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Abstract
Purpose Childhood exposure to intimate partner violence (IPV) is a pervasive problem worldwide. In addition to directly 
observing or indirectly experiencing IPV, children may be killed because of IPV. To date, research on child IPV-related 
deaths exists in various, disconnected areas of scholarship, making it difficult to understand how IPV contributes to child 
fatalities. As such, this scoping review located and synthesized research on child fatalities that resulted from IPV, seeking to 
understand the state of global research concerning the prevalence and circumstances of IPV-related child fatalities.
Methods Using a combination of keywords and subject terms, we systematically searched PsycINFO, CINAHL Plus, 
PubMed, and seven research repositories. We located empirical studies published in English in peer-reviewed journals that 
reported findings concerning children (aged 0–17) who were killed because of IPV and/or people who killed children due 
to IPV. Among 9,502 de-duplicated records, we identified 60 articles that met review inclusion criteria. We extracted and 
synthesized information concerning research methods, circumstances and consequences of the fatalities, characteristics of 
people who committed IPV-related homicide of a child, and characteristics of children who died because of IPV.
Results Studies were published from 1986–2022 and analyzed data from 23 countries. Most studies did not focus exclusively 
on IPV-related child homicides, and overall, studies reported sparse information concerning the contexts and circumstances 
of such fatalities. There were two predominant and distinct groups of children killed due to IPV: children killed by a parent 
or other adult caregiver and adolescents killed by an intimate partner. It was often difficult to ascertain whether the demo-
graphic characteristics of individuals who kill a child in the context of IPV and other contextual details might be similar to 
or different from child fatalities that occur under different circumstances or for other motivations.
Conclusions This review highlighted that children die because of IPV. Findings indicated that such fatalities, while maybe 
difficult to predict, are often preventable if earlier intervention is made available and professionals are alert to key circum-
stances in which fatality risk is high. Future research and practice efforts should attend to understanding child fatalities 
resulting from IPV to identify critical intervention points and strategies that will save children’s lives.
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Characteristics of Child Fatalities that occur 
in the context of current or past Intimate 
Partner Violence: a Scoping Review

Childhood exposure to intimate partner violence (IPV) is a 
pervasive problem worldwide that increases the risk of chronic 
and severe behavioral and mental health problems across devel-
opmental periods (Finkelhor et al., 2015; Holt et al., 2008; 
Moylan et al., 2010). IPV includes sexual, physical, or psy-
chological abuse or stalking within current or former intimate 
relationships (Niolon et al., 2017). IPV is a gendered phenom-
enon. Available research indicates that girls, women, and par-
ticularly transgender and gender diverse people are dispropor-
tionately harmed by IPV victimization compared to boys and 
men (e.g., Cunningham & Anderson, 2023; Peitzmeier et al., 
2020). Children may be exposed to IPV by directly observing 
such abuse or indirectly experiencing it, such as by overhearing 
violent incidents or more generally being aware of IPV occur-
ring around them (Kieselbach et al., 2022). Children may also 
die in the context of current or past IPV —a devastating and 
preventable outcome that is the focus of this scoping review.

Childhood IPV Exposure Prevalence 
and Consequences

Globally in low- and lower-middle-income countries, on aver-
age, an estimated 29% of children are exposed to IPV in their 
lifetimes (Kieselbach et al., 2022); similarly in the United States 
(US), a national study (2013–2014 data) estimated that more 
than 25% of children are exposed to IPV (Finkelhor et al., 2015). 
Notably, children exposed to IPV often also experience child 
maltreatment resulting from adult caregivers’ revenge against an 
intimate partner or caregivers’ inability to engage in safe, nur-
turing, and responsive parenting behaviors (Chiesa et al., 2018; 
Dekel et al., 2019). A recent systematic review found that the 
European prevalence rates of IPV and child maltreatment co-
occurrence reported in nine studies (1999–2019) ranged from 
10–90%, with most rates around 30%; past year prevalence rates 
for North American community samples were from 1–89%, with 
most from 10–30% (Sijtsema et al., 2020).

Evidence of high rates of IPV and child maltreatment co-
occurrence have led to growing recognition of IPV’s wide-
ranging negative impacts on children (Skafida et al., 2022). A 
strong evidence base demonstrates that IPV exposure, even as 
early as during the perinatal period (Mueller & Tronick, 2020), is 
associated with significant, harmful consequences for children’s 
well-being at the time of exposure and beyond; interruptions in 
typical development due to IPV exposure can lead to life-long 
implications. Studies have indicated that such consequences 
include but are not limited to children exhibiting mood and eating 

disturbances; delayed and atypical social, emotional, and behav-
ioral development; problematic internalizing and externalizing 
behaviors; and additional responses associated with trauma expo-
sure (Holt et al., 2008; Moylan et al., 2010; Mueller & Tronick, 
2020; Weir et al., 2021). As the field’s attention to the impact of 
children’s experiences of IPV has developed, acknowledgement 
and understanding of the heterogeneity of such experiences has 
expanded. Evidence exists that impacts on children can be medi-
ated by a range of factors including the child’s gender, the age at 
which they were first exposed to violent and controlling behavior, 
the length of time that they were exposed to such problematic 
behavior, and the nature of the experience itself (Holt et al., 2008; 
Moylan et al., 2010; Mueller & Tronick, 2020; Weir et al., 2021).

