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Create more robust legislative 
and procedural links between 

domestic abuse and child abuse.

Establish a dedicated Family 
Court and Child Court Welfare 

Service as a priority.

Ensure therapeutic supports 
for child victims of domestic 
abuse are widely available.

Recommendations

Increase 
availability of 

family support 
services to 

help victims of 
domestic abuse.

Provide more refuge and other 
housing options for families fleeing 

domestic abuse which include 
targeted supports for children.

Recommendations

Ratify the Istanbul  
Convention without delay.

Remove fees for legal 
aid for domestic 
abuse survivors.

Establish a national system of 
Child Contact Centres to facilitate 

post-separation contact for 
victims of domestic abuse.

Better data collection on domestic abuse which includes 
children and greater evaluation and information sharing on 

what works well in supporting these families.

Develop and deliver domestic 
abuse awareness and 

education programmes 
for primary and secondary 
schools, using international 
best practice examples to 

develop a model for Ireland.

Develop and deliver  
training for Gardaí, 

frontline health staff, court 
staff, the judiciary, social 

care staff and primary and 
secondary teachers.
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1. Introduction

Domestic abuse is prevalent in Ireland. Due to the often hidden nature of the abuse 
and limited data available many are blind to its effects, yet its effects are far reaching. 
Domestic abuse is not just a problem for those experiencing the abuse; their families, 
friends, health and criminal justice agencies and wider society also shoulder the 
costs. Children are common, but often unseen, victims of domestic abuse. The scale of 
harm to children because of domestic abuse in Ireland is unrecorded and the impact 
underestimated, misunderstood or simply overlooked. Any form of abuse occurring in 
the home or within the family unit is abuse of the child. Yet our current legislation does 
not always protect children. Our court system is very adversarial and not child or family 
friendly, which can compound the stress and trauma of abuse. Therapeutic supports 
for children who have experienced or are experiencing domestic abuse are not widely 
available nor is there a coherent national approach or Government strategy. While the 
Government has recently announced a national public awareness campaign which is to 
be welcomed, greater education in schools and for those working in justice, legal, health 
and social care agencies is needed. In addition, the current housing crisis is having an 
acute impact on families living with domestic abuse, leaving them with nowhere to 
turn. All of these problems must be addressed if children are to be protected from harm.

“If I had one wish it would be that he didn’t have a key.”

Child, 9 years old

2. Domestic abuse and children

a. What is domestic abuse?

Domestic abuse, also referred to as domestic violence, is defined by Tusla and the HSE 
as ‘the use of physical or emotional force or threat of physical force, including sexual 
violence, in close adult relationships. It can also involve emotional abuse; the destruction 
of property, isolation from friends, family and other potential sources of support; threats 
to others including children; stalking; and control over access to money, personal items, 
food transportation and the telephone.’1 Domestic abuse can be perpetrated by a 
spouse, parent, son, daughter or any other person with a close or blood relationship 
with the victim.2 Domestic abuse does not only happen in the home and can take over 
every aspect of a person’s life. It can also take place remotely, online, via telephone or 
social media, meaning seeking respite on a day to day basis is extremely difficult. Power 
and control are key characteristics of domestic abuse where the abuser uses a wide 
range of behaviours designed to undermine and demean the victim. 

The types of behaviours which constitute domestic abuse include:

 Verbal abuse- including criticism, shouting, name calling or making threats.

 Sexual violence- coercion to have sex or perform sexual acts using physical force or 
threats.

 Physical violence- such as hitting, biting, kicking, pushing, burning or strangulation.

 Humiliation- seeking to degrade the victim through actions, putting them down in 
front of others, encouraging others (including children) to put-down the victim.

 Pressuring- exerting control by threatening e.g. removal of food or taking children 
away.

 Manipulation- including blaming the victim, lying, withholding information, jealousy, 
making and breaking promises, denying and minimising the abuse. 

 Isolation- monitoring and controlling contact with others, limiting movements 
outside the home and means of communication.

1 Tusla, (2011) Child protection and welfare practice handbook
2 Office of the Tánaiste, (1997) Report of the task force on violence against women
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 Threatening behaviour- including angry gestures, destroying possessions, breaking 
objects, punching walls or brandishing a weapon.

 Financial control- monitoring spending, restricting finances, taking wages or social 
welfare payments (including child benefit), withholding money for basic necessities 
such as food or preventing the victim from working.3

b. Domestic abuse in Ireland

Domestic abuse can take place in any relationship. It is not determined by sexuality, 
socio-economic status, age or ethnicity. Women experience higher rates of domestic 
abuse than men; however a significant number of men also suffer domestic abuse 
although evidence suggests they are less likely to report abusive incidents. The most 
recent national data suggests around one in seven women and one in sixteen men have 
experienced severe domestic abuse.4 The same study found just 29% of women and 
5% of men had reported abusive behaviour to Gardaí. Under-reporting is directly linked 
to victims’ experiences of abuse which seek to undermine their confidence, self-worth 
and independence. In spite of high levels of under-reporting there has been a significant 
increase in the number of applications for safety and protection orders. In 2015 there 
were 14,374 applications to the District Court under domestic violence legislation, an 
increase of 35 per cent over a five year period.5 

 

While statistics on domestic violence imply a substantial number of children are affected, 
there is no verified data on children. Women’s Aid recorded 16,375 disclosures of 
domestic abuse against women in 2015 and 5,966 disclosures of child abuse.6 

What we do know is the risk of domestic abuse increases for women when they have 
children.7 For a quarter of women who experience domestic abuse the abuse begins 
during pregnancy.8 In Ireland a study by the Rotunda hospital found one in eight women 
attending the hospital had experienced domestic abuse.9 Domestic abuse has the highest 
rate of repeat victimisation of any crime, with repeat offending being the norm rather 
than the exception.10 Victims are likely to experience multiple types of abuse. An ESRI and 
National Crime Council national study of Irish women who had reported experiencing 
domestic abuse found just 24% had experienced one type of abuse, while 31% had 
experienced eight or more types of abuse.11 The most dangerous time is when a person 

3 Barnardos, (2013) Domestic violence policy and practice guidance
4 National Crime Council and Economic and Social Research Institute, (2005) Domestic abuse of women and men in   
 Ireland: report on the National Study of Domestic Abuse
5 Courts Service, (2015) Annual report
6 Women’s Aid, (2016) Impact Report 2015
7 National Crime Council and Economic and Social Research Institute, (2005)
8 Royal College of Midwives, (2006) Domestic abuse: pregnancy, birth and the puererium
9 O’Donnell S, Fitzpatrick M, McKenna P, (2000) Abuse in pregnancy- the experience of women
10 Women’s Aid, https://www.womensaid.ie/about/policy/natintstats.html#X-201209171229530 [accessed 2   
 November 2016]
11  Bradley F, Smith M, O’Dowd, T, (2002) Reported frequency of domestic violence: cross sectional survey of women   
 attending general practice 

prepares to leave an abusive partner or relative and for six months afterwards. Three 
quarters of homicides linked to domestic abuse happen during this time.12 Leaving 
the home does not necessarily end the abuse. Access and contact with children post-
separation can be used by the abusive partner to facilitate a continuation of abuse. 

