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ABOUT THIS SERIES 

Recent years have brought significant growth in both public interest and government 

response to concerns relating to children and young people. Yet by international 

comparisons a serious deficit remains in Ireland’s provision for children and their needs. 

Barnardos is a major voluntary provider of services to children and young people — and 

their families — in Ireland. This imposes a responsibility to share our developing 

expertise with a wider audience as a contribution to the development of awareness and 

knowledge, legislation and policy, provision and practice in the interest of responding 

ever more appropriately and effectively as a community to the rights, needs and 

interests of our younger citizens. This task must also be underpinned by a vision of what 

we ultimately hope to achieve. It is Barnardos’ view that Ireland should aspire to 

nothing less than the achievement of standards of provision for children that match the 

best in the world. It may take a long time to achieve — perhaps even a generation — but it 

is no less relevant for that. 

Primarily a service providing agency, Barnardos has been keen to draw lessons for 

policy and provision from our practice experience. In 1998, we established a Policy 

Advisor post supported by a Policy Steering Group representative of childcare 

practitioners for this purpose. Crucially, our policy positions are both informed by, and 

inform our direct work with children and families in Ireland. 

These policies are being published as an occasional series of papers which we hope will 

be of interest and benefit to a broad range of professionals, parents, media, 

policymakers, academics, students, legislators, and, of course, the general public. More 

than anything though, we hope they will make a difference, however small, to the lives 

of children and young people.



BARNARDOS’ POLICY NO. 6 

Considering the extent to which the reality of domestic violence has been recognised 

over the past twenty-five years, it is somewhat surprising that more attention has not 

been given to its effects on children. Certainly, over the same period there has been 

increased acknowledgement of, and concern about, the effects of physical and sexual 

abuse of children but this has tended not to include the effects on them of witnessing 

violence perpetrated by one parental partner on the other. This is exemplified in the 

relatively small body of international research conducted into this aspect of family 

violence. Many of the studies that have been carried out have had the long-term effects 

of the violence on children in their adult lives as their focus, rather than its 

contemporaneous impacts. 

It is difficult to know why this should be the case. Perhaps it reflects a wider malaise of 
different social concerns being studied in isolation from one another with a resultant 

failure to appreciate their inter-relatedness. The general absence of a developed 

connection between substance abuse and child welfare concerns is a further case in 
point. It is partly to overcome this compartmentalisation of family violence that 

Barnardos has compiled this paper. We also hope that the paper’s review of the issue 

and such research as has been conducted will serve to promote an informed debate of 

the relevant issues and, hopefully, may serve as a stimulus to action in the form of the 
development of effective services. 

Barnardos recognises that family violence takes many forms and can be perpetrated by 

various family members. However, in our experience in providing a wide range of 

family support services throughout the country, by far the most prevalent form we 

encounter is perpetrated by males against their female partners. This paper therefore 

largely focuses on this form of family violence, although we recognise that females may 

also be violent towards their partners. Indeed, it is reasonable to suggest that there is a 

need for an extensive and thorough study of the phenomenon of family violence 
generally as it is manifested in Ireland. 

Recent years have seen several positive measures that recognise the prevalence and 

seriousness of this issue for Irish society. However more needs to be done. It is 

appropriate that Barnardos, as an organisation whose primary concern is for the rights 

and well-being of children, should highlight its particular implications for our youngest, 

and potentially most vulnerable, citizens. In this context it is important that the 

awareness of all those who work with children should be raised, particularly that they 
should understand the dynamics of family violence and its impact on children. The 

effects of either witnessing or experiencing violence for children’s development and 

behaviour needs to be better understood, in order that we might respond with relevant, 
supportive and effective services.



This does not suggest that there is a simple or, indeed, single solution, however. On the 

contrary it appears that there is a need for a range of services which can be accessed at 

the various stages in the development of the problem, that include a focus on the 

particular effects on children and that can be tailored to the needs of specific groups. 

There is also a need for other measures, including educational, legal and social, which 

address attitudes, understanding and behaviour that may be supportive of violence. 

It is to the credit of many of the organisations that address the problem of family 

violence that a number of services and supports have been provided for the children in 

these families. However, nobody could suggest that current provision is adequate or 

sufficiently coherent. The failure to adequately recognise and address the effects of 

family violence on children is a significant gap in our framework of child protection 

services. There is a clear need to vindicate the rights of children by protecting them 

from all forms of abuse and their effects. It is Barnardos’ hope and intention that the 

publication of this policy briefing will represent a valuable contribution towards 

advancing this. 

Owen Keenan 

December 2000



1. 

RESPONDING TO DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AND 
ITS IMPACT ON WOMEN AND CHILDREN 
  

INTRODUCTION 

The problem of domestic violence is widespread in Ireland and is of serious 
concern to Barnardos. Through its various services, Barnardos frequently comes 

into contact with parents, primarily mothers, who have been victims of domestic 

violence. Domestic violence has been defined as “the use of physical or emotional 

force or threat of physical force including sexual violence, in close adult 
relationships.”’ It does not just involve physical violence, therefore, it can also 

involve emotional abuse and excessive control over family matters such as money 

and food. 

While domestic violence is defined as violence between adults it can have a real, 

lasting and frequently overlooked impact on children. Over the past twenty years 

there has been an increasing awareness of the extent of violence experienced by 

women, but its effects on children are only now being recognised. 

It has become evident to Barnardos that living with domestic violence can have a 

serious impact on the development of children. This paper has been prepared, 

therefore, in an attempt to highlight an issue which requires more attention. It is 

hoped it will contribute toward the development of necessary services for children 

affected by domestic violence. 

Note: The focus of this paper is primarily on domestic violence perpetrated by 

men, and as experienced by mothers and children. Barnardos recognises 
other important dimensions to domestic violence, e.g. violence 

perpetrated against parents by older children, violence perpetrated by 

mothers against fathers and children, violence within other family 

arrangements. These are important issues and while they are not 

addressed in this paper they do require detailed analysis and 

consideration. 

