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Today

1) Adolescent to parent abuse in the context of family violence
2) Prevalence of adolescent  to parent abuse
3) Pathways into adolescent to parent abuse
4) Marginalised issues

a) Parricide
b) Adoptive parents and kinship carers
c) Neurodiversity
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Verbal 
abuse

Economic 
abuse

Physical 
abuse

Psychological  
abuse

“shut up” → “shut your 
fucking mouth”” 

→“bitch” → “I wish you 
were dead” → “fucking 

whore” 

Threats/ 
demands for 

money or 
items; theft

get in parent’s space → throw 
something → push/shove/spit at 

parent →  slam parent against 
wall/floor/window → wrestle 

with parent → punch parent in 
arm → punch parent in 

head/face

use parent’s emotional 
weakness to hurt them 

→ accusations of being a 
bad mother → threats to 

parent → making 
accusations of abuse → 

silent treatment

(from Eckstein, 2004)

Developmental 
trajectory of 
APA

Self-directed violence
Harmful sexual behaviours



Prevalence
Community data
UK school survey (McCloud, 2018)
• 4.3% - ‘any physical aggression’
• 64.4% - ‘psychological aggression’

• International comparison: Varies from 
4.6% (Spain) to 20% (Chile)

• Victims:  Mothers (80:20)
• Children: Sons/Daughters (50:50)

Criminal Justice Data 
MPS data (Brennan et al, 2022)
• Year-on-year increase until 2018, then 

decrease
• Most common outcome (66%): NFA 

due to ‘evidential difficulties’ 
• 40% incidents go unreported  (cf CSEW)

• Victims: Mothers  (70:30)
• Children: Sons (75:25)



Explanations

• CPA . 

Wider 
harmful 
contexts

School 
refusal/EBSA

 School  
exclusion 

Anti-social 
behaviours

Child criminal 
exploitation 

(CCE)

Familial
Family violence 

(esp. IPA and 
parent-to-child 

violence)
Parenting styles 

(authoritarian 
and permissive)

Individual
Poor mental health
Substance misuse
Personality traits 

(e.g. callous-
unemotional)

Societal 

Sanctioning of 
violence

Exposure to 
community 

violence

Poverty

Pathways 



Tricky questions

• Are there sub-types of APA?

• Are there differences between 
early-onset and late-onset APA? 

• To what extent is APA distinct from 
adult-instigated violence towards 
parents?

• What is the relationship between 
APA and parricide?

• Reactive APA = an aggressive or 
defensive response to conflict, 
threat and punishment

• Affective APA = aggression that 
is primarily due to internal 
frustration, anxiety or conflicting 
emotion 

• Proactive APA = strategic, 
instrumental and callous acts of 
aggression 

• (Harries et al, 2022)



Parricide
IPA and child maltreatment often discussed in 
conjunction with fatal abuse – less so with 
violence against parents

• 3% of all homicides
• 60% sharp/blunt objects (few involve the 

culmination of abuse/neglect)
• 3% involve ‘double victims’
• 4% involve other offenders 
• Role mental disorders & intoxication
• 9% involve perps under 18 years

•  

Perpetrators

90:10 
male:female

11-69 years
31 years

Victims

51:49 
male:female

25-101 years
61 years



Adoptive parents and kinship carers

“I was scared. I was intimidated. I think 
my heart was breaking for him. Because 
you can see the damage that’s there, 
but you can't put a plaster on it […] you 
feel you're a failure, you feel absolutely 
failed, and it's a mixture of emotional 
turmoil. Even when he was abusive, the 
mothering, maternal instinct comes 
over the top, the need to protect them. 
They didn't ask to be born, their mum 
messed it up and Gran can’t afford to.”
(Grandmother kinship carer) 

• Children often have additional 
and complex needs

• Parents/carers often don’t know 
the child’s history

• ‘Fighting fires they didn’t start’
• Sense of being child’s ‘last 

resort’
• Professional assumptions that 

its ‘to be expected’



Neurodiversity

“His behaviour a lot of the time is 
anxiety-driven, big time. He gets so 
anxious, and once he’s gone past a 
certain point, you’ve just got to let it 
play out, whether that’s him 
headbutting the door or kicking doors or 
coming at you, it just has to play out 
and that’s the way it is”. 
(Mother of autistic son, 11) 

• Policy, practice and research discourse 
often ignores neurodivergent young 
people

• Families experience blame, 
discrimination, stigma & lack of 
support

• Neurodivergent young people often 
experience high levels of trauma 

• Parental strategies differ from those 
used with neurotypical children
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