c. Vulnerable groups

Specific groups may face additional barriers to leaving domestic abuse situations, 
seeking help or accessing justice. Attitudes to abuse and seeking help can be influenced 
by culture, religion, language, refugee or visa status and absence of social support 
network.13 The National Crime Council and ESRI study found Traveller and migrant 
women shared broadly similar views of domestic abuse as the general population; 
however migrant women were less likely to consider marital rape to be domestic abuse 
and were less aware of the services available to them. The study found both migrant 
and Traveller women were strongly averse to seeking help from ‘authorities’ such as the 
Gardaí or social workers.  For Traveller women, fear of limits on the number of children 
allowed in refuges and age restrictions for permitting older children into the refuge 
was identified as a barrier to accessing these services.14 Organisations such as New 
Communities Partnership and Pavee Point work with migrant and Traveller communities 
to raise awareness about domestic abuse; however more is needed to ensure culturally 
appropriate domestic abuse services are available and that there is sufficient outreach 
within these communities to provide support to victims. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

12 Barnardos, (2015) Translating Evidence to Practice: Domestic Violence
13 Australian Domestic & Family Violence Clearinghouse, (2013) Domestic and family violence and people from 
 immigrant and refugee backgrounds
14 National Crime Council and Economic and Social Research Institute, (2005)
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“I was too embarrassed to tell”

Asha is a 13 year old girl. She is the eldest of three children. Her family was referred 
to Barnardos because her little sister has a disability and her parents were finding it 
difficult to manage. Asha’s parents weren’t from Ireland and had no friends or family 
here. After an initial assessment of the family’s need some other areas of support were 
identified.

Barnardos worked with Asha’s parents to cope with her sister’s disability, worked 
individually with Asha’s siblings and provided practical supports to the family including 
arranging special school transport for Asha’s sister, liaising with their landlord to make 
long overdue improvements to their home and linking them in with local support 
groups. Asha had made lots of friends when she moved to Ireland but more recently 
she had become isolated at school. Barnardos worked with her in a Friendship Group to 
develop and practice the skills she needed to form healthy relationships. 

As time went on Asha’s father engaged less and less with Barnardos; but her mother 
continued Barnardos’ Partnership with Parents parenting programme. During a one-
on-one Partnership with Parents session she disclosed she was frequently sexually and 
physically abused by her husband and she felt there was nothing she could do about it. 
It emerged Asha tried to protect her mother and younger siblings by trying to calm her 
father down. 

In response Barnardos supported Asha’s mother to visit a specialist counselling service 
and travelled with her to her appointments. We worked with her to help understand and 
process her feelings, as well as helping her to manage her children’s behaviours and 
needs. Through conversations with Asha, Barnardos let her know we knew how hard 
it must be for her and reassured her she could tell us anything that was on her mind. 
Asha said she was too embarrassed to tell. She told us she was ashamed of what her 
father did and had become isolated from her friends as a result. She said ““He called me 
a slut if he didn’t like what I was wearing. It was bad but it was worse when he shouted 
at my friends about what they were wearing.”

Barnardos worked with the family so Asha, her mother and siblings knew what to do 
and where to go if they felt unsafe and put them in touch with a refuge. A number of 
months later, Asha’s mother left the family home with Asha and her siblings. Barnardos 
continued to provide support to them in their new home. Asha still looks behind her 
when she is walking home from school. She worries about her mother and siblings and 
likes to sit in an armchair beside the window in their new house with the phone near her 
so she can keep them safe.

CASE STUDY:  
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“Daddy says he wants to kill himself- is that a feeling?”    
   Child, six years old

Children of all ages- from babies to adolescents- suffer negative outcomes because of 
domestic abuse. Their reactions will vary according to age, gender, personality, socio-
economic status, role within the family, frequency, nature and length of exposure 
to abuse. Parents have the greatest impact on a child’s development, particularly in 
early years. Children learn from observing their parents’ behaviour and relationships. If 
inappropriate or mistaken beliefs, attitudes or behaviours are not challenged children 
are at risk of mirroring their parents’ behaviour. This contributes to intergenerational 
cycles of abuse where children fall victim to or are perpetrators of abuse in their adult 
relationships.19 Protective factors such as secure attachment to the non-abusive parent, 
the availability of peer, sibling and wider social supports, resilience, high self-esteem 
and educational attainment can reduce the impact of domestic abuse.20

e. The impact of domestic abuse on parenting

“My mum loves him but he doesn’t love her because he makes her cry.  
He loves me and I love him.”

Child, eight years old

Domestic abuse has a significant impact on the quality of parenting and diminishes 
both parents’ ability to meet the needs of their children. This can happen in multiple 
ways, even within the same family. Stress, fear and depression caused by abuse can 
result in emotional distance or compromised attachment for the abused parent.21 
Domestic abuse can undermine the authority of the abused parent and can result in the 
child emulating the lack of respect or aggression they see directed towards this parent. 
Oftentimes this results in the victim of the abuse relying heavily on the perpetrator 
parent to discipline or manage their children, sometimes even post-separation. Children 
can blame the non-abusive parent for failing to protect them or for not leaving the 
abuser. The non-abusive parent may also hide or minimise the abuse in order to 
protect the child’s bond with the perpetrator. Likewise children may try to manage 
their abusive parent and aim to mitigate problems before they escalate. In Barnardos’ 
experience many perpetrators consider themselves, and are perhaps considered by their 
partner and social group, as ‘good parents’. However in all instances domestic abuse 
perpetrated against the partner is also perpetrated against the child.

19 Ehrensaft M, Cohen P, Brown J, (2003) Intergenerational Transmission of Partner Violence: A 20 Year  
 Prospective Study
20 Barnardos, (2015)
21 Ibid

d. The impact of domestic abuse on children

Children can be both direct and indirect victims of abuse. There is a strong correlation 
between domestic abuse and child abuse.15 Tusla, the Child and Family Agency, 
recognises domestic violence as emotional abuse of the child and recommends child 
protection referrals are made where a child under a year old is present in a home where 
domestic violence is a concern.16 Furthermore, children living with domestic abuse are 
at increased risk of being physically hurt by protecting a parent or simply getting caught 
up in violent episodes. Children’s indirect experience of domestic abuse entails more 
than witnessing acts of physical violence. While witnessing physical or sexual violence 
is often a part of the abuse this fails to acknowledge all the complex ways in which 
children experience domestic abuse. Children overhear abuse, they see the physical 
or emotional aftermath of the abuse and they can be groomed or coaxed into spying, 
passing messages or taking sides. Even if a child doesn’t see or hear abuse they live with 
the tense and fearful atmosphere which the perpetrator creates. Research has shown 
children have a higher awareness of abuse than their parents acknowledge.17 This is 
borne out by Barnardos’ experience where often the perpetrator, victim or both parents 
underestimate the extent to which their child is aware of the abuse and, therefore, the 
impact the abuse is having on their child.

