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Foreword

A recent report by the Home
Office stated that ‘'domestic
abuse can happen to anyone,
anywhere™.

While this is true, the research
summarised here shows that it is
women who are poor who are
more likely to suffer domestic
abuse, they suffer domestic
abuse more often and are the
victims of more types of abuse
(physical violence, sexual abuse
and coercive control). Mums
who were the poorest and the
youngest were most likely of all
to suffer from domestic abuse.

The research drew on the
experiences of some 5,000
children, their mums and some
of their dads and explores many
Important specifics, for example,
which mums are likely to
experience domestic abuse and
who is likely to report it; how
children are affected by
domestic abuse — their social
and emotional development -
and the risk of physical
punishment; and how domestic
abuse affects the mum/child
relationship.

There are thus important
Implications for social work
practice: for assessment, for
understanding the needs of the

child, the impact on attachment
and determining contact
arrangements.

Both the size of the evidence
base, and the very specific
Implications for social work
practice make this a highly
significant piece of research.
Thanks to the Nuffield
Foundation who funded this
work, Professor John Devaney
who made the connection with
BASW, and the author of this
report, Dr Valeria Skafida.

Luke Geoghegan
Head of Policy and Research, BASW




Summary

Using data from survey of just over 5000
children living in Scotland, this research
examined how poverty and other factors
(age, education) impact on mums
experiencing domestic violence and the
effects on their children. The research also
looked at the involvement of police and
social services in such situations.

Key findings

® The poorest mums were more likely to
experience domestic abuse. The research
divided the mums into five income groups
(lowest income group to highest income
group). 20% of mums in the lowest
income group (incomes of less than
£12,000) experienced domestic abuse
compared to 7% in the highest income
group. Mums in the lowest income group
also experienced more types of abuse
(physical violence, sexual abuse and
coercive control) and more often,
compared to those on the highest
incomes (13% compared to 3%).
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® Younger mums were more likely to report-
domestic abuse. 19% of mums aged under
20 had experienced abuse, compared to
8% among mothers aged 40 years or older
when their child was born.

® Younger mums who were the poorest
reported the highest levels of abuse.
Among the youngest mums living on the
lowest incomes, one in three reported
experiencing domestic abuse, whereas for
mums, who were not the poorest or the
youngest, one in ten experienced
domestic abuse.

® The research looked at how domestic
abuse affected the social and emotional
development of children aged 6 to 13.
Children of mums who had experienced
domestic abuse generally had poorer
scores on different measures of social and
emotional development. For example,
where mums had experienced domestic
abuse, the predicted probability (which is
an adjusted likelihood calculated from
more complex models) of children having
high scores for ‘externalising behaviours'’
(i.e. disobedience, temper tantrums,
hyperactivity, stealing or fighting) was 21%
compared to 14% where mothers did not
report experiencing domestic abuse.

® The research found that a close
relationship between a mum and her child
was strongly associated with better social
and emotional development for children.
Among mums who experienced domestic
abuse, some 17% of children with a strong
mother-child relationship ranked high for
‘externalising behaviours’ (i.e.
disobedience, temper tantrums,
hyperactivity, stealing or fighting)
compared to 49% of children with a
weaker mother-child relationship.

@® Trends were similar for ‘internalising
symptoms’ (i.e. depressive disorders and
anxiety). Among children who were living
with domestic abuse, those with a
stronger mother-child relationships had
much higher scores for prosocial
behaviours (i.e. altruism and reciprocity)
than children with weaker relationships to
their mums.



® The perpetration of domestic abuse against
mums was associated with more frequent
parental use of physical punishment of
children. In homes where the mum'’s
abusive partner had been present in
children’s lives since birth, 26% of children
(predicted probability) had been smacked at
age 2 by the mum’s abusive partner
compared to 16% of children where an
abusive partner was not continuously
present since birth.

® There was a notable difference in parental
contact with social workers depending on
the gender of children in the study. Among
mums who reported domestic abuse, social
worker contact was twice as common
where the study-child was a boy (predicted
probability of 16%) as opposed to a girl
(predicted probability of 8%).