THE NATURE AND EXTENT OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE IN 

IRELAND 

As with many other social problems, quantifying the extent of domestic violence 

can be difficult. Of its nature, domestic violence is a ‘hidden’ problem, and for a 

variety of reasons — shame, fear, isolation — those who experience such violence do 

not always report it to the gardaf or other agencies. Official statistics, therefore, are 

likely to underestimate the extent of the problem. 

' Government of Ireland (1997) Report of the Task Force on Violence Against Women, Dublin: The Stationery Office 

 



The following statistics can be seen as an indication of the extent of the problem: 

e 8,345 calls to the Women’s Aid helpline in 1999 

e 8,448 incidents of domestic violence reported to the gardai in 1998, an 

increase of 102% on the number of incidents reported in 1997 

e In 1998 1,371 persons charged and 772 convicted in respect of domestic 

violence incidents 

e An increase in Barring Orders from 1,188 in 1980/1981 to 2,145 in 1996/1997 

e An increase in Protection Orders from 2,562 in 1990/1991 to 4,860 in 

1996/1997 

A study commissioned by Women’s Aid in 1995” examined the extent of violence 

against women in intimate relationships. It consisted of a national random survey to 

which over 670 women responded, and an area survey of 240 women on the 

northside of Dublin City. In the national survey, 59% of the respondents said they 

knew of a woman who had been subjected to domestic violence. 18% of the 

women who were in intimate relationships reported that they themselves had been 

subjected to domestic violence, with the most common form of violence being 

mental cruelty. The problem was found to span social class boundaries and 

geographical location. 64% of those subjected to this violence reported that it had 

been witnessed by their children. 

The area based study consisted of women filling out questionnaires in doctors’ 

surgeries. 66% of respondents said they knew of a woman who had been subjected 

to domestic violence. And of the women in intimate relationships, 36% reported 

that they themselves had experienced domestic violence, again the most common 
type being mental cruelty. Over half of these women reported that the violence had 

impacted negatively on their children in a variety of ways. 

In their study of domestic violence and law enforcement, Kelleher and O’Connor* 

show the increase in barring and protection orders granted: 

FIGURE 1: BARRING ORDERS AND PROTECTION ORDERS 

APPLICATIONS DISPOSED OF AT THE DISTRICT COURT 

  

  

  

  

LEVEL 

Year Barring Orders Granted | Year Protection Orders Granted 

1980-1981 1,188 1980-1981 Nil (not in operation) 

1990-1991 1,915 1990-1991 2,962 

1996-1997 2,145 1996-1997 4,860     

? Kelleher and Associates, M. O’Connor (1995) Making the Links, Dublin: Women’s Aid 

3P. Kelleher, M. O’Connor (1999) Safety and Sanctions: Domestic Violence and the Enforcement of Law in Ireland, 

Dublin: Women’s Aid



The number of barring orders granted increased, therefore, by 80.5% between 1980 

and 1997, and the number of protection orders granted grew rapidly by 89.6% in a 

seven year period. In their detailed study of marital breakdown and family law, 

Fahey and Lyons have concluded that “since the early 1980's, domestic violence 

seems to have been the single most common precipitating factor behind family law 

cases appearing before the Irish courts.””* 

Internationally, studies have highlighted the pervasiveness of domestic violence. 

Kelleher and O’Connor refer to a national random survey in Canada which 

indicates that 25% of Canadian women experienced violence from an intimate 

partner.’ In America, two National Family Violence surveys, conducted in 1975 and 

1985, showed that approximately 16% of U.S. couples experienced one or more 
acts of violence in the previous year.° In a review of children exposed to domestic 

violence, Finkelhor and Wolak’ refer to four surveys which asked adults about their 

childhood memories, the results from which suggest that between 11% and 20% of 

adults remember seeing violent partner incidents when they were young. 

THE CAUSES OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

Determining a cause or causes of domestic violence is fraught with difficulty. 

Commentators and experts in this area have highlighted the following: 

¢ In their book on family violence,* Browne and Herbert refer to an association 

between problems experienced by abusive men — low self-esteem, alcohol and 

drug abuse, poor impulse control — and domestic violence. They note, 

however, that these associations are disputed, with some writers suggesting, 

for example, that alcohol consumption can be used to relieve a man of 

responsibility for his behaviour. 

* Gelles and Strauss’ refer to surveys showing that families where violence 
occurs are often socially isolated, having little contact with friends and 

communities. 

e¢ The ‘cycle of violence’ theory — where men who were abused as children grow 

up to abuse adult partners — has been suggested as a contributory factor. While 

there is some validity in this theory, the links are by no means absolute. A 
review of research in this area notes that “many studies show only a minority 

of abusers to be afflicted by the cycle of violence.” \° 

e A number of writers have highlighted inequalities between men and women as 

being of fundamental importance. Ferguson and Synnott, who were invoived 

‘T. Fahey, M. Lyons (1995) Marital Breakdown and Family Law in Ireland, Dublin: ESRI/Oak Tree Press 

*P. Kelleher, M. O’Connor (1999) op cit 
°L.W. Sherman Marital Violence: An Overview in O. Barnett et al (eds) (1997) Family Violence Across the Lifespan, 

California: Sage Publications 

7D. Finkelhor, J. Wolak, Children Exposed to Partner Violence in J.L. Jasinski, L. Williams (eds), (1998) Partner 

Violence, California: Sage Publications 

*K. Browne, M. Herbert (1997) Preventing Family Violence, New York: John Wiley & Sons 

°R. Gelles, M.A. Strauss (1988) Intimate Violence, New York: Simon and Schuster 

10 A. Mullender, R Morley (1994) Domestic Violence and Children: What Do We Know from Research in Mullender 

& Morley (eds) Children Living with Domestic Violence, London: Whiting and Birch



in setting up the Men Overcoming Violent Experiences (MOVE) group in 

Ireland, write that “gender and power relations are fundamental to reaching 

an understanding of why men are violent.”"! 

e Gelles and Strauss suggest that men are ‘rewarded’ for their violence — by 

working off anger, asserting their power — but that the “relatively standard 

costs for being violent in our society ... are rarely paid by those violent in the 

home.”"? 

In summary, varied factors — personal, familial and social — can contribute to 

domestic violence with, in many situations, a complex interrelationship of factors 

at work. 