 
“It’s okay Mum, I’ll manage him.”        

Child, 12 years old

Living in an abusive environment hinders a child’s developmental progress and can 
lead to a range of social, emotional, physical and behavioural problems. The effects 
can be multiple, long-lasting and varied. Abuse undermines a child’s need for security, 
safety, consistency and attachment. Possible outcomes for children include reduced 
empathy, low self-esteem, poor social skills and difficulty forming healthy relationships, 
as well as physical manifestations such as bed wetting or self-harm.18 For some 
children the effects of living with domestic abuse are expressed outwardly through 
aggression, tantrums or anti-social behaviour. Other children express the results of their 
experiences inwardly suffering from anxiety, depression or poor self-esteem. It can be 
mistakenly assumed that these children are more resilient or have developed better 
coping strategies than their siblings who may be exhibiting more overt behavioural 
impacts; however the damage to their development and outcomes is equally as 
profound.

15 Holt S, Buckley H, Whelan S, (2008) The impact of exposure to domestic violence on children and young people: A   
 review of the literature
16 Tusla, (2011) Child Protection and Welfare Practice Handbook
17 Devaney J, (2015) The Impact of Domestic Violence on Children
18 Hogan F. & O’Reilly M., (2007) Listening to children: Children’s stories of domestic violence
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Housing is a barrier to safety and recovery and the housing crisis is directly contributing 
to the scale and seriousness of domestic abuse in families with whom Barnardos works. 
Finding an alternative place to live or accessing emergency accommodation in the 
context of the current housing crisis is extremely challenging and preventing many 
families from leaving an abusive situation. There is an acute need for more family 
refuge places. A family unfriendly court service is also an issue for many families, with 
a lack of: training for judges and other court staff, contact centres to facilitate access 
arrangements and consistency in thresholds applied for protection orders contributing 
to the problem.

 
“Refuges are full, courts appear to have changed their threshold for 
granting protection orders and set future dates for hearings which put the 
victim at increased risk. Court support services are less available. Social 
work response appears to be slower to domestic abuse notifications.”

       Barnardos Project Worker

Lastly, there is a need for greater awareness on domestic abuse. Feedback from our 
frontline services is that increased public awareness of the scale of the problem, 
teaching parents the effect domestic abuse has on their child, awareness and training 
for front line staff (teachers, Gardaí, judges etc.), and education for children and young 
people on healthy relationships and respect are all areas which would be beneficial to 
the families with whom Barnardos works.

 
“Training of professionals who work with vulnerable families to understand 
that when there are children involved it is a child protection concern. 
Public awareness of the impact on children (often forgotten about) is also 
needed.”

       Barnardos Project Worker 

f. Barnardos’ work with survivors and their families

Barnardos works with more than 13,000 children and families throughout Ireland. 
Domestic abuse, along with drug and alcohol misuse and poor mental health, is one 
of the most common issues encountered in our services. Often these issues can be 
interrelated. Barnardos’ services to families experiencing domestic abuse are always 
provided as part of an inter-agency approach. Feedback from our frontline services 
indicates domestic abuse is present in approx. 40% of the families with whom 
Barnardos works. Domestic abuse is less frequently the reason a child or family would 
be referred to a Barnardos’ service; however it often emerges as an issue over time or 
is disclosed once a Project Worker has built up a trusting relationship with the child and 
family. The majority of Barnardos’ frontline staff think domestic abuse is on the rise. 

Verbal, physical and emotional or psychological abuse (threatening, manipulation, 
pressuring, humiliation or isolation) are the most common types of abuse experienced 
by families according to feedback from our frontline services. Although less common, 
financial and sexual abuse also regularly occur. In-keeping with national and 
international statistics, Barnardos’ experience is that mothers and their children 
are most commonly the victims of abuse whereas fathers/male partners are most 
frequently the perpetrators. The experience of our frontline services is that domestic 
abuse within families can be complex with other family members, such as fathers, 
parents or grandparents, suffering abuse and all family members being capable of 
perpetrating abuse, even teenagers. However such cases are far less common. 

There is unanimous agreement among Barnardos staff across the country that there 
are insufficient services available to children and families experiencing or having a 
history of domestic abuse. In particular there is a dearth of supports for people living in 
rural areas. There is a need for greater investment in therapeutic services, particularly 
therapeutic services for children who have experienced domestic abuse (either directly 
or witnessing the abuse) as they are often simply not available. More family support 
services available to families affected by domestic abuse would reduce the impact 
of abuse on children. Greater resourcing of preventative therapeutic supports for 
perpetrators would act as a protective resource for families experiencing abuse. 

 
“There are not enough services to help families come to terms with 
domestic abuse and give a safe space to talk together about it. We need 
services to help women better understand the effects that domestic abuse 
has on their children’s development. There are no services to help children 
talk about how domestic abuse has affected them.”

Barnardos Project Worker
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3. A child centred response to domestic abuse

“Daddy bit Mummy’s face. I was very scared. I told him to stop.”
 

Child, four years old

a. Legislation 

i. Istanbul Convention

Legislation should provide sanctuary, safety and defence for anyone experiencing 
domestic violence; yet in Ireland many find themselves inadequately protected by 
our laws. For anyone experiencing domestic violence, and particularly where children 
are involved, the decision to seek help is a hard step to take. Knowledge that legal 
protection may not be forthcoming makes it a terrifying proposition filled with enough 
uncertainty to regularly prevent victims from seeking justice. In 2015 Ireland signed the 
Council of Europe ‘Istanbul Convention’ on domestic violence and the Programme for 
Government launched earlier this year commits to its ratification.22 Its implementation 
would provide greater protection for victims, prosecution of perpetrators and more 
measures to prevent violence.  

