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Abstract 

Anna Forssell (2016): Better safe than sorry? Quantitative and qualitative 
aspects of child–father relationships after parental separation in cases 
involving intimate partner violence. Örebro Studies in Social Work 17. 

The relationship between a child and its parents (caregivers) is essential 
for the child’s development and well-being. When one of these parents 
uses violence against the other parent (intimate partner violence, IPV), 
this will affect the child one way or another: physically, psychologically, 
cognitively, socially. When two parents separate, the circumstances sur-
rounding contact between the child and its parents change. The aim of 
this thesis is to analyse – in the context of Swedish parenting ideals and 
family norms – aspects of children’s relationships (after parental separa-
tion) with a father who has used violence against the mother in order to 
bring forward a foundation to discuss if and under what circumstances a 
continued contact is in the best interest of the child. The empirical basis 
for the thesis consists of two different sets of data. The first is qualitative 
interviews with children living at a women’s shelter (n=10). The second 
is a subset of data from a large evaluation study investigating support to 
children who had witnessed IPV. The latter material comprises inter-
views with and psychometric data on 165 mothers and 165 children. 
Results from the first article show that a majority of the children (75%) 
had continued contact with their fathers after parental separation, and 
that even in cases where there were indications of child abuse, about 
50% of the children had unsupervised face-to-face contact with their 
fathers. This high rate can possibly be explained by the assumption 
(supported in legislation) that children have a need for contact. Further, 
the second article shows that children with and without contact do not 
differ in their level of well-being; i.e. contact with a violent father does 
not have the positive effect on children that has been found in general 
samples. In the third article, the violent fathers are described by the chil-
dren as lazy and unreliable. Child–father contact is discussed in terms of 
why, when and how contact is in the child’s best interest. 

Keywords: intimate partner violence, child abuse, child-father contact, separa-
tion, divorce, fathering, childing, care. 
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Örebro University, SE-701 82 Örebro, Sweden, anna.forssell@oru.se 





Acknowledgements 

A few times in life, something happens that changes the direction of your path. 
The day one of my colleagues told me I would never be able to finish a doctorate 
was one of them. That was exactly the wrong (or perhaps exactly the right) thing 
to say to a stubborn girl from the countryside in the south of Sweden, and is what 
made me determined to complete this journey, one way or another. Another such 
time is today – the day when I send my dissertation to the printer. The days in 
between have been many, and I would never have been able to finish it without a 
number of people’s help. Thank you, everyone who has been part of it. Thanks to 
my supervisors: Åsa Källström Cater – you have been my friend, my mainstay, and 
my shoulder to cry on when life has taken a turn for the worse during these years, 
but also my role model and mentor both academically and personally. Thank you 
Anders Bruhn for stepping in and taking charge when it was needed, and thanks to 
Christian Kullberg for dealing with this obstinate little character with calm beyond 
belief. Thank you Christine Roman, Jeanette Åkerström and Elisabet Näsman for 
great feedback during the midway and final seminars.  Thanks to my second read-
er, Odd Lindberg, who helped me greatly to get across the finish line.  

Thanks to the SICVAM project group: Anders, Ulf, Kjerstin, Maria, Linnéa, 
Karin, Clara and Ulrika for all the efforts you put into the project that made this 
dissertation possible. It was fun! Let’s keep up the good work for women and 
children in vulnerable situations. Thanks to everyone who was part of the 
SICVAM project, with special thanks to BUP Grinden and Anna Norlén, The 
“Fridlyst” – group in Huddinge (thanks Britt-Inger and Marie-Louise), the Wom-
en’s shelter in Örebro (Bia and Elisabeth!), Ersta Fristad (Siv) and BUP Skärholmen 
(Thanks Gunilla and Astrid) for all the joy and laughter. Thanks also to The Na-
tional Board of Health and Welfare for financing the SICVAM project. 

Thanks to Björn Johansson for helping me with the statistics, and thanks to all 
my colleagues at Örebro University who have given me energy and valuable com-
ments on the way, and an extra thank you to Britt-Louise Toresson-Blohm who 
helped me prioritize this thesis within the mix of teaching and other projects. 
Thanks to all prior and current fellow doctoral students at Örebro university and 
elsewhere – Anna, Karin, Marcus, Jeanette, Hélène, Pia, Mathias, Per-Åke, Lena, 
Lia, Daniel, Rúna, Robert, Sara and Sara for all feedback, energy and cheering up. 
It was invaluable! Thanks also to the participants in the “Nordic network on chil-
dren exposed to violence” for nice input and valuable discussions. Thanks to Ever-
ett for helping with my English. Thanks to our dear administrators: Kristina Lexell 
and Maria Holmström.  



Thanks to all my friends, who made sure I didn’t forget them or what a social 
life is like. Thanks to my parents and other relatives who have cheered and sup-
ported the first PhD in the family with threats and love and questions about when 
I’m going to get a real job. Thanks to all the wonderful kids and grown-up kids in 
my life: Cathrine, Tobias, Simon, Linnea and Julia; Evelina, Johanna and Christof-
fer; Irma and David; Elin, Viktor and Simon; Anton, Benjamin and Adina; Lovis 
and Tage; Melker and Selma; Axel and Alma. A special thanks to my beloved 
daughter Lisen who arrived and gave me a final shove of motivation. You are all 
the reasons why children’s lives matter more to me than anything else, and why 
this thesis took the direction it did.  

And Mr Tramsypants, my beloved Per. Thank you. Thank you for stepping into 
my life, without fear. Thanks for giving me a family and a beautiful daughter. 
Thank you for believing in me and making me believe in me. Without you this 
thesis would never have been finished. Thanks for all the dinners, all the laundry, 
all the cleaning, but most of all for all the love and laughter. Words will never be 
enough to thank you for what you have done for me. Now it’s pay-back time.   

This journey has not always been glamorous. It’s meant a lot of hot dog din-
ners, long walks in Stockholm, delayed trains, and hard benches. It’s meant choos-
ing the comfortable winter boots rather than the pretty red ones. It’s meant turning 
my nice handbag into a convenience store/emergency kit. And it’s meant saying no 
to friends and family. But there have also been coffee and cinnamon buns at kitch-
en tables, kittens and puppies, scared children telling me about the worst thing that 
ever happened to them, and long warm hugs from grateful mothers. I could never 
envision that I would laugh this much and meet so many beautiful people (moth-
ers, children and treatment staff) with commitment and strength beyond what is 
possible. So, finally, an immeasurable thank you to all the mothers and children 
who chose to share your lives with me. Thank you for making this journey so 
much more than I could ever imagine. Thanks for all that you taught me. This 
thesis belongs to you and I will keep fighting for you. Every day. Thank you. 

And Lisen, my daughter and Per, my fiancé – now it’s time for us to rock the 
world together. Love you to death. ’Nuff said.  

Anna, Örebro, 2016-03-23 



List of publications 

This dissertation is based on the following articles, which will be referred 
to in the text as by their Roman numerals: 

I. Forssell, A. M., & Cater, Å. (2015). Patterns in child–father contact 
after parental separation in a sample of child witnesses to intimate 
partner violence. Journal of Family Violence, 30, 339–349. 

II. Forssell, A. M. (2016). Contact with a violent father after parental
separation: When is it beneficial for children’s well-being?
Manuscript submitted for publication.

III. Cater, Å. & Forssell, A. M. (2014). Descriptions of fathers' care
by children exposed to intimate partner violence (IPV) - relative
neglect and children's needs. Child and Family Social Work, 19,
185–193.

Article I and III have been reprinted with permission from the copyright 
holders. 





Table of Contents 

1. INTRODUCTION ............................................................................... 15
1.1. Aim and research questions ............................................................... 19 
1.2. Defining the scope of this thesis ........................................................ 20 
1.3. Structure ............................................................................................ 22 

2. METHODS .......................................................................................... 25
2.1. Research approach ............................................................................ 26 
2.2. The SICVAM project ......................................................................... 28 

2.2.1. Sampling in the SICVAM study.................................................. 28 
2.2.2. Conduct of the SICVAM project ................................................ 29 
2.2.3. Measurements used in the SICVAM project ............................... 31 

2.3. The interview study ........................................................................... 31 
2.3.1. Sampling in the interview study.................................................. 32 
2.3.2. Conduct of the interview study .................................................. 32 

2.4. Linking the studies together for the thesis ......................................... 33 
2.4.1. The sampling and materials used in this thesis ........................... 36 
2.4.2. Attrition rate .............................................................................. 37 
2.4.3. Measurements used in this thesis ................................................ 37 
2.4.4. Data processing and analysis in this thesis ................................. 37 

2.5. Ethical considerations ........................................................................ 39 
2.6. Quality of research ............................................................................ 44 

2.6.1. Quality assessment of the SICVAM study as used in this thesis . 45 
2.6.2. Quality assessment of the interview study as used in this thesis . 49 
2.6.3. Quality assessment of the mixed method study .......................... 51 

3. THE CONTEXT OF THE THESIS – FAMILY POLITICS  IN
SWEDEN ................................................................................................. 57 
3.1. Parental separation in Sweden – custody and contact ........................ 60 

4. DEFINING INTIMATE PARTNER VIOLENCE FROM THE
CHILD’S POINT OF VIEW ..................................................................... 63 

5. CURRENT KNOWLEDGE IN THE FIELD OF CHILD–FATHER
CONTACT AND IPV .............................................................................. 71 
5.1. Children’s experiences of and reactions to IPV .................................. 71 

5.1.1. Children’s strategies for handling violence ................................. 75 
5.1.2. Child abuse – the neglected problem .......................................... 76 

5.2. Family dynamics in the shadow of violence ....................................... 78 



5.2.1. Violence and fathering practices................................................. 79 
5.2.2. Violence and mothering practices .............................................. 81 

5.3. Women and children separating from an abusive man ...................... 82 
5.3.1. Child–father relationships in the context of separation .............. 84 
5.3.2. Norms and ideals concerning post-separation contact in 
problematic situations .......................................................................... 86 
5.3.3. The (cor)relation between contact and child well-being in the 
aftermath of IPV .................................................................................. 92 

5.4. This thesis’s contribution to the field in the light of previous 
research .................................................................................................... 94 

6. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK ........................................................ 97
6.1. Doing family – parenting and childing .............................................. 97 

6.1.1. A conceptual discussion on father, fathering and fatherhoods – 
child, childing and childhoods .............................................................. 98 

6.2. Constructions of and by children – age, activity and agency ........... 100 
6.2.1. The concept of “the child” as used in this study ...................... 101 
6.2.2. Childhood(s) and childing ........................................................ 103 
6.2.3. Childing in the context of violence – activity and the need for and 
right to protection and participation .................................................. 106 

6.3. Constructions of and by fathers – masculinity, equality 
and agency ............................................................................................. 108 

6.3.1. Fatherhood, equality and (violent) masculinity ........................ 108 
6.3.2. Fatherhood(s) and fathering ..................................................... 110 
6.3.3. Fathering culture and fathering conduct .................................. 112 

6.4. Care and neglect – concepts and behaviours ................................... 113 
6.4.1. Care as natural or acquired capacity ........................................ 113 
6.4.2. Defining care ............................................................................ 114 
6.4.3. When is the level of (child)care not enough? ............................ 117 

6.5. From the general to the specific – a theoretical summary ................ 119 

7. SUMMARY OF THE ARTICLES ...................................................... 125
7.1. Article I: Patterns in child–father contact after parental separation in a 
sample of child witnesses to intimate partner violence ........................... 125 
7.2. Article II: Contact with a violent father after parental separation: 
When is it beneficial for children’s well-being? ....................................... 126 
7.3. Article III: Descriptions of fathers’ care by children exposed to 
intimate partner violence (IPV) – in “the grey area” of neglect? ............. 128 

8. DISCUSSION ..................................................................................... 131



8.1. Contextualization of results – a theoretical discussion .................... 131 
8.1.1. Continuing or terminating contact with a violent father .......... 132 
8.1.2. Children’s well-being and its correlation to 
child–father contact ............................................................................ 135 
8.1.3. The caring behaviour of violent fathers .................................... 137 

8.2. Implications for practitioners and researchers ................................. 140 
8.2.1. Better safe than sorry, or better sorry than safe? ...................... 141 
8.2.2. Future areas of research ........................................................... 149 

REFERENCES ....................................................................................... 153 

APPENDIX 1: Overview of measurements used in this thesis 
APPENDIX 2: Examples from the interview and the questionnaires used in
            the SICVAM study 



List of figures and tables 

Figure 1. Flowchart of the structure of the work for this thesis. .............. 35 
Figure 2. Relations between where, who and how in the care of children in 
a general population. ............................................................................. 116 
Figure 3. The impact of norms on families living with violence. ............ 120 
Figure 4. How violence and separation impact on activity within the 
caring relationship ................................................................................. 121 
Figure 5. Who is “who” in the caring relationship? .............................. 122 
Figure 6. A possible care chain in a particular child care situation . ...... 124 
Figure 7. A contextual model of care and neglect. ................................. 139 

Table 1. Overview of number of participants in each study. ................... 36 



ANNA FORSSELL Better safe than sorry? 15 

1. Introduction
The relationship between child and caregivers is fundamental and necessary 
for the survival of the young child. Whether it is filled with joy and trust 
or with fear and worries, it is a relationship that affects the child, both if it 
continues or is terminated. If the relationship between the parents (i.e. the 
child’s caregivers) ends, the continued contact between the child and its 
parents is a matter in need of discussion. However, when the relationship 
between the parents involves intimate partner violence (IPV), the child 
may host feelings of love and trust as well as hatred and fear of the 
perpetrator (Peled, 1998; Weinehall, 1997) and the question of continued 
contact (i.e. a prerequisite for an active relationship) between the child and 
the violent parent is a balancing act between risks and benefits. This thesis 
will discuss and analyse this matter in a Swedish context. 

Continued contact with both parents (i.e. also a violent father1) after 
parental separation2 seems, among many social work practitioners, in 
court as well as in society, to have become synonymous with the best 
interest of the child (Holt, 2011; Lessard et al., 2010; Radford, Hester, 
Humphries & Woodfield, 1997; Swiss & Le Bourdais, 2009) and may 
even sometimes override the idea of protection (Bruno, 2015). It appears 
as if society (the legal system, social services etc.) sometimes thinks that 
the violent threat imposed on the mother does not affect the child’s situation 
– as if the violent male partner were someone other than the father
(Eriksson, 2003; Eriksson & Hester, 2001; Radford et al., 1997). However, 
for a social worker, assessing and deciding what best benefits a child – a 
termination (temporary or permanent) of the child–father relationship or 
continued (and possibly harmful) contact with a violent father – is a truly 
unwieldy dilemma with no straightforward solution (cf. Calder, Harold & 
Howarth, 2004). Featherstone and Peckover argue that: 

It is thus problematic to suggest that father involvement per se is good for 
children as father involvement is itself strongly correlated with mother 

1 In this thesis the main perpetrator of violence is the child’s biological father, 
hence the use of “father”. Further discussion of this matter will be found in sec-
tions 1.2, 4, and 6.3. 
2 “Separation” is the main term used throughout the thesis, and refers to both 
divorce and separation. Only when the original source emphasizes marriage will 
the term “divorce” be used. In some particular cases, such as statistical examples, I 
use both terms for clarity. 
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involvement and, moreover, encouraging father involvement in the context 
of, at worst, violent relationships could be deeply counterproductive for 
women and children. (Featherstone & Peckover, 2007, pp.189–190) 

Featherstone and Peckover (2007) further state that fathers’ acts of violence 
against partners and children are not accompanied by responsibility and 
accountability for the things he is actually destroying – the relationship 
with his partner and his children. 

For children, the risks involved in experiencing intimate partner violence 
are both severe and long lasting, and include psychological, physical, 
social, cognitive and behavioural consequences (Guille, 2004; Holt, 
Buckley & Whelan, 2008). Moreover, international as well as Swedish 
studies have shown that somewhere between 30% and 70% of these 
children are also subjected to child abuse by either the father or another 
perpetrator (Annerbäck, Sahlqvist, Svedin, Wingren & Gustafsson, 2012; 
Appel & Holden, 1998; Broberg et al., 2011; Edleson, 1999; Hamby, 
Finkelhor, Turner & Ormrod, 2010; Janson, Jernbro & Långberg, 2011). 

However, even though the parental relationship ends, continued contact 
with a violent father also involves possible risks that are not at all negligible. 
First, the violence does not necessarily cease with the end of the parental 
relationship (Ekbrand, 2006; Fleury, Sullivan & Bybee, 2000). Contact 
between child and father may actually serve as a platform for continued 
violence against both mother and child (Hardesty & Ganong, 2006; Holt, 
2015; Morrison, 2015; Scott & Crooks, 2004; Walby & Allen, 2004). 
Sometimes violent fathers seem to use the children as a means to stay in 
control of their ex-partners, for example by asking the children questions 
about their mother’s living situation, new partners, jobs or other personal 
information in order to locate or keep track of the mother (Beeble, Bybee 
& Sullivan, 2007). Second, the contact situation may re-traumatize3 the 
child by awakening feelings of fear and distress (Elbert, Rockstroh, Kolassa, 
Schauer, & Neuner, 2002). Further, a moral and practical dilemma may 
arise if the child opposes contact with a potentially violent and frightening 
father and the non-violent parent must force the child to continue with 

3 Re-traumatization is a quite ill-defined concept, mostly discussed in relation to 
asking emotional trauma victims about their trauma in research or in treatment 
settings (e.g., Becker-Blease & Freyd, 2006; McClinton Appollis, Crick Lund, de 
Vries & Mathews, 2015). However, anecdotal stories from our research project as 
well as staff experiences in treatment units indicate that children may for example 
begin bed-wetting after meeting with the violent perpetrator, which could be an 
indicator of re-traumatization.  
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this contact due to legal obligations (Harrison, 2008). For these reasons, 
decisions concerning child–father contact need to be thoroughly substantiated. 

This thesis takes as its starting point the intersection between Articles 9 
and 19 of the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child 
(UNCRC, 1989). Article 9 states that: 

A child shall not be separated from his or her parents against their will, 
except when competent authorities subject to judicial review determine, 
in accordance with applicable law and procedures, that such separation is 
necessary for the best interests of the child. 

This contact principle has also been incorporated into societal parental 
and familial ideals and norms, and the overriding assumption has been 
that it is in the child’s best interest to have contact with both of its parents 
in cases of parental separation (Röbäck & Höjer, 2009). On the other 
hand, Article 19 emphasizes that society has to “protect the child from all 
forms of physical or mental violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent 
treatment, maltreatment or exploitation, including sexual abuse, while in 
the care of parent(s)” (UNCRC, 1989). The UN Convention on the Rights 
of the Child has not yet been incorporated into Swedish law,4 but it has 
influenced Swedish legislation, and the two articles mentioned above can 
be traced in the Code on Parents and Children (1949:381) [Sw. 
Föräldrabalken], Chapter Six, §15 and §2a. In §15 it is stated that in the 
event of parental separation, the child is entitled to maintain contact with 
the parent with whom he or she does not reside. When decisions are made 
concerning this contact (as well as in questions concerning custody and 
residence) the best interest of the child shall be decisive. When deciding 
what is in the best interest of the child, one can read further on in §2a that 
the court should give special attention to whether or not: 

…there is a risk of the child or another member of the family being subjected 
to abuse or of the child being unlawfully removed, retained or otherwise 
suffering significant harm. It [the court] has to make sure that the child’s 
need of good contact with both parents is satisfied. (Ministry of Justice, 
Sweden, 2010, p. 6) 

Taking both these paragraphs (Code on Parents and Children, 1949:381, 
Chapter 6, §§ 15 and 2a) into consideration in cases involving intimate 
partner violence, you may (though not necessarily) end up in a lose-lose 

                                                      
4 Sweden ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1990, and work 
is ongoing on how to incorporate this document into Swedish law (Regnér, 2015). 
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situation; i.e. there may be no good solution for the child –only more or 
less bad ones. 

