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A Shared Understanding of Childhood Domestic Violence and Abuse
Background
One of the most basic human rights principles is the right to live free from violence, including the threat of
violence. Article 19 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), which came into
force in September 1990, guarantees this right to every child, and obliges States to take appropriate
measures to protect the child from all forms of violence. The Childhood Domestic Violence Project aims to
promote the visibility of children living with violence and abuse perpetrated within their parents/carers
relationships, and to highlight young people’s experience of violence and abuse in their own early intimate
relationships. The Project aims to support collective and collaborative approaches to identifying the needs
of these children and young people, and to the delivery of effective and responsive services. Central to this
is clearly naming children and young people’s experience and developing a common understanding of this.
This definition is focused on abusive relationships underpinned by coercive control, as an all-encompassing
control of the family unit, with one partner, most frequently the father/father figure 1 seeking to dominate
and control the other partner, most frequently the mother, in a range of ways, which may or may not include
physical violence. While this is quite distinct from relationships where violence is perpetrated by both
partners, all forms of violence are however harmful for children to live with, and effective responses are
contingent upon us understanding the context within which this is experienced. For example, if the abuse
is mutual or bi-directional, the intervention for the child is one that protects them from both parents.
However, if the abuse is perpetrated by one adult/parent, the child needs the non-abusive parents to be
supported to protect them. These complex situations can challenge effective responses to protect children.
While each context is different and harmful to children, understanding the dynamics of such situations is
central to understanding children’s experience, and is necessary to provide appropriate and effective
responses. In particular, children need to see interventions which reject abusive tactics and are supportive
to the non-abusing parent.
There is a gap in current national and international policies 2 3 4 5 6 in relation to adequately capturing
children and young people’s experience of domestic violence and abuse and responding to their needs
arising out of that experience. While an emerging and developing field of research provides ample evidence
as to both the nature and extent of children’s experiences, this knowledge has however tended to focus on
children's exposure to physical violence 7. Also emerging is a growing body of knowledge attesting to
children and young people’s capacity to contribute to research focused on those experiences 8. Indeed, their
right to be consulted on any matter that impacts on them is enshrined in the UNCRC.
To this end, frontline workers and managers of services for families who have experienced domestic abuse
in the statutory, community and voluntary sectors have come together to develop a common understanding
of childhood domestic violence and abuse. There is also a parallel process supporting children’s input into
this process.
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This document arises from this process, and serves as a statement of understanding of the lived experience
of children and young people when there is domestic violence and abuse in their parents/carers
relationships; and also the lived experience of young people when there is domestic violence and abuse in
their own early intimate relationships. This document seeks to support service providers to effectively
understand and assess what they observe/understand in order to provide the most effective and
appropriate response.
Children’s Voices: This is how children and young people have described their experience to us:
It is shouting, name calling, crying, shattered glass and sometimes punches, bruises and blood. It
gets louder and louder, they don’t think we can hear it, but we can hear it in our rooms, when we
are in bed even if it is in the last corner of the house. It’s like a fighting match and we are worried
that mam might get killed. When he texts and rings he only asks about mam, I feel like he only cares
about mam, not us. It is as if we don’t matter.
Sometimes we are told whose side we are on but we don’t like it.
It’s a really bad feeling in our heart, and it feels like it’s broken. We feel very very angry, afraid,
frustrated, worried, scared, confused, nervous and sad. Sometimes we feel it in our bodies too, we
might get weak, our eyes might go black, we get a pain in our belly, our bones start to hurt and
sometimes we don’t feel like eating a lot. Sometimes we feel like hurting ourselves to make all our
problems go away.
We find it very hard to stay out of it, we try to stop it but it doesn’t work. We want to help mam but
we feel like we are not in control. We try to get away and go outside but this can be a very hard
challenge. Our little sisters and brothers are relying on us and it is our job to protect them.
Our pets are important, it’s like they understand what’s happening and how we feel.
We hope it will pass in a few weeks and things will be back to normal but we are still kind of scared
thinking about when it will happen again. If we expect it we will be ready for it, so it won’t feel as
bad as the last time.
Some adults think children are stupid and they don’t know what they are talking about just because
they are little but all children have a voice.
A Shared Understanding among service providers
Domestic violence and abuse is “all acts of physical, sexual, psychological or economic violence that occur
within the family or domestic unit, or between former or current spouses or partners, whether or not the
perpetrator shares or has shared the same residence with the victim” 9. It is typically a pattern of incidents
and actions which result in controlling, coercive, threatening, degrading and violent behaviour, including
sexual violence 10. The prevalence and experience of domestic violence and abuse is influenced by societal
gender norms and roles; with women being disproportionately affected 11.
When domestic violence and abuse occurs in adult relationships, this is a lived experience for children in
the family. Domestic violence and abuse affects every aspect of a child’s life, including their health,
wellbeing, and development from conception through to adulthood. For the child, this violence and abuse
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is experienced through all their senses, whereby their lives are dominated by fear, control, isolation, and
intimidation. Children are not passive bystanders; they are centrally involved and experience the violence
and abuse in their own right. The abuse may be directed towards them, they may intervene to stay safe,
protect a parent or siblings, they may be encouraged or forced to participate in the abuse and are often
used as a tool in abuse and control. Children living with domestic violence can also be at risk of child
domestic homicide, as it is often within contexts of coercive control where children are killed 12.
Separately, young people are vulnerable to being abused in their own early intimate relationships. It can
take place in person or online, where young people commonly also experience abuse through new
technologies and social media, and which can be used as an additional monitoring or harassment tool by
the abuser 13. Both adults and young people have vulnerabilities and risks linked to their stage of
development, which may impact on their understanding of what a healthy/unhealthy relationship is. This
may influence and compromise their decisions and choices. Young people’s options may be further
constrained by their lack of access to resources such as legal protections and independent financial
resources.