ReCommenDAtIon: The Irish Government should ratify the Istanbul Convention 
without delay.

ii. Domestic Violence Bill

The Domestic Violence Bill, published in 2015, was a much needed update to the 1996 
Act. The Bill provided, among other things, greater protection and support for victims 
when going to court and removed property ownership as a barrier for Interim Barring 
Orders. A revised version of the Bill is due to be published by the Department of Justice 
and Equality; however there remain some gaps in the legislation which are likely to lead 
to risks to children. Firstly, victims of domestic abuse who are not cohabitating with the 
perpetrator nor have any children in common with the perpetrator are unprotected by 
the Bill. It is important to note that the criteria of having children in common leaves 
children whose parent is in a dating relationship with someone who isn’t their father at 
risk. To provide adequate protection for these children, eligibility for Safety Orders must 
be extended to all parties who are or have been in an intimate relationship regardless  
 

22 Department of An Taoisheach, (2016) A Programme for Partnership Government

of cohabitation. Another gap in the legislation is the lack of out-of-hours protection for 
victims of domestic abuse. Domestic Violence Orders are only available when the courts 
Bill 2015 and include extension of Safety Orders to protect non-cohabitating couples 
and provision access to Emergency Barring Orders. 

iii. Linking domestic abuse and child abuse

It is widely accepted that children living with domestic abuse are at greater risk of 
neglect, physical or sexual abuse.23 The inclusion of domestic abuse in the Children 
First guidelines was a step forward, yet anecdotal evidence suggest child protection 
concerns can sometimes be minimised or seen as a conflict between parents alone.24 

Children are not given enough consideration under the law when it comes to domestic 
abuse cases. In granting Domestic Violence Orders the court recognises the danger 
posed to the applicant by the respondent, yet it often does not take the risk to children 
into account. This can result in an abusive parent having unsupervised access to a child, 
which may not be in their best interests. Our laws must make a stronger link between 
domestic abuse and child abuse, allowing for the safety of children to be assessed and 
taken into account by the Court. 

ReCommenDAtIon: Create more robust legislative and procedural links between 
domestic abuse and child abuse.

b. Accessing justice

“Dad screeches up the road really fast when he comes to get me. He 
makes so much noise all the neighbours come out so I get in the car 
before he has a chance to say anything to my Mam.”     
    

Child, 12 years old

i. Family court and court child welfare service

In 1996, in its report on family courts, the Law Reform Commission described a court 
system ‘buckling under the pressure’ of cases, with inadequate support services- 
particularly in relation to children- and judges who lacked ‘the necessary experience of 
aptitude’ to hear family law cases.25 Now, 20 years later, little has changed for children 
and families accessing the court system. There is still no dedicated court to hear family 

23 Devaney J, (2015)
24 Department of Children and Youth Affairs, (2011) Children First: National Guidance for the Protection and Welfare 
 of Children
25 The Law Reform Commission, (1996) Report on Family Courts
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law cases but three courts- district, circuit and high- dealing with separate family law  
and criminal issues. These courts are ill-equipped to handle the specific sensitivities  
relating to domestic abuse and other family law cases. Over the past five years there has 
been a 35% increase in applications to the District Court for safety and protection orders 
for domestic abuse.26 There are currently plans to open a dedicated family law and child 
law court with appropriate ancillary support services at Hammond Lane in Dublin which 
will hopefully transform children’s experiences of interacting with the court system; 
however delays caused by planning changes mean this is far from being realised.27 

  
All children and families accessing the court system need support services; but 
particularly those who are victims of domestic abuse. Currently there are not even rooms 
in which families can wait, meaning they are often forced to wait in corridors where they 
are likely to come face-to-face with the perpetrator of their abuse. Internationally Ireland 
lags behind countries such as the UK which introduced a Single Family Court system 
in 2014.28 Other jurisdictions, such as Australia, have a specific children’s court, while 
others such as Canada have both a family court and specific courts to deal with domestic 
violence cases.29 30 

  

There is also a need for experienced and appropriately trained judges, legal staff and 
court administrative staff. Not only are domestic abuse cases often heard in inappropriate 
settings but there are also insufficient or unsafe referrals to other services (for example 
referral to mediation which is inappropriate in most domestic abuse cases) and the child’s 
voice is not always being heard. It is welcome that domestic abuse is included as cause 
for enforcement orders and guardianship under the Children and Family Relationship 
Act.31 However unfortunately this is not always complied with. Professionals working with 
the family may not be equipped to pick up on cues which might alert them to domestic 
abuse. Rationalising or minimising of abuse by the perpetrator can be compelling in 
undermining the veracity  of complaints, particularly in the case of emotional or other 
non physical forms of abuse. As a result, courts may not have all the information they 
need to make an assessment of risk to the child’s safety. There is a need for child welfare 
assessments to be filled out and staff to be appropriately trained.  

ReCommenDAtIon: Establish a dedicated Family Court and Child Court Welfare 
Service as a priority.

26 Courts Service, (2015) Annual Report 2015
27 Irish Times, (2016) Family court planned for Hammond Lane faces delay over rezoning
28 BBC News, (2014) New Family Court comes into being amid justice reforms http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-pol  
 tics-27106066 [accessed 9 November 2016] 
29 Sheehan R,  Borowski A, (2014) Australia’s Children’s Courts: An assessment of the status of and challenges facing
 the child welfare jurisdiction in Victoria 
30 Department of Justice Canada, (2016) 
31 Children and Family Relationship Act

 
 
 

ii. Legal Aid

Legal aid and advice in civil cases, including those relating to domestic abuse, is not free. 
Those seeking legal aid have to make a payment or contribution for an initial meeting 
with a solicitor and further payment for legal representation in court. This is not the case 
for criminal cases where legal aid is offered free for those eligible to avail of it. Financial 
control is a common feature of domestic abuse cases meaning victims often have 
limited access to resources. In cases where families have fled the home they may find 
themselves entirely without means and reliant on voluntary services for financial support. 
It is unacceptable to expect people fleeing domestic abuse to pay to access justice. 

ReCommenDAtIon: Remove fees for legal aid for domestic abuse survivors.

iii. Contact

Contact between children and the violent parent post-separation is complex, problematic 
and potentially dangerous. While post-separation contact provides opportunity to sustain 
parent-child relationships, it also poses a risk of continued abuse or manipulation.32 
In 2011 Cosc, the national office for the prevention of domestic, sexual and gender-
based violence, carried out a review of domestic abuse services in Ireland. It found just 
six services facilitating supervised access visits or visits by parents.33  Post-separation 
contact is often court appointed in cases of domestic abuse but contact arrangements 
can act as a catalyst for renewal of abuse.34 It is not always in the child’s best interest 
to maintain contact with an abusive parent. As with other areas of the legal system, it is 
important children’s views are heard in relation to contact. Even young children are able 
articulate their wishes in a variety of ways.35 Currently, for the vast majority of families, 
contact arrangements are made informally, with handover of the child often facilitated by 
grandparents or the child’s school. This can have a negative impact on the child who may 
be embarrassed or feel their safe space is encroached upon. There is a definitive need for 
formal, supported contact facilities for post-separation contact in domestic abuse cases 
similar to the Child Contact Centres run by Barnardos and One Family on a pilot basis. 

