
Factsheet: WHAT’S THE HARM? 
A child centred response to domestic abuse

Six things Barnardos has learnt about children experiencing violence in their home:

1. They act out – or act in
Many children are referred to Barnardos because of their behaviour and often it’s only after a few sessions we real-
ise the root cause is domestic abuse. For example, a boy we worked with began mirroring his father’s treatment of 
his mother and was shouting at her. While a girl we worked with had terrible anxiety and was wetting the bed at 13.

“I’m afraid to go to my friends’ houses for a sleepover in case it happens. Now they’ve 
stopped inviting me.” Niamh, aged 13

2. They blame themselves
Children just want their parents to love them and often see no wrong in them. They can’t make sense of the abuse. 
They often think it’s their fault.

“I know it’s my fault when mam and dad fight. I can be naughty sometimes.” Joanne, 
aged 7

3. It affects their school life 

As well as poor behaviour, children miss school and can’t concentrate. It also affects how they get on with 
classmates.

“The teacher keeps giving out to me because I’m late. They don’t know it’s because 
mam is too embarrassed to drive me to school with her bruises, so I have to walk.” 
Seán, aged 10

4. They resent the parent who’s the victim of abuse
Children sometimes blame the parent who’s being abused for being ‘weak’. They also can echo a parent who 
pretends abuse is not a big deal.

“It’s mammy’s fault. She makes him angry. She says so herself.” Emily, aged 9

5. They feel trapped between parents, with torn loyalties
Children love both their parents, so having a parent you love but whose behaviour is scary is very traumatic. 
Children feel trapped between parents and are often used as a go-between.

“I love my daddy. But I feel weird when he keeps asking me to check mammy’s 
phone.” Cian, aged 9

6. They think it’s normal behaviour 
Children growing up witnessing violence are more likely to become violent, or victims of violence themselves. 

“I don’t want to be like dad.” Liam, aged 7

Barnardos recommendations
With the right protections and supports the Government can ease the pain endured by those families 
affected by domestic abuse. But to do that effectively we must improve child protection in our domestic 
violence legislation, ensure there are sufficient family support services available, provide dedicated 
therapeutic services for children, establish a family friendly court service and build an infrastructure of 
related supports, including child contact centres, more family friendly refuges, free legal aid and domestic 
abuse awareness and education programmes for primary and secondary schools.