Reflections for practice: Mums and
perpetrators of abuse

® When working with a young mum in
poverty there is a high likelihood that she
will be a victim of domestic abuse and it is
important to create space to discuss this
possibility.

® Young mums living in poverty are those
most at risk of experiencing abuse, and of
experiencing more types of abuse more
often. Women in poverty experiencing
abuse have far fewer opportunities to leave
abusive relationships and are more
vulnerable while in them.

® Mums living in poverty but with degree level
educational qualifications are more likely to
report experiencing domestic abuse than
women in similar circumstances but with
fewer educational qualifications. Though
we do not know exactly why this is, it could
be because these mothers are more likely
to recognize abuse as such, and more likely
to reportitin the survey.

@ Perpetrators often continue to abuse
victims after the relationship has ended, so
it is important to explore experiences and
impacts of domestic abuse even where
women do not apparently have an intimate
partner in their lives.

Reflections for practice: the impacts of
domestic abuse on children

® In most cases, a strong relationship
between a mum and her child can protect
children from the negative effects of
domestic abuse. For example, a close
relationship between mother and child is
associated with more altruistic behaviours
in children. It is important that social
workers recognise this strength.

@ Perpetrators of abuse often try to
undermine the relationship between
mothers and their children, and this can
happen both during the relationships and
after separation (through child contact for
example). It is important that social
workers recognise that mothers and
children may need support in dealing with
an abusive partner even after separation.

® Parenting while enduring domestic abuse
can be extremely challenging. Sometimes,
mums find coping mechanisms which can
include intentionally ‘distancing’ children
emotionally so as to protect children and
themselves from further abuse. Thus,
social workers should be aware that
‘protective parenting’ and ‘mothering’
strategies can look very different in the
context of domestic abuse.

® Where a mum is experiencing abuse, it is
likely that children are victimised in
different ways, i.e. both directly (e.g.
experiencing parental physical
chastisement) and indirectly (e.g. by
witnessing abuse). It is important that
services recognise children as victims of
domestic abuse both in their own right and
support them in light of the various way in
which children are likely to be affected.

® Where a mum has mentioned
experiencing domestic abuse, social
workers are more likely to be involved in
children’s lives if the child is a boy as
opposed to a girl. This could be because
social and emotional developmental
difficulties differ between boys (i.e. more
visible forms of poor behaviour) and girls
(i.e. more depressive and ‘silent’
behavioural problems).



1.0 Introduction

A recent Home Office report states that
‘domestic abuse can happen to anyone,
anywhere. While true, this account leaves
out poverty entirely. The reality is that
mothers living on the lowest incomes were
more likely to experience domestic abuse, to
experience more types of abuse and to
experience this abuse more often. This
research summary sets out recent findings
around poverty, social inequality and
domestic abuse, the implications for
children, and explores what this might mean
for social work practice.

The research used a longitudinal survey of
families and children living in Scotland. This
longitudinal study tracks the same sample of
children and their families from infancy into
adolescence, and the study collects
information on children’s lives regularly
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throughout this period. The research used
this data to explore social inequalities in
domestic abuse experiences among mums
of young children. Social inequalities means
unequal experiences of domestic abuse and
related outcomes for children which differ
based on factors such as income, education,
age or gender. To understand how children
may be affected by living with domestic
abuse, the research looked at the
relationship between experiences of
domestic abuse and children’s social and
emotional development, as well as children’s
own experiences of parental physical
punishment. This report also presents
findings around how parental contact with
the police and with social services, in the
context of domestic abuse, varies greatly
depending on families’ income. Implications
for practise are discussed at the end of the
report.




2.0 Literature review

2.1 Social inequalities in domestic abuse

One of the main aims of the research was to
examine the social inequalities in domestic
abuse experiences among mothers and
young children. The research looked at the
existing literature to see what work in this
area might be relevant. In the literature, few
studies use methods which make it possible
to explore social inequalities in domestic
abuse experiences among mothers of young
children?. Some relevant studies focus on
abuse experienced across a lifetime, but this
makes it difficult to know how many parents
and how many children are affected by
domestic abuse in any geographical context,
including the UK 24 International research
does suggest that domestic abuse
experiences are affected by different
important socioeconomic factors 3-°.
Research by the Joseph Rowntree
Foundation reports a consistent association
between domestic abuse and poverty using
UK population survey data on adults, though
this research does not tell us if children were
present or how they were affected ®.