Important Factors when Considering Childhood Domestic Violence and Abuse
1. Children are centrally involved in the family dynamic of domestic violence and abuse.
2. Domestic violence and abuse is a harmful context for children to grow up in.
3. Determining the nature of power and control in the adult relationships is a critical step in providing
effective help to children and their families.
4. Childhood domestic violence and abuse is frequently a consequence of gender-based violence and
abuse against women.
5. Domestic violence and abuse can damage a child’s relationship with their parents/carers – mothers
and fathers, in addition to other family members such as siblings.
6. Children and young people’s experience of domestic violence and abuse often happens alongside
other significant adverse experiences.
7. Removing the person/separation who chooses to use violence and abuse from a child’s home does
not remove the violence and abuse.
8. Children’s resilience and recovery must be supported.
9. Young people may experience abuse in their own early intimate relationships.
10. A society which actively supports gender equality and where there is zero tolerance of domestic
violence and abuse protects children and young people.
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Important Factors when considering Childhood
Domestic Violence and Abuse

severe the intensity of the abuse, the more
harmful the impact on the child 15. Early and
prolonged experience of domestic violence
and abuse potentially creates more severe
difficulties for children and young people,
because it affects the subsequent chain of a
child’s development 16. Hearing and seeing
their mothers/carers being attacked, and
living in an atmosphere of control, fear and
unpredictability,
undermines
children’s
development, health and well-being 17.

1. Children are centrally involved in the family
dynamic of domestic violence and abuse.
Children and young people are always aware
that their parent/carer is being abused. They
see it, hear it and feel it. They may intervene,
protecting other family members. As a result it
can be a terrifying experience, as they worry
about their parent’s safety as well as their
own.
Abusive and controlling behaviours are not
limited to targeting the adult(s) in the family;
rather the person who chooses to abuse can
exert control over all family members’ life
activities. Additionally, a child can be targeted
as a pawn in controlling the other parent/carer
in the family.

