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Abstract

This paper is focused on the factors that cause violence on children at home envi-
ronment. The author based her research work mainly on observations of children’s behavior 
and their interactions with mothers while staying at a ‘Shelter for Battered Women and Girls’. 
Children’s artwork, writing pieces, memories, playing mood were subject to interpretation. A 
group of twenty-two children were studied. Although the terms child abuse and neglect are 
frequently used together, actually they refer to two different types of problems, each taking 
different forms.  A more appropriate comprehensive term is child maltreatment which can 
be divided into two major types: child abuse and child neglect (Faller, Bowden, Jones and 
Hildebrandt, 1981). The author believes that the results of this research will serve as an pro-
fessional tool for social workers, psychologists, teachers and other professionals who work 
closely with children to help identify factors related to child abuse, prevention of abuse and 
treatment of physically, emotionally and sexually abused children. 
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1-Introduction 

Domestic violence continues to remain a serious problem in 

the Albanian society. According to Albanian Helsinki Committee, 24 

women lost their lives during 2013, compared to 22 victims of domes-

tic violence during 2012. Hundreds and thousands of women suffer 

from domestic violence in silence. A recent survey (Albania Equality 

Factsheet) found that 59.4% of women have experienced some form 

of domestic violence in their lifetime, with 53% currently leaving in a 

violent relationship. 

Violence towards women remains a deeply worrying phenom-

enon which is commonly viewed and treated as a family issue within 

a broader patriarchal socio-cultural context and is extended across 

the country, affecting all strata and ages of the society (Vatra, 2010). 

A recent international study of UNICEF on violence towards 

children included young boys and girls up to the age of 19. Its ind-

ings for Albania show concerning high occurrences of violent educa-

tion methods used at home for children (with 77% of children being 

violated for disciplining purposes). Findings from the 2007 survey 

revealed that … the majority of children in urban and rural areas re-

ported being physically battered by a family member, children living 

in rural areas (67.5%) …and children living in urban areas (51.2%) ( 
INSTAT, 2007 ). 

BECAN Research (2013) found that more than 67% of chil-

dren, age 11, 13 and 16 admitted that they have experienced some 

form of abuse in their life. This does not only has un-repairable con-

sequences in developing their socialising skills (52% are bullied and 

48% having physical ights with peers) but also has immediate effects 
in sustaining their physical wellbeing (2% are victims of homicide). 

What counts is that they are raised as violent adults and from an early 
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age they accept violence as a normality of family and social life. Thus 

there are 37% of male youth and 24% of female youth at the age of 

15 to 19 years who think that a husband/partner is justiied in hitting 
or beating his wife or partner for at least one of the speciied reasons, 
i.e, if his wife burns the food, argues with him, goes out without telling 

him, neglects the children or refuses sexual relations. Findings be-

come especially worrying when compared to indings of other neigh-

bouring countries. In all indicators Albania scores much higher than 

Serbia, Macedonia, BiH and Montenegro. 

The Shelter for Battered Women and Girls, established under 

the National Network against Gender Based Violence and Human 

Traficking, has provided safe housing, psychosocial support, and 
basic living services to battered women and their children since 1998. 

Women, girls and children are illegible for these speciic services if 
they are in imminent physical danger and have no access to other 

resources. The beneiciaries of the Shelter service have few, if any, 
emotional support and come to the Shelter as their only alternative. 

According to the rules of the center they are entitled to remain in the 

residence for a maximum of 6 months. 

Initially, the shelter staff focused on the psychosocial support 

for battered women. Over a period of time, staff came to realize that 

the children who had witnessed domestic violence also presented 

their own emotional and developmental problems. Among children’s 

symptoms were depression, excessive separation anxiety, psychoso-

matic concerns, low self esteem and feelings of powerlessness.