2.2 Children’s wellbeing in the context
of domestic abuse

The research wanted to understand how
domestic abuse affected children’s social
and emotional development and what
aspects of children’s lives can protect
children from negative repercussions.
Previous studies in this field have mostly
used participants from clinical settings, or
samples which are not representative of the
broader community ”. While domestic abuse
may negatively affect some children, some
children do not appear to be negatively
affected &

Studies have found that a close relationship
between the mum and the child can protect
children from the negative repercussions of
living with domestic abuse 7°. Factors
explored in other studies include ‘'maternal
warmth'” or ‘positive parenting’ ¥ or
‘parenting skills”. These are often discussed
as factors which have a protective effect on
children’s emotional and psychological

outcomes in the context of domestic abuse.
Yet, perpetrators of abuse often try to
actively undermine the mum-child
relationship, by for example intentionally
abusing the mum in front of children,
undermining their authority as a mum,
threatening to contact child protection
services and more .

The research also explored the association
between mum’s experiences of domestic
abuse and parental use of physical
punishment with children. A review of the
relevant literature has noted that domestic
abuse often happens at the same time as
child abuse and neglect®. The survey used
did not have questions about child abuse.
What was explored was the relationship
between domestic abuse and parental
physical punishment and the research draws
on others work around the ‘continuum of
violence™® which describes how parental
physical punishment can escalate and lead
to increasingly more violent actions.

2.3 Family contact with services

The research also explored the relationships
between mum’s experiences of domestic
abuse and family contact with the police and
with social services and examines whether
there are also social inequalities in police and
social worker contact. There is recent
evidence on the profound social inequalities
which characterize children’s social care
system in the UK. Prior research on police
and social services responses for children
and families experiencing domestic abuse
shows that only a minority of police
notifications triggered an initial social work
assessment®. Social workers were found to
be more likely to make an assessment if
infants were present, or severe injuries were
sustained by the victim, but whether there
was social inequality in how these situations
were handled by social workers was not
considered in that research®.



3.0 Methodology

The research used data from a longitudinal
survey' of just over 5000 children living in
Scotland. Children, born in 2004-2005, were
followed from infancy to adolescence. The
survey asked questions from mothers, some
fathers, and, from age 7 onwards, also from
children themselves.

When children were 6 years old, a remaining
sample of 3646 mums were asked 13 survey
questions about different types of domestic
abuse experienced at any point in the 6-year
period since the child was born. Questions
covered physical violence, sexual abuse, and
coercive control. Follow-on questions also
asked how often any abuse took place, and
who had perpetrated the abuse. Using these
questions, a measure of the frequency of
abuse was created for those experiencing
‘any’ type of abuse (i.e. mums who answered
‘yes' to any of the survey questions).

Questions about domestic abuse were only
asked once in this survey. To understand
what was happening over time, questions
were used to identify mums and children
who had been living with an abusive partner
since the start of the survey. (For other
families, the domestic abuse was perpetrated
by an intimate partner no longer living in the
household, or not continuously living in the
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household, or different partners were
implicated). When the research refers to
‘domestic abuse’ in this report, it means
violence and abuse experienced by mums
from a current or previous intimate partner
or partners, who may or may not be co-
habiting, or who have been co-habiting with
the women in our study at any point since
the child was born.

Children’s social and emotional development
was measured through the Strengths and
Difficulties Questionnaire °.

To examine poverty, the research used a
measure of income which is adjusted to take
into account the number of adults and
children in the household. This measure of
income is comparable across households of
different sizes. Families were divided into five
equally sized income groups. The poorest
families had an adjusted household income
of just under £12,000. Those on the highest
incomes had an adjusted income of just over
£37,000 or more.

Different statistical models were then used
to analyse the data and set out the evidence
and findings in the rest of this report. Further
details on data and methods are reported
elsewhere =2%, Ethical approval for the
research was given by the University of
Edinburgh.