 
ReCommenDAtIon: Establish a national system of Child Contact Centres to facilitate 
post-separation contact for victims of domestic abuse.

32 Barnardos, (2015)
33 Cosc, (2011) Domestic and sexual violence services in Ireland: Service provision and co-ordination
34 Buckley H, Holt S, Whelan S, (2007) Listen to me! Children’s experiences of domestic violence
35 Holt, S. (2015) Focusing on fathering in the context of domestic abuse



17                   What’s the harm? A child centred response to domestic abuse What’s the harm? A child centred response to domestic abuse                   18 

GooD PRACtICe exAmPle: CHILD CONTACT CENTRE SERVICE
 
In 2010 funding was provided by the Department of Children and Youth Affairs, the 
Family Support Agency, the HSE and Ballymum Regeneration for a two year pilot 
child contact centre service. Barnardos partnered with One Family to operate the 
service in three locations in Dublin between October 2011 and December 2013. 
Families were assessed to identify whether contact was in the best interests of the 
child and what supports the child and family required. Both parents and the child 
were then prepared in advance for contact. Supervised contact, supported contact, 
handover services were all offered, with regular reviews involving parents and 
children. Additional supports for children included art and play therapy. Additional 
supports for parents included mentoring, mediated parenting plans and counselling. 
Post-contact supports were available to families as well as information on and 
referral to other services.

Many referrals came from the family law courts, with families often reducing or 
ending their involvement with the courts as a result of using the service. Domestic 
abuse and the safety of children were among the most frequent issues for families 
using the service. The service worked with 63 families including 151 children; 
however the level of enquiry and referral was far higher and beyond what the 
service could cater for. The scale of unmet demand demonstrates the need for such 
a service in Ireland. Unfortunately the pilot closed due to lack of ongoing funding.

c. Therapeutic support for children

“I’m scared Dad will come back to the house and break the glass.”
 

Child, five years old

In Ireland there are insufficient services to support children who are experiencing or 
have experienced domestic abuse. This includes programmes designed specifically to 
help parents recognise and cope with the detrimental effects domestic abuse can have 
on their relationship with their child. In its 2011 study Cosc found a lack of coordinated 
strategy for services for domestic abuse, making accessing services challenging. The 
situation for children trying to access services was much bleaker. Researchers identified 
just 13 therapeutic services for children, 11 group support services, 20 education or 
school placement supports and 15 services providing homework or learning support. 
The vast majority of these services were provided by refuges affiliated with SAFE Ireland 
and overall just 10 services were available to children whose parent was not accessing 
refuge services.36 This includes the TLC programme run in partnership with Barnardos, 
Tusla and others in the Thurles area. Given the scale of domestic abuse in Ireland and 
the pervasive influence it can have over a child’s development and outcomes there is 
a profound need for therapeutic supports for children and their parents to be made 
available. 

 
ReCommenDAtIon: Ensure therapeutic supports for child victims of domestic abuse 
are widely available.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

36 Cosc, (2011)
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GooD PRACtICe exAmPle: TLC KIDz
 
TLC Kidz is an inter-agency, multi-disciplinary programme for children who have 
experienced domestic abuse originally developed in Canada and delivered in North 
Tipperary. Established to fill an identified gap in domestic abuse services to children, 
the programme is managed by a steering group and facilitators are drawn from 
participating agencies (Barnardos, Ascend, Move- Men Overcoming Violence, HSE 
Child Care, HSE Adult Mental Health, North Tipperary Community Services, Youth 
Service and CAMHS).

Children and mothers are assessed by facilitators prior to the start of the 
programme. The programme is specifically for families who have experienced male 
perpetrator abuse, where the perpetrator is no longer living with the family. Women 
accessing the service have identified their child’s need for support and their own 
lack of confidence in being able to help their child. Children must be able to name 
the issue. Children are divided into groups by developmental stage to take part in 
a 12 week programme with a concurrent, complimentary group work or individual 
session programme for their mother. Fathers are kept informed by the child’s 
mother where it is safe to do so and have an opportunity to engage with facilitators. 
Transport is provided to those who need it.

TLC Kidz is designed to increase safety and protect children by raising parental 
awareness of the impact of domestic abuse and assist mothers developing skills to 
help their children. The programme increases children’s ability to explore and talk 
about their emotions. It strengthens their self-esteem and gives them strategies 
for coping in the future, with the help of their parents. Children who participate in 
the programme demonstrate greater understanding and ability to talk about their 
experiences. Knowing other children have similar experiences is a source of relief 
and helps them accept they aren’t responsible. They are able to recognise abusive 
or unacceptable behaviour.

TLC Kidz provides a forum for children and parents to discuss domestic abuse with 
their peers thereby reducing social isolation. By providing insight into the dynamics 
of relationships and their own power and control issues with their children, TLC Kidz 
helps parents understand how their own behaviour affects their children and helps 
them effectively communicate with them. Parents receive support in dealing with 
difficult behaviour and it builds their confidence in their own parenting skills.

d. The role of family support work

Families who are experiencing or have experienced domestic abuse have specific needs 
which require help and advice from trained professionals. Specialised domestic abuse 
outreach and counselling services are essential, particularly for families seeking to 
flee domestic abuse. Family support complements these services providing additional 
supports to families coping with domestic abuse and after the abuse has ended. 
Crucially, family support focuses on what the child needs and tailors a personal package 
of services for parents and children to respond to those needs. These supports include 
(but are not limited to) parenting programmes, therapeutic supports and practical 
advice, planning and strategies. A key feature of family support work is the ability to 
work both separately and together with children and parents, depending on their needs. 

Family support work helps parents regain confidence eroded by domestic abuse, 
rebuilding their confidence in parenting. Family support services can be delivered 
inside and outside the home and, as they are not specific to domestic abuse, they are 
non-stigmatising.37 By strengthening the relationship between child and non-violent 
parent, family support provides children with much needed parental consistency 
and attachment, helping the parent to support the child. By working with children 
individually family support work can help them make sense of their experiences of 
domestic abuse, to develop resilience and coping strategies, and ultimately help them 
heal and develop positively. Family support also facilitates children to develop positive 
social relationships outside of the home with their peers (particularly those who have 
similar experiences), reducing feelings of isolation and self-blame.38 

 

By focusing on the child’s needs and building parenting capacity family support is 
often therapeutic for the abused parent. Sharing children often means some form of 
post-separation contact between the abused and abusive parent. While sometimes 
this is court mandated, in other instances post-separation contact is not appropriate, 
particularly if the abuse is continued. By offering emotional support and building 
confidence in themselves and their parenting capacity, the abused parents are 
empowered and feel better able to cope and manage other relationships, including with 
their abuser. For abused parents family support helps them articulate what their child 
needs- to a solicitor, judge and even to the perpetrator. In cases where the perpetrator 
takes responsibility for the abuse, family support work can feed back the voice of the 
child and build understanding of the consequences of their actions on their child’s  
development. This may sometimes have the effect of diminishing or prompting a 
cessation of abuse. 