Based on the experience of dealing with children coming from 

violent environments, Shelter established a special program for pro-

viding services directly and speciically to the youngsters. 
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2- Methodology

This paper aims at bringing to the attention of the professional 

readers some of the main factors that cause child maltreatment at 

different ages based on a qualitative method. The researcher de-

cided to use a set of tools to answer to the research questions. The 

techniques used for these reasons were:

	 Interpretation of children’s drawings to identify maltreatment,

	 Observation,

	 Assessment of development,

	 Assessment of behaviour,

	 Interviewing   

The paper will be focused on the following research questions:

o How serious is the problem of child maltreatment in Albania? 

o How can we identify cases of child maltreatment

o What causes child maltreatment?

o How can we deal with it? 

To illustrate the research indings, the author is going to use 
some of the children’s artworks. The interpretations which will be pre-

sented are not intended to represent the only possible analyses of 

these drawings, nor will they be all-inclusive. Rather, they will high-

light speciic areas of each drawing that we feel will help the reader to 
better understand and appreciate the artwork on the aspect of child 

maltreatment.

Children of both sexes and of age from 3 to 13 were put un-
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der observation while being supported to overcome their emotional 

and developmental problems. The observation lasted for a period of 

two years. A group of twenty-two children were studied. The sample 

allows the researchers to draw some conclusions and make gener-

alizations that can serve to a broader professional community and 

public, as well.

 While the author collected a substantial representation from 

preschoolers, she felt it would be extremely dificult for the average 
untrained person to adequately understand the signiicance of the 
scribbles and symbols. The work of older children was not included 

because the sample was not large enough to be signiicant. The se-

lection from elementary-school-age children, however, included a va-

riety of artwork by youngsters of various economic backgrounds; it is 

particularly important because it can serve as a guide to profession-

als who have daily contact with children from ive to twelve years old. 

Out of twenty two children that were put under observation, 

only few artworks will be presented in this paper. The reason is that 

some of the mothers did not give consent to use the artwork of their 

children for scientiic research. The illustrations, though, are suficient 
to draw conclusions. 

Clinical observations at the Shelter suggest a strong correla-

tion between factors that fuel child maltreatment and the disturbanc-

es in the development of the children’s emotional and intellectual 

functioning. 

By identifying both factors and consequences through the 

youngsters’ artwork, we hope to continue to sensitize main actors 

and professionals to the profound effect of domestic violence on the 

child.  In this way, the value of early intervention can be more ade-

quately perceived and, hopefully, the cyclical effects of family violence 
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can be broken. The observation and interpretation was supported by 

the professional literature.  

2- Children’s drawings - theoretical relection

The author of this paper was aware that children’s drawing 

skills, as in any other skill or ability, follow a developmental sequence.  

Since 1963 Harris (1963) has identiied speciic stages of children’s 
ability to draw.  At approximately age four the child produces lines. 

In this stage one can easily draw single parts of a person. At around 

age ive to six, the child climbs the next stage of drawing: descriptive 

symbolism, where body parts of a person become distinguishable.  

The next age group (seven to nine or ten) draws a more true 

to life igure and adds more detail, such as clothing and decoration. 
From age ten to eleven, children develop visual realism, which is char-

acterized by improvement of technical skills. Although each child’s 

perception and representation are distinctly unique, a great deal of 

research in the ield of art therapy, psychology and social work has 
resulted in the development of speciic methods for interpreting this 
artwork. 

Projective drawings are useful in gathering information about 

an individual’s cognitive and developmental levels, degree of lexibil-
ity, and overall personality integration. The quality of the child’s inter-

action with the environment is graphically presented (Buck, 1981).

Hammer (Hammer 1980) pointed out that the manner a young-

ster approaches a drawing can be extremely revealing terms of per-

sonality dynamics. The child may be happy or sullen, talkative or qui-

et, anxious or relaxed, self-conident or self-doubtful, dependent or 
independent. 
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When analyzing children’s artworks one should bear in mind 

that most children are not particularly artistically inclined or talented. 

Nevertheless, their drawings are suficient enough detailed to allow 
for interpretation.