4. THE EXPERIENCE OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

Before moving to consider the impact of domestic violence on children, it is 

important to reflect on what the experience of domestic violence is like and some 

of its particular features. Writers and commentators on this subject highlight the 

following. 

4.1 Women are often subjected to continuous domestic violence over a long 

period of time. 

Studies show that women are often subjected to repeated and varied forms of 

violence. An analysis of over 500 client files of women using a refuge in 

Limerick’’ showed that for many women the violence began early in the 

relationship, and once it began it occurred frequently, sometimes as often as a 

few times per week. The Task Force report describes domestic violence “as a 

process — not a once off event. It often involves women being subjected to 

multiple forms of abuse.”'* Another study which looked at the experience of 

over 650 women who used a refuge found that, on average, women had been 

subjected to violence for seven years.'” 

Women are subjected to a variety of violent acts. In the Women’s Aid study’® it 
was found that the majority of women who experienced violence, experienced 

more than one type, ranging from mental cruelty, threatened physical violence, 

actual physical violence and sexual violence. While it may seem gratuitous to 

detail this violence it is important to do so in order for its impact to be 

understood. The violence women experience is often extreme, and one review 

of the problem summarised it as follows “if we take all the evidence presented 

we can see a commonality across different countries, regions and years. 

"H. Ferguson, P. Synott (1995) Intervention into Domestic Violence in Ireland: Developing Policy and Practice with 

Men who Batter in Administration Vol. 43 no 3 

©R. Gelles, M.A. Strauss (1998), op cit 

3M. Lyons et al. (1992) Seeking a Refuge from Violence: The ADAPT Experience, Limerick: ADAPT and Mid 

Western Health Board 

'’ Government of Ireland (1997) op cit 
See N. Johnson Domestic Violence: An Overview in F.P. Kingston and B. Penhale (1995) Family Violence and the 

Caring Professions, London: MacMillan Press 

'6 Kelleher and Associates, M. O’Connor (1995) op cit



Punching, kicking, slapping, strangulation, and the use of weapons are all 

common forms of domestic violence.” 

At its most extreme there may be links between domestic violence and murder. 

The Task Force Report’* notes that in the United Kingdom in 1992, 45% of 
female murder victims were killed by their current or former male partner. In 

1996, in Ireland, eighteen women were murdered, twelve of these in their own 

homes. 

4.2 There are a variety of obstacles which prevent women and children 

leaving violent relationships. 
In their study on domestic violence and the law, Kelleher and O’Connor’® 
suggest that “study after study reveals that the core aspect of men’s domestic 

violence is a pattern of coercive control over key aspects of the woman's life.” 

Commentators such as Dobash and Dobash”’ have suggested that domestic 
violence springs from the fundamental inequality between men and women, 

where women are often economically dependent and confined to the home. 

Within this environment it can be difficult for women to leave a violent 

relationship. The study of women in refuges in Limerick noted that “the 
woman subjected to violence had virtually no financial independence from her 

violent spouse/partner.”*' At a practical level, therefore, many women simply 

cannot afford to leave. The Women’s Aid study notes that there is no statutory 

service specifically for women who have experienced violence and while there 

are refuges these are under resourced with insufficient places available.” 

Some women are also concerned that leaving home may lead to their children 

being taken away from them. In an NCH, Action for Children study of over 

100 women who had experienced domestic violence, 81% reported ‘feeling 

guilty’ as a reason for finding it difficult to seek professional help, with 74% 

saying they were frightened to speak honestly to professionals lest their 

children were taken away. The authors suggest that “it seems that many of the 

mothers and children had colluded quite successfully to prevent outsiders from 

knowing what was really happening to them at home. In this way domestic 

violence can become a shared family secret...” 

Women subjected to domestic violence can become emotionally drained and 

isolated and without the necessary personal resources to leave. These 

difficulties are well illustrated in a small study™ of the experiences of eight 
women who left abusive relationships. The study details the varied, and 

horrific, abuse experienced by the women. As a result, the study concludes that 
the women’s “self esteem, self confidence, sense of emotional and physical 

7D. Locton and R. Ward (1997) Domestic Violence, London: Cavendish Publishing 

'§ Government of Ireland (1997) op cit 
'°P Kelleher, M. O’Connor (1999) op cit 
20R.E. Dobash, R.P. Dobash (1992) Women, Violence and Social Change, London: Routledge 

21M. Lyons et al (1992) op cit 

2 Kelleher and Associates, M. O’Connor (1995) op cit 
?3 NCH Action for Children (1994) The Hidden Victims: Children and Domestic Violence 

**C, Mulvey et al (1994) Silent No More Dublin: Women’s Aid 

 



security, belief in their own capacity to protect and fend for themselves ... are 

usually severely damaged ... As a result women can be left with intense 

feelings of fear, anger, grief, resentment and anxiety ... which can seriously 

undermine a woman's ability and efforts to get out of an abusive situation ...” 

An understandable situation can arise, therefore, whereby when a woman and 

her family are experiencing the most severe difficulties, they are least well 

equipped to remove themselves from the violent relationship. 

4.3 The situation of Traveller women and children requires particular 
attention. 

While the violence experienced by Traveller and settled women is similar in 

many respects, the situation of Traveller women and their children does 

require a more specific response. In the Women’s Aid study ‘Making the 

Links’,”> group interviews were held with 15 Traveller women, all of whom 

knew a woman who had been subjected to violence by a male partner. The 

study suggests that the particular difficulties Traveller women have in leaving 

violent relationships “are related to a pattern of marriage within kinship and 

the fact that the economic and kinship base is interlinked resulting in pressure 
to maintain the family relationship.” 

There is a need, therefore, for both Traveller specific responses and the ‘main- 

streaming’ of Traveller women into the work of crisis and emergency services. 

4.4 Children are often victims or witnesses in situations of domestic violence. 

Many children witness or are aware of domestic violence in the family home. 

In the Women’s Aid*® survey 64% of women who experienced domestic 

violence reported that their children had witnessed the violence. In the NCH 

Action for Children study~’ mothers reported that 73% of children had actually 
witnessed incidents of violence. 