Research on Child Fatalities   in the Context 
of Current or Past IPV

Regarding the nature of IPV exposure, over the past several 
decades some scholars have investigated the extreme end of the 
spectrum of IPV experienced by young people—fatalities that 
occur in the context of current or past IPV or, in other words, 
when there is evidence of current or past IPV experienced by a 
child or to which a child has been exposed that precipitated the 
child’s death (also referred to as “IPV-related child fatalities” in 
this paper). Although there is some research that examines IPV-
related child fatalities, this literature is not well-developed and 
is often contained within somewhat disparate and siloed bodies 
of knowledge, such as child maltreatment literature (e.g., Chan 
et al., 2021; Frederick et al., 2019; Michaels & Letson, 2021); 
domestic/family homicide or familicide scholarship (e.g., Kim 
& Merlo, 2023; Truong et al., 2023); and IPV studies concern-
ing corollary victimhood (e.g., Graham et al., 2022; Smith et al., 
2014). Notably, several recent reviews have focused on synthe-
sizing literature concerning domestic/family homicide (e.g., 
Kim & Merlo, 2023; Truong et al., 2023) and familicide (e.g., 
Boyd et al., 2022; Karlsson et al., 2021). Among these was an 
umbrella review (Kim & Merlo, 2023) that located 25 reviews 
published from 2010–2020 that focused on various aspects of 
domestic homicides, in a variety of countries, though primarily 
Western nations, including Western Europe and the US. Twelve 
of these reviews synthesized literature on intimate partner hom-
icide (IPH) and IPH-suicide events involving adult and/or child 
fatalities. Eight of the reviews examined child homicide (within 
and outside of the IPV context). Among these eight, only two 
focused specifically on child fatalities in the context of “domes-
tic homicide” (Jaffe et al., 2012) and “familicide” (Mailloux, 
2014), with Jaffe et al. (2012) focused only on studies with US 
and Canadian samples and Mailloux (2014) conducting a non-
systematic search of newspaper and journal articles to comment 
on possible reasons why children die in the context of famili-
cide. Overall the aformentioned umbrella review demonstrated 
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that research on IPV-related child fatalities shows up in various 
areas of scholarship that often do not cross-pollinate. Further, it 
supports our understanding that individual studies concerning 
the global prevalence and characteristics of IPV-related child 
fatalities that occur because of IPV have not yet been systemati-
cally located and synthesized across various bodies of literature 
to inform related research and practice efforts. Such synthesis 
is critical because it can elucidate how IPV contributes to child 
fatalities, which can in turn help identify potential interven-
tion points and ways to prevent such child deaths. It may also 
help to improve understanding of whether there are particular 
risk factors in addition to IPV that indicate that children dying 
in the context of IPV are similar to, or different from, other 
child maltreatment deaths. Finally, as IPV services are gener-
ally designed for supporting adult victim-survivors of IPV, this 
effort can help guide the development of services that attend to 
the unique needs of children exposed to and at risk for dying in 
the context of IPV.

Current Study

This scoping review sought to systematically locate and syn-
thesize existing global research on child fatalities (among those 
aged 0–17 years at the time of death) that occurred within 
the context of current or past abusive intimate relationships, 
including those ruled as homicides or otherwise legally cat-
egorized (e.g., suicide). Collating such evidence from across 
multiple bodies of literature has the potential to guide how the 
field conceptualizes the risks that exist in families experienc-
ing IPV and how practitioners and the services they provide 
might bridge the gap between adult-focused and child-focused 
services that are widely used in formal support systems. This 
scoping review sought to answer the following primary 
research question: what is the state of global research concern-
ing the prevalence and circumstances of child fatalities in the 
context of current or past IPV? More specifically, we attended 
to the data sources and research methods used to understand 
such child fatalities, circumstances in which such fatalities 
occurred, and the characteristics of child victims and those 
who killed children in the context of IPV. Given the nascent 
state of the research, as well as heterogeneity in the literature, 
we used a scoping review approach to systematically locate 
and synthesize this body of knowledge (Tricco et al., 2016).

Methods

This scoping review adhered to the Preferred Reporting Items 
for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses: Extension for Scop-
ing Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) Checklist (Tricco et al., 2018). We 
systematically identified and assessed peer-reviewed literature 
that analyzed and presented quantitative data concerning child 

fatalities that occurred in the context of IPV. We focused on 
peer-reviewed articles that reported quantitative information 
for this review because such articles were most likely to report 
prevalence information, a key focus of this effort, and to help 
ensure our ability to meaningfully synthesize information across 
a large number of articles. Our team followed a detailed review 
protocol developed by the authors that is available upon request; 
the protocol is not registered with an outside body.

To be included in this scoping review, articles had to: (1) 
be published in English in a peer-reviewed journal during or 
before December 2022; (2) analyze and report on primary 
or secondary quantitative data; and (3) report findings con-
cerning children aged 0–17 years old who were killed in the 
context or as a result of current or past IPV and/or people who 
killed children aged 0–17 years in the context or as a result of 
current or past IPV. Books, book chapters, audio/visual media, 
case studies, systematic reviews, meta-analyses, and qualita-
tive studies were excluded. Articles that did not break down 
and report data specific to children ages 0–17 were excluded.