" https://growingupinscotland.org.uk


https://growingupinscotland.org.uk/

Different forms of disadvantage intersect
with each other in relation to domestic
abuse victimisation. Among mothers who
were both in the youngest age group, and on
the lowest household income, 1in 3
experienced abuse (predicted probability).
This figure was 1 in 10 when focusing on
mothers who were neither in the youngest
age group nor in the lowest income group.

4.0 Findings & Discussion

4.1 Social inequalities in domestic abuse
Among all mums, 3.5% had experienced
abuse from a ‘current partner’ at the time
questions were asked. The remaining 10%
experienced such abuse from a prior partner

during a previous relationship since the child
was born, or from an ex-partner.

Mothers experiencing ‘any’ domestic abuse by age and income (predicted probability)
Aged 20 years or older
and not on the lowest income
Aged 20 years old or older
and on the lowest income
Aged under 20
and not on the lowest income
Aged under 20
and on the lowest income

Notes: Growing Up in Scotland data, N: 3,655. Predicted probabilities from logistic regression. Controlling for maternal
education; mother’s ethnic background; number of children in the home; study child’s gender.

Source: https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177 /088626052 0980392

Perpetrators often continue to abuse victims
even after separation, and even if the abuser
no longer lived in the household 2223,

The experiences of domestic abuse varied
between mums based on different
characteristics, such as household income,
age, education and social class. The starkest
differences were by household income and
the age of the mum. For example, 20%
(predicted probability) of mums in the lowest
household income group experienced
domestic abuse, compared to 7% among
those on the highest incomes. Also, mums
on the lowest incomes were more likely to
experience more types of abuse, more often
compared to those on the highest incomes
(predicted probability of 13% compared to
3%). Similar differences were found when
comparing mums by age. Among mums
who were up to 20 years old when their
child was born 19% had experienced abuse,
compared to 8% among mothers aged 40
years or older when their child was born.

4.2 Domestic abuse and children’s
social and emotional development

Children of mums who had experienced
domestic abuse generally had poorer scores
on different measures of social and
emotional development across ages 6 to 13
years of age. For example, where mums had
experienced domestic abuse, the predicted
probability of children ranking high for
externalising behaviours (i.e. disobedience,
temper tantrums, hyperactivity, stealing or
fighting) was 21% compared to 14% where
mothers did not report experiencing
domestic abuse.

A close relationship between mum and child
(according to the mum’s answers) was the
characteristic most strongly associated with
better social and emotional development for
children. Focusing only on the families
where domestic abuse was reported by the
mother, 17% of children with a strong
mother-child relationship ranked high for



externalising behaviours compared to 49% of
children with a weaker mother-child
relationship. Trends were similar for
internalising symptoms (i.e. depressive
disorders and anxiety). Among children who
were living with domestic abuse, those with
a stronger mother-child relationship had
much higher scores for prosocial behaviours
(i.e. altruism and reciprocity) than children
with weaker relationships to their mothers.

Studies show that victims of abuse can adopt
compensatory parenting strategies to
protect their children 24, and that some of
these strategies may include intentionally
distancing children physically and
emotionally to avoid triggering the
perpetrator %. These are important
considerations when reflecting on theories
of child attachment in the context of
domestic abuse.

4.3 Parental physical punishment in the
context of domestic abuse

Dads were asked one question about
smacking when children were 2 years old
and were not asked such questions again,
while mums were asked five questions about
smacking and slapping between children’s
ages 2 and 7. More questions on mothering
practices lead to greater scrutiny of
mothering, and this is a systematic problem
which surveys of children suffer from. This

is an important limitation in this research.

Across all children, 16% had at age two been
smacked by their dad and 16% had been
smacked by the mum. In homes where the
mum’s abusive partner had been present in
children’s lives since birth, 1 in 4 (predicted
probability of 26%) children at age 2 had

been smacked by the mum'’s abusive partner |

compared to 16% of children who had not
been living with an abusive partner since
birth.