However, children are not just observers of violence in the home, and studies 

have highlighted a close relationship between violence perpetrated against 

adults and abuse of children. Ferguson,” in his paper, summarises research 

into the child protection system of the Mid-Western Health Board. In an 

analysis of 287 referrals received by the Board, domestic violence featured in 

some form in 27% of the 287 referrals. British writers refer to a U.S. study” 

where, of 1,000 women who identified themselves as experiencing wife 

beating, 70% reported that their husbands also physically abused their 

children. In an American article referring to five different studies, it was 

suggested that “children exposed to marital violence have a 40-60% chance of 
also being physically abused.”*° 

*5 Kelleher and Associates, M. O’Connor (1995) op cit 
*6 Kelleher and Associates, M. O’Connor (1995) op cit 

*7NCH Action for Children (1994) op cit 

*SH. Ferguson (1997) Women Protection, Child Protection and the Implications of the Domestic Violence Act, 1996 

for Health Boards (A paper based on the findings of a research study commissioned by the Mid Western Health 

Board) 

*° A. Mullender, R. Morley (1994) op cit 

*D. Wolfe Children Exposed to Domestic Violence in O. Barnett et al (1997) op cit



It is clear, therefore, that violence in the home does not just involve adult 
partners. Children are victims as well, with a close relationship between abuse 
of mothers and of children being apparent. 

5. THE IMPACT OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

5.1 Impact on mothers 

While the focus of this paper is on children affected by domestic violence, this 

can only be considered fully in a family context. The impact such violence has 
on a mother will clearly impact on the parenting of a child. 

It is not surprising to find that women are damaged by their experiences of 

domestic violence. 65% of the women in the Women’s Aid survey*' reported 

that they had suffered from depression. In the case studies of the eight women 

(referred to in 4.2 above), the authors refer to the severe damage to the 

women’s self-esteem, self confidence and emotional security.*” It is also 
instructive to note that these women reported that the full effects of the abuse 

often do not appear until some time after the crisis of leaving the relationship. 

The effects on women can be both physical and psychological. Some women 

experience fear as a result of injuries and a general deterioration in their 

health. Women can be damaged by being consistently isolated. It has been 

noted that suicide, attempted suicide or suicidal thoughts amongst victims 

have been referred to in a number of studies.** Another review has pointed out 

that a number of studies suggest that clinical depression characterises at least 
50% of battered women.™* 

Women have also expressed concern about the impact of violence on their 

parenting abilities. In the NCH/Action for Children study*? most mothers 

spoke of their children being harder to manage and often attributed this to their 
own depression or exhaustion. Wolfe,*° in a review of marital violence, refers 

to “the mother’s psychological unavailability or inability to offer safety and 

nurturance.” However, it is not automatically the case that the parenting 
ability of mothers diminishes in these situations. Holden*’ refers to two studies 

which analysed the parenting skills of women in refuges and compared them 

with those living in non violent relationships. While parents from the shelters 

exhibited more aggression toward their children, he concluded that “no 

evidence was found to indicate that they (shelter parents) were less 

affectionate, less proactive, less likely to provide structures for the child or 
more punitive.” 

31 Kelleher and Associates, M. O’Connor (1995) op cit 

°C, Mulvey et al (1994) op cit 
°3.N. Johnson (1995) op cit 

“J. Giles Smith. The Aftermath of Partner Violence in J.Jasinski, L.Williams (eds) op cit 

*° NCH Action for Children (1994) op cit 

*°D.Wolfe Children Exposed to Marital Violence in O.Barnett et al (1997) op cit 

*7G.W.Holden Parenting Behaviours and Beliefs of Battered Women in G.W. Holden et al (eds) (1998) Children 

Exposed to Marital Violence, Washington: American Psychological Association



5.2 Impact on children 
“There is strong research evidence in support of the notion that children are 

often deeply affected by exposure to family violence.”** 

It is not surprising that domestic violence has a negative impact on children. 

For a child, hearing his parents argue and fight, or seeing his mother being hit, 

can be understandably disturbing. Researchers and commentators have 

detailed the various ways children are affected. 

In the NCH/Action for Children study, seven in-depth interviews were 

conducted with girls between the ages of 8 and 17 years. All of the children 

spoke with great feeling about their distress at witnessing their mothers’ 

physical and emotional suffering. In turn, mothers in the study reported short 

term effects — being frightened and clingy — and long term effects — being 

violent, harder to control and angry. The authors conclude that “the survey and 

interview findings ... suggest that domestic violence is a very profound 

experience for children who encounter it, whether directly or indirectly.” 

In one of her papers on this subject, Liz Kelly*’ notes that we know very little 
from children themselves about their direct experience of domestic violence, 
with much of the research focusing on how it has impacted on them 

subsequently. This research shows domestic violence having a wide ranging 

impact. One review of 29 different papers noted that “there is not one typical 
reaction but a range of behavioural and/or emotional difficulties have been 

observed.”*' Different case studies compiled with these papers reported a 

range of difficulties such as depression, bed wetting, fears and phobias. Peled 

and Davis in their analysis of a number of studies, summarise the results as 

showing that “children of battered women were found to show more anxiety, 

more aggression, more temperamental problems, more depression, less self 

esteem and lower verbal, cognitive and motor abilities.”** 

Despite this evidence it is important to note that children are not automatically 

adversely affected by domestic violence. Mullender and Morley*’ observe “it 
is important to remember that some children remain perfectly well adjusted ... 

and that a majority survive within non-clinical or normal limits of 

functioning.” And while children are adversely affected, the extent of 

‘damage’ will vary from one child to the next, being mediated by a range of 

factors including the severity of violence witnessed and whether the child was 

abused directly as well. 

e The impact on children may also vary according to their age and 
Finklehor™ and Wolak have attempted to summarise this as follows: 

°8NCH Action for Children (1994) op cit 
* ibid 

“Liz Kelly (1996) When Women Protection is the Best Kind of Chiid Protection: Children, Domestic Violence and 

Child Abuse in Administration Vol. 44 no 2, Dublin: LP.A. 