Children and young people frequently feel
responsible for the abuse in their family.
3. Determining the nature of power and control
in the adult relationships is a critical step in
providing effective help to children and their
families.
It is very challenging for frontline workers to
know the true dynamics of the adult
relationships; and forming the wrong
conclusion may lead to an ineffective
response 18. There is a need for a sophisticated
understanding of the adult relationship in
order to best respond to the needs of the
children in the family. It is crucial that issues of
coercive controlling adult behaviour are
considered in order to determine the most
appropriate supportive response to aid
children’s development and recovery.

2. Domestic violence and abuse is a harmful
context for children to grow up in.
Children are reliant on their family unit for the
four basic needs of human survival – love,
shelter, food and education. Where domestic
violence and abuse is present, the child’s need
for security, safety, consistency and
attachment is undermined 14.
Experiencing violence and abuse within the
family or living in fear of violence and abuse
are causes of toxic stress in a child’s body. This
impacts how children and young people
engage with their daily activities - social,
educational and community. The longer the
violence and abuse goes on, and the more
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Engaging perpetrators of domestic violence
and abuse in taking responsibility for their
behaviour has the potential to produce better
outcomes for children. If domestic violence
and abuse is framed as associated with an
abuser’s parenting choices 19, predominantly
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fathers, this would give clarity to the position
of the children as victims in their own right and
reduce blame of the non-offending parent,
typically the mother; affording the
opportunity of repairing the father-child
relationships only if appropriate.
Therefore, there are benefits to working with
abusive fathers 20 in enhancing the safety and
well-being of their children. However, the
starting point is to hold men responsible for
their abusive behaviour in order to prioritise
their children’s needs. Services involved must
challenge the continued presence of domestic
abuse in children’s lives, holding abusive men
accountable for their abusive partnering,
which cannot be separated from their
parenting 21.

Addressing violence against women, gender
inequality and societal gender norms, in
striving towards equality between men and
women, is central to addressing childhood
domestic violence and abuse.
5. Domestic violence and abuse can damage a
child’s relationship with their parents/carers
– mothers and fathers as well as other family
members including siblings.
It has been well-established in research that a
safe, warm and nurturing relationship with
their mother/carer is a protective factor in
increasing resilience for children and young
people growing up in an abusive
environment 25.
Mothers and children have indicated that their
relationship was often targeted by the abuser,
more commonly their father, with closeness
and bonding being affected by coercive
control, frequency and severity of physical
violence by the abuser. Additionally, mothers
have frequently indicated that they have felt
unable to meet their child’s needs in a
consistent way due to the family situation dayto-day 26. This can apply to any parent/carer
whose primary carer role is targeted by an
abuser.

4. Childhood domestic violence and abuse is
frequently a consequence of gender-based
violence and abuse against women.
Abuse can happen in any relationship, and
both men and women can be abused or be
abusers. Couples and partners can be abusive
and violent towards each other.
Where men experience domestic violence and
abuse, societal gender norms create
difficulties for them in accessing supports.
However, a strong body of evidence
demonstrates
that
women
are
disproportionately affected by domestic
violence and abuse 22. Research indicates that
1 in 4 women experience domestic abuse 23,
and services indicate that up to 70% of women
making contact are mothers 24.

