own fathers and mothers, as well as
psychological violence from their mothers abused their
child physically. Univariate analysis of psychological
violence is presented in Table 4. Results showed that
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Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of study sample
(N=118)

n %
Parents Mother 91 77.1
Father 27 22.9
Age group (yrs) <35 62 57.9
>35 45 421
Marital status | Married 103 |87.3
Single 15 12.7
Education Elementary school 6 5.1
High school 51 43.2
University 54 45.8
PhD 7 5.9
Employment Employed 100 |84.7
Unemployed 18 15.3
Number 2 5 4.3
of family 3 34 |29.1
members 4 59 50.4
5 10 8.5
6 4 3.4
7 5 4.3
Number 1 39 33.3
of children 2 61 521
3 12 10.3
4 2.6
5 0.9
9 0.9
Number 1 40 34.8
of children 2 61 53.0
younger 3 10 |87
than 18 4 26
9 1 0.9
Household Living in own place
prope%ty P 79 1669
Renting 18 15.3
Together with parents |11 9.3
Other 10 8.5
Economic Lower than average 18 154
status Average 92 78.6
Higher than average |7 6.0

parents who had suffered psychological violence from
their fathers and mothers psychologically abused their
child more often.
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Table 2. Differences in attitudes and behavior towards children among mothers and fathers

Parent
Mother Father P
n % n %
Towards child: shout for no purpose No 48 52.7 19 73.1 0.065
Yes 43 47.3 7 26.9
Towards child: ridicule No 88 96.7 24 92.3 0.328
Yes 3 33 2 7.7
Towards child: scold No 84 92.3 22 84.6
Yes 7 7.7 4 15.4 0-236
Towards child: scare No 77 84.6 21 80.8 0.639
Yes 14 15.4 5 19.2
Towards child: criticize No 78 85.7 23 88.5
0.719
Yes 13 14.3 3 11.5
Towards child: insult No 87 96.7 24 96.0 0.872
Yes 3 33 1 4.0
Towards child: prohibit No 45 50.0 19 73.1 0.037
Yes 45 50.0 7 26.9
Towards child: slap No 84 923 |25 96.2 0.493
Yes 7 7.7 1 3.8
Towards child: hit, hit with a fist No 86 94.5 22 84.6 0.095
Yes 5 5.5 4 15.4
Towards child: throw on the ground, No 91 100.0 |26 100.0
push down the stairs Yes 0 0 0 0 NA
Towards child: harm in a way that medical No 91 100.0 |26 100.0 NA
attention was necessary Yes 0 0 0 0
Towards child: meals and clean clothes No 0 0 0 0
. NA
are regularly provided Yes |91 100.0 |26 100.0
Towards child: medical care is regularly No 0 0 0 0 NA
provided Yes |91 100.0 |26 100.0
Towards child: shut in a room for a long time | No 87 95.6 |26 100.0 0277
Yes 4 4.4 0 0
Towards child: ignore No 78 85.7 23 88.5 0.719
Yes 13 14.3 3 11.5
Towards child: talk, listen to his/her ideas, No 0 0 0 0
wishes Yes |91 100.0 |26 1000 |NA
Towards child: criticize, insult, threaten, No 73 80.2 22 84.6
shout for no reason other family members Yes 18 19.8 4 15.4 0.613
Towards child: beat, hit or hurt others No 83 91.2 26 100.0
in the family Yes 9 88 0 0 0.117
Towards child: argue with wife/husband No 23 25.6 10 38.5 0.199
Yes 67 74.4 16 61.5

“y?-test; NA = not applicable
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Table 3. Physical violence towards children

Physical violence towards children
No Yes e df P
n % n %
Psychological violence No 43 89.6 5 10.4
grandfather towards parent Yes 48 80.0 12 20.0 1.85 1 0.174
Psychological violence No 49 92.5 4 7.5 423 1 0.04
grandmother towards parent Yes 48 78.7 13 21.3 ’ '
Physical violence grandfather No 64 94.1 4 5.9
1249 |1 0.001
towards parent Yes 29 69.0 13 31.0 )
Physical violence grandmother No 57 91.9 5 8.1
5.02 1 0.025
towards parent Yes 40 76.9 12 23.1
*univariate comparison
Table 4. Psychological violence towards children
Psychological violence towards children
No Yes a df P
n % n %
Psychological violence No 20 42.6 27 57.4
grandfather towards parent Yes 8 13.6 51 86.4 1131 1 0.001
Psychological violence No 22 42.3 30 57.7
grandmother towards parent Yes 7 11.7 53 88.3 1363 1 <0.001
Physical violence grandfather No 21 31.8 45 68.2
2.84 1 0.092
towards parent Yes 7 17.1 34 82.9
Physical violence grandmother No 20 33.3 40 66.7
3.51 1 0.061
towards parent Yes 9 17.6 42 82.4

*univariate comparison

The models contained 12 independent variables
(parental gender, age, marital status, education, em-
ployment, number of family members living together,
economic status, place of residence, and parental expe-
rience of psychological and physical violence during
childhood). The full models were statistically signifi-
cant (p=0.011 and p=0.042, respectively), indicating
that it was possible to distinguish between children
who did and did not sufter physical and psychological
violence.