‘A. Mullender & R Morley (1994) op cit 
“E. Peled, D. Davis (1995) Groupwork with Children of Battered Women, California: Sage Publications 

‘8 A. Mullender, R. Morley (1994) op cit 
“'D. Finklehor, J. Wolak (1998) op cit



¢ In the 2-5 age range, children often behave aggressively and may 
become exceedingly demanding, often becoming ‘whiney’ or ‘clingy’. 

¢ At6-—12 years, children can still behave aggressively and are also tearful 
and anxious. 

¢ During adolesence, while children are less likely to feel responsible they 
are more likely to have lived with the problem for a long time. 
Adolescents from violent families have been found to be more prone than 
other teenagers to delinquency. 

Therefore, domestic violence can have different negative impacts at different 
stages in a child’s life. Wolfe’s review,” referred to in 5.1 above, suggests that 
available research does not show any variation in the impact between younger 
as opposed to older children. Whether domestic violence impacts more 
severely on boys as opposed to girls seems to be somewhat unclear. In their 
review, Wolak and Finklehor*® examine various research studies and regard the 
evidence as inconclusive. Mullender*’ considers that there has been a tendency 
in much Canadian and American research to overemphasise the differences in 
the reactions of girls and boys. She suggests that “Jn fact, all forms of upset 
behaviour can be found in both sexes.” 

It is also the case that the effects of domestic violence can be long term for 
children. Wolfe** again notes that “some of the most striking recent findings 
are that childhood exposure to parental abuse is correlated with a number of 
psychological problems in college students.” In another study of 1,000 school 
children in Chicago, it was found that children who witnessed violence in the 
home or were victims were more likely to become perpetrators than those who 
were not exposed.*? 

In this regard it is important to bear in mind the views of mothers in the 
different studies referred to. In a number of situations it was some time after 
leaving the relationship that mothers realised that their children were effected 
by the violence.*” The NCH Action for Children study refers to a prevailing 
sense of regret among mothers “and of something good having been lost 
forever when some mothers who were interviewed spoke about the longer term 
effects of domestic violence on themselves and their children.”>! 

EXISTING SERVICE RESPONSES TO DOMESTIC 
VIOLENCE: A BRIEF REVIEW 

The purpose of this section is to review some of the main community and statutory 
responses to domestic violence. 

*D. Wolfe (1997) op cit 

“6D. Finllehor, J. Wolak (1998) op cit 

“7 A. Mullender (1996) Rethinking Domestic Violence, London: Routledge 

“8D. Wolfe (1997) op cit 

“J.D. Osofsky Children as Invisible Victims of Domestic Violence in G. Holden et al (eds) (1998) op cit 
*° See M. McWilliams, J. McKiernan (1993) Bringing it Out in the Open: Domestic Violence in Northern Ireland, 

Belfast: HMSO 

*'NCH Action for Children (1994) op cit 

 



6.1 Refuges 

Perhaps the best known and longest established service response is the 

provision of refuges for women and children. The first refuge was established 

by Women’s Aid in Dublin in 1974. Currently, there are fifteen refuges 

providing 96 refuge places. Usage of refuges is illustrated in the table below, 

which was compiled by the co-ordinating body for refuges — the National 

Network of Women’s Refuges and Support Services (NNWRSS).”” 

  

  

  

  

Nature of Usage 1997 1998 1999 

Distress calls 11,400 15,276 16,698 

Women given refuge 1,178 1,517 1,687 

Children given refuge 25259 2,914 3,610 
  

From these figures it is clear that demand on refuges is increasing steadily. In 

its submission to the National Crime Forum the NNWRSS (then called the 

Irish Federation of Women’s Refuges) suggested that refuge provision in 

Ireland was currently standing at around 27% of international recommended 

standards.°* However, the Task Force Report has stated that “there has been no 

systematic data collection on the demand for refuge space and this lack of 

reliable data on levels of demand makes it extremely difficult to quantify 

precisely refuge space requirements.”** The NNWRSS is currently developing 

a computerised system of monitoring refuge use. 

The refuges are autonomous and have developed in different ways. Some, 

such as the refuge in Rathmines, Dublin are purpose built while others have 

adapted existing buildings. Levels of staff and funding vary from one health 

board area to the next. The physical layout of refuges is also variable. 

Approximately half of the refuges have apartment style provision for family 

units and this is seen as an appropriate way for families to be provided for 

when they need to access a refuge. In others there are family rooms available 

which accommodate mothers and children. For space and other reasons a 

number of refuges are not able to cater for older boys. However, the 

importance of responding to the needs of children is well recognised and there 

are nineteen child care workers employed in the fifteen refuges. 

6.2 Support Services 

Allied to the refuges are nine support services which are also members of the 

NNWRSS. These services consist of groups who may be in the process of 

developing a refuge or supported housing project. Such groups are involved in 

providing advice, information and outreach support. 

52 Government of Ireland (1999) National Steering Committee on Violence Against Women: First Report, Dublin: The 

Stationery Office 

53 Trish Federation of Women’s Refuges (1998) Submission to the National Crime Forum 

+4 Government of Ireland (1997) op cit 
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6.3 Women’s Aid 

Women’s Aid is the longest established voluntary organisation dealing with 

domestic violence. In addition to establishing the first refuge (which led to the 

purpose built facility in Rathmines), Women’s Aid is involved in the following 
initiatives: 

¢ The National Freephone Helpline operates on a seven day per week basis. 

Complementing the line, callers can also make appointments to see advice 
workers in various centres. 

¢ Provision of training to volunteers, social workers, gardai and the medical 

profession. 

* Development of awareness programmes through schools and with 
community groups. 

¢ The development of the supported housing initiative, Sonas (see below). 

6.4 Garda Domestic Violence and Sexual Assault Investigation Unit 

In 1993, the Domestic Violence Unit was established to oversee all cases of 
domestic violence and sexual assault in the Dublin area. The unit was given a 

countrywide remit in 1997. The gardai in 1994 prepared their own policy on 

Domestic Violence Intervention and in recent years have adapted what is 

described as a clearer ‘pro arrest’ policy. In the period 1994-1996 the number 

of persons charged in respect of domestic violence incidents increased by 
almost 21%.°° 

6.5 Services to Men who Perpetrate Violence 

Two of the more established organisations in this area are Men Overcoming 

Violent Experiences (MOVE) and the Cork Domestic Violence Project 
(CDVP). 