37 NSPCC/Refuge, (2011) Meeting the needs of children living with domestic violence in London
38 Barnardos, (2015)
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Many families require practical supports such as clothes for those fleeing abuse, help 
accessing housing or therapeutic supports and childcare. Other practical supports 
include accompanying parents to court and other appointments, supplying transport 
and helping the family should the non-abusive parent decide to leave. At a most 
fundamental level family support services help the non-abusive parent explore ways to 
maximise their safety and that of their child, whether they leave the abusive situation 
or not.39 For parents who are isolated from social support networks family support can 
be a vital life line. 

 
ReCommenDAtIon: Increase availability of family support services to help victims  
of domestic abuse.

 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

39 Ibid
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e. Education and awareness

“Dad’s fighting wakes me up at night but I don’t get out of bed.”

        Child, seven years old

i. Public awareness

A 2014 European wide study of domestic abuse found Ireland had relatively high levels 
of awareness of organisations providing assistance to victims of domestic abuse.40 A 
2008 Cosc study found public awareness of domestic abuse was relatively high. The 
survey showed high awareness of domestic abuse as an unacceptable problem and a 
good understanding of what constitutes abuse. The study also found little evidence of 
changes in attitudes to domestic abuse over the preceding 10 years.41 Yet despite this 
domestic abuse is often seen as a lesser crime than other assaults or abuse- both 
publicly and by professionals.

More recently the Minister for Justice and Equality announced just under €1 million in 
funding for a new national awareness raising campaign allied to the Second National 
Strategy on Domestic, Sexual and Gender-based Violence 2016-2021. The campaign 
aims to bring about a change in long established societal behaviours and attitudes to 
domestic and sexual violence, and to activate bystanders with the aim of preventing 
this violence. The campaign which launched in November 2016 will run for six years. 
Barnardos welcomes this announcement and looks forward to the roll out of the 
campaign. Raising public awareness is key; however it is important this is done in a way 
which supports victims of domestic abuse and does not stigmatise them or compromise 
their safety.

ii. Education for children and young people

Education about domestic abuse for children and young people serves multiple 
purposes; for younger children it can raise empathy and understanding of how to treat 
others with respect and kindness, for adolescents it can demonstrate what is and isn’t 
acceptable in a healthy relationships and it can help children of all ages recognise 
if they are experiencing abuse and let them know they aren’t alone or to blame. 
Education for teenagers on sexual consent is important and it should be complemented 
by education on respectful, healthy relationships with awareness of the unacceptability 
of verbal, emotional and all other forms of domestic abuse. 

 
40 European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, (2014) Violence against women: an EU-wide survey 
41 Cosc, (2008) Attitudes to Domestic Abuse in Ireland

Good practice example: Safe Dates
Safe Dates is a ten session school and community based dating abuse prevention programme for 
adolescents. Operating across the U.S., the programme aims to raise awareness of what consti-
tutes healthy relationships, as well as the causes and consequences of dating abuse. The school 
component consists of a curriculum delivered by teachers and targets primary prevention. The 
community component targets secondary prevention by providing support groups and activities 
for young people and information for parents.

Safe Dates helps change adolescent norms about dating violence, equips students with skills and 
resources to develop healthy dating relationships, positive communication, anger management 
and conflict resolution. The programme has been proven to reduce violence among teens already 
perpetrating violence and decreased victimisation when assessed after four years.

“I don’t want to be like Dad.”

Cormac is a 10 year old boy who was referred to Barnardos because he was anxious 
and withdrawn in school. Cormac’s parents recently separated but his father still has 
access to the family home and has visitation access with Cormac and his older brother. 
Barnardos started working with Cormac who told them about fights between his 
parents. He said his Dad shouted a lot and punched his Mam. She wasn’t allowed to 
have friends or money when his father lived in the house. Cormac told Barnardos, “Now 
that Dad doesn’t live with us anymore he always asks questions about Mam and gets 
me to give her messages.” Cormac worries about upsetting his Dad.

Cormac told us about his last birthday when his father still lived at home. He had a 
party in a local restaurant. His mother, brother and cousins were there but his father 
didn’t come. Later his father came home and said his mother hadn’t told him the right 
time. His mother said she must have made a mistake and Cormac’s father pulled her to 
the ground and kicked her. Cormac said he wished his Mam had got the time right, but 
he also felt guilty because it was his party that had caused his Mam to get hurt. He was 
very anxious about his birthday.

When Barnardos started providing support to Cormac’s mother she didn’t recognise her 
experiences as abuse. She blamed her ex-partner’s behaviour on herself or minimised 
it. Her ex-partner continued to be emotionally and verbally abusive subsequent to 
leaving the home, telling her she wasn’t a good parent. She relied on him to discipline 
the children as they wouldn’t listen to her. When Cormac got angry he would take his 
frustrations out on his mother. He worried he’d grow up like his Dad. Barnardos worked 
with Cormac and his brother around feelings and safety.

Barnardos supported Cormac’s mother to come to terms with her experiences and 
process how she felt. After reading a Barnardos book on domestic abuse she recognised 
much of her ex-partner’s behaviour. She began to understand her sons had witnessed 
much of the abuse, even getting in between her and her ex-partner to try and prevent it. 

Barnardos referred Cormac’s mother to a specialist domestic violence service but also 
continued to work with her and her children. Through our Partnership with Parents 
parenting programme Barnardos enabled Cormac’s mother to build her confidence as a 
parent, to better communicate with her two boys and to understand their experiences of 
domestic abuse. She was very isolated from friends and family and Barnardos supported 
her to manage the continued controlling and undermining behaviour of her ex-partner. 
Through the parenting work she understood when Cormac and his brother acted out they 
were mimicking behaviour and she developed strategies to avoid taking her anger at her 
sons’ father out on them. She could see it wasn’t their fault, they aren’t like their father.

CASE STUDY:  
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ReCommenDAtIon: Develop and deliver initial and ongoing developmental 
training for Gardaí, frontline health staff, court staff, the judiciary, social care 
staff and primary and secondary teachers.  