To locate articles, a research librarian who consulted on 
our search strategy ran searches in PsycINFO, CINAHL Plus, 
and PubMed first in November 2019 and again in December 
2022. A research team member also ran searches in seven 
research repositories in November 2019: ProQuest Disserta-
tions and Theses Global, Open Grey, National Resource Center 
on Domestic Violence publication, WorldCat Dissertations, 
National Violent Death Reporting System (NVDRS) publica-
tion list, European Institute on Gender Equality, World Health 
Organization publications. These searches were not repeated 
in December 2022 due to the focus on peer-reviewed litera-
ture, which was better identified through database searches. No 
filters were used in the searches, except for a human subjects 
filter in PubMed. We used relevant subject headings in each 
database; an incomplete list includes homicide, child, infant, 
adolescent, parents, caregivers, and legal guardians (for a full 
database search strategy, see the Supplementary Materials). The 
three main concepts searched with a combination of keywords 
and subject terms were homicide, children, and perpetrators.

In database and repository searches, 9,834 results were 
exported to Covidence in 2019 and another 761 were 
exported in 2022 for a total of 10,595 records (see Fig. 1 for 
the PRISMA flow diagram). Before title and abstract screen-
ing, 1,093 duplicates were removed. At least two research 
team members independently reviewed each article title and 
abstract in Covidence. Conflicts in screening decisions were 
reviewed and resolved through consensus by at least three 
team members. At this stage, we excluded 8,491 articles 
that did not meet the inclusion criteria. Next, at least two 
team members independently reviewed the full texts of each 
remaining article, and they recorded their decisions in Covi-
dence. Three senior research team members with extensive 
expertise concerning IPV and child fatalities reviewed full-
text screening decisions and reached consensus on additional 
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articles that should be excluded at this stage, leaving 131 
articles for data extraction. During data extraction, an addi-
tional 71 articles were excluded due to insufficient infor-
mation on the homicide sample, not being a peer-reviewed 
journal article, or because it was a duplicate of an article 
already located for inclusion. As such, this scoping review 
includes 60 articles.

The six team members who extracted data from articles 
followed a specific protocol developed prior to complet-
ing full-text reviews and initiating data extraction. They 
extracted data into an Excel template that they had piloted 
with multiple articles and refined based on this experience to 
increase data extraction consistency across extractors. One 
person extracted data from each article. For each article, 
a second team member independently reviewed extracted 
data and updated extracted data if needed to help ensure 
accuracy. Team members extracted data concerning research 
characteristics and methods, circumstances/context and con-
sequences of the fatalities, characteristics of children who 

died in the context of current or past of IPV, and charac-
teristics of people who committed homicide of a child in 
the context of current or past IPV. We then analyzed and 
synthesized data across articles in narrative form.

Results

This scoping review located 60 articles that reported quan-
titative and mixed methods research. These articles were 
published from 1986–2022 and reported research on child 
fatalities in the context of current or past IPV. Next, we 
report synthesized information on research characteristics 
and methods, contexts and circumstances in which IPV-
related child fatalities occurred, characteristics of children 
who were killed or died because of current or past IPV, and 
characteristics of people who killed children in the context 
of current or past IPV. Overall, many of the articles reported 
information on multiple types of child fatalities—not only 

Fig. 1  PRISMA flow diagram 
for the scoping review process Records identified in database and 

research repository searches

(k = 10,595)

Records after removing 

duplicates

(k = 9,502)

Records after title and 

abstract review

(k = 1,011)

Records after full-text 

review

(k = 131)

Records excluded

(k =1,093)

Records excluded

(k = 8,491)

Records excluded

(k = 880)

Reasons for exclusion: Not enough information on 

homicide sample (k=327), no focus on child IPH 

(k=281), non-English (k=38), qualitative study 

(k=47), full text could not be located (k=103), non-

empirical (k=37), duplicate (k=33), systematic 

review/meta-analysis (k=8), or not a peer-reviewed 

article (k=6)

Records after data 

extraction

(k =60)

Records excluded

(k =71)

Reasons for exclusion: Not enough information on 

homicide sample, not a peer-reviewed article, or 

duplicate
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those that occurred in the context of IPV; typically, IPV-
related child homicides or fatalities more generally were 
not the primary focus of the research. As such, it was often 
difficult to extract information specific to IPV-related child 
fatalities as opposed to child fatalities that occur under other 
circumstances or for other motivations.

Research Characteristics and Methods

Studies analyzed data from 23 countries, with six (10.0%) 
analyzing data from multiple countries (see Table 1, col-
umn 2 for countries for each article). Most frequently, article 
authors used data from the US (k = 23, 38.3%), followed 
by Europe (k = 21, 35.0%), Canada (k = 9, 15.0%), Australia 
(k = 7, 11.7%), Africa (k = 3, 5.0%), and Asia (k = 3, 5.0%). 
Across all articles, 42 (70.0%) reported only quantitative 
methods, and 18 (30.0%) reported mixed methods. Only 
one article reported the collection of primary data through 
an online survey (Douglas, 2013). Fifty-nine (98.3%) relied 
on secondary data, with many using multiple data sources 
(see Table 1, column 4 for details on data sources by arti-
cle); the data sources reported by these articles included 
national surveillance data (k = 21; e.g., US National Violent 
Death Reporting System data); police/prison/crime/coro-
ner’s records (k = 16); newspaper articles (k = 10); case files 
(k = 13); a specific data set (k = 5; e.g., Innocents Lost Data-
base, National Suicide Prevention Project); and/or forensic/
medical records (k = 3). Twenty-six (43.4%) reported on data 
collected after the year 2000 and 14 (23.3%) before 2000, 
with the remainder unspecified.