MOVE 

MOVE was established in 1989 and provides programmes in a number of 

locations throughout the country. MOVE” provides a 13 week group work 
programme with all of its different sections designed to help men break the 
‘cycle of violence’. The group sessions are facilitated by professional 
workers. 

Referrals to the programme come from a variety of professional sources but 
many men refer themselves. 

C.D.V.P. 

The C.D.V. P. was established in 1992 and started its first group sessions for 
men and women in 1994. The project is a service of the Cork Marriage 

Counselling Centre, with core funding provided by the Southern Health 
Board. 

°° Government of Ireland (1997) op cit 
°° See H. Ferguson, P. Synnott (1995) op cit 
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Although the project is primarily identified as being for men, services are 

provided for both women and men. Men are invited to participate in a 20 week 

group programme, following a comprehensive initial assessment. This is 

complemented with a support group and individual counselling for women. 

The project has undertaken some research on its effectiveness’’. Using a 
standard format, interviews were conducted with 53 women and 31 men who 

had been through the project’s programme. Of the women interviewed, 77% 

felt that the programme offered had a ‘lasting positive effect’ on them. 89% of 

the women stated that they now felt safer as a result of attending the 

programme. With regard to male participants, 74% reported a ‘lasting positive 

effect’. 

6.6. Sonas Housing Association 
Sonas Housing Association, established by Women’s Aid in 1991, provides 

supported housing for women and children forced to leave their homes 

because of domestic violence. The first houses developed by Sonas were 

occupied in 1996, and currently there are a total of 25 houses and 4 

apartments, all located in Dublin. 

This supported housing is transitional and is made available up to a maximum 

of two years. During this time, families are supported by means of professional 

services, such as child care, and in accessing more permanent housing from 

the local authorities. 

Supported social housing of this type is grant aided by the Department of the 

Environment and Local Government. Currently, Sonas is developing a further 

20 units in Dublin and is supporting groups in Dundalk, Mayo and Navan who 

are in the process of providing a smaller number of units. 

6.7 Legislative and Policy Developments 

There have been a number of developments in the policy and legislative areas 

over the past six years: 

¢ The 1993 Kilkenny Incest Investigation report,?® although primarily 

focusing on the child abuse aspects of the particular case, highlighted the 

broader pattern of abuse within this family. The report made a number of 

recommendations concerning the development of additional services for 

victims of domestic violence. In its 1995 policy statement on women’s 

health,°’ the Department of Health committed itself to improvement in the 

range of services for victims as part of the full implementation of the 

1991 Child Care Act. 

e The 1996 Domestic Violence Act can be seen as an important 
development. The Act introduced a new order called a ‘safety order’ 

°7C. O’Connor (1998) The Effectiveness of Intervention Programmes with Violent Men and their Partners, Cork: 

Cork Domestic Violence Project 

°8C. McGuinness (1993) Report of the Kilkenny Incest Investigation, Dublin: The Stationery Office 

°° Department of Health (1995) Developing a Policy for Women’s Health, Dublin: The Stationery Office 
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which, while not obliging a person to leave the family home, prohibits 

him/her from violence or threats of violence. Persons who can now apply 

for barring orders include co-habitees, in certain situations, and parents of 

children over 18 years. Significantly, health boards are now entitled to 

apply for a barring order for an abused person who, for various reasons, is 

not able to make the application himself/herself. 

¢ The 1997 Task Force report on Violence against Women was a substantial 

policy statement. In its recommendations, the Task Force placed an 

emphasis on the establishment of proper structures, at national and 

regional level, to plan and promote service developments. Accordingly, it 

recommended the establishment of a national steering committee and 

regional committees in each health board area. 

The National Steering Committee, chaired by the Minister of State at the 

Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform, was established in 

December 1997. All of the regional committees, comprising representatives of 

the relevant state and voluntary bodies, were in place by May 1998. 

In its first report® the National Steering Committee highlighted progress in a 
number of areas, including: 

¢ Continued expansion of the family mediation scheme. 

e Additional funding provided for marriage counselling services. 

e — Preparation of a module on violence for inclusion in the Social, Personal, 

Health and Education (SPHE) programme for senior cycle in schools. 

¢ The launch, in December 1998, of a public awareness campaign on 

violence against women. 

6.8 Commentary 

The above summary of existing services is not exhaustive. In particular, it does 

not describe the range of work in health services, where social workers, public 

health nurses, general practitioners, accident and emergency departments, are 

all dealing with instances of domestic violence as part of a broader remit. The 

importance of these services is recognised and cannot be underestimated. They 

are very much in the ‘front line’ in dealing with the problem and their 
contribution is referred to in more detail in the next section. 

Overall it can be seen that there have been significant developments, both at a 

policy and a service level, in recent years. The establishment of planning 

structures, regionally and nationally, is a positive step. However, in terms of 
the range and extent of provision, Ireland is still at the early stages of 

development. While refuges are by no means the full answer, a total of less 

than 100 refuge places for the whole country must be seen as modest. A key 

* Government of Ireland (1999) op cit 
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challenge for the coming years will be one of ensuring that proposed 
developments within the different regions are properly planned and then 

adequately supported. 

7. RESPONDING TO DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AND ITS IMPACT 
ON CHILDREN 

“State parties should take all appropriate legislative, administrative, social and 

educational measures to protect the child from all forms of physical or mental 

violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment or 

exploitation ...” (Article 19, UN Convention on the Rights of the Child) 

The focus of this paper is on children affected by domestic violence. However, it is 

quite clear that children in such situations can only be helped properly within an 

overall strategy to tackle the general problems of family and domestic violence. 

Therefore, Barnardos believes that responses must be made at three inter-related 

levels: 

e Developments at a national level 

e The expansion of service responses to domestic violence 

e The development of specific services for children affected by domestic 

violence 

7.1. Developments at a National Level 

At a national level a variety of initiatives are required to prevent domestic 
violence, to create greater awareness about the reality of the problem and to 

develop a greater national response to it. The following broad strategies should 

be pursued. 