Other research has found how smacking and
slapping can escalate into increasingly more
violent actions, and this phenomenon has
been described as the ‘continuum of
violence' **. In this research the perpetration
of domestic abuse towards mums is
associated with children being physically
punished by parents. This is mostly the case
where children have been cohabiting with
the mum’s abusive partner continuously
since birth (as opposed to families where a
prior partner was abusive, or where there has
been a relationship breakdown over time).

4.4 Contact with police and social
workers in the context of domestic
abuse

Among mums who reported domestic
abuse, social worker contact was twice as
common where the study-child was a boy
(predicted probability of 16%) as opposed to
a girl (8%). This difference could be related to
the fact that boys were more likely to rank
higher for externalising behaviours (i.e.
disobedience, temper tantrums,
hyperactivity, stealing or fighting) than girls 2,
and this may have affected social worker's
decisions around whether or not
involvement was necessary.
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5.0 Conclusions

Using a national longitudinal survey of
families and children living in Scotland, there
are stark social inequalities in mothers’
experiences of domestic abuse, in children’s
outcomes, and in family contact with
services. Younger mothers and those living
on lower incomes were considerably more
likely to experience any type of domestic
abuse, and to experience more types of
abuse, more often. These differences are
large in size. Where mums were both young
and also living on the lowest household
incomes, they were disproportionately more
likely to experience abuse, pointing to how
dimensions of disadvantage intersect and
overlap with each other.

When looking at children, the perpetration of
abuse against mums is associated with
poorer scores for social and emotional
developmental among children across ages
6-13. This is true both for externalising
behaviours in children, such as aggression
and acting out, and for internalising
behaviours such as depression and anxiety. A
close relationship between children and their
mums seems to shield children from the
negative effects of domestic abuse to some

extent, and children with a closer
relationship to their mums also had higher
scores for prosocial behaviours such as acts
of altruism and reciprocity. The perpetration
of abuse against mums is also associated
with more frequent use of parental
punishment of children, suggesting that
children living with domestic abuse are
victimised in multiple ways.

The research also demonstrated social
inequalities in terms of parental contact with
the police and with social workers in the
context of domestic abuse — though the
data does not allow us to conclude if
contact with services is directly related to
domestic abuse. Social workers are twice as
likely to be in contact with a family if the
child is a boy rather than a girl. This could be
because boys are more likely to externalise
(aggression, fighting, acting out), while girls
are more likely to internalise (depressive
symptoms and anxiety), and the former is a
more 'visible' form of developmental
behavioural problems than the latter.

In the next section we reflect on the
implications of these findings for social work
practice.



6.0 Reflections for Policy

6.1 Unequal vulnerabilities

The Home Office recently commissioned a
mapping exercise for England and Wales to
evaluate the provision of services working
with victims and survivors of domestic abuse
! The report notes that ‘domestic abuse can
happen to anyone, anywhere’ which
suggests that everyone is equally vulnerable.
What this research shows is that while
domestic abuse can happen to anyone, the
probability of being a victim of abuse differs
greatly for different population groups.
Mums living on the lowest household
incomes were disproportionately more likely
to report experiencing abuse, and to
experience more types of abuse, more often.
Thus, the idea that everyone is ‘equally
vulnerable” is not in line with evidence in this
field and with the findings of this research
626 Experiences of domestic abuse are best
understood by taking into account how
dimensions of disadvantage overlap and
interlock with each other, leading to the
highly unequal likelihoods of experiencing
domestic abuse and different opportunities
to act or respond when faced with such
circumstances.

6.2 Initiatives centred around victims
leaving an abuser

In March 2023, the Home Office launched a
pilot which provides a one-off lump sum
payment to victims of domestic abuse'. The
scheme will offer £250 to individuals seeking
to leave an abuser, and £500 to those with
children. This scheme recognises that
leaving an abusive partner has important
financial repercussions for victims/survivors.
However, the financial support being offered
is unlikely to be sufficient to cover the true
costs of leaving an abuser. Despite decades
of evolving public debate in relation to
domestic abuse, the main policy response to
domestic abuse focuses on removing victims
from their own home. This is something that
has been discussed in relation to parallel

developments in the Australian context in
relation to an apparent cultural and
institutional reluctance to remove men from
‘their homes #’. Leaving an abuser, especially
when living in poverty, often results in
women (and children where there are any)
becoming homeless.