Articles focused on child and/or adult fatalities (e.g., 
homicides, suicides) that occurred in the context of a range 
of violence types, including “intimate partner,” “dating,” 
“domestic,” “family,” “marital,” and “spousal” violence, as 
well as “filicide,” “familicide,” and “femicide,” and these 
terms were defined differently across articles (see Table 1, 
column 3 for details on focal violence type by article). More 
than one-fifth (k = 13, 21.7%) of articles did not discuss spe-
cific case inclusion and exclusion criteria. Among those that 
did report such criteria, most commonly, articles included 
homicide-suicide or familicide-suicide (k = 16, 26.7%), fili-
cide only (k = 12, 20.0%), and child homicide only cases 
(k = 11, 18.3%). Almost all child fatalities examined were 
identified as homicides. The exception to this trend were a 
small number of children who died by suicide (e.g., Adhia 
et al., 2019a examined homicide-suicides committed by ado-
lescents). The number of child fatalities included in articles’ 
analytic samples was often difficult to discern due to insuf-
ficient or unclear reporting, precluding overall prevalence 
estimation in our review; this number ranged from 1 to at 
least 324.

Contexts and Circumstances in which 
IPV‑related Child Fatalities Occurred

Overall, articles reported sparse information concerning 
the contexts and circumstances surrounding child fatalities 
that occurred in the context of IPV. A quarter of the articles 
(k = 15; 25.0%) reported some information on where the 
IPV-related child fatalities (generally homicides) occurred, 
and the level of detail on this topic varied. Among articles 
that reported data on the locations of the child fatalities, 
most child victims were killed in their own home, the home 
of the person who committed the homicide, or a home in 
which both the child victim and perpetrator lived. Over-
all, fewer occurred in public places (Adhia et al., 2019a, 
b;Cooper & Eaves, 1996; Fowler et al., 2017). The setting 
might vary by type of violent death (e.g., homicide versus 
homicide-suicide; Cooper & Eaves, 1996; Flynn et al., 2016) 
and/or the age of the victim (e.g., young children versus 
older children; Fowler et al., 2017). Five articles explicitly 
reported that the majority (> 50.0%) of cases included in the 
study took place in the victim’s home, although sometimes it 
was unclear whether “victim” referred to child and/or adult 
victims in cases involving multiple deaths (Adhia et al., 
2019c; Ferrara et al., 2015; Lyons et al., 2021a, b; Tosini, 
2017). One article stated that the majority of cases (91.0% 
of filicide cases examined) took place in the perpetrator’s 
home (Bourget & Gagné, 2005), and another article speci-
fied that in 19 out of 20 familicide cases reviewed, the “ … 
crime scene was the family home” (Frei & Ilic, 2020; p. 4). 
Additionally, one article reported that in all but one instance 
(of 26), the homicide took place either in the child victim’s 
or perpetrator’s home (Cavanagh et al., 2007).

Nearly two-thirds (k = 38, 63.3%) of all articles reported 
some information about the intimate relationship status 
(e.g., current versus former intimate partner and/or relation-
ship type such as boyfriend/girlfriend, cohabiting, spouse) 
between the person who committed homicide and the person 
with whom they were in an abusive partnership. However, 
in multiple articles, it was unclear if the status reported was 
specific to the abusive relationship (e.g., the article reported 
that the perpetrator was married at the time of the homicide, 
but it was unclear if they were married to the person they 
killed or someone else). Details on this topic varied across 
articles at least in part due to variations in study aims, types 
of cases examined (e.g., familicide, filicide, IPV-related 
deaths), and how the studies defined relationship type or 
status. Most commonly, articles reported that the largest 
proportion of partners in an abusive relationship in their 
sample were married, or more generally, that the perpetra-
tor was married at the time of the homicide (k = 13). Ten 
articles reported that the largest proportion were in current 
relationships, with one article explicitly noting that just over 
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half of the IPV-related cases in their sample involved cur-
rently married partners (Alexandri et al., 2022). Four articles 
reported that the largest proportion were cohabiting at the 
time of the violent death(s) (Cavanagh et al., 2007; Dobash 
& Dobash, 2012; Flynn et al., 2016; Kauppi et al., 2010), 
and two of these articles explicitly described that these 
individuals were both cohabiting and married (Flynn et al., 
2016; Kauppi et al., 2010). Though not always clear, most 
articles appeared to focus on mixed-sex/heterosexual part-
nerships, most of them reporting on child and adult fatalities 
that resulted from IPV committed by men against women. 
A minority of articles specifically addressed separation 
and/or divorce (e.g., Brown et al., 2014; Cooper & Eaves, 
1996; El-Hak et al., 2009; Frei & Ilic, 2020). For example, 
Cooper and Eaves (1996) found that nearly one-third of the 
homicide victims in their study who were killed following 
marital separation were children who were murdered by their 
fathers. Although we sought to extract data on whether a 
child victim was living with the person who killed them at 
the time of death, we found that no articles reported clear 
information on this topic.