When interpreting the drawings of children been treated in the 

Shelter for Battered Women and Girls, a full package of drawings that 

include Person, House and Family, is used.  Upon completion of the 

drawing phase, a planned interview is initiated. In this case, a set of 

standardized questions is been used to provide insights into various 

aspects of the drawings by having the children describe, clarify, and 

interpret the objects. It allows the child to free associate and provides 

the counselor with knowledge on the youngster. 

Hammer (1980) has provided some important and fundamen-

tal aspects in analyzing the content of the artwork. The size of the 

image on the paper is highly signiicant and provides a measure of 
the subject’s self-esteem (Buck, 1981; Di Leo, 1973; Hammer, 1980; 

Jolles, 1971; Ogdon, 1981). In a normal drawing, the human igure 
occupies no more than half of the A4 page. If a drawing is larger, this 

may indicate personality features such as aggression, grandiosity, 

and compensatory defenses. Conversely, if we are presented with a 

tinny drawing, this may infer inadequacy, inferiority, low self-esteem, 

anxiety, depression and a weak ego (Hammer 1980).

Detailing is another aspect that is examined in drawing inter-

pretation. This feature mirrors an individual’s awareness and interest 

in the outside world. Hammer (1980) believes that inadequate detail 

suggests an inner emptiness, a low energy level, depression, and an 

introversive type of personality. On the other side, the excessive use 

of detail represents an abnormally strong need to structure the total 

environment. A further analyses of the details represented, may help 

in better understanding of the conlict. 
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Erasures in the production must be considered in the analyses 

of the drawing. When the erasures are used in moderation and fol-

lowed by improvements in the drawing, this indicates lexibility and 
an ability to be critical of one’s own work. Excessive erasures are 

interpreted as general dissatisfaction.

Placement of the igure or object is also an important factor 

for consideration. A central placement of the drawn object is normal 

and suggests that the person is reasonably secure. Hammer (1980) 

adds that this indicates that the individual is self directed and se4lf 

–centered. 

An image placed above the middle line suggests that the per-

son is struggling to meet the objectives. An image placed below the 

midline represents feeling of insecurity, depression.

The side of the page that is utilized is signiicant, as it also proj-
ects attitudes in regard to self.  Placement of the right side, according 

to Ogdon (1981), suggests a degree of intellectualizing, control, and 

behavior that is largely governed by the ‘reality principle’. The child 
may also reveal the fact that he/she is preoccupied with the future. 

Objects on the left side of the page have been thought to relect a 
more impulsive individual who is focused on the past. 

The pressure exerted by the pencil may also be revealing. 

When it is fairly consistent throughout the drawn work, this implies 

that the child is ‘normal’ or ‘stable’. Heavy strokes suggest inner 
tension, forcefulness, and a tendency to act aggressively (Hammer 

1980), while light penciling project a personality that is colored by 

hesitation, fearfulness and indecisiveness. 

Coloring, the use of different colors allows us to understand 

feelings and experiences that children are going through. Bright col-

ors are usually interpreting as representing positive feelings of chil-
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dren and dark colors as presenting fear, unsafetiness, anger, pain, 

hurt etc.

Other aspects that are essential to be interpreted in children’s 

artwork are also symmetric, omissions, distortions, proportions, 

shadings and weather. The authors of this paper will refer to them 

while interpreting children’s artwork. 

3- Discussion and results

a- The human igure drawing

Of all the types of drawings created by children, the human 

igure is the subject and is also closest to being the child’s inner self 
portrait. According to Hammer (1980) and many others researchers in 

this ield ( Di Leo-1983, Jolles-1971 and others) drawing a person can 
elicit a child’s feelings about the self, the ideal self, and perceptions of 

signiicant individuals in his or her life, such as a mother, father, sister, 
or brother. In addition, a child/s personality traits, attitudes, concerns, 

and interpersonal skills are represented through this vehicle. 