Binary logistic regression was performed to assess
the impact of a number of factors on the likelihood
that children suffered physical (Table 5) and psycho-
logical (Table 6) violence. The model for physical vio-
lence as a whole explained between 25.4% (Cox and
Snell R square) and 44.8% (Nagelkerke R squared) of
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the variance in physical violence status, and correctly
classified 91.7% of cases. As shown in Table 5, two of
the independent variables made a unique, statistically
significant contribution to the model, i.e. the number
of family members living together (OR=2.83,95% CI:
1.14-7.01) and physical violence of grandfather to-
wards parent (OR=7.14, 95% CI: 1.40-36.33). 'This
indicated that children suffered physical violence in
larger families from parents who, in turn, had suftered
physical violence in childhood from their fathers, con-
trolled for all other factors in the model.

The model for psychological violence as a whole
explained between 22.8% (Cox and Snell R square)
and 33.5% (Nagelkerke R squared) of the variance in
psychological violence status, and correctly classified
78.7% of cases. As shown in Table 6, two of the inde-
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Table 5. Predictors of physical violence towards children

OR 95% CI 5
Lower | Upper

Age (years) 0.82 |0.64 [1.04 10.095
Father 7.00 10.97 |50.64 |0.054
Unmarried 243 10.16 |35.98 |0.517
Higher education 6.13 [0.71 52.89 [0.099
Unemployed 0.84 ]0.05 15.60 |0.907
Number of family 1, g3 1114 1701 |0.025
members
Living in own 0.475
property
Renting 1.05 0.06 18.32 10.974
Together 0.85 004 |17.99 |0.915
with parents
Other 8.11 |0.60 |110.000.116
Economic status 1.58 |0.16 15.21 |0.692
Psychological
violence grandfather |[1.93 1 0.35 |10.44 |0.448
towards parent
Psychological
violence 176 024 [12.95 |0.578
grandmother
towards parent
Physical violence
grandfather towards |7.14 |1.40 |36.33 |0.018
parent
Physical violence
grandmother 193 030 |12.33 [0.489
towards parent

*binary logistic regression; OR = odds ratio; 95% CI = 95% confi-
dence interval

pendent variables made a unique, statistically signifi-
cant contribution to the model, i.e. psychological vio-
lence of grandfather towards parent (OR=4.76, 95%
CI: 1.34-16.91) and psychological violence of grand-
mother towards parent (OR=4.33, 95% CI: 1.10-
17.04). 'This indicated that children suffered psycho-
logical violence from parents who had experienced
psychological violence from their parents during child-
hood, controlled for all other factors in the model.

Discussion

Since the article by Kempe ez a/. from the 1960s?,
ever more public and professional attention has been
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Table 6. Predictors of psychological violence towards
children

OR 95% CI P
Lower | Upper

Age (years) 1.07 093 [1.22 ]0.353
Father 0.29 ]0.06 |1.35 |0.115
Unmarried 0.74 1013 |4.22 ]0.732
Higher education 0.35 [0.09 1.33 0.123
Unemployed 096 |0.12 |7.69 ]0.972
Number of family 13 071570 1399 |0.248
members
Living in own
propeffty 0.733
Renting 2.07 ]0.35 |12.12 |0.420
Together with 0.64 007 |6.14 |0.698
parents
Other 241 ]0.19 |30.56 |0.499
Economic status 1.82 |0.41 8.07 10.428
Psychological
violence grandfather [4.76 |1.34 ]16.91 |0.016
towards parent
Psychological
violence 433|110 |17.04 0.036
grandmother
towards parent
Physical violence
grandfather towards |1.54 |0.42 |5.67 |0.517
parent
Physical violence
grandmother 0.56 |0.13 |2.50 |0.447
towards parent

‘binary logistic regression; OR = odds ratio; 95% CI = 95% confi-
dence interval

focused on violence, especially in the cases where the
victims are children. There are many issues regarding
violence towards children. Exposure to violence de-
scribes two types of experiences, i.e. direct victimiza-
tion and witnessing violence™. Both types of exposure
during childhood put children in a group at a higher
risk of adverse proximal and distal outcomes related to
traumatic stress. Children who directly experience vio-
lence through abuse or other situations have a greater
likelihood of experiencing traumatic symptomatology
during childhood, adolescence, and even later in life®.
Child abuse is not only a problem at the family level,
but at the society level as well because of serious and
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long term consequences. It is important to recognize
risk factors and to intervene in order to break the
abuse-transferring cycle to the next generation'®. Nu-
merous studies have demonstrated that, among other
risk factors, our own experience of abuse in childhood
is a risk factor of transferring the pattern to the next
generation'®1721,