More than half of articles (k = 37, 61.7%) reported some 
information on the timing (e.g., past, present, ongoing) of 
IPV (also called domestic, family, or marital violence) expe-
rienced by any portion of their samples. In some articles 
it was unclear whether this history of violence was with 
a partner and associated child who was killed or a differ-
ent relationship unconnected to the homicide(s) included in 
the research (e.g., Ferrara et al., 2015; Flynn et al., 2016). 
Though the details varied, collectively, the articles indicated 
past and/or ongoing IPV precipitated some portion of vio-
lent child deaths and should be attended to as a risk factor 
for such deaths; however, it was not possible to estimate 
how commonly IPV precipitated child homicides from this 
sample of articles and our review. Five of the 37 articles 
reported that in most of their sample, IPV between parents 
was present prior to and/or at the time of the child homicides 
(Adhia et al., 2019a, c; Bush, 2020; Cavanagh et al., 2007; 
Dobash & Dobash, 2012). Among articles that did not focus 
exclusively on cases involving IPV, a few mentioned that 
their estimate of the presence of IPV is likely an underes-
timation (e.g., Brown et al., 2014; Dawson, 2015). Some 
articles also reported on familial behaviors that might or 
might not constitute IPV but precipitated child homicides 
(e.g., heated arguments between parents; e.g., Eke et al., 
2015; El-Hak et al., 2009). Also, as noted by Dobash and 
Dobash (2012), it might have been hard for study authors to 
disentangle violence that was directed toward children and 
that toward adult partners.

Less than half of articles (k = 25, 41.7%) reported data 
on precipitating circumstances or motivations for IPV-
related child fatalities, although we could not always iden-
tify when such motivations or circumstances were specific 

to incidents that involved child fatalities and/or other cases 
included in each study (see Table 1, column 5 for more 
information on this topic). Across articles, four such rea-
sons commonly surfaced. First and most often, multiple 
articles described revenge/jealousy as a motivation for such 
fatalities, including having suspicion of extramarital affairs, 
jealousy concerning a new partner, or related issues toward 
(most often female) partners (Adhia et al., 2019b; Adinkrah, 
2001; Alexandri et al., 2022; Dawson, 2015; Graham et al., 
2021; Myers et al., 2021); jealousy or resentment toward 
women because of their attention on children (Dobash & 
Dobash, 2012); or unspecified jealousy (Alexandri et al., 
2022; Bush, 2020; Ferrara et al., 2015; Moen & Bezuiden-
hout, 2023; Shiferaw et al., 2010). Second, some articles 
highlighted economic concerns or financial trouble as a 
potential motivation for such child fatalities (Alexandri 
et al., 2022; Chan & Beh, 2003; El-Hak et al., 2009; Ferrara 
et al., 2015; Flynn et al., 2016; Saleva et al., 2007). Third, a 
few articles discussed separation/break-up and divorce from 
a partner or termination of sexual relations as potential moti-
vation for these child fatalities (Adhia et al., 2019a, b; Chan 
& Beh, 2003; Cooper & Eaves, 1996; Ferrara et al., 2015; 
Flynn et al., 2016; Frei & Ilic, 2020; Holland et al., 2018; 
Saleva et al., 2007; Shiferaw et al., 2010). Fourth, mental 
health issues or mental illness, sometimes including sub-
stance abuse, were identified among potential motivations 
or precipitating circumstances in multiple articles (Cooper 
& Eaves, 1996; Ferrara et al., 2015; Flynn et al., 2016; Frei 
& Ilic, 2020; Holland et al., 2018; Jonson-Reid et al., 2023; 
Jordan & McNiel, 2021).

Characteristics of Children who were Killed 
or Died in the Context of IPV

Additionally, we sought to identify key characteristics of 
children who were killed or died in the context of IPV. 
Among articles reviewed, there were two predominant and 
distinct groups—children killed by a parent or other adult 
caregiver; and adolescents killed by an intimate partner. 
Most articles (k = 34, 56.6%) found that murdered children 
were either biological or stepchildren of the person who 
killed them, with the larger proportion being biological chil-
dren. For example in one study, 95% of the child victims 
were biological children and 5.0% stepchildren of the person 
who killed them (Barnes, 2000). In another study, 89.0% 
were biological children and 11.0% stepchildren of the per-
son who killed them (Sillito & Salari, 2011). In Wilson et al. 
(1995), 89.3% of child victims from Canada were biological 
children and 10.2% stepchildren of the person who killed 
the children, and 83.1% of child victims from the United 
Kingdom were biological children and 16.9% stepchildren 
of the person who killed them.
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Studies investigated a variety of different types of cases, 
including incidents involving one or multiple fatalities. In 
studies that investigated cases in which there were multiple 
deaths of children and adults, frequently, these incidents 
involved a male perpetrator killing their adult female inti-
mate partner together with one or more people under age 
18 (e.g., Abolarin et al., 2019; Barnes, 2000; Bourget & 
Gagné, 2005). Further, in many situations in which chil-
dren were killed, violence was also used against female 
intimate partners (e.g., Cavanagh et al., 2007; Dobash & 
Dobash, 2012). Notably, Daly and Wilson (1994) found 
that men who killed their biological children were also 
more liable time than men who killed their stepchildren to 
kill their spouses at the same time (p < 0.05).