These paragraphs (as well as the guiding principles from the UNCRC) 
are the judicial guidelines followed in Sweden. One can further read in 
these documents that contact between children and both parents is central, 
and the relationships should be close and good. Hence, the idea is deeply 
rooted that children actually need both their parents – before, during and 
after a parental separation (Bostock, Plumpton & Pratt, 2009; Bø Vatnar 
& Bjørkly, 2010). This potential need for children to have contact with 
both parents (perhaps overly interpreted as the biological parents) may on 
the one hand be based on the children’s perspective found in attachment 
theory and developmental psychology (Broberg, Granqvist, Ivarsson & 
Risholm, Mothander, 2006), but also may be an extension of the dis-
course of equality between mothers and fathers (Lundqvist, 2011; Prop 
1978/79:168). The latter has been on top of the agenda in Swedish policy 
for many years. Apart from women entering the labour market, the main 
focus of gender policy in relation to labour market issues has been to pro-
mote active and engaged fathering (Johansson, 2009; Klinth & Johansson, 
2010), with paternity leave being a political project in Sweden since the 
1970s (Johansson & Klinth, 2008). Possibly as a result of this political 
agenda, the fathering ideal expressed (at least verbally) among most 
fathers in Sweden is characterized by openness to the child’s needs, 
involvement and a focus on childcare (Forsberg, 2009; Johansson & 
Klinth, 2008; Plantin, Månsson & Kearney, 2000). 

However, violent men’s fathering generally does not live up to this ideal 
fathering behaviour. Instead violent men tend to exhibit either quite harsh 
parenting styles (Bancroft & Silverman, 2002; Bancroft, Silverman & 
Ritchie, 2012; Holden & Ritchie, 1991) or a lack of interest in their children 
(Holt, 2011). On the other hand, their involvement, as often revealed in 
legal processes concerning custody and contact, takes the form of trying to 
maintain a close relationship with their children. However, even though 
this involvement hopefully most often arises as an effect of missing their 
child, it may also be a way to continue to have control over the mother 
(i.e. “paper abuse”, cf. Miller & Smolter, 2011). The paradox5 that appears 
here is that society promotes active and engaged fathering, and in their 

5 The converse also holds: mothers who express (legitimate or illegitimate) fear and 
resistance against contact between the child and father exhibit non-normative 
behaviour from a gender-equality point of view.  
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actions violent fathers sometimes and somehow display this ideal and 
normative behaviour. Differentiating between fathers who express a true 
desire to stay in contact with their children and fathers who are solely 
using the contact for other purposes is a delicate task for legal as well as 
social workers. 

Compared to the amount of research focusing on the negative consequences 
of intimate partner violence, the relationship between parent and child has 
received little attention, and when it has been studied, the focus has been 
on the victim-child relationship, rather than the perpetrator-child relationship 
(Borrego, Gutow, Reicher & Barker, 2008; Pate, 2008). Furthermore, how 
children may benefit or be harmed by contact with a violent father is a 
matter yet to be explored (Scott & Crooks, 2004). As may have become 
clear already, research tends to separate the fields of children’s rights (and 
needs), parental ideals and norms, and the context of violence and separation 
– areas that in the reality of social work often are concurrent and 
inseparable. This thesis makes an attempt to merge these different research 
fields. 

1.1. Aim and research questions 
In social work practice, as well as in research, child–father contact in the 
context of intimate partner violence is a balancing act between protection 
from violence, neglect and other forms of harm and the creation or 
maintenance of relationships with both parents. Therefore, the aim of this 
thesis is to analyse – in the context of Swedish parenting ideals and family 
norms – aspects of children’s relationships (after parental separation) with 
a father who has used violence against the mother. 

Thus, the ambition of this thesis is to analyse some vital aspects of the 
child–father relationship. In discerning such vital aspects, both the quantity 
and quality of the relation has been central. Four research questions have 
guided this work. 
 

1. How can the quantitative patterns of contact between children 
and their (previously) violent fathers after parental separation be 
understood and how do different types of violence affect the 
amount of contact? 

2. What factors impact on children’s psychological well-being when 
they do or do not have contact with a violent father after parental 
separation? 
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3. How do children describe their violent fathers’ care, and how can 
this be understood in relation to the concept of neglect in Swedish 
society? 

 
The results emerging from these three questions will be used to discuss the 
fourth research question:  
 

4. When, how, and under what circumstances is child–father contact 
after parental separation in the best interest of the child, in cases 
involving intimate partner violence? 

 
This final question will be elaborated upon in relation to social work and 
legal practices in Sweden. 

 
The thesis is based on data from two different empirical projects including 
information from and about children exposed to intimate partner violence. 
The first project aimed at studying children’s understandings of their 
violent father and the second project evaluated support interventions for 
child witnesses of intimate partner violence in Sweden. 

1.2. Defining the scope of this thesis 
In this study, the chosen focus is on child–father relationships when the 
father has used violence against the mother. This implies two things: first, 
a male perpetrator and a female victim; and second a heterosexual relation-
ship. This corresponds with most research concerning violence between 
partners. However, there is a vigorous and ongoing debate on intimate 
partner violence with a female perpetrator and a male victim. Some 
researchers claim that women exercise almost as much violence as men 
(Straus, Hamby, Boney-McCoy & Sugarman, 1996), or even more physical 
violence than men (Desmarais, Reeves, Nicholls, Telford, & Fiebert, 
2012). Others conclude that men and women are equally violent, but that 
the consequences of violence are much more severe and long lasting for 
women (Anderson, 2002; Beach, Sooyeon, Cercone-Keeney, Gupta, Arias 
& Brody, 2004). Moreover, recent research indicates that intimate partner 
violence often is bidirectional, but when the violence is perpetrated by a 
man against a women, it tends to be more severe and the risk of post-traumatic 
stress and anxiety for children tends to increase (BRÅ, 2014; Miller, 
Källström Cater, Howell & Graham-Bermann, 2014). The choice to focus 
on unidirectional male-to-female violence in this thesis stems from a number 
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of theoretical as well as empirical reasons. First, it is clear that there might 
be cases in the empirical data where there has been mutual violence of 
some kind (for further discussion see Chapter 4). However, since it is the 
children who are in the spotlight in this thesis, and male-to-female violence 
tends to be more problematic for them, as the research presented above 
has shown, it seems logical to focus on this form of violence. Second, it 
is the mothers in this study who have defined the problem and sought 
help; i.e. at least on the surface they seem to be the ones suffering 
consequences of the violence (and recognizing its effects on their children). 
Third, the sample in this thesis is mainly clinical, and while bidirectional 
violence may appear to be more common in a general sample, it might not 
be so in clinical samples (for a more extensive discussion about the 
definition of violence, see Chapter 4). 

Further, there is emerging research investigating the prevalence and 
characteristics of violence in same-sex relationships both in Swedish studies 
(BRÅ, 2010; NCK, 2009) and internationally (Alexander, 2002; Kulkin, 
Williams, Borne, de la Bretonne & Laurendine, 2007). Due to the more 
severe risks for women subjected to violence indicated in earlier research, 
and in order to demarcate a researchable area, I have had to exclude 
children witnessing violence from their mother against their father or 
having same-sex parents. This means that the results cannot be generalized 
to these other populations. However, this does not mean that I exclude the 
possibility of women and mothers being violent against both men and 
children; nor do I exclude the possible use of violence in same-sex relation-
ships. 

Further, I have limited the study to include only biological or adoptive 
fathers. I have chosen not to include social fathers (step-fathers, mothers’ 
boyfriends etc.), since they do not have the same legal position in relation 
to the child, and hence do not have the same legal possibility to stay in 
contact with the child after separating from the child’s mother. 

Moreover, this thesis focuses on children between the ages of 3 and 13 
which means that both younger and older children are not dealt with. The 
lower age limit has been chosen because children between the ages of 0 
and 2 are rarely included as participants in research (Scott, 2008) and it 
also seems difficult to elicit their opinions in family law investigations 
concerning custody and contact (Dahlstrand, 2004; Sundhall, 2012). The 
upper age limit is consistent with the time period when most children in 
Sweden are able to decide upon contact with the parents by themselves 
(Schiratzki, 2014). There is also a greater possibility that the child has 
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engaged in an intimate relationship of his or her own, which possibly can 
include violence – a correlation between violence in the family and dating 
violence having been found in several studies (e.g. Kendra, Bell & 
Guimond, 2012; Laporte, Jiang, Pepler & Chamberland, 2011; McDonell, 
Ott & Mitchell, 2010; Rivera-Rivera, Allen-Leigh, Rodríguez-Ortega, 
Chávez-Ayala, Lazcano-Ponce, 2007). This dating violence might then 
interfere with the results concerning children’s well-being as well as their 
attitude towards their parents’ behaviour. The age range is especially 
important to bear in mind when reading the theoretical chapter, where 
questions concerning children’s competence and voice are discussed. 

Finally, the empirical material on which this thesis is based lacks a 
voice, namely the voice of the fathers. The informants are only mothers 
and children. This is a limitation of this study and it is important to 
remember that if the fathers had been able to give their side of the story, 
the dissertation might have looked quite different overall, which is some-
thing I will discuss further in the Chapter 2. 

1.3. Structure 
As already stated, this thesis is located at the intersection of several 
research fields – some of which are more prominent, such as IPV, and 
some of which tend not to be taken into consideration when working with 
these families, for example separation or divorce, which is often only seen 
as the solution to and end of the violence, rather than as another circum-
stance affecting child outcome. 

This introductory chapter is, maybe a bit unorthodox, followed by the 
method chapter (Chapter 2). Here, I give an outline of the two separate 
studies constituting the empirical foundation for this thesis. The first is a 
large-scale evaluation study, initiated by the Swedish Government in 2007 
and carried out between August 2008 and July 2011, called “Swedish 
Interventions for Children who have witnessed Violence Against their 
Mother” – the SICVAM project. I was part of the research team in this 
study, and even if the aim of the project was to evaluate support interventions 
for children who had witnessed violence against their mother, I was able 
to incorporate questions and strategies into the research design to be able 
to answer the aim of this thesis. The second study is an interview study, 
made in 2001, originally aiming at understanding how children interpret 
their own father and his (possible) violent actions against their mother in 
relation to the children’s general conceptualizations concerning fathers 
and violence (Cater, 2004). After describing the sampling, conduct, and 
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data analysis of both these studies I focus on ethical questions and 
considerations relevant for this thesis. The method chapter ends with a 
discussion of the scientific quality aspects of the thesis. Note that the quality 
aspects will not be elaborated upon any further in the discussion section. 

In the third chapter, I return to the theme of the thesis, giving a short 
historical overview of the Swedish political and societal context, including 
some statistics on parenting and child–father relationships, as well as how 
violence in the family (e.g. corporal punishment) has been viewed 
historically. In making custody and contact decisions after divorce, and in 
carrying out the decisions, ideals and norms about what is considered 
good parenting are in the spotlight. Parenting norms influence what 
demands society places on each parent, making it important to discuss 
norms in cases involving IPV, when a parent’s parenting ability may be 
reduced. This part is also central since the empirical studies on which this 
thesis is based were performed in Sweden, with its particular ideals of 
gender, equality and parenting. 

In Chapter 4, the focus is on sorting out the complex field of concepts 
concerning violence in relationships. I will here bring up both identified 
patterns of violence and previously established definitions, and I also try 
to link these two together. This chapter will end with a definition of intimate 
partner violence from a child perspective. 

Chapter 5 includes a description of previous research relevant for this 
thesis. This research can be divided into overlapping fields or spheres that 
all affect the outcome and situation for children in post-separation contact 
with a violent father. These fields include, for example, violence, separation, 
child abuse and parenting. In research, the spheres have to some extent 
been linked together before, for example in research on violent fathers 
(Cater, 2004; Eriksson, 2003) and the impact of violence on parenting 
(Anderson & Cramer-Benjamin, 1999) but in other case they have not 
(e.g. how children experience their parents’ separation, or their own sepa-
ration from their violent fathers, as a process rather than an event). 

In the theoretical chapter that follows (Chapter 6) the main concept 
underlying my approach is activity. Fathers’ main activity is fathering (e.g. 
providing care) and the main activity is doing child – childing. I view 
fathering and childing as actions creating, shaping and re-shaping relations. 
The context in which this activity takes place is two-fold. The first part is 
fathers’ violence, understood as a process, where violence serves the 
function of maintaining control over mother and child. The second is the 
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separation, where this control is questioned, and the activities and relations 
need to be re-negotiated. 

The next to last chapter (Chapter 7) in this thesis is a summary of the 
articles (which you will find in complete versions after the extended intro-
duction, “kappa”) to prepare the reader for the final discussion. Briefly 
put, article one (I) provides a quantitative overview of the number of 
children having contact with their violent father and what differences that 
can be found in the experiences of IPV and child abuse between children 
who do and do not have contact. The second article (II) is also quantitative 
and aims at describing children’s well-being and how it is related to the 
child–father contact. The third article (III) stems from the smaller inter-
view study with children subjected to intimate partner violence mentioned 
above, and focuses mainly on the children’s descriptions of their fathers’ 
care or lack thereof. 

Chapter 8, the discussion, concludes this thesis. The discussion is divided 
into two main sections, of which the first is more theoretically oriented, 
including reasoning on the Swedish parenting ideals and view of the child 
in contact issues involving intimate partner violence. I also discuss the 
issue of safety and how to incorporate violent fathers’ caring abilities into 
a Swedish context. The second section is more practically oriented, and 
aims at discussing possible solutions to concrete dilemmas and situations 
concerning child–father contact in legal and social practice. In this section 
I also present ideas for future research. 
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2. Methods 
The aim of this thesis is to analyse – in the context of Swedish parenting 
ideals and family norms – aspects of children’s relationships (after parental 
separation) with a father who has used violence against the mother. To 
understand this field of research, a number of aspects have to be taken 
into consideration, both in terms of understanding the complexity of 
“doing family” from the parents’ and the children’s points of view and the 
complexity of parental separation in the context of IPV. To be able to 
consider at least some of this complexity, I have chosen to use both a 
qualitative and a quantitative approach. 

The thesis is based on two separate, previously collected bodies of 
material (one more quantitatively oriented and one more qualitative) with 
different strengths and weaknesses. The first body of material, mainly 
quantitative, is used in articles I and II. This was collected by a research 
team (the SICVAM project group) in which I was one of the contributors, 
between the years 2008 and 2011 as part of the study “Swedish Interventions 
for Children who have witnessed Violence Against their Mother 
(SICVAM)”.6 The second body of material (used in article III) stems from 
2001 and consists of ten qualitative interviews (henceforth referred to as 
“the interview study”). This material was collected by Cater for her 
doctoral thesis (Cater, 2004). 

In the following sections, I begin by introducing the research approach I 
used for the thesis. After that I describe how the two different studies were 
conducted. Finally, I present how these relate to each other and how the 
materials are used in this thesis. At the end of the chapter, I discuss ethical 
considerations, weaknesses and strengths of the study in relation to the 
quality of the thesis as a whole. 

                                                      
6 The SICVAM project group consisted (apart from me, Anna Forssell) of Anders 
Broberg, Project Leader, Professor of Psychology, Gothenburg University; Kjerstin 
Almqvist, Professor of Psychology, Karlstad University; Ulf Axberg, Senior Lecturer 
in Psychology, Gothenburg University; Åsa K Cater, Senior Lecturer in Social 
Work, Örebro University; Maria Eriksson, Associate Professor of Sociology, 
Uppsala University; Karin Grip, PhD student in Psychology, Gothenburg University; 
Clara Iversen, PhD student in Sociology, Uppsala University; Ulrika Sharifi, 
Psychologist and Project Assistant, Karlstad University and Linnéa Almqvist, 
Project Coordinator, Gothenburg University (titles as they were when conducting 
the project). 
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2.1. Research approach 
The labelling of different kinds of combined research methods is some-
thing of a mess, and it is difficult to identify what components are needed 
to actually achieve a mixed method, a multi-method or a multi-strategy 
approach or design. Morse and Niehaus (2009) argue that in researching 
complex matters (e.g. the research topic of this thesis) the “obvious way 
[…] may be to conduct more than one research project, each using a 
different design” (p. 13) and continue by categorizing this as multiple 
method research. In relation to this thesis, the question that arises is 
whether this is a single research project consisting of data from two 
previously conducted projects (i.e. mixed method) or if it is three related 
projects all complementing each other and therefore adding up to the 
clarification of the research question (multiple methods research). One of 
the main reasons for using mixed methods is to gain both depth and 
breadth of knowledge concerning the research question of choice (Teddlie 
& Tashakkori, 2010) which can be compared to the description of multi-
method research (which is also viewed as a complementary, rather than 
supplementary way of conducting research), where the focus is on qualitative 
findings and how “quantitative components can be understood as satel-
lites around the central axis of qualitative fieldwork” and “quantitative 
data should be drawn upon as a resource where necessary to complement 
findings from qualitative research” (Layder, 1993 p. 112). However, 
Layder later argues that quantitative and qualitative data are on equal 
terms and that the “data can continually feed into one another in a 
complementary sense” (p. 120); thus Layder is not entirely consistent on 
how to view the two approaches in combination. 

To conclude – this thesis is located in the borderland between multi-
strategic research and mixed methods design. My intention is first and 
foremost to shed light on the question of contact between children and 
fathers from different perspectives, rather than to make general conclusions. 
Sometimes this means raising questions rather than giving answers. On the 
one hand, the different projects used in this thesis have been adding little 
pieces of information (i.e. a more complementary view), though around 
the research question rather than the qualitative findings, making it more 
consistent with a mixed method approach. On the other hand, it is not 
clearly a single project and may be viewed as somewhat complementary, 
and hence more consistent with a multi-strategy approach. However, even 
though I am possibly closer to the multi-strategy approach in this thesis, 
the terminology for how to view such things as quality of research is vague 
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in this field. Therefore, I have chosen to use the mixed method terminology 
in assessing the quality of data, even though this terminology is still debated 
and not yet fixed (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2010). 

So – a relationship can be measured from several different viewpoints, 
both quantitative (e.g. how many hours spent together) and qualitative 
(experiencing feelings of security, love and other emotions and the inter-
pretations of situations). On top of that, activities in a relationship can be 
measured in both qualitative and quantitative ways, such as dressing a 
small child, which is a practical issue and an instrumental action (i.e. possible 
to count in number of times or minutes) but also can be a time to discuss 
clothing or to manage the power balance in a relationship. I do not claim 
to give a complete view of every part of every child–father relation in this 
study. On the contrary, the aim is to focus on the more central parts of the 
relationship, such as factors influencing the amount of time spent together 
after the parental separation, contact related to the child’s well-being, and 
the child’s feelings about the contact and its father’s care. At the time of 
data collection, all the children included in both studies used in this thesis 
resided mainly with their mothers. However, as the data shows, they could 
live with their fathers part-time, or have contact with them occasionally or 
regularly. However, it is important to note that even though the mother 
and father no longer lived together, the violence may still have been ongoing 
(Fleury et al., 2000). 

In trying to elucidate the child–father relationship in violent families 
from more than one perspective, I have chosen to include information 
from both mothers and children. The quantitative aspects of child–father 
contact after separation, such as amount of contact, child well-being etc. 
(applying to articles I and II) were studied with the help of parts of the 
material from the SICVAM project. I was part of the SICVAM project 
team, so even if the main purpose of this study was to evaluate interventions 
for children exposed to IPV, I had the opportunity to add questions 
according to my wishes for this thesis. 

To get more first-hand information and a deeper understanding of the 
children’s point of view, material collected in 2001 (the interview study) 
was re-used with a new focus on care from violent fathers. The aim of this 
re-use was to analyse aspects of fathers’ care as described by their children, 
as opposed to the original aim of the study, which was to analyse how 
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children interpret their father and his (possibly) violent actions against 
their mother.7 

2.2. The SICVAM project 
In this section I will present The SICVAM project a little more closely. 
This project was a government commission intended to evaluate differences 
in child psychological health outcomes between different specialized 
treatment programs for children who have experienced IPV, and “treatment 
as usual” (e.g. child psychiatry and the social services). The project used a 
quasi-experimental design (intervention group, treatment-as-usual, and 
no-intervention group) with three measuring points. The first was set at 
time of enrolment to the service unit (T1), the second after finishing the 
intervention (4–6 months after enrolment) (T2) and the third data-
collection was conducted one year after enrolment (T3). In the study, we 
used both semi-structured interviews and psychometric instruments on all 
three occasions. Data from the third data-collection has not been used in 
this thesis, mainly because the material that was collected on this occasion 
did not concern the aim of this thesis, but also due to quite extensive 
attrition. Since this data is not included in the thesis, specific information 
concerning sampling and procedures on this occasion has been excluded in 
the text below. 