When using this tool to identify problems that the child is expe-

riencing, the therapist leads the child towards an interpretable draw-

ing. The result of the child’s drawing must serve as a communication 

between the child and the therapist. The specialist can, in this case, 

study carefully the size, placement, line quality and pressure, spon-

taneity and rigidity, and emotions. Inclusion or omission of speciics, 
such as the head, the body, body parts, limbs, hands, ingers, cloth-

ing and the presence of other details such as clouds, sun, or other 

persons. 

Koppitz (1968) has identiied 30 indicators of possible emo-
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tional disturbances in children.  Among them we can mention: (1) 

quality of drawing: poor integration of parts of the igure, shading of 
the face, shading of the body, shading of the limbs, asymmetry of 

body parts, tiny igures or very large igures; (2) items or features like: 
eyes, teeth, arms too short, arms too long, big hands, arms without 

hands, legs pressed together, genitals, and the presence of rain or 

snow; (3) omissions: head missing, arm missing, trunk missing, etc. 

These elements are always considered in relation to the de-

velopmental characteristics of age group.  The illustrations that we 

will present in the coming pages are administered as projective tests. 

The interpretation will offer some generalized themes that may be 

applicable to children’s spontaneous drawing as well. At this stage, 

we would underline, that the interpretation of only one igure, is not 
and cannot be considered as the only source to decide about child’s 

world. In order to reach to professional conclusions, a series of draw-

ings and techniques have to be used.   

Case 1 – Artan

What struck in this case is the extreme lack of details in a draw-

ing of a child six to seven years old. There are no arms, no ingers, 
no legs, no trunk. It looks as if the child is trying to control his emo-

tions or impulses.  There are some details that are atypical for human 

drawings. One can easily read confusion and emotional concern on 

the drawing. Watching at the bowing of the body, one can think that 

the child is trying to transmit pain, sufferings on his part. 
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b- The family drawing 

The family as a system is more powerful than the total of the 

individual members. The family is a dynamic interacting force which 

inluences the growth and development of the child. The child’s 
self-concept is built while he/she gradually matures in the family envi-

ronment. The role of parents and other siblings in the family remains 

of great importance to contribute to the self-concept and the inner 

world of the child. If the interactions with parental igures are positive 
the child experiences and develops healthy and positive self-con-

cepts. If these feelings and values are negative, the child may devel-

op negative self-concepts. 

In the case of the family drawing, each person represented 

is individually evaluated. It is important to note how each person is 

using his or her body: are they using them to show off, to hide or be 

seductive? Do they seem proud or ashamed?  The communication 

in the family is much described by the position on the paper and in 

relationship to each other.  The alliances, coalitions and family dis-

harmonies are clearly presented in children’s family drawing. It is im-
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portant to realize that in a child’s family drawing one can depict the 

sense of individualization existing in the family or not. Cases when 

family members are presented in the same clothes, sizes and are 

put in the same position illustrate lack of individualization in a family 

environment. 

Minuchin (1981), in his theory of structural family therapy, ad-

dresses the issue of boundaries between the parents and the chil-

dren. The parents should be a separate entity with explicit roles of 

power and dominance. When the family system has broken down, a 

child may assume the responsibility or role of a parent. This is clear-

ly depicted by the size of the child in relation to the parent and the 

child’s role in the family activity portrayed.  Other factors to consid-

er in analyzing a family drawing are omission of family members or 

erasures, which most often point to some type of conlict.  Some 
researchers allude to the importance of the drawing style and sug-

gest some questions: how is family organized in the picture? Are they 

on different sides on the paper? Are barriers erected between family 

members? Who is taller or shorter? How is this with the real height?  

Who is placed in the foreground and who in the background?

The collection of data on all the above mentioned issues and 

their interpretation can give information on the child’s family. Most of 

this information cannot be accessible otherwise.  

  

Case 2 - Alonso’s family

The drawing of the family of eight year old boy clearly presents 

the alliance in the family: the three children are put on the same side 

with their mother, whereas the father is drawn separately. Mother is 



51Volume 9  Number  1

BJES

higher and colored blue. Sisters are red and brown and the other side 

of their mother. The boy is not colored, positioned on the other hand 

of the mother, facing the abusive father. 