Across articles, child victims’ ages ranged from 0 to 
19 years. A variety of age ranges were found in different 
articles (e.g., 0–11 in Cheung, 1986; 0–5 in Daly & Wil-
son, 1994; 5–19 years in Moskowitz et al., 2005); however 
‘under 18 years of age’ was common among those that 
reported age (e.g., Brown et al., 2014; Messing & Heeren, 
2004; Morton, 1998). Regarding the potential influence of 
age on risk for child fatality, Brown et al. (2014) suggested 
that an older age might protect against child homicide 
victimization given that over one-third of child victims 
in their study were under the age of 4 years. Relatedly, 
child homicide by biological mothers often occurred in 
the first 12 months after childbirth and among those aged 
3 to 6 years old at the time of death (e.g., Cheung, 1986; 
Eke et al., 2015).

Regarding child victim sex, findings were mixed. Out 
of the 18 (30.0%) articles that reported the sex distribu-
tion of child victims within their samples, 10 indicated a 
majority (> 50.0%) of male victims, while six indicated a 
majority (> 50.0%) of female victims (Adhia et al., 2019a, 
b; Alexandri et al., 2022; El-Hak et al., 2009; Lyons et al., 
2021a; Tosini, 2017). Additionally, in two articles, the sex 
distribution was evenly split (Cavanagh et al., 2007; Frei 
& Ilic, 2020). Notably, several of these articles reported 
similar proportions between females and males (Abola-
rin et al., 2019; El-Hak et al., 2009; Lyons et al., 2021a, 
b; Moen & Bezuidenhout, 2023). For example, El-Hak 
et al. (2009) reported that about 48.0% were male and 
52.0% female, with no statistically significant difference 
in sex. On the other hand, several studies found larger 
differences. Brown et al. (2014) found that child victims 
killed by adults were more often male (70.0%) than female 
(30.0%), as did Douglas (2013) with 65.2% male and 
34.9% female. Additionally, in multiple articles (k = 13, 
21.7%), the sample included adolescents under age 18 
who were in abusive intimate relationships with the person 
who killed them (e.g.,  Adhia et al., 2019b; Bush, 2020; 
Graham et al., 2021; Mathews et al., 2019; McLachlan & 
Harris, 2022; Moskowitz et al., 2005). Among articles that 

reported details about child victim sex, child victims killed 
by their dating or intimate partners were largely female 
adolescents. For example, Adhia et al., (2019b) found that 
of the 2,188 homicides of children aged 11–18 years, 150 
(6.9%) were classified as IPH, of whom 90.0% (n = 135) 
were female. Other information, including child victims’ 
race, ethnicity, and education level, was not considered in 
most articles reviewed.

Characteristics of People Who Killed 
Children in the Context of IPV

As previously noted, many articles reported information 
on multiple types of child homicides—not only those that 
were the result of IPV-related. As such, it was often dif-
ficult to ascertain whether the demographic characteris-
tics of individuals who kill a child in the context of IPV 
and other contextual details might be similar to or dif-
ferent from child fatalities that occur under different cir-
cumstances or for other motivations. Across all articles 
(k = 34, 56.7%) that looked at deaths caused by both men 
and women, in all but one article (Putkonen et al., 2011) 
the majority of child fatalities in the context of current 
or past IPV were caused by men, ranging from between 
36.3–95.5% of such fatalities. Drawing upon the Statistics 
Canada’s annual Homicide Survey, Dawson (2015) found 
fathers were more commonly the accused in cases involv-
ing a history of family violence compared to mothers by 
almost four to one (79.0% to 21.0%, respectively).

In their study using the US National Violent Death 
Reporting System for 2003–2015, Abolarin et al. (2019) 
identified 2,425 homicide incidents involving multiple 
victims, of which 741 were intimate partners or family 
members of the victims. Overall, the most common pat-
tern in these incidents was a male offender who killed 
their intimate partner as well as one or more children (182 
incidents, 24.6% of incidents examined). A similar pattern 
emerged over a period of 20 years (1973–1992) across 
five Australian states where 73 children were killed by a 
parent (55 children killed by their father) who then died 
by suicide. This represented 73 deaths of children in the 
context of murder-suicides in 188 incidents during this 
period (Barnes, 2000).

In their study of IPHs of adolescents, Adhia et al., 2019b 
analyzed data from the US National Violent Death Reporting 
System for 2003–2016. Overall, 134 (89.9%) of those who 
committed homicide were male, with 15 female (10.1%). 
One hundred and two people who killed their current or 
former intimate partners (77.9%) were aged 18 years and 
older (M = 20.6 years; SD = 5.0 years), and 94 (62.7%) were 
current intimate partners of the victim. Those who commit-
ted homicide were more likely to be Black and non-Hispanic 
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(48.2%) or White and non-Hispanic (31.2%), compared to 
victims who were most likely White and non-Hispanic 
(42%) or Black and non-Hispanic (40.7%).

Relationship to the Child

Articles captured by this review indicated that for child 
homicide in the context of IPV, there were three distinct 
groups of individuals who caused harm. First, the largest 
group were men who were current or former intimate part-
ners of a child’s mother, either biologically related to the 
child or not, who harmed the child (k = 56, 93.3%). Next, 
there was a smaller group of women who were current or 
former intimate partners of a child’s father, either bio-
logically related to the child or not, who harmed the child 
(k = 11, 18.3%; Adhia et al., 2019c; Cavanagh et al., 2007; 
Dawson, 2015; Ferrara et al., 2015; Logan-Greene et al., 
2013). Finally, as indicated previously, studies demon-
strated that female adolescents are at times killed by their 
current or former male intimate partner (k = 13, 21.6%; 
e.g., Adhia et al., 2019a, b; Ferrara et al., 2015; Meyer & 
Post, 2013; Nielssen et al., 2009).