In Scotland, there are legal responses which
can be used to suspend (temporarily or
permanently) an abusive partner’s right to
live in the home (where evidence of
domestic abuse and threat of harm to self or
children can be provided). Similar provisions
exist and are continuously evolving in
England and Wales'. Legislative possibilities
available to victims are improving, though
there is still a need for better implementation
of these, such as increasing conviction rates
for breaching domestic abuse related
protection orders". Finally, the removal of
perpetrators does not in itself guarantee
safety for victims of abuse.

6.3 Semi-symbiosis of mother and child

Domestic abuse can negatively affect
children by affecting the relationship
between the mother and the child. A strong
mother-child relationship can mitigate some
of the negative effects of abuse on children’s
social and emotional development. Maternal
depression is linked to a greater probability
of depressive behavioural disorders among
children, though it is acknowledged that
relying on mums’ reports of children’s
wellbeing in such cases may introduce bias
in these findings. For children to thrive, their
mothers must thrive, and we know from
other research that for mothers to thrive,
their children must thrive 28,

The patchwork of services available to
domestic abuse victims and survivors in
different parts of the UK often fails to
recognise this semi-symbiotic relationship
between most mothers and their children,
though there are some differences in
approaches between Scotland and England.
In Scotland, Scottish Women's Aid has played
a key role in expanding service provision to

i www.gov.uk/government/news/victims-fleeing-domestic-abuse-given-lifeline-payments
il Introduced in the 'Call to End Violence against Women and Girls Action Plan (2014) and in the Domestic Abuse Act 2021

v www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-65468876
www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-62726384
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children of mothers who are victims of
domestic abuse and in promoting the
mother-child relationship. Other research
reflecting on the English context has noted
that services are still compartmentalised and
draw on two contrasting approaches: the
voluntary sector is often informed by
women'’s welfare and rights approaches,
while statutory services in relation to child
safeguarding often draw on child protection
using ‘risk” and investigation as tools for
action %°. Research has previously shown that
interventions which are triggered following
the notification of domestic abuse tend to
focus more on safeguarding children rather
than providing family support 290,

Some academics and activists in this field
have also called for courts to consider the
ways in which court ordered child contact
provides opportunities for perpetrators of
domestic abuse to continue to control and
abuse children and ex-partners 3133, This is in
line with the survey data in this research
where many mums reported experiencing
abuse from partners they were not actually
living with. Since the relationship between
mother and child is a key protective factor
when it comes to children’s own social and
emotional development, courts need to
account for how child contact arrangements
can undermine this relationship and
children’s wellbeing.

6.4 Not equal in the eyes of services

In terms of parental contact with the police
and social services the research found that
social worker contact was twice as likely
when the child in the study was a boy, as
opposed to a girl. Several reasons could
explain this finding. One reason could be
that boys had a higher probability of
externalising behaviours, such as acting out,
fighting etc, while girls were more likely to
manifest internalising behaviours, such as
depression and anxiety 2. Since externalising
behaviours can be more ‘visible’ to a third
person, perhaps this is the reason why social
worker involvement is higher where boys are
involved. There is a need for professionals
involved with families, such as teachers,

health visitors, police officers and social
workers to have a greater understanding
about how children process trauma, and the
different ways this can impact on their
socio-emotional well-being for different
children.

6.5 Poverty reduction measures to
address the reality that women are
more likely to be poor

Recent data from the Joseph Rowntree
Foundation estimates that 23% of families
with children - and 27% of children — are
living in poverty'. Poverty can often trap
women and children in harmful relationships.
It can exacerbate the impacts of domestic
abuse because it interferes with women'’s
ability to leave abusive relationships and
increases their vulnerability while in them.

Of particular relevance to this report is
recognising that poverty and gender are
closely related, and that the routes into and
out of poverty across the life course
disproportionately affect women 34 Women
are more likely to experience persistent
poverty and recurrent spells of poverty.