The lack of a positive tonality for him is evident. Children of 

his age, normally, draw themselves and use bright colors. The boy 

makes an attempt to stay together, to hold each other in a dificult 
moment of their life. 

c- The house drawing  

It is within the house that the basic needs of the family life, 

affection and security are sought (Di Leo, 1983). Symbolically, the 

house serves as a self-portrait, relecting the child’s body image, 
maturity, adjustment, accessibility to others, contact with reality, and 
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general emotional stability. Experts in the ield of projective drawings 
believe that the house also represents the child’s perception of the 

parental home. This includes the youngster’s view of his or her home 

life, the quality of his relationship with his family, his sense of how 

he is experienced by his family, and the child’s attitudes concerning 

both his parents and siblings.

Interestingly, the house is the child’s second favorite subject to 

draw after the human igure. Children, in general, do not resist draw-

ing their house, when asked to do so. On the other side, this is a very 

method to elicit valuable information. While analyzing a child’s house 

drawing, the irst step is to interpret the feelings it communicates: is it 
a pleasant drawing, scary, cheerful etc?

The next step is looking at speciic factors such as size, place-

ment, line quality and pressure, bizarre details etc. Expected details 

in a house drawn by persons over six years of age include at least 

one door, one window, one wall, a roof, and a chimney (Buck, 1981), 

all of which have individual symbolic meaning. Other aspects import-

ant for consideration in the interpretation of a house are: the rooms 

which are included or excluded; the presence of the pathways; the 

use of the entrance details leading up to the house; and the inclusion 

of a ground line.

The door is representative of the child’s accessibility to inter-

personal contact. As an example, an open door suggests a strong 

need for emotional warmth; the absence of a door relects a tendency 
to withdraw from the environment (Jolles, 1971). Just as eyes are our 

windows to the world, the windows in a house provide an eye to the 

environment. 

Windows, adequate in number and size, indicate normal per-

sonal accessibility (Hammer, 1980). The absence of the windows is a 
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child’s way of saying: “I will make it impossible for you to see in”. At 

the same time, the child pays the price of not being able to see out. 

In understanding the symbolism communicated by the door and the 

windows, it is important to look at the location, number, style, size, 

proportions, emphasis and details.

Walls generally show ego strength, wide walls represent strong 

ego and thin walls a fragile ego. Overemphasized walls are attributed 

to the child’s strong and conscious need to maintain ego control.

The chimney is a symbol for the male genitals or a symbol 

of warmth in the child’s close relationships. The particular treatment 

given to this part of the house, such as its emphasis, reinforcement, 

absence, size, transparency, and the number of chimneys, are all sig-

niicant. The characteristics of chimney smoke, shape, and intensity, 
must also be considered. 

Buck (1981) states that there is sound empirical evidence for 

the assumption that the roof symbolizes thinking and fantasy when 

the house is viewed as a psychological self-portrait. The relative size 

of the roof, in proportion to the rest of the house, tends to indicate the 

amount of time and energy the child devotes to fantasy. The overem-

phasized roof is interpreted as a fear from people of losing control 

over their fantasy life. The omission of the roof relects an inability to 
fantasize. All of the above information, when combined, offers a rich 

source on child’s inner world. 

Following we will be presenting few examples of house draw-

ing by children of different ages, all been supported by Shelter pro-

gram. 
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Case 3- House of Ani

Ani is a seven year old girl that belongs to a family of ive per-
sons. Her parents are going through the divorce after a long history 

of abuse.

Ani and her brother are being taken care from their grand-

mother from father’s side. This drawing represents Ani’s emotional 

situation after six months treatment in the Shelter.

One can see hope in it. There is Sun and light.

The door is closed and black. 

Ani drew two windows, one closed and black, the other red. 