Method of Death

Barnes (2000) noted that men who killed were more likely 
to use more violent ways of committing both murder and 
suicide. Notably, most studies were undertaken in national 
contexts with wide ownership or access to firearms. As such, 
many of the deaths in the articles reviewed were caused by 
firearm injuries (k = 7, 11.7%; Abolarin et al., 2019; Adhia 
et al., 2019b, c; Bourget & Gagné, 2005; Byard et al., 1999; 
Dawson, 2015; Sillito & Salari, 2011), including the deaths 
of adolescents under age 18 years killed by their current or 
former intimate partner (Adhia et al., 2019b). Drawing upon 
the North Carolina Violent Death Reporting System for 
2004–2013, Smucker et al. (2018) highlighted that for men 
who killed, IPH with a gun averaged 1.58 victims, compared 
with 1.14 victims in IPH with other weapons (p < 0.001). 
This pattern was much less pronounced for women, where 
IPHs committed with firearms had just 1.09 victims, com-
pared with 1.01 victims for non-firearm cases (p < 0.10).

In contexts with less access to firearms, stabbing with a 
sharp implement, strangulation and blunt trauma were the 
most common methods used (Chan & Beh, 2003; El-Hak 
et al., 2009; Ferrara et al., 2015). However, for most of these 
studies, the distinction between children killed in the context 
of IPV from more general child homicide was unclear, apart 
from instances where the current or former adult intimate 
partner was killed as well as the child.

Homicide‑Suicide

Multiple articles indicated that some portion of people who 
committed homicide died by suicide after they murdered 
one or more children and often other family members (Bar-
ber et al., 2008; Barnes, 2000; Ferrara et al., 2015; Saleva 
et al., 2007; Shiferaw et al., 2010; Smucker et al., 2018). 
Abolarin et al. (2019) highlighted that suicide following 
homicide increases with the increasing number of homicide 
victims, with Wilson et al. (1995) reporting that the inci-
dence of suicide in familicides substantially and significantly 
exceeds that in non-familicidal, IPHs only, and filicides. For 
those who killed a current or former intimate partner under 
18 years, 16.0% (n = 24) of them died by suicide (Adhia 
et al., 2019b).

Characteristics of the Perpetrators’ Personal History

Many of the articles (k = 50; 83.3%) included some infor-
mation on the background of adults who had killed chil-
dren, including adversity experienced in childhood (e.g., 
Cavanagh et al., 2007; Cheung, 1986), prior criminal convic-
tions (e.g., Cavanagh et al., 2007; Dobash & Dobash, 2012), 
and history of mental illness and/or problematic substance 
use (e.g., Bourget & Gagné, 2005; Brown et al., 2014; Flynn 
et al., 2016). However, this information was generally not 
disaggregated for children who died in the context of IPV.

Context

Notably, in many of these fatal assaults the child victim was 
in the sole care of the person who killed them, mothers hav-
ing left fathers with temporary responsibility for the care of 
the child. The data from Cavanagh et al. (2007) indicated 
some men appeared unable or unwilling to discharge their 
limited parenting responsibilities without enacting violence. 
Findings suggested that violence seemed to be a preferred 
choice for many who killed children, and trial judges high-
lighted their propensity to use violence to resolve problems. 
Alternatively, Sillito and Salari (2011) highlighted that an 
estranged relationship between parents may actually be a 
protective factor for child survival, especially if the child 
spent time with a parent in another household.

Discussion

This scoping review sought to systematically locate and syn-
thesize existing global research on child fatalities (among 
those aged 0–17  years at the time of death) that have 
occurred within the context of current or former abusive 
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intimate relationships, including those ruled as homicides 
or otherwise legally categorized. In doing so, we sought to 
identify what is known about such deaths, and what is still 
unclear, to characterize the state of global research concern-
ing the prevalence and circumstances of IPV-related child 
fatalities.

In our review, we identified several key themes and points 
of learning. First, to better understand and describe the 
prevalence and circumstances in which children die in the 
context of IPV, we need to distinguish between the deaths 
of young people who are killed or die by suicide within their 
own intimate relationships and child fatalities that occur in 
the context of IPV among adults who are responsible for car-
ing for those children. Recognizing these distinct groupings 
has the potential to ensure that policy and practice responses 
aimed at both prevention and intervention are sensitive to 
the specific context and needs of each group. However, to 
date, only a few studies have adopted this approach (e.g., 
Adhia et al., 2019a, b and address IPV-related homicides and 
suicides among adolescents; Adhia et al., 2019c examines 
deaths among children ages 2–14 who die in the context of 
IPV among parents).

Second and relatedly, this review demonstrates that the 
existing literature that paid attention specifically to IPV-
related child fatalities is very limited; most studies identi-
fied did not aim to conduct investigations of these deaths 
specifically, making prevalence estimation impossible. 
Research has tended to treat children who die in the cxon-
text of IPV as either collateral victims of adult IPV (e.g., 
Graham et al., 2021); or to merge the deaths of children in 
the context of IPV with the wider pool of deaths resulting 
from child maltreatment or homicide more broadly (e.g., 
Cavanagh et al., 2007). However, in doing so, the deaths of 
children in the context of IPV are less likely to be identi-
fied and treated as a primary research focus on their own. 
This lack of targeted research hinders our understanding of 
the unique dynamics surrounding IPV-related child fatali-
ties. Accordingly, conducting such investigations would 
help ascertain what professional and service responses are 
required to support these children and address their distinct 
needs. In the United Kingdom and elsewhere, there is grow-
ing acceptance that not only are children victim-survivors 
of IPV but that their experiences and needs may differ from 
that of adult victim-survivors (e.g., Giesbrecht et al., 2023). 
Conversely, systemic responses to managing the risks of 
IPV for children needs to attend to the most appropriate and 
effective ways to work with the child’s safe parent/caregiver 
(Hale et al., 2024), as well as account for the benefits of the 
child-mother relationship in terms of being protected and 
nurtured in both the immediate- and long-term (Skafida & 
Devaney, 2023).