Domestic violence and abuse can lead to a
complex relationship for children and young
people with a parent/step-parent who exerts
violence and abuse, more commonly their
father. Children and young people say they
frequently miss a positive father figure and can
have difficulty living with conflicting feelings of
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love for their father, and feelings of anger for
the abuse and harm.
6. Children and young people’s experience of
domestic violence and abuse often happens
alongside other significant adverse and
harmful experiences
Domestic violence and abuse is rarely the only
issue affecting the family. Children and young
people in these circumstances frequently
experience other adversities in their families
such as addiction, poor mental health, and
other socioeconomic factors like poverty 27 and
unemployment, which can exacerbate their
situation. These adversities are not the cause
of the violence and abuse, rather they may
relate to and influence the pattern of abuse. It
is also known that the presence of domestic
violence and abuse in a family increases the
risk of child abuse – physical, emotional,
sexual abuse and neglect 28.
7. Removing the person who chooses to use
violence and abuse from a child’s home does
not remove the violence and abuse
Separation is not a vaccination against
domestic violence 29. Separation from the
person who chooses to use violence and abuse
does not end the violence and abuse. The
person who chooses to abuse can continue to
track, monitor and control family activity from
outside the family home, further aided by
social media and technology in more recent
times. The person who chooses to abuse can
use post-separation contact with children,
frequently custody and access arrangements,
Scottish research highlights poverty and low age as the
big risk factors for DVA
https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260520980392
28 Domestic Violence is recognised as a key indicator for
child abuse and neglect (Stanley, 2011). Child abuse and
intimate partner violence cases overlap in 40% to 60% of
cases (Garcia-Moreno 2002, cited in The Women’s Health
Council 2007).
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to continue to exert control over the other
parent. The process of separation needs
therefore to be viewed as a time of increased
risk for severe and lethal abuse, rather than a
goal of intervention 30.
8. Children’s resilience and recovery must be
supported
While childhood domestic violence and abuse
has been established as an adverse childhood
experience (ACE) 31 which can have a negative
impact on development and later mental
health, it does not affect all children in the
same way, as each set of circumstances is
different, and each child is different. It is
important that children and young people are
enabled to have their views heard and be
supported in their ability to influence their
own lives. This sense of agency can have a
positive impact on their experiences and can
improve their long-term outcomes after
experiencing such adversity 32. To create
opportunities for fostering resilience and
aiding recovery, it is important that children
and young people who experience domestic
violence and abuse be supported to name and
understand their experiences, process and
manage their emotions, and be heard in
relation to what works for them. Children and
young people will most often benefit from
therapeutic support rather than just the
cessation of violence and abuse. This needs to
be tailored to their age and stage of
development, and to what they have
experienced. It is important that responses
include play and having fun, as these everyday
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disease in adulthood; and adverse events experienced in
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etc.).
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experiences are often denied to children living
with domestic violence and abuse.

Working collaboratively with young people
who experience domestic violence and abuse
is an important feature in fostering resilience
and aiding recovery. It is important to
support young people to have their
experiences named and validated, to
understand that violence and abuse is not
their fault, and to have a sense of agency and
control over their future lives.

9. Young people may experience abuse in
their own early intimate relationships.
Early intimate relationships are new and an
exciting time in the lives of young people,
however, abuse intimate relationships is
harmful to their development and can
damage a young person’s wider family and
peer relationships. Determining the nature of
power and control within an intimate
relationship is an important factor in
considering an effective support response for
a young person.

10. A society which actively endorses gender
equality and where there is zero
tolerance to domestic violence and
abuse protects children and young
people.
Moving towards a shared understanding of
zero tolerance in society for domestic
violence and abuse is essential to ensure that
children can live their lives free from violence,
abuse and control.

Like adults, young people’s experience of
domestic violence and abuse can happen
alongside other significant adverse and
harmful experiences, possibly increasing their
vulnerability and impacting on their ability to
seek support. We also know from research
that young women are disproportionately
affected 33.

This can be achieved through enhanced
community collaboration which will support
the development of shared collective
community responsibility for domestic
violence and abuse and its impact on children
and young people, and this will ultimately
save the lives of many women and children.

Young people frequently do not live with their
abusive
partner
in
early
intimate
relationships, and separation may not stop
the violence and abuse from happening.
Young people may face extra challenges to
separation such as access to legal protections
and financial independence, and will require
more age specific responses in order to
maximise their safety and wellbeing.

In addition to promoting zero tolerance at a
community level, at a national level, in 2015
the Irish government signed up to Unicef’s
SDG goals for children and young which
included; reducing inequality and a
commitment to building more peaceful
societies. 34
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Barnardos’ vision is a
country where no child has
to suffer and every child
is able to reach its full
potential.
Barnardos’ mission is to
deliver services and work
with families, communities,
and our partners to
transform the lives of
vulnerable children who
are affected by adverse
childhood experiences
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