2.2.1. Sampling in the SICVAM project 
In the SICVAM study the project group recruited 219 mothers, eight other 
caregivers (mainly foster parents) and their 315 children through sixteen 
different support units that, in some capacity, had contact with women 
subjected to violence and their children (e.g. the social services, child and 
youth psychiatry, family law services); hence, it was mainly a clinical 
sample. Some of the units had women subjected to violence as their only 
target group, but those with a broader target group (such as the social 
services or child and youth psychiatry) had to screen every visit for violence. 
This screening was done by having the mother answer a simple questionnaire 
(Partner Violence Screening, PVS) (Feldhaus et al., 1997). Further criteria 

7 This way of re-using a material collected for other purposes has both strengths 
and weaknesses. On the one hand it is ethically advisable not to put a vulnerable 
group through more interviews than needed. On the other hand it is a delicate 
matter to use data for another purpose than it originally was collected for (for a 
more extensive discussion, see section 2.6.3.). 
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for inclusion in the SICVAM study were (1) that children were aged 3–138 
and (2) that both mother and child could speak Swedish well enough to be 
able to participate without the help of a translator/interpreter. The mothers 
gave information about themselves as well as about their children. If the 
child was over 9 years of age, he or she could give information about him-
self or herself, if the mother (and the father if they had joint custody) 
agreed to the child’s participation. In total 133 children between the ages 
of 9 and 13 were included in the SICVAM study, and 64 of these gave 
their own information. 

The drop-out rate for children whose legal fathers were the perpetrators 
and whose mothers gave information about them was, from the first to the 
second occasion, 27% (68 children). Those who did not complete all three 
interviews of the study were mothers who had more children, lower socio-
economic status, and symptoms of a more psychological nature (Broberg 
et al., 2011). 

2.2.2. Conduct of the SICVAM project 
The SICVAM project had two slightly different procedures depending on 
whether the unit had “women subjected to violence” as their only target 
group or if it was a “general service” unit. In the latter case, they had to 
screen for violence, as mentioned earlier, and if this screening indicated 
intimate partner violence, the mother was asked to give her name and 
phone number to a person on the research team to get more information 
about the study. 

If the unit had women subjected to violence as their target group, no 
screening was necessary and all women were asked to give out their phone 
number, on the condition that the mother and child met the criteria for the 
study. The research member responsible for that specific unit then collected 
the phone numbers and names, and tried to get in touch with the mother – 
not always an easy task. I was initially responsible for five units (approximately 
40 mothers overall with their children), but one unit was transferred to 
another team member and one did not contribute any children or mothers 

                                                      
8 In the SICVAM project the lower limit was chosen to correlate with the PVS (the 
child had to have already been born when the violence occurred) and the upper 
limit to ensure that children had not yet engaged in intimate relations of their own 
to any large extent. The interviews and psychometric instruments used were also 
designed for this age group. The choice of the age span for the thesis is discussed in 
section 1.2. 
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to the study. Nevertheless, I maintained phone contact with that unit once 
a week. 

After receiving information by phone about the study, the women had 
the choice to agree to a first meeting. These meetings took place in the 
interviewee’s home, at the university, at the “referring” unit, or in other 
places chosen by the woman. (This could be her workplace, a library etc.) 
At this meeting, the mother again received information about the study 
after which, if she wanted to participate, she gave her written consent. 
Each meeting started with an interview followed by filling out questionnaires 
concerning herself and her child(ren) (for examples see Appendix 1). The 
first interview (T1) took approximately 90–120 minutes and the second 
(T2) about 70–90 minutes. The interviews were not recorded, but only 
written down. 

At the first meeting with the mother, if the child was older than 9 years, 
she was informed that the child could participate as well and that the 
interviewing team member would want to ask the child to do so. If the 
mother had sole custody, she made that decision on her own, and if she 
had joint custody, consent from the father was needed (for further discussion 
of this matter see section 2.5. “Ethical considerations”). 

In cases where the custodial parent(s) agreed to ask their child to 
participate, the interviewer informed the children about the study, and 
asked for them to participate. If they agreed, they gave their written con-
sent. The interviews with the children were performed mostly alone with 
the child at their home or at the referring unit, with their mother in a 
room close by. The interviews, like those with the mothers, were not 
recorded, but only written down. The child filled out questionnaires 
concerning their experiences, their well-being and their relationships with 
their father and mother. Either the children read the questionnaires them-
selves or the interviewers read them out loud. The first interview (T1) took 
approximately 45 minutes and the second (T2) about 30 minutes. However, 
since the children often needed breaks, during which we played for a 
while, talked about other things (such as a new sibling, favourite soccer 
teams or video games) or had a snack, the actual time needed was usually 
longer. 

Conducting interviews with these mothers and children turned out to be 
quite time consuming and difficult, and their specific living conditions (for 
example being a single mother, living with protected personal data, fear of 
strangers) created great difficulties in getting in touch with the mothers as 
well as being able to find time for an appointment, for example when they 
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had no babysitter. The issue of travelling (all the mothers I interviewed 
lived approximately 3–4 hours away) made the situation even more 
complex, as did the fact that many of them were living under some kind of 
threat and changed address and cell phone number often. All in all the 
SICVAM research team performed approximately 800 interviews, of 
which my contribution was approximately 160 interviews with mothers, 
children and staff at the service units. 

2.2.3. Measurements used in the SICVAM project 
The SICVAM project involved both qualitative and quantitative data 
(mostly different psychometric instruments), with a main emphasis on the 
quantitative aspects (for an overview see Appendix 1). The background 
interview (T1) (see Appendix 2) was fairly structured and consisted of 
questions with response alternatives such as age and civil status of the 
mother; age and gender of the children; the mother’s relationship with the 
perpetrator; age and civil status of the perpetrator; number of years in 
the relationship; number of years of violence; child abuse; possible 
alcohol, drugs and psychological problems; and child–father contact. 
There were also questions concerning previous or ongoing support from 
society (e.g. women’s shelter, social services etc.). There were also a few 
open-ended questions about the mother’s childhood and her and her 
children’s current social network. However, since the families’ situations 
vary widely, space was allotted to comment on almost every part of the 
structured sections. For example the mother could comment on who had 
been the perpetrator of child abuse, how child–father contact was perceived 
by the child and what she and the perpetrator did for a living. Every inter-
view also ended with the possibility to add any information that the 
mother considered important, e.g. being dissatisfied with social support, 
having a neuropsychiatric diagnosis, etc. The second interview had mainly 
open-ended questions focusing on themes such as major changes in life 
(housing, violence, new intimate relations, work, child–father contact, 
etc.) and the intervention they had received. The second meeting also 
contained psychometric instruments apart from the interview (for 
examples see Appendix 2). 

2.3. The interview study 
The original aim of the interview study was to understand how children 
interpret their father and his (possibly) violent actions against their mother 
in relation to their general conceptualizations concerning fathers and 
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violence. This data was originally used in another doctoral thesis (Cater, 
2004) and all specific information concerning the interview study has been 
collected from this thesis. 

2.3.1. Sampling in the interview study 
Since the aim of the interview study was not to generalize but to gain 
deeper understanding, a random sampling was not necessary. Further the 
population (child witnesses of intimate partner violence) is not possible to 
reach with statistically based sampling. Instead the children were selected 
by purposive criterion sampling (cf. Marlow 2000). 

In the process of finding participants, women’s shelters were used as a 
resource. Women’s shelters were chosen because they constitute a safe 
haven and place to rest for women with experiences of intimate partner 
violence; i.e. when there, the women and children were not in immediate 
danger. Initially only one shelter was approached, but after it became 
apparent that it would take too long to recruit participants for the study, 
five more were asked to contribute, two of which declined. Thus, the 
children in the interview study were recruited through four women’s shelters 
in Sweden. Before asking the children, their mothers were asked if they 
could take part in the study. Four criteria were to be met by each child 
who would participate. The children had to (1) have been exposed to their 
father’s violence against mother, (2) be between 8 and 12 years old, (3) 
speak Swedish well enough to take part and (4) not be in such an 
immediate crisis that the interview might harm them. Staff at each shelter 
assessed the children’s well-being and, if a child was not healthy enough, 
he or she was not approached. The sample size in the original project was 
decided during the course of the series of interviews by using the principle 
of empirical saturation of analytical categories (cf. Glaser & Strauss, 
1967). However, for the re-use of the material in this thesis, we had to use 
what was available, and the saturation principle was set aside (for further 
discussion on this, see section 2.6.3.). The data collection resulted in inter-
views with ten children, three girls and seven boys in the final sample. 

2.3.2. Conduct of the interview study 
The interviews were conducted by Åsa Cater (Cater, 2004) at a women’s 
shelter, in the child’s home or at the university, and took between 20 and 
57 minutes (audio taped). They were performed as a low standardized and 
low structured interview. An interview guide was used, but with open 
questions (cf. Andersson 1998). The guide consisted of an introduction 
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and a conclusion, between which the interviewer used three word-cards 
labelled “my father”, “fathers” and “violence” respectively, and the children 
were invited to talk about these three themes. The changing of the cards 
was intended to help the child understand that a new topic was coming. 
The interviewer followed the child’s own story and terminology with open 
follow-up questions to enrich their stories rather than to find specific 
answers. Before conducting the interviews with the children at the shelters, 
two pilot interviews were made with children without experiences of 
intimate partner violence to ensure that the content and structure of the 
interview was suitable. 

Special care was taken to address the doubly asymmetrical relationship 
that is present when an adult researcher interviews a child respondent by 
repeatedly informing the child of his or her possibility to withdraw from 
the study, refrain from answering questions, and take breaks, and by staying 
close to the children’s stories in the analysis process (cf. Andersson 1998). 
In particular, to minimize the risk of the interview influencing the child to 
express connections between “fathers and violence”, special attention was 
given to inviting the children first to describe each theme separately. 
Thereafter, the possibility and nature of such connections were investigated 
through further questions. They were not confronted with the word 
“violence” by the researcher/interviewer before the interview, but their 
mother may have used that word before. 

To make the child feel safer during the interviews, the mother was in a 
room close by. At the time of the interview, some children were living part 
time with their father, most had regular contact with him and one father 
was in prison. 

2.4. Linking the studies together for the thesis 
Up until now I have described the data on which this thesis is based 
separately and without relating it to the dissertation project. In the following 
I will try to show how I have used the different data sets, and what 
approach I have taken in linking the data materials together. 

This thesis uses a sequential method approach, where the main work 
with the qualitative study preceded the quantitative work in the thesis. 
However, since the quantitative SICVAM study is used in two articles, it 
can probably be viewed as the core method for this study, but the 
theoretical impulse driving the thesis is mainly based on the ideas from 
the qualitative study (which is why there is also a quite extensive theoretical 
discussion). However, theoretical ideas stemming from modern childhood 
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sociology, ecological systems theory, attachment theory and developmental 
psychology influenced the SICVAM project, and therefore also have had 
an impact on this thesis. In the flowchart on the next page, I try to illus-
trate how the work with the extended introduction (“kappa”) to this 
thesis (as opposed to the included projects) has been structured. The 
flowchart is a simplification, and many of the steps overlapped each other. 

The two data sets were in reality collected at different times, 2001 (the 
interview study) and 2008–2011 (the SICVAM study), however the 
flowchart on the next page describes a process concerning this dissertation 
that has been ongoing between 2008 and 2016. 
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Phase Procedure Product 
Quasi-experimental 
design study with 
interviews and ques-
tionnaires (219 moth-
ers, 8 other caregivers 
and 315 children) on 
three occasions. 

• SICVAM report (descrip-
tive statistics, missing data,
follow-up statistics etc.)

• Raising of specific ques-
tions concerning violent
fathers’ caring ability

Directed content 
analysis of 10 inter-
views with children. 

• Text data (interview tran-
scripts)

• Article III

Statistical analysis of 
165 structural inter-
views with mothers 
about their 165 chil-
dren. 

• Descriptive statistics
• Correlation analysis
• Article I
• Raising of questions con-

cerning what determines
contact – is it what is best
for the child?

Using different  
theoretical approaches 
to try to understand 
why children did or 
did not have contact. 

• Raising of questions con-
cerning differences on the
individual level in the
quantitative material

• Theory section in the
extended introduction

Bivariate statistics of 
the first and second 
SICVAM interview. 

Configural frequency 
analysis. 
Interpretation and 
explanation of the 
quantitative and  
qualitative results. 

• Descriptive statistics
• Subcategories in the

material
• Article II

• Discussion section in
extended introduction

• Implications for practice
and research

Figure 1. Flowchart of the structure of the work for this thesis. The layout of the 
flowchart is based on mixed methods sequential explanatory design and is inspired 
by Ivankova, Creswell & Stick (2006). 
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results 
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2.4.1. The sampling and materials used in this thesis 
For articles I and II, subsamples of the children included in the SICVAM 
project have been chosen. The inclusion criterion used here was that the 
perpetrator was the child’s legal father. Exclusion criteria for the subsamples 
were (a) the father being deceased, (b) the children belonging to a particular 
unit that explicitly disallowed child–father contact during treatment; (c) 
cases where the informant was someone else than the legal mother; and (d) 
the parents still living together. In addition, a further child was excluded 
because its step-mother (rather than biological mother) was the one who 
was subjected to violence. Parallel statistical analyses were made; one with 
all children fulfilling the criteria above (n=231), and one with one randomly 
chosen child from each family (n=165), to control for possible statistical 
sibling bias. The differences between these two analyses were negligible. 
However, in order to avoid potential suspicions of exaggeration or sibling 
bias, only one child from each family was included in the final subsample 
for articles I and II. This means that this sample consisted of 165 mothers 
giving information about their 165 children, 38% girls and 62% boys. In 
the configural frequency analysis (see later in this chapter) in article II, 152 
children were included. 

From the SICVAM study, data from the first and second rounds of 
interviews have been used. In these interviews I had the opportunity to 
add questions of specific importance for my thesis, such as child–father 
contact frequency. 

All material from the interview study has been used for this thesis 
(article III). 

Qualitative 
interview 
study 

SICVAM project 
first interview 

SICVAM project 
second interview 

Information 
provider 

Article I n = 165 mothers, 
165 children 

n = 111 mothers, 
158 children Mother 

Article II 

n = 165 mothers, 
165 children 
n = 152 children 
(CFA) 

Mother 

Article III X (n=10) Child 

Table 1. Overview of number of participants in each study. 
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2.4.2. Attrition rate 
For this thesis, attrition rate is only relevant in relation to the SICVAM 
study. The attrition rate is deducted from the 165 children included from 
the first interview. From the second interview only the instrument measuring 
child abuse was used (CTS-child). This instrument had a response rate of 
71.5% (118 out of 165). However, for the children about whom I lack 
specific child-abuse information from the second interview, the first inter-
view shows that approximately one third (n=16) had not been subjected to 
violence by their father. Hence, I do have some information concerning 
rate of child-abuse for 134 children, but I lack more specific information 
concerning those children whose mothers did not participate in the second 
interview. 

In the configural frequency analysis in article II (see page 38 this thesis), 
the attrition rate is 8%; i.e. 152 children are included in this part of the 
study. 

2.4.3. Measurements used in this thesis 
Several of the psychometric instruments used in the SICVAM study have 
been used in this thesis, and they are further described in the articles. 
Using this kind of diagnostic instruments has its benefits and downsides 
(see further discussion below). Articles I and II rely primarily on psycho-
metric instruments and the background interview. 

The psychometric instruments that have been used in this thesis can be 
divided into three categories: (1) the type, amount and severity of violence; 
(2) the psychological health of the mother; and (3) the psychological 
health of the child. The mothers have filled out all the psychometric 
instruments and have rated the amount of violence their children have 
witnessed or been subjected to, and their own and their children’s 
psychological health (For a more extensive report, see Appendix 2). 

In the interview study “measurements” is not used in the same way. 

2.4.4. Data processing and analysis in this thesis 
The SICVAM project, as I mentioned earlier, uses both quantitative and 
qualitative data. All interview data from SICVAM was initially entered 
into Microsoft InfoPath documents that were configured to minimize 
erroneous input (e.g. by not being able to write a comment if the wrong 
box was checked in the previous question). The InfoPath documents had 
both pre-determined answer alternatives and space for comments and 
answers to open-ended questions. At the end of every InfoPath document 
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there was space to fill in other comments that the mother or child 
had made. It was thus possible to treat the interview data either 
quantitatively or with a more qualitative approach.
     The answers from the psychometric instruments and other questionnaires 
were put into Microsoft Excel files with pre-determined answer alternatives; 
hence, if the answer could be a number between 1 and 7, you were not 
able to write any other number in the check box. The data was then 
transferred to IBM SPSS Statistics 20 for statistical processing. All members 
of the research team coded their own interviews and questionnaires as 
soon as possible after the interview, to limit the number of errors due to 
not being able to read the answers. We also double-checked the data input on 
every fifth interview/questionnaire, to try to minimize errors. Nevertheless, 
even with the precautions taken, mistakes may have occurred. 

In the first and second articles, the data analysis is quantitative, since 
the aim of these articles is to answer questions concerning correlations and 
patterns in larger samples. All statistical analyses were conducted using 
IBM SPSS Statistics 20. For the first article my co-author and I used mainly 
descriptive statistics, with primary focus on the variables measuring 
contact and violence (CTS-2 and CTS-C, see Appendix 2). However, we 
also tried to find correlates between violence and contact, in order to 
understand how these two variables were connected and whether any 
other variable explained the amount of contact the child had. In both the 
first and second articles, the group of children was both investigated and 
discussed as a whole and divided into a contact and a non-contact group, 
to be able to find variables that were decisive in making contact possible 
or impossible. 

Concerning the second article, I chose to first analyse the material by 
grouping the children into those with and without father contact, and then 
to do an independent samples t-test to distinguish any differences between 
the groups on child psychological well-being variables. Further, I used 
configural frequency analysis (CFA, von Eye, 2000, 2007) to identify sub-
groups of fathers who made up “types” in the material. CFA is used to 
identify types or anti-types in data by clustering and separating those 
groupings of variables that are more or less common than expected in the 
material. Configural Frequency Analysis makes it possible to treat data in 
a more qualitative way than ordinary statistics. After identifying the sub-
types of fathers, ordinary t-tests were performed to see if and possibly how 
the children of those fathers differed from those of the other type as well 
as from the group as a whole. 
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The transcripts from the interview study used in this thesis were identical 
with the originals. They were originally written down verbatim including 
notation of repetitions and pauses (though not their lengths). A few shorter 
sections were marked “inaudible” (Cater, 2004). The interview study had 
the ambition to capture the voice of the children, and put them in the 
speaker’s position. Hence, we tried to view their stories as representing 
their true experiences. Whether or not their stories actually match up with 
what another child or an adult would have described, their experiences are 
real in terms of their effects for each particular child (Butler, 1993, 2006; 
Thomas & Thomas, 1928). To emphasize this standpoint, several excerpts 
from the children’s stories are quoted in the results. In qualitative studies 
the parts as well as the whole are central, which is why the interviews 
(which were already transcribed) were read several times as a whole before 
we tried to identify key concepts related to fatherly care and/or neglect as 
understood theoretically. Further, we used directed content analysis (Hsieh 
& Shannon, 2005), in line with which the material was divided into meaning 
units and then condensed and abstracted. In this process both the meaning 
units and the interview as a whole were taken into consideration. After 
this process was complete, the meaning units were sorted into themes of 
father’s and mother’s action or passivity (see article III) that were then 
related to the concepts of neglect and care, enabling us to discuss both 
concepts theoretically. Throughout the entire analysis process, contradictions 
and new interpretations were tested and discussed to actively strengthen 
the validity of our conclusions (for further discussion of quality aspects of 
the thesis see section 2.6. “Quality of research”). 