Research, Practice, and Policy Implications

Several implications arise from these findings. Our review 
covered studies undertaken across five decades. As such, it 
is unsurprising that terminology and concepts have changed 
over such a lengthy period. However, it is also clear that time 
alone cannot explain the diversity of terms used to refer to 
deaths of adults and children resulting from various forms 
of familial violence. Greater consistency and transparency in 
how deaths are defined, along with the adoption of an agreed 
core dataset or set of indicators that reflects current theo-
retical frameworks and empirical findings related to deaths 
of children in the context of IPV would allow for greater 
pooling and comparison of data between and across stud-
ies, contexts, and countries. Such efforts would increase the 
potential to then explore the intra-group commonalities and 
differences of sub-groups of children, such as comparisons 
between those killed in the context of family separation and 
those killed due to other motivations or under other circum-
stances. One promising example of such a dataset that is 
being used to study IPV-related deaths among young people 
is the National Violent Death Reporting System, a surveil-
lance system that captures a wide array of data on violent 
deaths among individuals of all ages across all US states, 
districts, and territories. Though not without limitations 
and flaws (see AbiNader et al., 2023), national surveillance 
systems of this type can shed light on the circumstances in 
which children die in the context of of IPV. There is clearly 
need for additional studies that focus specifically on the IPV-
related child fatalities, and to develop methodologies that 
gather quantifiable, comparable data alongside qualitative 
studies that seek to understand such incidents.

Additionally, several current practice and policy dis-
courses align with and are supported by our findings. There 
is increasing recognition that young people may experience 
IPV or even homicide in their dating relationships, need 
focused support to recognize the harm they are experienc-
ing and/or causing, and would likely benefit from having 
tailored support (Bundock et al., 2020; Debnam & Kumodzi, 
2021). Such discourses and findings from this review further 
demonstrate the need to engage young people in programs 
that seek to reduce and prevent the incidence of adolescent 
dating violence (Reyes et al., 2021) and explore the ways in 
which IPV among adolescents contributes to homicide and 
suicide mortality (Graham et al., 2022; Kafka et al., 2023). 
Further, the field is beginning to acknowledge that children 
can be victims of and harmed by parental/caregiver IPV 
and need to be included in discussions about related ser-
vice responses (Turner et al., 2017). Relatedly, the field is 
also more deeply examining whether and how to approach 
children’s experiences of parental/caregiver IPV as potential 
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child maltreatment, an area deserving of careful attention 
to contexts and systems of care, with input from those with 
lived experience and professionals from across disciplines 
and service sectors. A recent systematic review (Lewis et al., 
2018) of research on child, parent, and professional per-
spectives concerning child IPV exposure identification and 
early response highlights the need for such processes to be 
trauma-informed and tailored to the specific dynamics and 
presentation of IPV. Others have underscored the importance 
of taking great care in such processes to ensure that the vic-
tim parent is not placed at greater risk or otherwise harmed 
by being made responsible for the risk posed to children by 
their partner’s behavior (Hale et al., 2024).

Strengths and Limitations

This review is the first to systematically search for and synthe-
size existing quantitative literature concerning child fatalities 
in the context of IPV. The study has benefitted from a rigorous 
approach to searching and analyzing the relevant literature. 
However, this review is not without limitations. Had the study 
included a wider range of literature types, including work pub-
lished in other languages and using qualitative designs, our 
understanding of these issues may have been fuller. The field 
would benefit from future reviews that identify and collate 
qualitative research, non-peer reviewed reports/documents, 
and literature written in languages other than English to assist 
with creating an even more comprehensive understanding of 
the state of global research on this topic, particularly given that 
culture and place have significant implications for how IPV is 
defined and manifests (e.g., Sokoloff & Dupont, 2005). Addi-
tionally, it is possible that we missed or misinterpreted some 
details in the large body of research reviewed; however, our 
rigorous approach that employed a protocol, multiple review-
ers, and research team with a depth and range of IPV-related 
research and practice experience helped address this potential 
issue.

Conclusion

This review has highlighted that children die in the context 
of of IPV. There is a danger of viewing these deaths as the 
result of extreme violent incidents; however, the literature we 
reviewed demonstrates that IPV and related death of children 
and others is often the most extreme culmination of a much 
longer pattern of violence, abuse, and coercive control that 
adult and child victims commonly have been living with for 
some time. Therefore, such deaths, while maybe difficult to 
predict, are often preventable if earlier intervention is made 
available and professionals are alert to key circumstances in 
which risk may increase significantly, such as before and after 
periods of separation or in high conflict disputes about child 

contact. Future research and practice efforts should attend 
very specifically to understanding IPV-related child fatalities 
to identify critical intervention points and strategies that will 
save children’s lives.
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