GooD PRACtICe exAmPle: ROOTS OF EMPATHY
 
Roots of Empathy is a Barnardos programme originating in Canada for six to 12 
year olds, proven to reduce levels of aggression, develop emotional and social 
skills and increase empathy. Empathy is the key to successful relationships 
and conflict resolution. Roots of Empathy is delivered in the classroom by an 
instructor, a parent and their baby. The programme is universal, positively 
engaging all children in the classroom rather than targeting those who are 
specifically displaying aggressive or bullying behaviour. Baby and parent visit the 
classroom every three weeks over the school year. The baby is the ‘teacher’ but a 
trained instructor coaches students to observe the baby’s development, label the 
baby’s feelings and reflect on their own feelings. 

Roots of Empathy has been rolled out in many countries around the world. 
Barnardos is currently running Roots of Empathy in approx. 90 primary schools, 
with some schools running multiple programmes. Research shows children who 
complete the programme have increased social and emotional knowledge, more 
pro-social behaviour and decreased aggression, with proven long-term benefits.

ReCommenDAtIon: Implement actions 1.200 and 1.300 of the Second National 
Strategy on Domestic, Sexual and Gender-based Violence 2016-2021 to develop 
and deliver domestic abuse awareness and education programmes for primary and 
secondary schools, using international best practice examples to develop a model 
for Ireland. 42 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

42 Vangie A. et al, (2003) Assessing the long-term effects of the Safe Dates program and a booster in preventing and  
 reducing adolescent dating violence victimisation and perpetration.

iii. Training for frontline staff

Frontline staff who come in contact with domestic abuse also need access to training 
and upskilling. Education, awareness and training for those working in the health 
(particularly maternity), education, justice and legal sectors should be prioritised. It is 
vital workers who come into contact with victims and perpetrators of domestic abuse 
are trained in recognising the signs, appropriate responses, as well as the importance 
of empathy and compassion. There is also a need for training and education on child 
specific considerations such as maintaining consistent thresholds for intervention, 
considerations on whether contact with perpetrator is in the best interests of the child 
and not treating parents in isolation, but recognising and responding to the effect on 
children of interventions targeted at parents.

 

GooD PRACtICe exAmPle: SAFE DATES
 
Safe Dates is a ten session school and community based dating abuse prevention 
programme for adolescents. Operating across the U.S., the programme aims to 
raise awareness of what constitutes healthy relationships, as well as the causes 
and consequences of dating abuse. The school component consists of a curriculum 
delivered by teachers and targets primary prevention. The community component 
targets secondary prevention by providing support groups and activities for young 
people and information for parents.

Safe Dates helps change adolescent norms about dating violence, equips 
students with skills and resources to develop healthy dating relationships, positive 
communication, anger management and conflict resolution. The programme has 
been proven to reduce violence among teens already perpetrating violence and 
decreased victimisation when assessed after four years.42
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“I know it’s my fault when Mammy and Daddy fight. I 

can be naughty sometimes.”

Gráinne is four years old and her sister Aoife is one year old. Their family was referred 
to Barnardos because they became homeless. They were living with their paternal 
grandmother and grandfather in a small two bedroom house. Gráinne and Aoife’s 
mother was expecting another baby. Gráinne said she didn’t want to leave her last 
house. She missed her garden and doesn’t like sharing a room with her mother, father 
and sister. Gráinne told Barnardos, “Daddy and Mammy fight because I’m naughty 
sometimes.”

One day when Barnardos was visiting the family Gráinne and Aoife’s father started 
shouting at their mother calling her names and saying the children’s behaviour was her 
fault. Gráinne was very upset but Aoife didn’t react at all despite her father becoming 
quite aggressive, suggesting there may be a pattern of abuse.

We made an appointment to see Gráinne and Aoife’s mother by herself. She was 
extremely timid. She said they had become homeless because her husband had trashed 
their rental house. She had become a mother very young and had become isolated from 
friends and family. Her husband had mental health difficulties but wouldn’t engage 
with services. He was verbally and emotionally abusive towards her and extremely 
controlling. 

Barnardos did parenting work with both parents. It helped Gráinne and Aoife’s mother 
build her confidence. It helped their father recognise his own problems and the impact 
they were having on his children. He expressed a desire to change and began accessing 
services to help him with his mental health. He hadn’t realised the extent of his actions 
towards his wife and was shocked by the detrimental affect they were having on the 
girls. We supported the family to find a council house near where they lived previously. 
They no longer work with Barnardos but Gráinne and Aoife will sometimes stop in to say 
hello with their mother and their new younger brother.

CASE STUDY:  

iv. Data collection and research

Up-to-date, detailed national data and statistics on domestic abuse are difficult to 
obtain. This includes data on sentencing for domestic abuse related crime, including 
breaches of Domestic Violence Orders. Cosc has made efforts in recent years to improve 
data collection. Current Government strategy commits to establishing a ‘gold standard’ 
of data collection relating to adults disaggregated by age, sex, relationship, ethnicity 
and disability across a wide range of public bodies including An Garda Siochána, the 
Courts Service and Tusla.43 If implemented, this would be a most welcome development; 
however, the number and experience of the children of these relationships who are 
also living with domestic abuse would still not be captured and would continue to be 
a black hole in the data relating to domestic abuse. Without clear data and research 
into domestic abuse and children it is impossible to develop or implement coherent and 
effective national strategies to deal with the problem. Furthermore, it is important that 
strategies are informed by evidence. There is a huge amount of valuable work being 
done to help children who experience domestic abuse, yet much of it is disjointed and 
unevaluated. Greater research is needed to demonstrate what works for children and 
how this learning can be applied elsewhere to benefit others. 

 
ReCommenDAtIon: Implement accurate data collection on domestic abuse 
which includes children across all agencies which come into contact with families 
experiencing domestic abuse and evaluate what works well in support services in 
order to share information, learning and good practice. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

43 Cosc, (2016)  Action Plan: Second National Strategy on Domestic, Sexual and Gender-based Violence
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f. Providing safe places to live

Domestic abuse in Ireland today is happening in the context of one of the worst housing 
crises the country has seen in modern times. Supply of accommodation is at an all-
time low. Rents nationally have risen by as much as 12% since last year surpassing 
the previous recorded peak and they show no sign of abating.44 Latest figures show 
in September 2016 there were 2,426 children living in emergency accommodation.45 
Families living with domestic abuse have very few options when they need to find 
safe, secure accommodation. A Focus Ireland survey of 70 families experiencing 
homelessness in March 2016 found 16% listed domestic abuse as the primary reason 
they became homeless, while a further 7% said domestic abuse had negatively 
impacted on their housing stability in the past. These figures relate to incidents of 
intimate partner violence and also violence within wider family units.46 

 

In addition to the homelessness figures there is a hidden housing crisis which is 
increasing the likelihood of domestic abuse occurring within the home. Parents 
and children forced to cram in with extended family due to the lack of affordable 
accommodation options is now commonplace. The strain of limited personal space 
erodes key support relationships creating a vicious cycle of abuse increasingly caused 
and/or compounded by hidden homelessness, in turn adding to the homeless crisis 
as home life becomes untenable. Barnardos sees first-hand the impact the housing 
crisis has on families. It is compounding domestic abuse, forcing parents to stay and 
endure the abuse for longer and in some instances is a root cause of domestic abuse, 
particularly in relation to families living in overcrowded accommodation with extended 
family members. 