Poverty reduction measures should consider
how payments to families may be unequally
shared between family members. The child
benefit claim system, for example, currently
leaves parents to negotiate who will make
the claim and be the recipient. Universal
credit claimants who live together are
expected to make one joint claim which is
paid out to one claimant on behalf of the
couple. Because economic abuse is often
one of the many dimensions of domestic
abuse and since 1in 6 women in the UK has
experienced economic abuse by a current or
former partner", welfare payments should be
implemented so as to make it easier for
women experiencing domestic abuse to
have access to their own independent
finances.

v www.jrf.org.uk/data/overall-uk-poverty-rates

Vi https://survivingeconomicabuse.org/what-is-economic-abuse/
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7.0 Reflections for Practice

Reflections in relation to mothers and
perpetrators of abuse

® Since younger mums are more likely to
report experiencing domestic abuse itis
particularly important when working with
this age group to explore women's
experiences around relationships with
current and former intimate partners. In
the overall population about 1 in 3 of these
mums experience abuse, so when it
comes to the population that social
workers are in touch with, it is possible
that this proportion is even higher.

® Mums living in poverty are also more likely
to experience abuse, and mums who are
both young and living in poverty are
disproportionately more likely to
experience abuse and to experience more
types of abuse, more often. Women living
in poverty who are experiencing abuse
have far fewer opportunities to leave
abusive relationships and are more
vulnerable while in them.

® Mums living in poverty but with

educational qualifications are more likely
to report experiencing domestic abuse
than women in similar circumstances but
with fewer educational qualifications.
There is likely to be a bias in terms of
mothers recognising abuse as such and
reporting it when it happens. It is also
generally known that women often don't
recognise abuse as such when it is initially
happening. This could inform the different
strategies which social workers can adopt
when exploring domestic abuse
experiences with different population
groups.

@ Perpetrators often continue to abuse

victims post-separation, and a large
proportion of mums mothers report
experiencing domestic abuse from an
intimate partner they were not living with.
It is important to explore experiences and
impacts of domestic abuse even where
women do not officially have an intimate
partner in their lives, and having left an
abusive relationship does not mean that
perpetrators have stopped abusing victims
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Reflections in relation to impacts of
domestic abuse on children

® In most cases, a strong relationship
between a mum and her child can protect
children from the negative effects of
domestic abuse. For example, a close
relationship between mother and child is
associated with more altruistic behaviours
in children. It is important that the service
response seeks to support this relationship
through the services being offered, and
does not inadvertently undermine it.

@ Perpetrators of abuse can often use
children in order to abuse their victims.
They can do so by undermining the
relationship between mums and their
children and this can occur both during
the relationships and after separation, for
example through child contact. It is
important that social workers recognise
that mums and their children may need
support in dealing with an abusive partner
and in overcoming any strain this may
have introduced in their relationships,
even in cases where a mum has separated
from the perpetrator.

® Parenting while enduring domestic abuse
can be extremely challenging. Because the
perpetrator can sometimes be triggered by
a mother’s affection towards her children,
mothers parenting under these

circumstances find different mechanisms
to cope. These can include intentionally
‘distancing’ children emotionally so as to
protect children and themselves from
further abuse. Consequently, social
workers should be aware that protective
parenting and mothering strategies can
look very different in the context of
domestic abuse to what might be
expected based on commonly used
theories of maternal attachment.

® Where a mum is experiencing abuse, it is

likely that children are victimised in
different ways. Victimisation can be direct
and include experiencing parental physical
punishment, and it can be indirect, such as
in cases where children hear or see the
abuse, or are affected by the
consequences that the abuse has on the
abused parent. It is important that services
recognise children as victims of domestic
abuse in their own right, and support them
in light of the various way in which
children are likely to be affected.

® Where a mum has mentioned

experiencing domestic abuse, social
workers are twice as likely to be involved
in children’s lives if the child is a boy as
opposed to a girl. This could be because
social and emotional developmental
difficulties manifest differently in boys (i.e.
more visible forms of poor behaviour) than
among girls (i.e. more
depressive and ‘silent’
behavioural problems).
Social workers could
reflect on whether
factors such as
preconceptions of what
poor social and
emotional development
‘looks like" and
preconceptions around
gendered behaviour
may subconsciously
affect how the engage
with different cases
being brought to their
attention.
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