2.5. Ethical considerations 
During the last thirty years research ethics has become a central part of 
research, with ethical committees and ethical principles guiding the process. 
Kvale (1996) has outlined three general ethical models for research. The 
first derives from the duty ethics of principles, and is founded on the basis 
of intent rather than the consequences, i.e. the ideas of justice, respect and 
honesty. The second model focuses on the consequences of research 
instead; i.e. some means can be justified to reach a certain goal. The third 
model differs from the first two by being less universal, taking its starting 
point instead in the researcher’s internalized moral values and ability to 
guide the research in any particular situation that might occur. In addition 
to these three models, a fourth one – a feminist value-based model – has 
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evolved, emphasizing social structures and their implications for ethical 
decision-making in research. 

Hence, the two latter models tend to be more contextual, situational 
and dialogue-driven than universal and technical (Edwards & Mauthner, 
2012). Due to my own position as a researcher who plays an active role in 
the research process and is not only a performer of a technical procedure 
(Edwards & Mauthner, 2012), I adopt a stance closer to the third and 
fourth models mentioned above. However, I have been cautious not to 
disregard overriding principles of health or life risks to the participants 
and have tried to be aware of my own possible ethical shortcomings. 

In research about IPV and children, questions of research ethics become 
even more acute (Cater & Øverlien, 2014). The topic involves a generally 
vulnerable group that is also in a specifically vulnerable situation (for an 
interesting discussion on the concept of “surface vulnerability” and related 
research, see Svedmark, 2012). Concerning the general vulnerability, 
Swedish regulations do not automatically require ethical vetting of all 
study designs involving children. However, concerning consent issues 
children as a group are mentioned (The Act on Ethical Review of Research 
Involving Humans, 2003:460). Even in other Swedish ethical texts and 
guidelines, children are only mentioned in brief, unlike in, for example, 
Australian ethical guidelines (Quennerstedt, Harcourt & Sargeant, 2014). 
Many of the texts concern possible risks associated with children’s 
participation; however ethical research questions also involve other 
aspects, such as children’s own viewpoint, power issues, or how to be 
ethically respectful of the children’s voices in presenting the results 
(Quennerstedt et al., 2014). As mentioned in the theory chapter, the 
foundation of this thesis is a childhood sociology view of the child as an 
active subject, viewing children as experts on their own lives without 
forgetting their general vulnerable position – a way recommended by 
Quennerstedt et al. (2014). 

Regarding the specific group of children dealt with here, those who 
have been affected by intimate partner violence, some specific issues need 
to be taken into consideration. Cater and Øverlien (2014) recommend, for 
example, not involving children in research in fields where such inclusion 
is no longer necessary for the advancement of knowledge. They also stress 
the possible risk for children of asking parents for consent in this particular 
situation. If the researcher suspects that a parent who has been violent, 
and with whom the child has contact, would object to the child’s partici-
pation, there it is necessary to consider whether it is reasonable to ask the 
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child to participate and possibly force the child to keep a secret from that 
parent. Further, it may be especially important to discuss in advance how 
to handle possible information that may arise that would call for a break 
in the confidentiality and entail making a report to parents, social services 
or treatment centres. Cater and Øverlien (2014) argue for informing 
children of such possibility both before and during the data collection 
process, even if there is a risk that this will cause children to withhold 
valuable information. Considerations of this kind require both closeness 
and distance between the child and the researcher. Closeness is needed to 
be able to ensure that the child fully understands both the research and the 
conditions for participation, while distance is needed to keep the child 
safe. Further, both demand that researchers maintain reflexive awareness 
during all stages of the research process (Cater & Øverlien, 2014). 

The Swedish national ethical guidelines for the humanities and social 
sciences are expressed in one founding principle – usefulness vs. risk – and 
three guiding principles: voluntariness, confidentiality, and utilization 
(Swedish Research Council, 2011). Voluntariness refers to information 
and informed consent. All participants in both the interview study and the 
SICVAM study (both mothers and children) were informed about the 
purposes and possible risks of the studies, both orally and in writing, by 
the service units and the researchers. Participation in both the interview 
study and the SICVAM project was voluntary, and both the mothers and 
participating children gave their written consent. However, the ethical 
issue that appeared hardest to handle was how to deal with joint custody 
and the question of getting informed consent from both parents, and 
hence also from the perpetrator of violence. To avoid the risk of a mis-
leading result (Swedish Research Council, 2011) stemming from fathers 
not acknowledging their violent behaviour, the Regional Ethical Review 
Board in Gothenburg approved the following procedure for the SICVAM 
project: 

a) If the mother had sole custody, she alone gave her consent to
participate in the study. She also gave consent on behalf of the
child. If the child was above 9 years of age, we also asked the
child to participate.

b) In cases of joint custody, a consent form was sent to the father on
condition that (1) the mother – and the child, if it was above 9
years of age – had given their consent to participate and (2) the
mother gave her consent for us to contact the father. In addition,
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it was required that the father was already aware of the child’s 
participation in the unit’s activities. For children to be able to take 
part in the SICVAM project and give their own story, the fathers 
had to passively consent to this. In cases where we contacted the 
father, no information about who performed the interview with 
the mother was given. Instead only contact information to the 
research leader, who did not perform any interviews or have 
contact information to the mothers or the children, was provided 
– in order not to put the researchers at risk, as well as to make it
more difficult to identify any participants.

All participants were allowed to leave the SICVAM project at any time, 
without giving a reason and without any consequences. This information 
was repeatedly given to mothers and especially emphasized when meeting 
with the children, as way to outweigh the possible asymmetrical power 
relation between researcher and child. One situation that did arise a few 
times in the SICVAM project was that the mother put pressure on the 
child to continue with the study when the child did not want to. In these 
cases, we explained to the mother that the child could not be forced to 
participate. No financial compensation was provided in any of the studies, 
however those children who completed (or almost completed) all three 
interviews in the SICVAM project received two movie tickets. 

The second guiding principle – confidentiality – is of importance in all 
research, however, in these studies ethical confidentiality overlaps with 
questions concerning the safety and security of the participants. Therefore 
children’s and mothers’ identities, locations and other distinguishing 
characteristics, such as detailed family constellations have been altered or 
removed in order not to disclose any information and thereby put the 
family at risk. Security questions also were taken into consideration when 
meeting with the women and children, by choosing a location that was 
secure for the family. Data storing is also part of this, and all personal 
information, names, phone numbers and addresses, have been kept in 
different locked spaces, separate from each other as well as from the rest 
of the data. 

The third guiding principle – utilization – means not using research for 
other purposes than the participants are aware of. In this thesis, the inter-
view study is a re-use of an older body of material, which is a topic that 
needs to be addressed. The benefits of reusing material in such a way are 
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obvious for this hard-to-reach group, and from an ethical point of view it 
is an advantage not to put them through more interviews or tests than 
necessary. However, by re-using the material, one may also be stepping 
outside the promises made to the participating children. In this particular 
case, the re-use was not deemed to be too different from the original 
purpose (to interpret how children made sense of their father’s behaviour 
and his possible use of violence). 

However, when doing research with children, a number of other issues, 
such as benefit, selection and conditions of participation need to be 
discussed, as Alderson (1995, cited in Roberts, 2008) points out. The first 
is the question of benefit – is the research aiming to benefit certain children, 
and are they the same children that are actually involved in the research? 
If not, are the participating children aware of the difference? For this 
thesis, the answer to these questions is complex. On one hand, the primary 
goal of the SICVAM project was to evaluate and improve the situation for 
children facing IPV, though not the participating children. On the other 
hand an unexpected effect of the research situation, on several occasions, 
was that the children felt that someone was there for them and, if they 
wanted to, we also helped them to express their opinions to their mother 
or staff at the service unit. Even though we continuously explained the aim 
of the research and told that “their participation could help other children 
that were experiencing the same thing as them”, and even though we left 
our contact information, we cannot be completely sure that they under-
stood that we, as specific persons, would not be around to help them 
afterwards. 

The second issue, selection – as in choosing research questions, research 
participants and the quotes or comments in the final results – is always 
part of research. When working with children one needs to be aware that 
one’s research questions may not correspond to what is important to the 
actual child. If they resist answering these questions, because they think 
they are “boring”, or “unimportant”, this has to be respected. 

The third issue concerns the conditions of participation. The children 
and their mothers were only part of the research process at the empirical 
stage, not in the preparation of the study or in the writing of the reports. 
This is a traditional way of doing research, however one that has been 
highlighted as problematic, since researchers/evaluators may not have the 
competence to judge what aspects of treatment or life events that are of 
central importance for the participants (Svensson, Ellström & Brulin, 
2007), especially in little-researched fields. A further dilemma is that 
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although we explain to the children that they will be part of “a book”, we 
cannot write their names, and they will not become famous, something 
that in my experience, was quite a frequent comment in the interviews. 
Mothers and children have been informed of the conditions of participation 
and also of their possibility to withdraw from the study until the reports 
have been written. Those mothers who provided their e-mail addresses 
also had both short reports and the full reports sent to them. 

2.6. Quality of research 
In writing on such a complex topic, it is inevitable to have to make some 
compromises in the design and execution. This is especially true when the 
research studies have more than one purpose, as has been the case with the 
empirical studies for this thesis. These compromises have an impact on the 
results and on possibilities to generalize to other populations. However, 
the use of a mixed methods approach has been a good choice for minimizing 
adverse effects. 

By using elements of both qualitative and quantitative research approaches, 
mixed methods research aims to reach both “breadth and depth of under-
standing and corroboration” (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie & Turner, 2007, p. 
123). This type of research has the advantage of limiting the weaknesses of 
quantitative and qualitative studies respectively, such as by strengthening, 
confirming and validating results, or giving a more complete view of the 
research topic. It has been argued that using both qualitative and quantitative 
approaches makes research more contextual and user-friendly (Bryman, 
2006). On the downside, mixed method approaches have been criticized, 
mainly on philosophical grounds, such as for being based on different 
epistemologies and different paradigms (Bryman, 2011). Mixed method 
researchers have also been criticized for over-emphasizing the advantages 
and the validity of the method (Freshwater, 2007). 

Nevertheless – the use of both qualitative and quantitative data in this 
thesis has enabled me to study the overriding research question from 
different angles in a way that would not have been possible using only one 
method, using different qualitative methods, or for that matter, not using 
them simultaneously (although in different data sets) to make it possible 
for the different projects to raise new questions or re-phrase old ones. The 
two bodies of material are thought to complement each other, elucidating 
different aspects of the issue. The third article (qualitative) was the first 
one written, and guided the composition and choices of variables and 
research questions in the quantitative articles (articles I and II). All three 
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studies are methodologically different, which enhances the thesis as a 
whole, because it takes more aspects into consideration than would have 
been possible with only one data set or one method. 

There are several downsides with this approach, such as both the 
quantitative and qualitative parts of the study possibly being too shallow 
in an attempt to bring in as many aspects as possible. Further, there is a 
risk of compromising the research focus to be able to use the data sets (i.e. 
modifying the questions to suit the data, rather than the other way 
around). I will further elaborate on these aspects later in this chapter. 

Now, when assessing the quality of mixed methods research, one has to 
take into consideration the quality of three different research approaches: 
the quantitative, the qualitative and the mixing approach (Creswell & 
Plano Clark, 2011). Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) as well as O’Cathain 
(2010) argue for three different terminologies and three different assessments 
when discussing the quality of mixed methods research, while others 
propose an integrated framework that can be used for all included studies, 
as well as the whole (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2008 as cited in Tashakkori 
& Teddlie, 2010). However, this integrated approach has not yet been 
fully developed (O’Cathain, 2010) and therefore I divide this section into 
three different parts to clarify the strengths and weaknesses of this thesis 
using three different sets of quality measures. 

2.6.1. Quality assessment of the SICVAM study as used in this thesis 
The most widely used quality measures for quantitative studies are reliability, 
validity, replicability and generalizability (Bryman, Becker & Sempik, 
2008). 

Reliability. Reliability consists of stable measuring, internal reliability in 
the measures used and interrater reliability. Concerning stability over time, 
one issue related to data from the SICVAM project used in this thesis is 
how changes in the legal system may impact on, for example, the number 
of children having contact with their father. During this project no such 
changes have been made, however it may be possible to do so in the 
future. 

Internal reliability refers to the measurements used and whether they 
are internally consistent (Bryman, 2011). In articles I and II, several 
instruments have been used. In article I, one subscale in the CTS-2 (Conflict 
Tactics Scale, Straus et al., 1996) concerning psychological aggression was 
excluded due to its lowering the internal reliability too much (see Cater & 
Forssell, 2014). Instead these factors were used separately in this analysis. 
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One possible reason for the low internal reliability on this subscale may be 
the instrument’s approach to intimate partner violence (see further under 
“Validity”). 

Interrater reliability refers to how well different data collectors assess 
the same phenomenon. Since the SICVAM project involved no less than 
ten different researchers, we spent much time making sure that we 
performed the interviews similarly, using standardized routines and 
instruments. It has subsequently become clear that we put different 
amounts of effort into using the open-ended commentary spaces. However, 
these comments are barely used in this thesis apart from the comment that 
made clear who was the perpetrator of possible child abuse. 

Validity. A simple explanation of validity is that it concerns whether or 
not you are measuring what you expect to measure (and are supposed to 
measure). Validity can be divided and assessed in several ways, however, 
from face validity to constructive validity and many others in between 
(Bryman, 2011). All the instruments and questionnaires use in the 
SICVAM-study have been validated. However, some concerns have been 
raised regarding CTS-2. For example it does not measure any aspects of 
stalking, and also starts off by emphasizing that conflict is a normal part 
of every relationship (for an overview of weaknesses with CTS-2, see 
DeKeseredy & Schwartz, 2011). This instrument may therefore not fully 
measure the most severe type of intimate partner violence, intimate terrorism 
(in Johnson and Ferraro’s typology, see Chapter 4), which is mainly 
characterized by control and fear. 

The extensive usage of psychometric instruments in the SICVAM 
project may negatively affect the thesis outcome in other ways. Apart 
from the problems mentioned above, the credibility of self-assessments 
made by persons with symptoms of posttraumatic stress (PTS), especially 
in traumatic situations, can be questioned, as can the people’s ability to 
remember, for example, how many times certain things happened during 
the last week. Further, Iversen (2013) has shown that using psychometric 
instruments when meeting with a child risks distorting the child’s story. 
This is because the child’s reluctance to answer specific questions and/or 
the interviewer’s need to get an answer suitable for the alternatives in the 
questionnaire, can force the child (and the interviewer) to negotiate the 
child’s “real” answer. On the positive side, in my experience the question-
naires helped many participants to verbalize their experiences. Some of the 
children in particular seemed relieved, for example when they were able to 
answer yes/no (or even nod or shake their heads) on questions concerning 
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specific types of child abuse, rather than having to say for example “my 
father used to slap me in the face every other week”. 

One more aspect that has to be taken into consideration when discussing 
validity in the parts of the thesis based on the SICVAM study is the lack of 
information concerning factors that may impact on amount of contact as 
well as child well-being, such as imprisonment, substance abuse rehabilitation, 
geographic distance and perhaps most importantly, information concerning 
the child’s attitude and wishes9 concerning contact with its father. Concerning 
child well-being (article II) this is also limited to the aspects measured in 
the SICVAM study (see Appendix 1), where for example there is no 
measuring of truancy, bullying, school results, alcohol or drug use, or 
delinquency, all of which have been correlated with IPV in previous 
research. 

Another important aspect to bring into the discussion concerning 
validity is who has a voice in this thesis. In the SICVAM study, only 
mothers are speaking. They speak about themselves, the violent father and 
the children. This is an issue concerning both reliability and validity. Can 
we be sure that the gathered information is correct? No, we cannot. On 
the other hand, as has been pointed out several times in previous research 
– violent fathers tend to have little understanding about the impact of
violence (e.g. Salisbury, Henning & Holdford, 2009) and a limited way of 
seeing what violence is (Isdal, 2001). This is, of course, extra problematic, 
since the main characters in this thesis are the child and the father. If I 
were to do this study again, I would prefer if possible to include respondents 
from all three groups (perpetrator, mother and child). 

Replication. This aspect refers to the possibility to repeat the study 
(Bryman, 2011). In this thesis, I have tried to describe every step of the 
research process, to make replication possible. However, with such a large 
amount of data, it is difficult to ensure that every aspect is taken into 
consideration. 

Generalizability. Asking whether or not the sample chosen for a study is 
representative for other groups than the people included, is to discuss 
generalizability (Bryman, 2011). The question of representativity has been 
in focus throughout the work with this thesis, and I (as well as the 

9 “Wish” is the term used throughout the thesis when talking about what the child 
wants, since it is the term used in English. In Swedish this translates to “vilja” 
(rather than “önskan”).  
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research team) have had to compromise with this aspect several times, for 
ethical as well as practical reasons. 

The SICVAM study consists only of children and mothers who have 
been in contact with different kinds of social services or treatment units, 
which indicates that they have had a problematic divorce/separation (family 
law services), have actively sought help to handle their experiences of 
violence (violence treatment units, women’s shelters) or in other ways 
have been in need of help from society (child and youth psychiatry, social 
services). Since it is most likely that there are children living with violence 
who have never come in contact with any of the units mentioned above, 
there are also groups that have not been reached by this study. Whether or 
not the participants in these two studies differ from other children who 
have witnessed IPV is impossible to say, but the sample is not randomly 
selected and can therefore not be generalized to a bigger population. 

However, more problematic is that the sample from the SICVAM study 
probably makes it impossible to draw general conclusions about clinical 
samples, because: 

a) For budget reasons we had to exclude those children whose mothers
did not speak Swedish or English well enough to be able to carry
out the interview without an interpreter. This means that some
children with the ability and desire to participate may have been
excluded beforehand. Families without adequate knowledge of the
Swedish language and possibly also of the Swedish social security
system may have additional difficulties, making their situation
even worse than that of those included in the study. This is very
unfortunate and is of course something I would have wanted to
change.

b) There were also a couple of children with severe disabilities (e.g.
unable to speak) whose voices are not heard.

c) The screening in the general units also constituted a critical
moment, when the staff of some of the units had to ask the mother,
with the help of a short questionnaire (Partner Violence Screening,
PVS), whether or not they have been subjected to violence. This
could lead to the question not being asked, for several reasons
(“gate-keeping”, feelings of incompetence, lack of support from
the management, lack of time, fear, fathers in the same room,
etc.). Particular difficulties with this part of the study were noticed
in the larger units (child and youth psychiatry, social services),
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where quite a large proportion of women never were screened for 
violence. This mode of procedure is not desirable, however it may 
be hard to avoid.  

d) In the next step of the SICVAM study, when members of staff in
the different units should inform mothers about the study and ask
them to give their phone number to get more information about
the study, there was also a loss. One prominent reason for not
asking was that the professionals assessed the mother, the child
and/or the surrounding situation to be too chaotic for them to be
able to participate in a research study on top of everything else.

So, who is included in the SICVAM project? On the one hand we know 
that those who did not complete all three interviews differ from those who 
did complete them by having more children, lower SES and higher levels of 
psychological symptoms (see “Attrition rate”). On the other hand children 
who do not express any symptoms (i.e. who show resilience) may not have 
come in contact with the service units we used as recruiting base. Third, 
those who came in contact with the services, but did not enter the 
SICVAM project, may or may not differ from the group as a whole. 

The two steps in the recruiting process that depended on staff at the 
units (see above) also indicate that there are groups of children who are in 
contact with different support systems in society that have not been 
represented in the study. To my knowledge, the parents of these children 
more often had joint custody, but the children did not differ in age or 
gender (Broberg et al., 2011). No other differences can be established or 
dismissed, since I have almost no information about these families. 
   There were a number of problematic issues with the SICVAM project, 
however, I would never had been able to gather this amount of information 
about this hard-to-reach group on my own. Hence, SICVAM made this 
thesis possible. 