 
“The housing crisis has compounded the problem of family violence 
offering less options for those wishing to leave violent relationships. It is 
also causing an increase in domestic abuse, as families are under a lot of 
pressure having to live with relatives in cramped environments.”

       Barnardos Project Worker 

 
 

44 Daft.ie, (2016) Irish rental report Q3 2016
45 Department of Housing, Planning, Community and Local Government, (2016) Homelessness Report- September   
 2016
46 Focus Ireland, (2016) Survey of the families that became homeless during March 2016
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Those fleeing domestic abuse are best placed in a refuge or other supported 
accommodation. Anecdotal evidence from families with whom Barnardos works 
suggests some women are choosing to enter emergency accommodation rather 
than a refuge in the belief they will be rehoused sooner. Emergency accommodation 
is a challenging place for any family to live, not least families who have experienced 
domestic abuse and require additional supports. Refuges provide a safe place for 
women and children who are fleeing domestic abuse. Safe Ireland, the national network 
of domestic abuse refuges and other services, has 22 members providing refuge 
accommodation throughout Ireland.47 These refuges are usually open 24 hours a day 
and offer a range of services to women and children. Services available to children in 
refuge accommodation varies from limited service provision, such as childcare, to more 
a more comprehensive and holistic suite of services designed to assess, support and 
fulfil children’s specific needs after leaving an abusive environment. 

Given the scale of domestic abuse in Ireland availability of refuge and accommodation 
services is quite limited. Refuges are not available in every county and where they are 
available they are often unable to meet the scale of demand. In 2014, 4,831 requests 
for refuge could not be met due to capacity limitations- that equates to 14 requests 
per day.48 There are simply not enough refuges to meet demand. There are no refuges 
for men and children in Ireland. Where refuges are available it is not uncommon for 
restrictions to be placed on male adolescent children accessing the service with the 
rest of their family. There is a clear need for greater provision of targeted, supported 
accommodation services for women and children who have experienced domestic 
violence. To date this year just two additional safe housing units have been provided 
by Tusla.49 The Government’s homelessness and housing action plan Rebuilding Ireland 
commits to provision of more refuge places in 2016/2017; but doesn’t specify when, 
where or how many new refuge places will be provided.50 
 

 
ReCommenDAtIon: Provide more refuge and other housing options for families 
fleeing domestic abuse which include targeted supports for children.

 

 

 

 

47 Safe Ireland, (2016) http://www.safeireland.ie/about-us/membership/ [accessed 8 November 2016]
48 Safe Ireland, (2015) Annual Statistics 2014
49 Minister for Children and Youth Affairs (Katherine zappone), Ceisteanna- Questions-  Dáil Éireann, vol.289, 17 
 November 2016
50 Department of Housing, Planning, Community and Local Government, (2016) Rebuilding Ireland: action plan for 
 housing and homelessness

 
GooD PRACtICe exAmPle:  ADAPT REFUGE AND DOMESTIC ABUSE  
SERVICES LIMERICK 
 
Adapt in Limerick is an example of a refuge which offers wraparound services for 
children and young people. Adapt’s child and youth service aims to promote the 
right of children and young people to have their voices heard and their needs met. 
This is available to children who are staying in Adapt’s refuge or transitional housing 
or if their parents are taking part in other Adapt programmes. The service caters for 
children from birth to 18 years of age and can accommodate up to 56 children who 
are divided into groups by age. A team of support staff work creatively and safely 
with children, young people and their mothers in relation to their experiences of 
domestic abuse. Each family is assigned a Child and Youth Worker who meets with 
the family regularly and responds to the child’s specific needs arising from their 
domestic abuse experiences. Services available to children and young people include 
a mother and toddler group, a youth club and play therapy.51  

51 Adapt, (2016) http://adaptservices.ie/services_for_women/childcare [accessed 8 November 2016]
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GooD PRACtICe exAmPle:  SAFE HOME 
 
Safe Home is a housing project developed as an alternative to refuge by Dublin 
based domestic violence service provider Sonas in response to an identified 
need for emergency accommodation for women and children experiencing 
domestic abuse which is integrated into the Homeless Agency Pathway Model. 
Accommodation consists of four two-bed apartments in South County Dublin where 
residents receive intensive support from a dedicated team of women and child 
support workers, as well as additional multi-disciplinary supports available on site. 
Length of stay is from two to 12 weeks. Women and their children are eligible to 
access the service once they are assessed by Sonas to have a low to medium risk of 
harm. 

A member of the Safe Home Support Team meets with both women and their 
children separately to assess their needs and develop a support plan. Crucially the 
Safe Home Support Team includes a dedicated part time Child Support Worker. 
If children do not live with their mother or are in care parenting supports are still 
available to women living in Safe Home. An evaluation of the pilot phase found that, 
by integrating into the Homeless Agency Pathway Model, Safe Home is tapping in to 
previously unmet needs. For example, in three out of 17 cases women were fleeing 
domestic abuse perpetrated by their parent- a direct effect of the current housing 
crisis which sees many families forced to live with relatives or face homelessness. 
These women might not have otherwise had access to supports for domestic 
abuse. The evaluation also showed Safe Home achieved tangible results in a short 
time period. The key ingredient is multi-agency, multi-disciplinary supports coming 
to families where they are at, eliminating the need for vulnerable mothers and 
children to traverse a complex and often dis-jointed system to access the multiple 
supports they need.52 

52 Holt S. & Ward M., (2016) Evaluation of Sonas Safe Home Project, [Presentation at Focus Ireland lunchtime  
 seminar 18 May 2016]

Conclusion

Children are extremely vulnerable in domestic abuse situations and can suffer profound 
and long lasting consequences as a result. Current legislation is not protecting all 
children and our court system is woefully inadequate to deal with the complexities 
and sensitivities of domestic abuse cases which involve children. Families who have 
experienced domestic abuse need compassionate and effective legal and justice 
services which understand and know how best to help them. Children who have 
experienced domestic abuse require dedicated services and interventions to protect 
them and support them to recover. We are failing children living with domestic abuse 
because of this lack of supports and insufficient protection. If the State is serious about 
tackling the causes of and reducing the harm inflicted by abuse then it must protect 
and support children. Real change in legislation, infrastructure and services is needed if 
we are to break the intergenerational cycle of abuse which creates future perpetrators 
and victims.
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