There is chaos in the family. Instability in the family environ-

ment is clear. The child is being exposed towards several traumatic 

experiences in the family. There is hope outside the house.  
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Whereas the interpretation of the children’s art work has helped 

child social workers to identify the maltreatment, observation of chil-

dren interactions and behavior and the interviews helped to identify 

factors that fuel child maltreatment at home. 

There are some major factors that fuel all forms of abuse. 

Different factors are identiied as related to different forms of abuse. 
Three categories of factors are identiied for each of the types of child 
maltreatment:

- Individual related factors,

- Family related factors,

- Social and cultural related factors.

Main factors that cause each form of child maltreatment, as 

identiied through work with children, are presented in the follow-

ing paragraph. The interpretation of these factors will be the focus 

of another paper. 

1- Factors Associated with Child Neglect

Individual related factors: these factors result to be related 

to the mothers’ personality characteristics. Mothers dislike children, 

are impulsive, unable to take responsibilities, exhibiting ego deicits. 

Family related factors: absence of father in the family, dys-

functional parent child relationships, disengagement of family mem-

bers.

Social and cultural related factors: poverty and social isola-

tion. 
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2- Factors Associated with Physical Abuse

Individual related factors: parental abuse as a child, inappro-

priate expectations, inadequate parenting skills, role reversal, lack of 

empathy to children’s needs.

Family related factors: interaction of parents and children, 

family composition.

Social and cultural related factors: poverty, social isolation, 

cultural and religious values.

3- Factors Associated with Psychological Maltreatment

Individual related factors: personality characteristics of 

mothers.

Family related factors: parental scapegoating, parental child 

communication pattern, inappropriate expectations.

Social and cultural related factors: stress, sex role stereo-

typing. 

4- Factors Associated with Child Sexual Abuse

Context in which sexual abuse occurs

Disbelief of reports of sexual abuse

Psychopathology of perpetrators
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4-Conclusions and recommendations

•	 The number of non-accidental injuries against children 

in Albania shows that violence threatens seriously the wellbe-

ing of children and their right to life.

•	 Albania does not have a mandatory reporting system 

on violence against children. Given  that, there are no national 

guidelines concerning standard data collection on child mal-

treatment and because of this it is impossible to have a real 

picture of the phenomenon. 

•	 Maltreatment has a considerable inluence on the be-

havioral problems of children. 

•	 Parents’ history, their education, the relations in the 

couple as well as poverty, housing inadequacy and inancial 
problems are contributing factors towards violence against 

children in Albania. 

•	 Although violence against children constitutes a crim-

inal offence, very few legal actions are taken by agencies to 

report the perpetrators. 

•	 Children continue to live in the same family premises 

even when extreme forms of abuse are reported to have been 

exercised by a member of the family. 

•	 Prevention of CAN (child abuse and neglect) in Albania 

is neither streamlined among the system of child protection 

nor to the child related services. 
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What to do in order to prevent child abuse at home?

This paper aims at giving some recommendations for the pro-

fessional community such as social workers, psychologists, thera-

pists, educators as well as recommendations for the wider public, 

parents being an important actor in broader sense.

First, the emotional disorders relected in the artwork of chil-
dren in the Shelter can serve as a point to begin with early treatment 

of children in order to prevent behavioral disorders such as delin-

quency, stealing, lying, and in sometimes inability to establish mean-

ingful friendships or to develop trust in others. 

Secondly, the artwork can serve as a professional tool to col-

lect information that is hard to be collected otherwise on factors relat-

ed to child maltreatment. 

Third, this technique can also help to lead the professionals to 

family counseling and training of parents in parenting skills.

Fourth, group work with children in the Shelter can help im-

prove the self image, clearly represented in their drawings and build 

positive social skills.

Fifth, in order to prevent child abuse and neglect, it is import-

ant that actors put in motion the systems by which the early detection 

of domestic violence can be made, the appropriate interventions in-

stituted, and the cyclical effects of violence eradicated.  
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