2.6.2. Quality assessment of the interview study as used in this thesis 
In qualitative research, other concepts than validity, reliability and 
generalizability have been used; concepts that better reflect how qualitative 
data is collected and used and the view of the world as not holding one 
single truth. Examples from the flora of wordings that have been around 
are “truth, consistency and theoretical generalizability” (Silverman, 2005), 
“credibility and dependability” (Franklin, Cody & Ballan, 2010), and 
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“theoretical contributions, self-criticism, appropriate research methods 
and practical contribution” (Silverman, 2005). The original, however, is 
Lincoln and Guba’s “trustworthiness and authenticity” (1985), which is 
also the one used in this thesis for assessing the quality of the data from 
the interview study. 

Trustworthiness can be divided in four aspects: credibility, transferability, 
dependability and confirmability. 

Credibility refers to the researcher following the rules of research and 
reporting the results in a way that makes the audience and the participants 
“feel at home” (Miles, Huberman & Saldaña, 2014). I have tried to make 
the design and procedure of the interview study as transparent as possible, 
both in terms of how data was collected and analysed and how it has been 
presented. In the analysis of the article, my co-author and I have tried to 
stay close to the children’s stories and treat their voices as true, without 
over-interpreting them or force-fitting them to our views of violent fathers. 
This included giving extra consideration to stories that stood out or 
differed from the rest. However, the downside is that we have not been 
able to ask any respondents in the study to confirm or reject our findings. 

Transferability is almost equivalent to the term generalizability (external 
validity) used in quantitative research, and is the aspect which is furthest 
from the core idea of qualitative research, which tends to focus on depth 
(the unique) rather than breadth (the general) (Bryman, 2011; Miles et al., 
2014). However, Miles et al. (2014) list ten points that can be useful in 
assessing transferability. In accordance with this list, I have tried to make 
clear how the sample is limited (women’s shelter) and provide enough 
information for others to be able to judge whether or not the descriptions 
are transferable or not. Many of the findings are also congruent with 
previous research, and in the discussion section there are suggestions 
concerning how this aspect (fathering by violent men) can be further studied 
in other settings. 

Dependability is an assessment of how careful the researcher has been 
in conducting the research and providing enough information to make 
sure the study is replicable (Bryman, 2011; Miles et al., 2014). In order to 
ensure the adequacy of this aspect we have aimed for congruency between 
research question and design in article III. In addition to describing the 
research process clearly and precisely, we have also tried to make use of 
the fact that there were two of us, i.e. by testing the analysis on each other. 

Confirmability aims at assessing the researcher rather than the research, 
i.e. ensuring that the researchers are aware of the impossible of being
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“neutral” and reflect on their own values and possible bias – not deliberately 
acting in their own interest, but staying true to the data (Bryman, 2011; 
Miles et al., 2014). This aspect is probably the hardest to assess on your 
own, but considering the need for self-awareness, we have tried to question 
each other’s reasoning, especially for being “too one-sided”. We also 
began the analysis process as a whole by looking for positive aspects of 
violent fathers’ caring in the children’s stories, rather than looking for the 
negative, thereby trying to set aside a possible general negative attitude 
towards people who use violence. 

In scrutinizing our own values, I can only speak for myself, in so far as I 
have never had the intention to write a thesis calling for the exclusion of 
all violent fathers from their children’s lives, or for the automatic inclusion 
of every father. My focus the entire time has been on looking for how this 
contact is perceived by the children and how it may affect them (positively 
or negatively). However, one bias I can see, after finishing the study, is 
that I may have considered the children to be somewhat more competent 
and wise than is reasonable. I have had a hard time questioning their 
stories and their wishes, or considering that in some cases they may be 
lying, immature or incompetent. 

Authenticity is a debated concept, but it basically refers to the possibility 
to make practical use of the results, and whether or not the participants in 
the study have gained anything from participating (Bryman, 2011). When 
it comes to the interview study, the question of use is a relevant one, 
especially since the respondents were children. One must always consider 
the possibility that they do not understand that telling their stories may 
not change their situation at all. For a more extensive discussion of this, 
see the Ethical considerations, section 2.5. The children participating in 
the interview study have quite certainly not gained any direct benefits 
from this. However, in writing this thesis (i.e. re-using data), their 
participation has been useful on more than one occasion, which hopefully 
is positive for them. The results from this study have also been part of 
many presentations around the world. 

2.6.3. Quality assessment of the mixed method study 
In this section I have tried to both take into consideration the standards 
for evaluating a mixed methods study (i.e. the combination of SICVAM 
and the interview study in this thesis) and present overall quality challenges 
facing this thesis. First I will present Creswell and Plano Clark’s (2011)  
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evaluation criteria for a mixed methods study. They list six aspects: 

1. Collects both quantitative and qualitative data
2. Uses thorough and secure procedures in the data collection

and analysis
3. Integrates or mixes the sources of data so that the whole

brings something more to the research question than the
separate studies.

4. Includes a mixed methods research design.
5. Frames the study within philosophical assumptions
6. Uses a terminology that is consistent with mixed methods

research (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011).

Numbers one and two have previously been described in sections 2.6.1 
and 2.6.2, and can be considered to strengthen the fulfilment of the aim of 
this thesis.  

The third aspect however is more central. In integrating the data, I have 
tried to use the two data sets not only to shed light from different perspectives 
on the research questions and aim, but also to change the path of the 
thesis (see Figure 1 for an overview of this). Finally, the integration has led 
to the development of a theoretical line of reasoning in the discussion part 
of this thesis, where I attempt to synthesize the different results. 

Concerning the fourth and sixth aspects, they are more difficult to 
achieve because, as discussed in section 2.1., this is not solely a mixed 
methods design or solely a multi strategy approach, even though it comes 
somewhat close to each. I have also deliberately avoided using for example 
the “QUAN-qual”-expressions that are prominent in mixed methods 
design, due to this terminology not being established, or possibly not 
being well-known to the general public yet. 

It is my hope that the final criterion, number five in the list above, is 
evident throughout the thesis. I adopt a pragmatic, constructivist approach 
to research (see further in the theoretical chapter 6) and my aim is to 
reveal constructed and (if needed) changeable structures. 

In the course of this project, a few issues have caught my attention as 
being possibly problematic. These are (a) who is speaking in this thesis, (b) 
child age and development, (c) using data collected for other purposes, (d) 
child–father relationships as processes or events, and (e) time. 

The first one – who is speaking in this thesis – is crucial. In this thesis I 
attempt to give the children a voice. Worth noting, however, is that this 
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voice is mediated through the researcher and I am also the designer of the 
research questions. Objections have been made against this kind of research, 
claiming that speaking for others does not truly give the voice of the others, 
but is merely a pale representation filtered through the eyes of the researcher 
(Alcoff, 1991). Despite this, it is hard to proceed in any other way, if one 
wishes to acquire and spread this kind of information (even though some 
action research is done together with children), and there is a need to high-
light children’s perspective: 

It also means that not only will the voices of children be heard but that we 
will also be able to consider how they experience the structural constraints 
and commonalities of childhood, and how they use their agency to adapt to 
or modify these in the context of the diversities of their childhoods. (James, 
2010, p. 497) 

In trying to elucidate such diversities one of the articles is based on 
information coming directly from the child, guaranteeing some degree of 
giving a children’s perspective (Sommer, Pramling-Samuelsson, Hundeide 
2009), but two of them, alongside the vast majority of previous research, 
are based on information from mothers about their children; i.e. they may 
possibly have a child perspective. Further, as mentioned previously, the 
father is excluded. These are major disadvantages and affect the credibility 
negatively. This is mainly a consequence of the risk assessment initially 
made in the projects, where contact with the fathers (necessary in cases of 
consent) was thought to put mothers and children at significant risk. In a 
best case scenario it would have been possible to collect data from both 
parents and the child in every family, which would have given more 
nuanced, valid and possibly more true answers to the research questions. 
One specific issue that comes to mind is the limitation of fathers not being 
able to present what type of fathering ideal they adhere to. Being able to 
give information about the relationship from the fathers’ point of view 
might have changed the results (cf. Berg & Johansson, 1999) in the direction 
of being more positive towards child–father contact. 

The second area that might be somewhat of a problem concerns the 
children’s age. The children included in the empirical studies are between 
3 and 13 years of age. First of all, that is a long time when considering a 
child’s development. Differences in both maturity and needs are evident, 
which of course can be discussed in every single part of this thesis (see for 
example section 8.1.3. on the discussion of neglect and care). In analysing 
the materials from the SICVAM study, there have been some possibilities 
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to take age into consideration (e.g. in article II). However, the number of 
children in some age groups is too small to create significant statistical 
power. The question of child age is also discussed in the discussion chapter 
of this thesis. 

The third issue is that both the interview study and the SICVAM project 
collected their data for other purposes than this thesis specifically. 
Re-using material can be an advantage, since it enables one to unburden 
the target group; this applies especially to the interview study, where the 
group comprised people living at a women’s shelter, who hence were 
already in a very vulnerable and unstable situation. Concerning the 
SICVAM project, I would never have been able to conduct that number of 
interviews myself, and I would therefore not have been able to carry out 
the statistical analyses that have been performed. This large sample size 
increases the validity of the material. However, there are also several 
disadvantages. In the interview study, I had no possibility to add or 
remove any questions or in any other way to influence design or sampling. 
There is an evident risk that other children would have described their 
fathers’ care differently. For the SICVAM project, I was part of the 
research team almost from the start and have had possibilities to add 
questions to the interviews of the study, to be able to fulfil the aim of my 
thesis, hence increasing the credibility. However, the primary aims of 
SICVAM (a government assignment) took priority over any changes to the 
design that might jeopardize the project’s original goals. The main limita-
tion here was time, which is why several bits and pieces of information 
that would have been useful (e.g. geographical distance between child and 
father), especially in the statistical analyses, are missing, as is further 
discussed in articles I and II. This has impacted on the credibility negatively. 

The fourth aspect is how the relationship between father and child is 
presented – as an event or as a process. Again and again, in research on 
both divorce and separation, and women leaving violent men, it tends to 
be emphasized that this is not a single event, but a process, both before 
and after the physical break-up(-s) (Featherstone, 2009). The same probably 
goes for the legal process surrounding several of the custody and contact 
situations in the study, as well as the relationship between child and 
father. Moreover, whether or not a legal process takes place, there is still a 
change in the children and parents’ life situation that needs to be taken 
into consideration. This change is a process, and the data for this thesis 
was primarily collected on one single or a couple of occasions, meaning 
that we only get a cross-sectional image. Therefore it would have been 
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desirable, as a way increase credibility, to follow these children over a 
longer period of time and, more importantly, to include them in research 
before the actual separation. By doing so, I could have reached a better 
understanding of how the children’s process and possible changes in atti-
tude and feelings develop over time – an interesting project I would like to 
take on later. 

The fifth and final issue that needs to be considered is time. The data 
were collected in 2001 and 2008–2011 respectively, and even though fifteen 
years may not seem like a long time, at least three important changes have 
been made in the Swedish legislation concerning child witnesses of IPV 
and contact. First, children are to be considered crime victims if they 
witness violence against someone close to them. Second, the age requirement 
of 12 years for taking children’s opinion into account in contact cases has 
been removed. Third, a child can now receive treatment for psychological 
problems even if one custodian opposes it. Further, during the fifteen years 
that have passed, there is also a tendency towards a changed fathering 
ideal; it seems that taking equal responsibility for household and parenting 
tasks, and taking parental leave, may be becoming the hegemonic masculinity 
ideal, implying that men who do not do so will be seen as deviant. This 
might also influence professionals’ expectations of fathers, for example in 
the social services. So, the two data sets may have been produced in different 
societies, however, I have tried to take this into consideration when inter-
preting the data to enhance the dependability of the material. 
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3. The context of the thesis – family politics  
in Sweden 
This thesis focuses on fathers and their contact and relationships with 
their children after parental separation in cases involving intimate partner 
violence. This topic is highly influenced by political and societal ideas, 
ideals and norms concerning, for example, the construction of the family, 
divorce, custody, contact, etc. In this chapter I present these contextual 
factors as they appear in family politics and legislation in Sweden. 

For many years gender equality has had a central position in Swedish 
policy (Lundqvist, 2011). This, together with help from a strong public 
sector, has given women strong possibilities to enter the workforce and 
remain there after giving birth. More than four out of five mothers (82%) 
in Sweden work at least part-time. This is still a lower share than fathers 
though, of whom 92% work part-time or more (SCB, 2013). Actually, 
statistics from another study show that fathers more often work full-time 
than men without children – 93% and 89% respectively (SCB, 2012b). 
Further, mothers tend to work part-time more than fathers, regardless of 
child’s age or number of children10 (SCB, 2014b). Almost simultaneously 
with women entering the labour market on a large scale, a new father 
ideal emerged. The new ideal was a more engaged and involved father, 
more nurturing and more committed to his children – a caring dad (Klinth 
& Johansson, 2010). 

Government efforts to promote active fathering have been undertaken 
since the early 1970s, when non-married fathers first became able to be 
legal custodians (1973). Joint custody after divorce was made possible in 
1977 and has been the norm since 1983. In 1974 “mother’s leave” became 
“parental leave”, making it possible for fathers also to receive public social 
benefits to stay at home with their children. Twenty years later, one 
month of the paid parental leave was reserved for fathers (1995). A second 
month for fathers was established in 2002 (alongside 2 months reserved 
for the other parent) out of 480 days in total (SOU 2005:73). On 1 January 
2016, a third month for each parent was added (Prop. 2014/2015:124; 
The Swedish Government [Sw. Regeringen], 2015a). This puts Sweden 

                                                      
10 As an example, in families with one child aged 3–5 years, 45% of the mothers 
work part-time compared to 9% of the fathers. 
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right behind Iceland in allocating parental leave to fathers11 (International 
Labour Organization, 2014; Moss, 2014). However, there are indications 
that it is mainly fathers with certain characteristics who tend to take 
paternal leave that exceeds the “father’s share/pappamånader”, as 
Månsdotter and colleagues (2010) have shown. These fathers tend to be in 
good health, to exercise more and have a stable social position 
(Månsdotter, Fredlund, Hallqvist & Magnusson, 2010). To further promote 
sharing the parental leave, the governing parties introduced an equality 
bonus in 2008 (Swedish social insurance agency [Sw. Försäkringskassan], 
2013), which gives parents who share their parental leave equally an extra 
bonus of a maximum 10 500 SEK (The Swedish Government, 2015b). 

Along with this development in the view of fathers’ importance and 
position, there has also been a change in the view of children. Ariès (1962) 
claims that childhood was “discovered” in medieval times and since then 
has undergone changes in terms of both content and how society views it. 
A major change took place in the early 1980s, when the idea of children as 
passive objects was replaced with “picture-painting children” who make 
choices and are co-creators of their own lives (Alanen, 1988; Corsaro, 
2005; Qvortrup, 1994, see also the theoretical chapter in this thesis for a 
somewhat more extensive overview of this topic). On the more practical 
side, public child support was introduced in Sweden in an income-based 
form in 1937, but it became a general benefit for all children in 1948 
(SCB, 2014b). In the raising of children, corporal punishment in the home 
was banned in Sweden in 1979 (Prop. 1978/79:10). 

The raising of children was a private matter (for the mother) in Sweden 
until the early 1930s, when a discussion emerged on the possibility for 
families to live together and care for their children together, making it 
possible for women to enter the labour market. This changed the view of 
children from being a private matter to a more public one. During the 
following decade the idea of publicly financed child-care was debated back 
and forth, premised on both women entering the labour market and 
children’s need for social relations and connections with the surrounding 
society. From the 1950s until 1964 the number of children in pre-school 
(i.e. kindergarten) increased from 19 000 to 49 000 (Hammarlund, 1998). 
Today approximately 486 000 children between the ages of 0 and 7 years 

11 Iceland introduced a new parental leave system on 1 January 2016, whereby the 
parents get five months of paid leave each and have two months to share as they 
like (Eydal & Gíslason, 2013).  
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attend pre-school. Among the 1 to 5 year-olds, 80% attend pre-school 
(The Swedish national agency for education [Sw. Skolverket], 2015). 

Even if the public sector nowadays cares for children many hours a day, 
mothers and fathers are still the main caregivers for their children. However, 
there seems to be a difference between mothers and fathers in their actual 
caregiving practice; i.e. in practice, the gap between reality and the equality 
ideal is still quite large. The average distribution of parental leave in 2011 
was approximately one quarter of the days for men and three quarters for 
women, compared to 5 percent and 95 percent in 1980 (SCB, 2012e).12 
Even though there is still a gap between men and women, the change over 
time in the division of parental leave should not be underestimated. The 
number of days that fathers take parental leave seems to have jumped 
substantially, due to government encouragement, but in the intervals 
between changes in legislation the rate has been slow. Apart from gender 
equality and children being “a mother’s responsibility”, this has been 
explained as being due to a greater immediate economic loss if fathers stay 
at home, because of men’s higher average income than women’s (Wells & 
Sarkadi, 2012) and reluctance among employers to allow men to take 
parental leave, whereby they risk falling behind in wage and career 
development, etc. (Haas & Hwang, 2009). The active, but not equal, 
caretaker was recognized as early as 1983 by Lars Jalmert who coined the 
phrase “the in-principle man” – men are in principle in favour of shared 
parenting and equality, but in practice the situation may be different. 

Plantin (2001) emphasizes that men tend to take care of their children 
not because the children need the care, but because it serves them personally. 
They may view fathering in terms of “what’s in it for me?” On the other 
hand, Johansson and Klinth (2008) show that there are men for whom not 
sharing is out of the question. It is taken for granted that the father is 
supposed to be at home, and conceptions about male gender roles should 

                                                      
12 The distribution between mothers and fathers is much more even when one 
views the number of days they use of temporary parents’ allowance to stay at 
home with a sick child. This distribution has remained almost the same since 1980, 
with men taking approximately 35–40% of the days (SCB, 2012e), which can be 
considered quite a large number. Why it is more common for men to take temporary 
days to care for children than the more long-term parental allowance can only be 
speculated about, since the economic and caring ability arguments put forward 
should have the same impact in both cases. It may stem from ideas that the mother 
is more important than the father to infants and toddlers, but that this is less of an 
issue once the child has reached school age.  
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be left out of the picture. Parenting is for everyone who is a parent. 
Among those men who do share parental leave equally with the other 
parent, one reason put forward for this decision is that these men are more 
child-oriented, as has been shown by Almqvist (2008). A Swedish study 
has shown that fathers’ use of parental leave is connected to shorter 
working hours as the child grows older as well as increased contact with 
the child in cases of parental separation (Duvander & Jans, 2009). 

Also, it has been established that in every-day life men’s professed ideals 
about child care and domestic life differ from how they actually live their 
lives (Hearn & Pringle, 2006). Swedish middle-class parents tend to live 
very child-centred lives with active and involved parenting; they prioritize 
spending time for and with their children over their own leisure activities 
(Forsberg, 2009). Nevertheless, most parents do work at least part-time, 
and taking care of the children in two-parent families often means sharing 
the parenting. As an example, one parent deals with the morning routines 
when the other parent has already left for work, and the other parent 
leaves work earlier in the afternoon to pick up the children from school 
and start making dinner (Forsberg, 2009). 

To sum up – Swedish family politics and family ideals and norms have 
undergone tremendous changes during the last century. Children have 
gone from being a private family matter, and mainly the mother’s 
responsibility, to being part of the public sector (in pre-school as well as 
school), and fathers are now expected to take part in all dimensions of 
child raising. However, even though today’s ideal points toward an even 
more equal distribution between mothers and fathers, there is still a gap 
between ideals and actual practice. 