7.1.1 Awareness and Education Initiatives 

It is perhaps stating the obvious, but important to note nonetheless, that 

domestic violence draws ‘support’ within societies where violence itself 

is accepted at so many levels. In the modern world, violence is 

represented to the public through newspapers, television and the 

cinema. Seeing and reading about violence is an everyday occurrence. 

While it would be simplistic to make too close a link between this type 

of violence and domestic violence it is the case that we live in a society 

which has become almost immune to violence. 

° To counteract this, Barnardos believes that ongoing national 

efforts are needed to create greater public awareness of the extent 
and unacceptability of violence against women. National and 

local awareness creating campaigns should occur on a regular 

basis. 

° With regard to children we should work to create a society where 

all physical violence against children becomes unacceptable. 
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Gelles and Strauss®' write of the need “to eliminate cultural 
norms and values that accept violence as a means of resolving 

conflict and problems in families” and suggest that this begins 
with banning spanking and corporal punishment. The debate on a 

legal ban on the use of corporal punishment is a complex one. 

While there are various opinions on this issue it is Barnardos’ 

view that concerted efforts need to be made to promote a society 

which does not tolerate any physical punishment of children. 

Creating this climate is a long term goal, requiring education and 

awareness strategies, the promotion of children’s rights and the 

education of parents in alternative child management strategies. 

° While challenging domestic violence and violence against 

children needs to take place at a number of levels, particular 

attention needs to be given to developing this awareness and 

lifestyle among children and young people themselves. In 

particular, we could learn from the experience in Ontario, 

Canada®™ where the education authorities require schools to 

develop policies on ‘violence free’ schools and to introduce 
violence awareness and prevention programmes. Evaluation of 

these initiatives has shown significantly increased knowledge 

among a majority of pupils about the facts of abuse and where 

they can get help. 

It should be possible to learn from these experiences and invest far 

more, within schools and youth organisations, in programmes which 

aim to create a ‘violence free’ approach to life among children and 

young people. 

7.1.2. Support for the National Process 
Following the recommendations of the National Task Force Report, a 

national steering committee and eight regional committees were 

established to plan and develop services. These regional committees are 

at different stages of development in the preparation of integrated 

strategies for their areas. 

Barnardos supports the development of this structure, with the regional 

committees allowing the development of inter-agency approaches at 
local level. Of course the process will only work if adequate funding is 

made available to support the various regional and national plans. 

Otherwise it will lead quickly to frustration and disillusionment. 

In the development of each regional plan, Barnardos would wish to see 

a clear strategy articulated as to how services to children will be 

developed. It is important that a clear focus on children is provided for 

within each region. 

®1R. Gelles, M.A. Strauss (1988) op cit 
62 See A. Mullender School Based Work: Education for Prevention in A. Mullender, R. Morley (eds) (1994) op cit 
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7.2 Expanding Service Responses to Domestic Violence 

There is a need to develop more services and a greater range of services. The 

following seem especially important. 

7.2.1 Refuges and Supported Housing 
While the need to quantify the number of refuge spaces is 
acknowledged it seems that there is a need for more refuges. Barnardos 

would be particularly anxious to see refuges adequately resourced so 

that they can cater for families, with children of different ages, in a 
proper and respectful manner. It is also essential that refuges are 

properly supported so that they can continue to develop the child care 

aspects of their work (see below for further consideration of 

programmes for children). 

The supported housing development is essential for some families in 

helping them plan for their long term future. Developments in this area 

are to be welcomed and Barnardos considers it important that they are 
complemented with a flexible and co-operative approach from local 

authorities who are likely to be requested to provide permanent 

housing. 

7.2.2. Developing Support and Community Based Services 
Most women who experience domestic violence do not use refuges. It 

is essential that these women and children are assisted to deal 

adequately with the problem in their own home and community. 

For this to happen there is a need for existing services to be able to 
respond more effectively and for the expansion of services. Ferguson’s 

study of child protection referrals highlights the extent to which 

domestic violence features in the work of health board community care 
teams. Health boards now have specific powers under the 1996 

Domestic Violence Act to initiate barring order proceedings. This 

illustrates the importance of a range of statutory and voluntary 
personnel being sensitive to and trained in understanding domestic 

violence, its dynamics and how to respond to it. Schools, for example, 

are often the first agency to notice when a child is experiencing 
difficulty. It is essential that they are involved in inter-agency training 

so that teachers become aware of the issue of domestic violence. 

Apart from more formal interventions, women and children often need 

ongoing support and guidance. The developing network of support 

services (referred to in point 6.2) has a critical role to play. It is 
important also that these services, in turn, can link families into 

programmes offered by local women’s groups and family support 

projects. We know, as well, that some women can use refuges on a 
number of occasions. In these situations what can be helpful is if 

refuges are able to link families in with local services when they leave 

so that some continuity of support is available. Therefore, not only are 

different supports needed at local level, there is a need as well to build 

links and connections between services. Given the establishment of the 
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72.3 

7.23 

regional committees (referred to in point 6.7) it would seem that there 

is an appropriate role for them in promoting training for relevant 

agencies and the creation of linkages between services. 

Services for Traveller Women and Children 
As part of the development of national and regional plans, specific and 
culturally appropriate strategies need to be put in place for Travellers. 

All of the various service recommendations made — the development of 

refuges, outreach and counselling services, services for men — should 

be developed in ways that meet the particular needs of Travellers. This 

will require specific training for staff in different agencies and the 

employment of Travellers to do certain jobs. 

Addressing domestic violence against Traveller women needs to take 
place within a broader context of developing awareness of the 

particular situation of Travellers among relevant agencies. In addition, 

better linkages need to be fostered between these bodies and Traveller 

women and support should be made available to Traveller groups to 

assist in this process. 

As noted already, taking action against domestic violence can be 
especially difficult for Traveller women as it is likely to lead to extreme 

isolation and a loss of status within their community. Consequently, 

Traveller women need ongoing support, both in understanding their 

rights and in acting to protect themselves and their children. Traveller 

organisations and groups should be supported to provide these 

specialised services. 