The results of this study showed relatively high fig-
ures for different abusive behavior towards children.
For example, 7.7% of the mothers and 3.8% of the fa-
thers answered that they slapped their child, whereas
15.4% of the fathers answered that they even hit their
child with a fist. The abuser’s own childhood abuse was
recognized as a risk factor. According to binary logistic
regression, the parents who had been exposed to phys-
ical violence in childhood, especially from their fathers,
transferred the same pattern of behavior to their chil-
dren. The larger the number of family members, the
higher was the risk of physical abuse of the child. In
univariate comparison, psychological violence of
grandmother towards parent was also shown to be a
risk for physical violence towards children in the next
generation. Regarding psychological violence, the
same type of violence in the previous generation from
grandfather and grandmother was the risk for the chil-
dren in the next generation, and the results were the
same in univariate comparison and binary logistic re-
gression. The results of another study showed that one-
third of child victims grew up to continue the pattern
of seriously inept, neglectful, or abusive parenting; an-
other third remained vulnerable to the effects of social
pressure on the likelihood for them to become abusive
parents®. Other findings indicated that childhood vic-
timization increased the risk of physical and sexual as-
sault/abuse, kidnapping/stalking, and having a family
friend murdered or committing suicide®. Parents who
had experienced multiple acts of abuse and at least one
physical impact were more likely to become abusive
than other parents*. Everyday environment has a huge
influence on the child’s growing up and on creating the
picture about life values and behaving properly in spe-
cific situations”. Kwong ez al. report that growing up
in an abusive family environment can teach the child
that the use of violence and aggression is a viable
means for dealing with interpersonal conflict, which
can increase the likelihood that the cycle of violence
will continue when the child reaches adulthood™.
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A limitation to our study was low response, with
only 26.2% of respondents, indicating that this is a
very sensitive issue. Participants in our study had a
higher economic status and educational level than the
Croatian average, so we can assume that the abuse-
related facts about parenting are even more unfavor-
able among lower social and educational classes.
Namely, recent literature dealing with the issue of
child health emphasizes the facts that low level of par-
ent or guardian education is a personal risk factor for
children injurying® and that in children from families
with a lower level of parental education, development
of speech and language skills, as well as other cogni-
tively related abilities progress slowly in early child-
hood*. Despite evident improvements, additional ef-
forts and interventions are needed to recognize the
devastating effects of child abuse and to implement
successful measures to stop children’s suftering and all
other adverse consequences of child abuse.

In conclusion, in this study, we found that children
suffered violence more often from parents who had ex-
perienced childhood violence from their own parents,
in a way that the type of experienced violence influ-
enced the pattern of violence towards their children.
Those parents who experienced physical violence are
more prone to abusing their children in the same way,
and the same holds for psychological violence.
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Sazetak

TRANSGENERACIJSKI PRIJENOS NASILJA
KOD RODITELJA PREDSKOLSKE DJECE U HRVATSKO]J

J- Rikié, P Beljan, M. Milosevic, I. Miskulin, M. Miskulin i A. Mujki¢

Cilj ovoga istrazivanja bio je utvrditi postoji li transgeneracijski prijenos nasilja u obitelji na uzorku roditelja djece pred-
Skolske dobi u Republici Hrvatskoj te identificirati ¢imbenike koji poveéavaju vjerojatnost zlostavljanja djece. Upitnik o
zlostavljanju djece samostalno je ispunjavalo 118 roditelja djece predskolske dobi (91 majki i 27 oceva) tijekom veljace 2013.
godine. Bilo je 7,7% majki i 3,8% oceva koji su odgovorili da su osamarili svoje dijete, dok je 15,4% oceva odgovorilo da su
¢ak i udarili svoje dijete Sakom. Otkrili smo da su ispitanici koje su bili psihicki i/ili fizi¢ki zlostavljani u djetinjstvu od strane
vlastitih roditelja imali vecu vjerojatnost slijediti takav model nasilja prema svojoj djeci. Istrazivani model prijenosa nasilja u
obitelji pokazao je kako su djeca ¢esée dozivjela fizicko nasilje u ve¢im obiteljima, i to od roditelja koji su, pak, pretrpjeli
fizicko nasilje u djetinjstvu od svojih oceva, kontrolirano za sve ostale cimbenike u modelu. Model prijenosa nasilja u obitelji
pokazao je nadalje kako su djeca Cece pretrpjela psihicko nasilje od roditelja koji su sami pretrpjeli psihicko nasilje od
vlastitih roditelja u djetinjstvu, kontrolirano za sve ostale ¢imbenike u modelu. Takoder je otkriveno da je vedi broj ¢lanova
obitelji ¢imbenik rizika za zlostavljanje djece. Istrazivanje je pokazalo kako su potrebne daljnje intervencije kojima bi se
razbio utvrdeni model prijenosa nasilja iz generacije u generaciju.

Kljuéne rije¢i: Dijete, zlostavijanje; Fizicko nasilje; Dijete; Dijete, predskolsko; Nasilje — prevencija i kontrola; Hrvatska
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