3.1. Parental separation in Sweden – custody and contact 
In Sweden, approximately one out of five children (390 000) is registered 
as residing with only one parent due to separation or divorce. A large 
majority of these children, 80%, live with their mother – a number that 
has dropped almost 10% in twenty years, meaning that more and more 
children are registered with their father (SCB, 2012a). However, a child’s 
registered address may not actually reflect its living situation, and the 
statistics are a bit less clear on this latter point. What is known is that a 
larger share of the girls live with their mother (and possibly a step-parent) 
and a larger share of the boys live with their father (and a step-parent) 
(SCB, 2012c). The older the child, the more likely it is to live with its 
father, and the number of children who actually reside the same amount 
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of time with each parent has risen from 4% in 1992/93 (ULF-
investigation, SCB 2012a) to 35% in 2012/13 (SCB, 2014a). 

Most parents, both married and co-habiting, have joint custody of their 
children. This is probably part of a two-parent norm grounded in both the 
right of children to know both their parents and the equality ideal estab-
lished in Swedish policy in the 1970s (Eriksson & Pringle, 2005; Höjer & 
Röbäck, 2007). Joint custody is the most common arrangement, even after 
parental separation (SCB, 2012d), but the mother is sole custodian in 22% 
of the cases and only 2% of the children have their father as sole custodian 
(SCB, 2012d). Concerning contact in the general population of children 
with separated parents, approximately 90–95% of the children have 
contact with the parent with whom they do not reside (The National 
Board of Health and Welfare [Sw. Socialstyrelsen], 2004b).13 

If parents separate and still have joint custody, they can make their own 
written agreement14 about where the child should live (with either parent, 
or alternating between both) and how it can maintain contact with the 
parent with whom it does not live. However, for such a written agreement 
to be valid (i.e. comparable to a court decision), it has to be in the best 
interest of the child and has to be approved by the social welfare committee 
(Code on Parents and Children, 1949:381, chapter 6 §17a; Social Services 
Act [Sw. Socialtjänstlagen], 2001:453 chapter 5 §3; SOSFS 2012:4). If the 
parents cannot agree on these matters, the court may decide (Code on 
Parents and Children, 1949:381, chapter 6 §§2a, 6, 14, 15a). The requirement 
for bringing contact cases to court is the existence of an underlying dispute 
and the fact that the parents themselves cannot agree upon these matters. 

If the execution of a custody, living or contact decision is obstructed 
because one parent keeps the child from the other parent, the district court 
can impose a fine (Code on Parents and Children, 1949:381, chapter 6, 
§21). In the preparatory work for the legislation, it is mentioned that 
courts tend to assume that opposition by one parent to contact between 
the child and the other parent means that the resisting parent is trying to 
sabotage the contact arrangement. This cannot be assumed, but has to be 
examined in each individual case. Whether the parents feel unjustly treated 
in this process cannot be taken into consideration, since the child’s best 
interest takes first priority (SOU 2005:43). 

                                                      
13 There are no available statistics concerning this type of contact in the general 
population of children with experiences of intimate partner violence.  
14 It is not mandatory to make a written agreement. 
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As mentioned, a fine can be imposed on a parent for withholding the 
child if the child fails to appear on contact occasions, but if the contact 
parent does not show up, no such penalty is charged. In the preparatory 
work, this is explained as follows: “for the sake of the child it is neither 
advisable nor possible to coerce a parent who is not interested in his or her 
child to take responsibility in these situations.” (SOU 2005:43 p. 170). 
Further this report states that one should consider limiting or ending the 
contact if a parent repeatedly fails to come, in order to prevent the child 
from being constantly disappointed (SOU 2005:43). Nevertheless, this 
arrangement of penalties can be viewed as privileging adults (Bruno, 2015). 

To sum up, the Swedish legal context has regulations and policies 
concerning parenting, custody, residence, and contact that place equal 
demands on fathers and mothers. The Code on Parents and Children 
(1949:381), states that custodians (most often the biological parents) are 
obliged to ensure that the child receives all the care and security that the 
child needs and that the child does not suffer significant harm. The custodians 
also have both the right and the obligation to decide about personal matters 
of importance for the child, but as the child grows older, custodians (and 
in applicable cases, the court) must take the child’s own wishes into ever 
greater consideration (Code on Parents and Children, 1949:381, chapter 
6, §§1, 11).15 In conclusion, children’s best interest should always guide 
court decisions on custody, residence and contact, and joint custody is the 
most common arrangement after parental separation. 

15 In 2006, Code on Parents and Children (1949:381) was changed. Legislators 
removed the previous minimum age of 12 years to take the child’s wishes into 
serious consideration and replaced it with “in accordance with age and maturity 
level”. Since then, the child’s opinion, whether it is its “true wish” or not, should 
be taken into account in contact and custody decisions (Röbäck, 2011). 
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4. Defining intimate partner violence from the 
child’s point of view 
When discussing child–father relationships in families where violence has 
been present, it is important to reflect on both the different stories about 
what has happened and the different possible types of violence (Johnson, 
2008). In this chapter, I highlight some critical aspects of the definition of 
intimate partner violence (IPV) which may be important to take into 
consideration when making decisions about contact between father and 
child (i.e. perpetrator and victim). However, first I give an overview of the 
wide range of acts that might be included in the concept of violence in 
intimate relationships. The purpose of this chapter is to give an under-
standing of violence and, more importantly, of the diversity of violent acts 
and situations. I begin by explaining the diverse and broad spectrum of 
ways to perpetrate and be victimized by violence, and end by defining IPV 
as used in this thesis. 

The characteristics of IPV may shift over time or differ between families. 
One such difference concerns whether or not the violence is unidirectional 
or bidirectional (Langhinrichsen-Rohling, Misra, Selwyn & Rohling, 
2012).16 In intimate relationships, the most common type seems to be 
bidirectional violence (i.e. both partners use violence), with some possible 
differences between different groups in society at least in the United States 
(Caetano, Ramisetty-Mikler & Field, 2005). When it comes to male-
perpetrated intimate partner violence, however, two of the first researchers 
to create a typology were Amy Holtzworth-Munroe and Gregory Stuart 
(1994). Basing their conclusions on several studies, they were able to identify 
three major groups of men who used violence. 
 

1) Those who were only violent against their partner/family (least 
severe violence) 

2) Borderline/dysphoric men who mainly use violence against their 
family but also are violent outside the family, and who are 
characterized by emotional instability, possible drug or alcohol 

                                                      
16 As mentioned in section 1.2. “Defining the scope of this thesis”, intimate partner 
violence is often bidirectional, but because male perpetrated violence tends to have 
more severe consequences, this thesis focuses on male-perpetrated violence against 
a female victim.  
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abuse, and high levels of psychological distress (mild to moderate 
violence) 

3) Generally violent/antisocial men who use more types of violence
against their family members and also use violence in other settings.
They are also more likely than the other types to be involved in
other forms of criminality (moderate to severe violence)

In a follow-up study on these identified types, Holtzworth-Munroe and 
Meehan (2004) raise a couple of concerns. First, they conclude that the 
typology needs more validation before being used to, for example, match 
treatment forms to perpetrators. Second, even though the first type, 
family-only, was quite stable over time, many of the violent persons in the 
second and third groups were categorized differently in the follow-up 
studies. It is impossible to tell for sure whether this is due to changes in 
individuals’ violent patterns or is because the typology cannot accurately 
capture different subgroups (Holtzworth-Munroe & Meehan, 2004). 

Johnson and Ferraro (2000) presented another categorization based on 
one- or two-sided intimate partner violence. They distinguish between four 
different patterns of violence found in close relationships. The first type, 
mutual violent control, can be considered a two-sided battle – two equal 
people fighting for control in the relationship. The second, violent 
resistance, can be said to be equivalent to self defence. The third, situational 
couple violence, is characterized by the violence being a reaction to some-
thing stressful, and the purpose may be to release stress rather than to gain 
control. It also tends to be less severe than the fourth type, intimate terrorism, 
which is characterized by one person’s exercise of control over the other 
(Hardesty, Khaw, Chung and Martin, 2008; Johnson & Ferraro, 2000). In 
Johnson and Ferraro’s (2000) description of “the intimate terrorist”, a 
person appears whose actions in almost every sense aim to control and 
hurt the partner. These multiple ways of using violence were also recognized 
by Miller (2006) when measuring the co-occurrence of sexual assault, rape 
and physical abuse in intimate relationships. Being a child of an “intimate 
terrorist” has been described by Øverlien (2013) as a situation where the 
child lives in a dominion of violence, with a “patriarchal terrorist” as the 
emperor. The lives of these children may be characterized by constant fear 
and hypervigilance, even after the mother has separated from the man. 

Apart from the different types of violence portrayed above, perpetrators’ 
and victims’ descriptions of intimate partner violence tend to differ greatly. 
Some may view a situation as a conflict between two equal parties, while 
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others may describe the same situation as one party intimidating and 
controlling the other. Violent men in Scandinavia have been shown to 
sometimes minimize or downplay what has happened at home, describing 
the incidents as a conflict involving equal parties rather than as an act of 
power. By doing so they also absolve themselves of responsibility (Hydén, 
1994: Isdal, 2001). The same approach has been discovered among some 
American and Trinidadian violent men who also may minimize or deny 
their actions in addition to placing the responsibility for the violence on 
the woman. According to many men in the studies above, the victim had 
been acting provocatively, or whatever violence they may have used was a 
justified and legitimate response to her flaws (Catlett, Toews & Walilko, 
2010; Sukhu, 2013). As a logical result of this denial and justification of 
their actions, these men often felt unfairly treated by the justice system 
when put in a batterer intervention programme (Catlett et al., 2010). 
Because of these differences in viewpoints and possible lack of consensus 
about what actually happened, the children may feel forced to choose 
between the father’s or the mother’s version of events, and by extension 
come to question the veracity of their own experience. 

It has been pointed out that these different forms of violence need to be 
understood and recognized not only in batterer interventions, but also in 
handling divorce cases and in contact and custody decisions (Haselschwerdt, 
Hardesty & Hans, 2011). Hence, when discussing the topic of a child–
father relationship after separation, the pattern of the father’s violent be-
haviour should be a central factor in assessing risks and benefits for the 
child. Apart from a few exceptions (Cater, 2004; SOU 2014:49) any 
discussion stemming from distinctions between types of violence is lacking 
in Sweden today. This will be further elaborated upon in Chapter 8. 

To sum up, the diversity of types of violence in intimate relationships is 
wide, and the creation of typologies is still in its infancy and contains a 
number of difficult issues (for an overview, see Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 
2010). The studies on these typologies have primarily been done in the US, 
and while the findings seem fairly stable across different subgroups in the 
US, it is unclear whether they are transferable to other countries. Still 
lacking in the research field is any explanation (going beyond that of 
Holtzworth and Stuart, 1994) of the underlying causes or possible purposes 
of the different types of violence. If the causes of violence are similar, yet 
the expressions differ, then interventions may be similar as well, and vice 
versa. 
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Given that IPV includes so many diverse acts, from name-calling to life-
threatening (or deadly) physical acts, defining it is a delicate matter. This 
has also led to the World Health Organization (WHO) producing a 
definition of IPV that is quite general and straight-forward, despite the 
fact that the patterns and consequences of violence differ widely and 
numerous researchers have called for nuanced descriptions. WHO’s 
definition does not, for example, include any discussion of mutuality or 
control aspects. It is also gender neutral, stating that intimate partner violence: 

refers to behaviour by an intimate partner or ex-partner that causes physical, 
sexual or psychological harm, including physical aggression, sexual 
coercion, psychological abuse and controlling behaviours. (World 
Health Organization, 2011, introduction) 

Physical aggression, according to WHO, can include slapping, hitting, 
kicking or beating, whereas sexual coercion is forced sexual intercourse or 
other types of forced sexual acts. Psychological abuse may include, for 
example, intimidation, constant belittling or humiliation. Finally, other 
forms of controlling behaviour may be isolation from family and friends, 
monitoring of movements, and restriction of access to information or help. 

In the definition above, two subtypes of violence are excluded. The first, 
economic violence, means controlling your partners’ economic situation, 
for example by putting your partner in debt. Often this category is lumped 
together with “material violence”, which may include destroying possessions 
belonging to the other person or to the children, or which are held in 
common (Adams, Sullivan, Bybee & Greeson, 2008; Postmus, Plummer, 
McMahon, Murshid, & Kim, 2012). 

The second aspect left out of the definition above is a bit more abstract, 
but nevertheless is central to understanding IPV from a child’s point of 
view. The focus of this aspect is fear, since the scariest thing may not be 
the actual hitting or beating, but rather the loss of trust – the fear that it 
may happen again. This is what Isdal (2001) refers to as latent violence, 
where the perpetrator does not have to keep exercising violence; instead 
the victim acts and reacts as the perpetrator wants due to the previous 
experience(s) of violence and previously built-up fear. Latent violence is a 
central undercurrent of this thesis. This is because contact between child 
and father provides an arena where such violence (i.e. previously built-up 
fear) can be activated and possibly change the child’s behaviour. Latent 
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violence may (partly due to this behaviour change17) affect the relationship 
between child and father for a long time, even if no actual violence is 
being exercised anymore. 

Another way of defining IPV – perhaps even broader than WHO’s 
definition – is given by Danis and Bhandari (2010). They argue that IPV 
should be conceptualized as a pattern of coercive behaviours in a relation-
ship whereby one person uses tactics of power and control over the other 
person over a period of time (Danis & Bhandari, 2010). The question of 
what actual tactics of power and control that are used is subordinated in 
Danis and Bhandari’s definition, and they do not mention any consequences 
for the victim(s); instead they focus on just one of the functions (securing 
power and control) that violence may have in a relationship. 

So, what is the relation between the types of violence distinguished by 
Johnson and Ferraro and Holtzworth-Munroe and Stuart and the definitions 
above? Danis and Bhandari’s definition would not include all the violent 
types, but focuses on the intimate terrorist; i.e. it is concerned with the 
intention and function of violence, rather than the consequences. WHO’s 
definition, on the other hand, focuses solely on the consequences and 
leaves out the intentions, which makes it possibly closer to Holtzworth-
Munroe and Stuart’s typology. To conclude, none of these definitions 
cover all the possible aspects of IPV. 

Since the focus of this thesis is the perspective of the child, several 
aspects need to be discussed that concern both the types of violence 
mentioned and the definitions made by WHO and Danis and Bhandari. 
The ones I bring up here are (a) intention vs consequences, (b) perpetrator’s 
gender, and (c) the child’s age. 

If the child’s viewpoint is taken as the starting point, it is not the 
perpetrator’s intentions that are in the foreground but rather the child’s 
interpretation of the act and its possible consequences for the child. The 
child’s interpretation may also be influenced by other recounted stories 
about the father, which can confuse the child (Georgsson Staf & Almqvist, 
2015). This means that a single act of violence – physical, psychological, 
sexual or material – can be interpreted as something devastating, and may 
have far-reaching consequences such as feeling fear and adapting one’s 
behaviour to avoid such incidents in the future (cf. Weinehall, 1997). In 
other words, the violence becomes a continuous part of the child’s life 

                                                      
17 This may also be due to the father’s failure to change, i.e. the father not obviously 
regretting his violence or not acting differently than before.  
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environment, rather than some number of isolated acts. This means that 
even though more frequent and severe violence tends to increase the risk 
of the child developing symptoms and problems (Cater, Miller, Howell & 
Graham-Bermann, 2015), one single occasion cannot, without further 
investigation, be ruled out as insignificant in making contact decisions. 
Further, when deciding upon child–father contact it is probably central to 
take into consideration whether or not the violent parent may change the 
violent behaviour and/or take responsibility for the violent actions. This in 
turn may depend upon the intentions behind the use of violence in the 
specific case. 

This indicates that both WHO’s and Danis and Bhandari’s definitions 
are significant in understanding how violence may be perceived by the 
child and what aspects need to be taken into consideration in discussions 
concerning contact. It should be borne in mind that in this thesis violence 
is measured using the Revised Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS-2) (Straus et al., 
1996). Hence, the operational definition resembles WHO’s definition 
somewhat; i.e. it is based on the consequences for the victim as well as the 
actions (not intentions) of the perpetrator. 

The second important factor dealt with in the present study is the gender 
of the main perpetrator of violence: the male. None of the definitions 
mentioned focus on gender, while this thesis to some extent does, so why 
not choose a gender-sensitive definition? The simple answer is that I 
cannot be certain that the violence the child has witnessed (and possibly 
been subjected to) has been perpetrated only by the father. 

Third, since none of the definitions of violence or the types of violence 
are constructed from a child’s point of view, the child’s age is not taken 
into account. The child’s age impacts on both what strategies are available 
to the child (see further in section 5.1.1) and the possible consequences 
that the child risks facing (see section 5.1.). The sample of children in this 
thesis consists of 3–13 year-olds – an age span during which very much 
change happens – but what almost all of the children have in common is 
that they can talk, and thus are able (with or without help) to put their 
experiences into words. 

Using the existing definitions mentioned above, but taking these three 
aspects into account, the definition of IPV used in this thesis is therefore 
constructed from the child’s point of view as comprising physical, psycho-
logical, sexual or material acts by a care-giver against a care-giver that are 
perceived by the child as violent and/or frightening and that may have 
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short- or long-term consequences for the child’s well-being and/or the trust 
between child and the violent care-giver. 

Considering the types of violence mentioned above, the perpetrators can 
belong to any of Holtzworth-Munroe and Stuart’s different types, and 
possibly also to all of the types described by Johnson and Ferraro. I choose 
however mainly to use Johnson and Ferraro’s terminology because my 
focus is only on violence inside the family, to which Holtzworth-Munroe 
and Stuart’s categories are less applicable. 
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5. Current knowledge in the field of child–father 
contact and IPV 
Intimate partner violence is a quite common phenomenon all over the 
world. Approximately 10% of the two million children living in Sweden 
have experienced it at least once, and 5% have experienced it repeatedly 
while growing up (Annerbäck, Wingren, Svedin & Gustafsson, 2010; 
Janson, Långberg & Svensson, 2007). These numbers are similar to those 
in other western countries, for example the UK (Meltzer, Doos, Vostanis, 
Ford & Goodman, 2009) and the USA (Osofsky, 2003). Children who live 
in families where IPV is present are almost always aware of what is 
happening (Fantuzzo & Fusco, 2007). The overlap between experiencing 
IPV and being subjected to child abuse is also extensive: 30–70% in 
different national and international research studies (Annerbäck et al., 
2012; Appel & Holden, 1998; Broberg et al., 2011; Edleson, 1999; 
Hamby et al., 2010; Janson et al., 2011). Hence, all over the world there 
are children living with violence. IPV is a frightening situation that may 
have severe and long-lasting psychological, physical, social, cognitive and 
behavioural consequences for a child (Guille, 2004; Holt et al., 2008; 
Leeb, Lewis & Zolotor, 2011; Norman, Byambaa, De, Butchart, Scott & 
Vos, 2012). 

The research on the situation of children in families where IPV is present 
is extensive and covers a wide range of subtopics in different disciplines. In 
the following chapter, I give an overview of the topics relevant for this 
thesis. The chapter is divided in four sections. In section 5.1. I give an 
outline of the research field on IPV focusing on the children and their 
situation in these families, including providing an account of the link 
between IPV and child abuse. Section 5.2. contains a presentation of 
relationships and parenting practices in families affected by IPV. 

Section 5.3. is dedicated to different aspects of the separation process, 
starting with women leaving violent men and then discussing the implications 
for the child in and after the separation process. At the end you will find a 
summary of the previous research, focusing on this thesis’s contribution to 
the field (section 5.4.). 

5.1. Children’s experiences of and reactions to IPV 
To understand the situation for children after parental separation, it is 
important to understand the situation during the relationship and what 
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effects this may have on the child. Violence taking place at home is one of 
the types of violence that has the most impact on children, unlike, for 
example, community violence (McAlister Groves, 2001). When one parent 
is violent toward the other, the child may become unprotected; one parent 
is violent, the other is a victim, and perhaps neither of them is primarily 
concerned about the child (cf. Hester, Pearson & Harwin, 2006). This 
illustrates the dependency inherent in the child-parent relationship, some-
thing that will be further explored in the theoretical chapter. Here, I focus 
only on children’s possible reactions to and experiences of witnessing 
violence, however reactions to child abuse are often similar. 