Services for Men who are Perpetrators 
It is clear that services such as MOVE and the Cork Domestic Violence 
Project are critical to any sustained strategy to combat domestic 

violence. More services of this type are needed and they need to be 

properly resourced so that they can operate in a professional manner. 
Barnardos would wish to see services such as these develop in each 

health board region. 

SPECIFIC SERVICES FOR CHILDREN AFFECTED BY 
DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

Previous sections of this paper have illustrated the widespread impact domestic 

violence has on children. Importantly, it is clear that this impact is often long term 

and in many situations does not surface until long after the episodes of violence. 

Correspondingly, services for children need to be varied and available to them both 

in the short and long term. The following responses are important: 

The importance of having skilled child care workers within refuges has already 

been noted. Not only are children in refuges likely to be disturbed by the 

experience of the violence, they will also have to cope with leaving home, 

losing touch with friends and moving to a new school. Skilled individual and 

17



group interventions are required to assist children in these situations, and in turn 

staff developing these interventions require appropriate resources and support. 

Some children will require skilled support when they leave a refuge and return 

home or move to a new home. (Indeed, this is equally the case for children 

who remain in the family home during periods of domestic violence). As 
already noted, there is a need for continuity of support where children who 

leave refuges can be supported by outreach workers or connected with locally 

based services. 

Work in America and Canada has illustrated the contribution that specially 

designed group programmes can make. Mullender® describes work in Ontario, 
Canada where a manual on group programmes for children exposed to wife 

abuse has been developed. The manual describes a ten week programme 

facilitated by one female and one male counsellor. The approach is used 

mainly with children ‘recovering’ from domestic violence as opposed to 

currently living in a crisis situation. Topics covered in the programme include: 

naming and understanding feelings; dealing with anger; learning safety skills; 

learning about where responsibility for family violence lies; and understanding 

family issues such as separation and dealing with conflicting loyalties. 

A variation or extension of the above approach forms part of the Domestic 
Abuse Programme in Minneapolis. Here group activities for children and 

parents run concurrently. Following these programmes, meetings are held with 

individual families to identify any follow up needs and consider how they can 

be met. Mullender describes an evaluation of the Domestic Abuse Programme 

which showed that children made progress in learning how to ‘break the 

secret’ of family violence, in expressing feelings and in learning techniques for 

self protection.“ An approach such as this needs to be planned properly, with 

careful consideration given to when they are used and at what stage children 

are ready to participate. It does, however, seem to have the potential to make a 

positive contribution. 

Children, and indeed parents, can be so traumatised by their experience of 

domestic violence that the support available from child care workers or group 

based programmes are neither sufficient nor appropriate. In these situations, 
there is a need for specialist counselling services which will provide skilled 

therapeutic support. Such services need to be developed in both a professional 

and accessible manner. 

63 4. Mullender Groups for Child Witnesses: Learning from North America in A. Mullender, R.Morley (eds) (1994) 

op cit 

$4 ibid 
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SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

There is a serious problem of domestic violence in Ireland. Statistics show 8,345 

calls to the Women’s Aid Helpline in 1999 and 8,448 incidents reported to the 

gardai in 1998. There has been a consistent increase in the number of barring and 

protection orders granted. 

Women are regularly subjected to domestic violence over a long period of time, 

and for a variety of reasons it can be difficult for them to leave a violent 
relationship. Children regularly witness domestic violence at home and it is now 

established that there is a close relationship between violence perpetrated against 

adults and abuse of children. Therefore, in homes where there is domestic violence, 

children are at considerable risk. 

Domestic violence has serious and long lasting impacts on mothers and children. 
Mothers can suffer from depression and lose their self-esteem and confidence. 

Children can be damaged in a variety of ways, both in the short and longer term. 
Children can experience anxiety, become more aggressive and be very demanding. 

Sometimes these difficulties do not surface until well after the domestic violence 

episodes. The effects on children vary from child to child, being influenced by 
factors such as their age and the severity of the violence. 

In Ireland there have been a number of services developed in recent years to 

respond to the problem. These include refuges, supported housing, group 

programmes for violent men and a national helpline. A Government appointed Task 

Force has put new planning structures in place. However, service developments are 

still relatively modest and much more is needed. 

Barnardos is particularly anxious to see services developed for children affected by 

domestic violence. To help children properly, developments are required at a 
number of levels. Accordingly, Barnardos recommends: 

At a national level 

¢ That ongoing awareness programmes be developed, highlighting the problem 
of domestic violence. 

e That concerted efforts be put in place to promote the rights of children and 

adherence to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

¢ That a national initiative be put in place to promote positive alternatives to the 

physical punishment of children. 

¢ That modules be introduced into schools promoting the concept of ‘violence 

free’ schools and incorporating violence awareness and education 
programmes. 

e That the regional committees established to prepare local domestic violence 

strategies be properly resourced and that each regional committee be requested 

to develop specific responses to children affected by domestic violence. 
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With regard to service responses to domestic violence 

That additional refuge spaces be provided and that each refuge be properly 

resourced so that it can cater for families and provide necessary child care 

services. 

That supported housing developments are complemented with the provision of 

permanent housing by local authorities. 

That each regional committee develops training and other supports for ‘front 

line’ staff who may deal with domestic violence, and that closer links and co- 

ordinated responses be fostered between different services at regional and 

local level. 

That services such as MOVE and the Cork Domestic Violence Project be 

developed in each region. 

That specific and culturally appropriate services for Traveller women and 

children be promoted at national level and in each region, and that particular 

strategies be put in place to improve linkages between relevant agencies and 

Traveller groups on this issue. 

With regard to specific services for children 

That each refuge has the services of skilled child care workers who can 

support children and develop appropriate programmes for them. 

That specialised counselling services be provided for children who are 

seriously traumatised. 

That ‘outreach’ child care workers be available to refuges, or other services so 

that children can be supported when they leave refuges. 

That refuges and other community services be supported in the development 

of group based programmes for children. 

That specialised counselling services are developed in each region. 
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