International and Swedish research has shown that children witnessing 
IPV often suffer consequences that are intimately linked to their experiences. 
A Swedish study by Broberg et al. (2011), based on a partly clinical 
sample of child witnesses of IPV, shows that the children may exhibit 
many symptoms and difficulties both in school and with peers. In a large 
retrospective population-based study (Cater et al., 2015) on young 
Swedish adults with childhood experiences of IPV, this group showed 
significantly higher levels of mental health problems than others. This 
included problems with anxiety, depression, and attention deficit hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD), as well as post-traumatic stress (PTS), with higher levels 
of problems associated with having experienced more severe IPV. 

In other parts of the world, a large number of studies have been 
conducted that emphasize the detrimental effects IPV may have on 
children. Several studies and reviews, mainly American (e.g. Guille, 2004; 
Holt et al., 2008; Hungerford, Wait, Fritz, & Clements, 2012; Wood & 
Sommers, 2011), reveal a large number of consequences in multiple areas 
of life. Even if many commonalities can be found in these studies, children’s 
reactions and stories about their experiences of IPV may differ greatly 
from child to child, even in the same family (Buckley, Holt & Whelan, 
2007; Cater 2004, 2007). 

Like many social problems, violence often affects our inner life, causing 
internal reactions such as guilt and shame (Cunningham & Baker, 2004), 
withdrawal, depression (McCloskey & Lichter, 2003), and posttraumatic 
stress disorder (Moretti, Obsuth, Odgers, & Reebye, 2006; Levendosky, 
Bogat & Martinez-Torteya, 2013), as well as external reactions such as 
poor impulse control, and conduct disorder (Meltzer et al., 2009). These 
are often also associated with psychosomatic reactions such as bedwetting, 
nightmares, asthma, stomach aches and headaches (Kuhlman, Howell & 
Graham-Bermann, 2012; Martin, 2002). These reactions, especially those 
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associated with behavioural changes, can however also be interpreted as 
the child’s conscious or unconscious strategies to handle its own situation. 
Øverlien (2012) has shown that children may have stomach aches or drop 
out of school just to be able to stay home and guard and protect their 
mother or younger siblings. For similar reasons – worrying about parents, 
rather than schoolwork – concentration dysfunctions affecting school 
performance are also quite common among children living with IPV 
(Peek-Asa, Maxwell, Stromquist, Whitten, Limbos, & Merchant, 2007). 
They may also have problems with peers, either because of poor impulse 
control (aggressive acting out, lack of empathy or problems communicating 
their thoughts) (McCloskey & Lichter, 2003) or withdrawal (impaired 
social skills) (Katz, Hessler, & Annest, 2007). 

Reactions following IPV may also be more age-specific. Toddlers and 
infants may for example show regressive behaviour, attachment problems, 
eating disturbances (Osofsky, 1999; McIntosh, 2002; see also Carpenter 
& Stacks, 2009 for a review) and excessive fear of being alone (Lundy & 
Grossman, 2005). Preschool children may have lower scores on tests of 
cognitive skills (Jouriles, Brown, McDonald, Rosenfield, Leahy, & Silver, 
2008), and teenagers may show internalizing behaviours (e.g. anxiety and 
mood problems) if exposed to IPV injury (Camacho, Ehrensaft & Cohen, 
2012). Teenagers may also tend towards more binge-drinking if exposed 
to IPV (Cisler et al., 2012). Among adults who experienced IPV as children, 
engagement in antisocial behaviours such as delinquency and substance 
abuse has been observed (Caetano, Field, & Nelson, 2003). In a child’s 
life, internal as well as external actions or reactions may be direct consequences 
of the violence. However, since the studies conducted on these children 
often coincide in time with other changes in life necessitated by a parental 
separation due to IPV, such as change of housing, leaving behind friends, 
relatives and the football team, or having to live with protected identity, it 
is possible that some of the responses may also stem from these practical 
consequences of the violence (Weinehall, Jonsson, Eliasson, & Olausson, 
2007). 

Violence at home may also impact on children’s sense of security, 
changing their whole world-view or their way of thinking about family 
and close relationships. An example of the latter can be considering violence 
an acceptable way of resolving a conflict; hence IPV may have a 
transgenerational effect, as is confirmed by the significant number of adult 
victims and perpetrators who experienced IPV in their own families of 
origin (Arriaga & Foshee, 2004; Manchikanti Gomez, 2011; Smith, Ireland, 
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Park, Elwyn & Thornberry, 2011). Another example is the idea that 
violent behaviour is an “okay” way of treating a partner – an attitude that 
has been shown to be frequent among teenagers involved in IPV (i.e. “dating 
violence”) in China (Shen, Chiu & Gao, 2012), Australia (Chung, 2005) 
and the USA (McDonell et al., 2010). Studies on dating violence among 
adolescents in Sweden are scarce (Gottzén & Korkmaz, 2013), for which 
reason attitudes in Sweden towards violent behaviour in close relation-
ships among youths who have and have not been exposed to IPV cannot 
be presented. 

Nevertheless, some children experiencing violence show no signs or 
symptoms of harm. Child outcomes may be influenced by children’s own 
strategies and characteristics (Graham-Bermann, Gruber, Howell & Girz, 
2009; Harding, Morelen, Thomassin, Bradbury & Shaffer, 2013; Howell, 
2011). Outcomes may also be affected by the presence of protective 
factors such as secure attachment to the mother for girls (Reinert & 
Edwards, 2009) and parent-child warmth (Miller-Graff, Cater, Howell & 
Graham-Bermann, 2015). Further, the presence of risk factors may increase 
the risk of negative outcomes, for example mothers’ higher levels of 
depression (Miranda, de la Osa, Granero & Ezpeleta, 2013) and mothers’ 
higher levels of post-traumatic stress (PTS) (Schechter, Willheim, McCaw, 
Turner, Myers & Zeanah, 2011). Further, Maliken and Katz (2013) found 
that a violent father’s awareness of his child’s fear increased the risk of 
negative externalizing behaviours, though this is possibly only valid for 
boys (Maliken & Katz, 2013) – a result hypothetically explained by the 
authors as a result of gender-stereotyped parenting. Thus, if a boy expresses 
fear, he will be punished by his violent father for displaying a “weak” 
emotion, possibly leading him to express even more negative externalizing 
behaviours. A qualification however is needed here. Since one of the most 
tangible consequences of violence in the family is adaptation and learning 
not to provoke the perpetrator, a reasonable course of action for the child 
is to become “perfect”, and take on more responsibility than expected 
(Almqvist & Broberg, 2004). Hence, when assessing and judging child–
father contact cases, it is probably not appropriate to have a narrow focus 
on symptoms. 

Overall, even though many children, at least in the short-term, seem 
resilient in the face of violence and do not display major symptoms, 
research shows that the consequences for children experiencing violence at 
home may be devastating to their physical and psychological health and 
development. Strategies, reactions, symptoms and their consequences, for 
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example for schoolwork or making friends, may also create additional 
problems for the child, and there is a significant risk that adults address 
visible symptoms rather than asking questions about the cause (i.e. violence) 
and trying to change the situation. 

5.1.1. Children’s strategies for handling violence 
Experiencing violence seems to be something different than being exposed 
to it. Since the earliest indications of the negative consequences that violence 
has on children, it has become clear that they are not only exposed to the 
violence, but they are experiencing it (interpreting what they hear, see, 
feel, etc.) as active subjects, and are using active strategies to deal with the 
situation. 

Understanding how a father (in general something positive) can use 
violence (in general something negative) may be a difficult equation for a 
child to handle (Cater, 2004) and there are several strategies to manage 
the violence cognitively, for example by trying to make it comprehensible. 
Children may try to minimize his behaviour or accept it as normal (Peled, 
1998; Weinehall, 1997) or find explanations or excuses for the violence 
(Cater, 2007; Peled, 1998). Children’s feelings for a violent father may 
include negative emotions like hate, fear, disappointment, anger and 
confusion (Peled, 1998; Weinehall, 1997), but also positive ones like 
attachment, love and care (Mullender et al., 2002; Peled 1998; Sternberg 
et al., 1994). However, even though children may have positive emotions 
towards the perpetrator, they do not seem to tend to normalize violence as 
something acceptable or good18 (Cater, 2007). 

Nordic studies have also shown that children act in different ways to 
prevent, prohibit or end the violent situation. They try to intervene by for 
example shouting at the parents to stop or physically trying to stop the 
violence (Almqvist & Broberg, 2004; Broberg et al., 2011; Øverlien, 2012, 
2016). Øverlien (2012) further points out that children use (by choice or 
by force) strategic and more or less planned actions, which are logical 
responses to the conditions they face. Øverlien argues that we have to 
reconsider the concept of passivity when discussing children who experience 
violence. As Øverlien (2012) says, these kinds of actions are most often an 
active and logical choice – even if an outsider only sees a child hiding 

                                                      
18 This result is somewhat inconclusive, with another study indicating an increased 
use of violence in teenage relationships among some subgroups of child witnesses 
of IPV (Foshee, Ennett, Bauman, Benefield, & Suchindran, 2005). 
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behind a couch. However, many children and youth also take a more 
active role by preventing the violence, reducing its effects or taking verbal 
or physical action in violent situations. They use preventive strategies that 
work for their specific family, such as skipping school or staying awake in 
order to monitor the safety of their mothers. They also intervene in the 
violent situations e.g. by asking their parents to be quiet or diverting their 
attention by pretending to feel nauseous (Øverlien, 2012). After the 
relationship has ended (temporarily or permanently), the children, work 
out strategies for what to do if the perpetrator finds them again, just as 
has been seen among mothers (Øverlien, 2012). 

The amount of research focusing on children’s strategies and activities 
in IPV families is relatively little compared to the number of studies focusing 
on symptoms and consequences. Consequently, the limitations in this field 
of research are larger. For example, prior research on symptoms has 
included the severity and amount of violence that the children have been 
exposed to (cf. BRÅ, 2014; Miller, Cater, Howell & Graham-Bermann, 
2014) but these aspects have been almost completely overlooked in research 
concerning children’s own strategies. 

Further, fathering behaviour has not been assessed as a mediating or 
moderating factor on children’s strategies. A recent qualitative Norwegian 
study, however, indicates that these aspects need to be taken into consideration, 
since some of the children emphasized that their fear of their father’s 
behaviour stopped them from using more active intervention strategies 
(Øverlien, 2013). All the studies mentioned above indicate a need to focus 
both on the patterns of violence and on the violent parent’s other behaviours 
towards the child, and how these may affect the child both during the 
parents’ relationship and after it has ended. There is a need to further 
study how children perceive and respond to their violent fathers’ parenting 
behaviours. 

5.1.2. Child abuse – the neglected problem 
A large number of children who experience IPV also have experiences of 
child abuse, a fact that needs to be taken into consideration, especially 
when focusing on child–father contact after separation. The overlap 
between experiencing IPV and being subjected to child abuse is between 
30–70% in both international and Swedish studies, depending on the 
definitions of violence used (Appel & Holden, 1998; Broberg et al., 2011; 
Edleson, 1999; Lessard et al., 2010; Zolotor, Theodore, Coyne-Beasley, & 
Runyan, 2007). Worth noting, however, is that the overlap is not only due 
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to the father’s violence against the child, but sometimes also the mother’s 
(Coohey, 2004). 

Even though the overlap between the two is extensive, the amount of 
public attention they receive differs greatly. The development of practical 
support and treatment for children who have witnessed IPV in Sweden has 
increased tremendously, from seven projects in 1999 to more than 130 in 
2010 (Eriksson, 2013; Eriksson, Biller & Balkmar 2006; Eriksson & 
Wycichowska, 2010). Oddly though, the support system for child abuse 
has not undergone comparably development, even if research on the topic 
has been ongoing (e.g. Annerbäck et al., 2010; Janson et al., 2011). In 
2012, the National Board of Health and Welfare also recognized this issue 
in the publication “Knowledge about Violence against Children”, which 
broadly discussed all types of violence against children (bullying, witnessing 
violence, child abuse, etc.). In this report they establish that child abuse is 
an under-prioritized area; only a few child- and youth-psychiatry units 
have special competence in the field, and the social services mainly focus 
on children witnessing violence (National Board of Health and Welfare, 
2012). In a recent report the authors conclude that no specialized treat-
ment has previously been available for children subjected to physical abuse 
(Allmänna Barnhuset, 2015). It has also been shown in a recent Swedish 
study that only a minority, six out of 126 children subjected to child 
abuse, received mental health care focusing on the trauma (Lindell, 2005). 
However, the neglect of child abuse may be about to change, as a recent 
implementation and evaluation of the treatment Combined Parent-Child 
Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CPC-CBT; in Sweden called “KIBB”) has 
been conducted with positive results (Allmänna Barnhuset, 2015). The 
lack of focus on physical and sexual child abuse in policy and practice can 
also be seen in research (Balkmar, Iovanni & Pringle, 2009; Mellberg, 
2004), even if there are a few exceptions. 

Sweden legislated against corporal punishment in the home in 1979 
(Prop. 1978/79:10) and even though it is against the law, approximately 
1% of Swedish children are subjected to repeated physical child abuse by 
at least one of their parents, and 5–6% of children have been hit at least 
once during the last year. The risk increases if the parents have low income, 
were born outside of Sweden, or do not live together, or if the child has 
some kind of disability (Janson et al., 2007). A study of child sexual abuse 
in Sweden shows that this problem is also common. Lifetime prevalence 
among young people in the study ranges from 1.6% (males being forced to 
have anal sex) to 54.7% (females being groped or touched in an indecent 
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way) (Priebe & Svedin, 2009). However, even though disclosure of child 
sexual abuse to peers is quite common, telling an adult (e.g. teacher or 
parent) is rare (Priebe & Svedin, 2008). 

Children who have witnessed violence seem to have the same level of 
risk of social, psychological and psychosomatic consequences as children 
who have been subjected to direct abuse (Sternberg, Baradaran, Abbott, 
Lamb & Guterman, 2006). However, witnessing violence and at the same 
time being abused directly is associated with worse consequences for the 
child’s psychosocial health and wellbeing (Bourassa, 2007). For example, 
problems with parental attachment and antisocial behaviour may double if 
IPV and child abuse co-occur (Sousa, Herrenkohl, Moylan, Tajima, Klika, 
Herrenkohl & Russo, 2010). 

To sum up, child abuse co-occurs with IPV in many families living with 
IPV. Studies have shown that children who experience both IPV and child 
abuse are at greater risk of developing problems than if they only are 
subjected to one type of violence. Even so, child abuse has received limited 
attention in Sweden, especially in practical social work and child and 
youth psychiatry. 

In the more specific field of child–father contact that this thesis is 
covering, child abuse is relevant not only because the overlap between IPV 
and child abuse is extensive, but because (as with IPV) violent fathers have 
been shown also to continue the child abuse after separation (Brown, 
2006; Radford & Hester, 2006). Further, since these topics have been 
found to be difficult for children to reveal to people outside their family 
(Leira, 1990; Priebe & Svedin, 2008), awareness of this overlap among 
both researchers and practitioners is crucial to enable them to support 
children who want to reveal it. In a Canadian study, 30–40% of the 
fathers had unsupervised visits with their children even though they were 
the source of maltreatment of the child (child abuse or child neglect) or 
had perpetrated violence against the mother (Strega, Fleet, Brown, 
Dominelli, Callahan & Walmsley, 2008) – thus making visits a potentially 
dangerous situation for the child. 

5.2. Family dynamics in the shadow of violence 
The general awareness about how violence influences parenting is low, 
and when Macdonald gives an overview of “problems that impact upon 
parenting”, substance abuse and learning disabilities are mentioned, for 
example, but not violence (Macdonald, 2005). In previous sections I have 
presented the impact of violence on the child, but in the following sections 
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I will illustrate how violence may affect different relationships in a family, 
focusing mainly on mothers’ and fathers’ parenting practices. 

5.2.1. Violence and fathering practices 
In 2001, Eriksson and Hester posed the question of whether a person 
could be a violent partner but still a good parent, but no clear answer has 
yet been given. The question is highly relevant, though, when discussing 
the contact between children and (previously) violent fathers; how do their 
fathering behaviours appear if one ignores their violence? Earlier research 
on violent fathers and their parenting have focused mainly on the fathers’ 
behaviours and characteristics in parenting (Hester & Radford 1996), 
their view of the child–father relationship, and their lack of interest in 
their children (Holden & Ritchie 1991; Jouriles & Norwood 1995). There 
has also been an emphasis on other risk factors for abuse, such as alcohol, 
psychological illnesses or a rigid view of children, which also may impact 
on fathering practices (Guterman & Lee 2005). Violent fathers have also 
been shown to have low engagement in both domestic chores and family 
activities as well as in taking financial responsibility (Bostock et al., 2009). 

Men who have been violent tend to have little understanding of the 
possible harm this has done to the children, even though they may admit 
that the children have experienced the violence (Holt, 2015; Salisbury et 
al., 2009). Those offenders who do recognize harm in their children 
(approximately one out of four) tend to be older, more educated, and 
married to the mother; to have longer-duration relationships and older 
children; and to have reported more frequent conflict in front of the children 
and to have had their own experiences of violence in childhood (Salisbury 
et al., 2009). 

The experiences and possible consequences for children witnessing their 
father’s violence against their mother can be due to both his violent 
behaviours and his (other) parenting practices. The underlying characteristics 
recognized in the violence he uses against the mother can be identified in 
different forms in how he treats the child. Above almost all other characteristics 
is a need for control, shown both in his direct interactions with the child 
and in his relationship with the mother. This control can be exercised over 
the child in numerous ways – verbal abuse (“you’re so ugly – no need to 
put you in any nice clothes”), isolation (preventing the child and/or the 
mother from interacting with, for example, grandparents) or constant 
criticism. Control can also imply a need to make all decisions in relation 
to the child (e.g. how the children should be raised, or what food the child 
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can eat) (Bancroft & Silverman, 2002; Bancroft et al., 2012; Katz, 2016), 
even though he might not take part in the actual care of the child (Bostock 
et al., 2009). 

The next characteristic of parenting by violent men is that they tend to 
be self-centred and express entitlement to the child and/or the mother, in 
extreme cases viewing them as his “possessions”. This has been used an 
explanation of why the risk of lethal violence increases when the victim 
tries to end the relationship. Entitlement also includes fathers being unable 
to respond to their child’s needs and sometimes even demanding that the 
child meets his own needs, in extreme cases, satisfying his physical or sexual 
needs (Bancroft et al., 2012). Further, this self-centredness can reveal itself 
in his only engaging in “the easier parts” of parenting, e.g. negotiable 
parts, like playing (if he is involved at all). The self-centredness is connected 
to a sense of superiority, with the violent man placing himself above the 
victim in intelligence, competence and logic, and often also viewing him-
self as expert in child raising (Bancroft et al., 2012). In more extreme 
cases, this can lead to dehumanization of his partner and an inability to 
take his partner’s opinions or interests into consideration (Bancroft et al., 
2012). 

In conclusion, the negative aspects of violent fathers’ parenting are put 
forward in all the studies mentioned. Almost none highlight any positive 
aspects. Thus, fathers who use violence against the mother seem to some-
times also have other character limitations which may impact on their 
parenting skills, such as an inability to view their actions from the children’s 
point of view. Whether this is a consequence of violence or a frequently 
co-occurring matter is difficult to say. It may also differ between different 
fathers (or over time), since one weakness of almost all existing studies, 
including this thesis, is that categorizations of types of violence, such as 
that made by Johnson and Ferraro (2000) (intimate terrorism, situational 
couple violence, mutual violence, violent resistance), are not taken into 
consideration when studying fathering practices. Instead, violence tends 
simply to be measured as present or absent. 

Another deficiency in previous research concerning violent fathers’ 
fathering is that it tends not to distinguish between the father’s behaviour 
during the adult relationship and after separation. There are to my 
knowledge no studies focusing on whether or not the children and fathers 
in families living with violence have better relationships before, during or 
after the parental separation. 



ANNA FORSSELL Better safe than sorry?  81 
  

5.2.2. Violence and mothering practices 
As mentioned in previous sections, violence affects different relationships 
in the family. Thus, it is important to bear in mind that an abusive father 
affects the child not only through his own parenting; the violence may also 
affect the mother’s ability to parent (Lapierre, 2008; Levendosky & 
Graham-Bermann, 2001; Peled & Barak Gil, 2011; Perel & Peled, 2008; 
Salisbury et al., 2009). Radford and Hester (2006) have described the 
mothering in families dominated by IPV as like “walking on eggshells” 
(p.19) and the father may use numerous strategies to undermine her 
parenting. The father’s need for control, may be expressed through constant 
criticism of the mother’s parenting skills (e.g. “you’re a worthless mother”; 
“the children will turn out terrible thanks to you”) undermining her self-
esteem as a mother (Bancroft et al., 2012). Such long-term psychological 
violence against a mother has been shown in an American study to 
increase the likelihood that she will spank her child (Postmus, Huang & 
Mathisen-Stylianou, 2012). However, in a study by Coohey (2004) this 
correlation is dismissed, and she argues instead that the correlation between 
women subjected to IPV and using violence against their children is rather 
correlated to the mothers’ childhood experiences of child abuse from their 
mothers (Coohey, 2004). Another factor put forward as contributing to 
the notable levels of harsh parenting by mothers subjected to IPV is maternal 
depression, as higher depressive symptom scores have been shown to 
correlate with harsher parenting of young children. Higher levels of 
depressive symptoms were subsequently correlated with more severe IPV 
(Gustafsson & Cox, 2012). These findings are underlined by a study 
showing how mothers who have been subjected to violence tend to be put 
under strain from societal demands. When assessing their mothering, for 
example in a shelter setting, staff workers may not be able to understand 
the pressures and stress that the mothers are facing, which come from 
both their experiences of violence (e.g. possible PTS, low parental self-
esteem) and the sometimes chaotic situation at the shelter, where strangers 
are forced to live together in a small space (Krane & Davies, 2007). 

Thus, the impact of IPV on mothering is not at all straightforward. In a 
Canadian study, some of the mothers showed lower levels of positive 
discipline, warmth and nurturing, and consistency in parenting with small 
children, however their parenting behaviour developed positively over 
time and they tended to become more warm and nurturing as well as more 
positively disciplinarian. However, this effect is negated if the mother 
shows depressive symptoms (Letourneau, Fedick & Willms, 2007). 
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Unfortunately, this study lacks information about living arrangements, 
and it is not possible to distinguish between families that are still cohabiting 
and separated families. An American study, however, shows that mothers 
with previous experience of IPV had significantly higher parenting scores 
than mothers who were currently experiencing IPV, possibly indicating 
that IPV has a temporary rather than permanent effect on mothering 
(Casanueva, Martin, Runyan, Barth & Bradley, 2008). 

The research concerning mothering by women subjected to IPV is quite 
extensive, but the focus on possible deficiencies is almost as prominent as 
for fathers who use violence, and more research on resources would 
probably be beneficial. Further clarification is needed concerning whether 
a possible deficiency in care is a consequence of violence or has a more 
profound explanation, such as in Casanueva et al’s study from 2008. 
Nevertheless, it appears that mothers who are subjected to violence are at 
risk of having their own parenting skills degraded and of using violence 
against their children. Importantly however, many women manage to be 
good-enough mothers, even if they are victims of IPV (Radford & Hester, 
2006). Most women fight for their children’s well-being, but Featherstone 
and Trinder (1997) stress that it is problematic to assume that they always 
can and will do so. In this thesis, mothers are in the background, since the 
main characters are fathers and children. However, mothers are important 
providers of information, and therefore this thesis to some extent presents 
the mothers’ point of view on their children’s situation. 

5.3. Women and children separating from an abusive man 
This thesis focuses on the situation after the parents’ relationship has ended. 
It is therefore important to take into consideration the special circum-
stances surrounding the leaving process in cases involving IPV, which may 
be qualitatively different than leaving non-abusive relationships. 

The research focusing on the process women undergo when leaving 
abusive men is quite extensive. It is known to be a cognitive and emotional 
process, rather than a single act (Enander, 2008) and it is common for 
women to leave and return several times before possibly leaving for good. 
Swedish researchers Holmberg and Enander (2011) explore this matter by 
asking “Why does she leave?” The answer to this question is often that the 
women have hit “rock bottom” – it can be that they fear for their own life 
or their children’s lives, or finally realize that their partner will never 
change his behaviour. Many women also leave because they come to realize 
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how severely the violence is affecting their children (Holmberg & Enander, 
2011). 

In social work practice, for a woman to leave an abusive partner is often 
considered a solution (or the solution) to the situation (Holt, 2015), 
however research has shown that violence may continue, escalate, or even 
begin after separation (Fleury et al., 2000; Hardesty, 2002; Morrison, 
2015), even if the latter seems very unusual, at least in Sweden (Ekbrand, 
2006). It also seems as if the risk of being killed by your partner increases 
during or after separation, both in Sweden and internationally (Campbell 
et al., 2003; Hardesty, 2002; The National Board of Health and Welfare 
[Sw. Socialstyrelsen], 2014). Since a biological child ties the parents 
together judicially, having biological children together with the perpetrator 
is a risk factor for continued violence after separation (Bø Vatnar & 
Bjørkly, 2010). 

As mentioned initially, the research on leaving processes for women 
subjected to IPV is quite extensive and thorough, with several different 
theoretical underpinnings and methodologies. Concerning the children, 
though, it is very quiet, even though their lives also change profoundly. 
Due to their being dependent on their parents, in practice their leaving 
processes most often follow that of their mothers. It may in some ways 
differ from their mothers’ process, because most children will still have 
contact and possibly a close relationship with the other parent; i.e. they 
are not experiencing a complete break-up. In a qualitative Norwegian 
study, some of the children who had experienced violence expressed that 
their life would begin after separating from the father (Øverlien, 2013), 
indicating that children may undergo a process of their own. Furthermore, 
how the children emotionally perceive the break-up and whether or not 
their perception of their father is related to when in this process the mother 
chooses to leave, is an empirical question yet to be answered. As 
Holmberg and Enander (2011) point out, the women often leave when 
they hit “rock bottom”, however to my knowledge, there are no studies 
concerning this rock-bottom phenomenon with children as respondents. 

In the following sections I present the context of child–father relationships 
during and after parental separation in two steps – first the regular setting 
(i.e. without violence) and second the specific situation where violence is 
included. Before summarizing the research chapter, I give an overview of 
the research on the child’s wishes and mother-blaming. 
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5.3.1. Child–father relationships in the context of separation 
Following any parental separation, the parent-child relationships (with 
father and mother) as well as parenting practices need to be re-negotiated 
(Berg & Johansson, 1999; Philip, 2013). In Ahlberg’s (2006) qualitative 
study of Swedish children, the children describe different patterns of 
parenting after divorce or separation: situations where the mother is the 
sole responsible parent; cases where parenting is shared (as perceived by 
the child); and cases where the mother has the main responsibility, but the 
father contributes to some extent, for example by driving the child to 
activities or doing things together with the child outdoors (Ahlberg, 
2006). Berg and Johansson (1999) have addressed the topic of Swedish 
fathers’ perceptions of separation, and describe what can be viewed as 
different attitudes towards single fatherhood. Most fathers in this qualitative 
study express a strong desire to care for and be emotionally close to their 
children. Only a couple of the fathers show little interest in maintaining 
their parental responsibility after separating from the children’s mother 
(Berg & Johansson, 1999). Parental separation may also impact on child–
father relationships, if the amount of time spent together dramatically 
decreases. In Berg and Johansson’s (1999) study, the fathers describe having 
less frequent contact but a more intense relationship after the separation. 
There is no newspaper to hide behind, and they are not able to send the 
child to its mother; instead the father has to take all the responsibility and 
make all the decisions, without support from another parent. A similar 
process can be seen among the children, argue Berg and Johansson (1999), 
when after a separation children are sometimes forced to deal with a 
situation beyond their competence and possibly also beyond their age 
norm, or as the authors put it: 

…but at the same time we want to highlight that the children we have 
talked to and who really have had problems [during the divorce], […], they 
have developed skills that enabled them to emerge stronger from the conflict, 
though perhaps a bit more jaded than we adults expect of children and 
younger teenagers. (Berg & Johansson, 1999, pp. 233–234) 

If the mother needs to act as a facilitator between father and child, as sug-
gested by Backett (1987, cited in Smart, 1999; see also Berg & Johansson, 
1999) a parental separation would have a greater impact on the child–
father relationship than on the mother’s relationship with the child, since 
the mother is no longer available to help the father with his parenting and 
facilitate his contact with the child. Mothers’ approval and support of 
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their ex-partners, as well as disapproval and non-acceptance of them, have 
also been shown to be related to fathers’ ongoing engagement with the 
child after separation (Madden-Derdich & Leonard, 2000; Whiteside & 
Becker, 2000). 

A non-functional mother-father relationship would therefore also have 
a large impact on the child–father relationship. This also implies that 
fathers have to negotiate with mothers to be able to have a relationship 
with their own child, which may put the child in a situation where it does 
not have independent relationships with its parents. However, parental 
separation may also change the child’s view of its parents from being a 
unit, to being two individuals – not only parents, but also persons (Ahlberg, 
2006). The same process has been observed among fathers in a qualitative 
study performed in England (Philip, 2013). This study shows that the 
pathways of fatherly care are different after separation from the mothers. 
Examples are given from a father who describes his post-separation 
relationship to his children as closer and more emotional than before, 
because he really got to know his children after the separation. He also 
describes himself as a better father, which he links to the moral principle 
of “putting children first” (Philip, 2013, p.148). He attributes this change 
to the fact that he now spends time with his children as the sole care-taker, 
the only one in charge. This implies that he was able to avoid such 
situations during the relationship with the mother. This father also 
describes having different parenting styles towards his son and his 
daughter. He and his son share interests and have fun together, but being 
a good father to the girl is more of a struggle, because they do not really 
have anything in common (Philip, 2013). The other father who is taken as 
an example describes himself as being there (almost battling) for his child. 
This is a way for him to show his commitment to fatherhood. But he also 
describes how he had to become a parent as a consequence of the divorce. 
Similar stories can be found in Berg and Johansson’s (1999) study where 
“part-time fathers”19 in Sweden describe their parenting struggles. These 
difficulties arise both in dealing with their own role models for fathering 
(mostly their own fathers) and the fact that they have a limited amount of 
time (typically every other weekend) to spend with their children. In this 

                                                      
19 The expression “part-time father” [Sw. deltidspappa] is used in Berg and Johansson’s 
book. It is somewhat problematic in relation to the concepts presented in the theo-
retical chapter of this thesis, where “father” refers to something you are all the 
time, but fathering is something you can do either full-time, part-time or never. 



86 ANNA FORSSELL Better safe than sorry? 

study, some fathers tell stories about how the separation came as a shock 
and how they initially simply gave up on their children. After moving on 
to a new intimate relationship some of them try to reconnect with their 
children, with varying results. 

In an American meta-analysis (Whiteside & Becker, 2000), several 
factors have been found to co-vary with post-separation child–father 
relationships for younger children (five years or younger). One of the most 
prominent is father involvement pre-separation, which affects both 
frequency of contact and quality of the relationship between father and 
child after separation. Hence, the pre-separation situation concerning the 
division of parenting and responsibility must be considered when deciding 
about responsibilities and demands after separation. The likelihood of a 
person suddenly taking half the load after separation, without having done 
so before, is theoretically low (Boyd, 2010). 

Wherever one looks, research on this issue pinpoints the fact that 
parental separation seems to put the parent-child relationships in the spot-
light. Both parents and children often need to give their relationships some 
thought, and sometimes change how they think about themselves and each 
other. What is stressed the most by parents is the change in degree of 
responsibility; after separation they have to make decisions on their own 
to a larger extent, and therefore also have to take responsibility for the 
consequences of their decisions. This seems to be especially true for fathers. 
Studies concerning how children perceive this change are less common. 

5.3.2. Norms and ideals concerning post-separation contact in problematic 
situations 
In practice, contact between children and parents after parental separation 
is seldom a major issue; parents want to remain in their children’s lives 
and the children want them there too. Further, there is no debate about 
whether or not the parents are good enough; they simply are. In more 
specific situations, such as when substance abuse or IPV are involved, 
these sorts of discussions are very much present however. Nevertheless, it 
seems as if the arguments are sometimes blurred by unclear assumptions 
concerning families and children, as will be explained below. The section 
is divided into three parts: (a) norms and ideals concerning contact, 
participation and protection in the social and legal system (b) norms and 
ideals concerning fathering and mothering and (c) norms and ideals 
concerning children’s wishes. 
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Concerning the first part, norms and ideals concerning contact, 
participation and protection in the social and legal system, an extensive 
amount of research has been conducted. Among many social workers, and 
in the legal systems of Sweden and elsewhere, the preferred alternative in 
most cases and for most children seems to be continued contact between 
parent and child after parental separation (Bruno, 2015). There also seems 
to be an underlying assumption in these cases that such contact is in the 
best interest of the child, almost no matter what the circumstances (Bruno, 
2015; Holt, 2011; Lessard et al., 2010; Radford et al., 1997; Swiss & Le 
Bourdais, 2009). This assumption may be based on a few ideas concerning 
problems that might occur if the contact were terminated. First, research 
in the UK indicates that simply living apart from your father is seen as 
problematic, hence the physical distance would to some degree equate 
with an emotional distance between father and child (Dermott, 2008). 
Second, it is sometimes assumed by therapists in the UK that continued 
contact prevents children from getting a distorted and one-sided picture of 
their family, and that such contact can solve emotional issues that other-
wise may prevent them from having a healthy adult life (DeJong & Da-
vies, 2013). Third, a study from Ireland (Holt, 2011) shows that children 
typically are assumed by legal and social services to want continued contact. 
However, if children who have witnessed violence are asked about 
continued contact with their violent father, many articulate concerns 
about whether or not the father actually wants to see them. They are also 
concerned about his parenting skills (being abusive, not paying attention 
to the child’s needs) and his making denigrating comments about their 
mother (Holt, 2011). Holt (2011) says: 

this [paper] questions whose needs contact was meeting and whose rights 
were being acknowledged in the situations where a focus on equal parenting 
and the contact period provides abusive men with legitimate opportunities 
for continued abuse of their ex-partner, whilst simultaneously denying the 
child their right to adequate and appropriate parenting during contact. (p. 341) 

On the other hand, the care and protection for children whose parents are 
separating sometimes seems to take a misguided form. An Australian 
study showed that in the pre-separation period children seemed to need 
protection from their violent father (Rhoades, 2002). When the parents 
separate, however, concerns about their vulnerability seem to transform 
into the view that “the protection they are deemed to require, is protection 
from involvement in the decision-making process regarding contact 
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arrangements” (Holt, 2011, p. 342; see also, Röbäck, 2012a). The Australian 
children in another study (Cashmore & Parkinson, 2008) expressed a 
strong desire to be able to express their opinion in contact or custody 
matters, even if this would put them in a difficult position, which in many 
cases it did. They expressed worries about their parents’ and their own 
feelings, and fear of what might happen if they expressed what they wanted. 
One child in the study said “I’m not happy that I have to make the decisions 
but I’m happy that I could make the decisions” (girl, 14 years old, in a 
contested case) (Cashmore & Parkinson, 2008, p. 95). Children who 
themselves had experienced contested contact or custody disputes in cases 
involving violence and/or abuse, to a much larger extent than other children 
described a desire to choose for themselves where to live or what contact 
arrangements to make (Cashmore & Parkinson, 2008; Parkinson, 
Cashmore & Single, 2007). 

Altogether, the belief system among many Australian social workers 
and in the Australian legal system seems to be that in these cases children 
are at significantly greater risk of harm from being deprived of contact 
with their violent father, than from the risk that the violence itself poses to 
them (Shea Hart, 2010), and expectations about what the children can 
cope with are in focus: 

The emphasis on the 11 year old child’s improved resilience after receiving 
counseling overrode concerns about the substantial history of the father’s 
violence acknowledged by the judge that included stalking, home invasion, 
physical and verbal abuse, forced removal of the child, appalling conduct, 
and interrogation of the child. As the child was seen to have developed “the 
ability to cope” with the “stress of her father’s demands” and with the 
father’s “inappropriate attitude and behaviour” contact was ordered. This 
was despite acknowledgement by the judge that “the father shows no sign 
of ameliorating his behaviour.” (Shea Hart, 2010, p. 202) 

The second part, norms and ideals concerning fathering and mothering, 
stems from discussions concerning equality, fathering and contact between 
children and fathers. For example, differences between the ideal of equality 
and its actual practice have been found among authorities in Sweden, 
where in practice lower demands are placed on fathers than on mothers. 
Bangura Arvidsson (2003) lists social secretaries’ expectations on fathers 
as follows: (a) to be present, (b) to set limits, and (c) to be male role models. 
Thus there are no caring aspects or quality aspects. Further, the reaction 
of a social secretary in a study by H. Johansson (2006) is interesting. 
When he meets fathers who abuse alcohol or incarcerated fathers he 
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concludes “well he’s still a father” (p. 146) and finds it “incredibly exciting 
and fun” (Johansson, 2006, p. 146). Hence, the father is credited for not 
forgetting his children, even if in prison. This view of fathers, as being 
helpers to mothers rather than equally responsible parents, has also been 
observed among family law secretaries (Eriksson, 2003), and is even found 
in cases where the mother is the “problematic parent”, e.g. because she 
neglects the child (Sundhall, 2012). This problem has also been found in a 
social service unit in Canada: fathers are either uninvolved or are excluded 
from the investigation. Even if they are considered a possible risk for the 
child (e.g. because of having used violence against the mother), they may 
not be contacted by the social services to arrange a risk assessment (Strega 
et al., 2008). The Canadian researchers also accentuate the need to place 
similar expectations on both mothers and fathers (Strega et al., 2008), as 
the possible lower demands on fathers might contribute to the norm of 
continued child–father contact found in the studies mentioned above 
(Holt, 2011; Lessard et al., 2010; Radford et al., 1997; Shea Hart, 2010; 
Swiss & Le Bourdais, 2009). 

Hence, these norms and ideals visible in the social and legal systems 
seem to be coloured by both a developmental psychology discourse and a 
gender-complementarity view on parenting and contact. These two 
approaches would imply that not having contact with both parents poses 
a greater risk of harm to the child than having contact with a violent or 
substance abusing parent, which is why the former includes a risk of the 
child developing an unrealistic view of the absent parent (Bruno, 2015; 
Eriksson, 2003). This way of weighing the risk of developing an unrealistic 
view of the parent against the risk of abuse or other negative experiences 
becomes explicit when Sundhall (2012), a Swedish researcher, describes a 
boy called “Adrian”. His social-services case-file contains information 
about possible sexual assault by his father. Adrian does not want to have 
any contact with his father, but the investigator argues that Adrian would 
benefit from gaining a more nuanced picture of his father. Therefore they 
should have continued contact. What is of most interest here is that no 
demands are placed on the father to change his behaviour or way of treating 
his son; instead it is Adrian’s perception of his father that is “wrong”, one-
dimensional or distorted. 

In contrast to the example with “Adrian” above, Bancroft et al. (2012) 
argue for the father’s need for responsibility and change. In their study, 
they point out that a father who has been violent needs to demonstrate 
that he is a “responsible parent who supports the children’s relationship 
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with their mother” (p. 227) after separation. In this quotation the authors 
point to a fundamental feature of the parenting ideal: you should support 
the other parent’s relationship with your child, otherwise you are not a 
responsible parent yourself. In cases of separation, responsible parents also 
should put aside whatever problem they may have in their relationship 
and put the children’s needs first (Radford et al., 1997). 

This “supporting” ideal can also be seen in contact or custody disputes 
where mothers are accused of being obstructive and of not cooperating 
enough to ensure that the other parent can maintain contact with the child 
(Radford & Hester, 2006), even though this may be an appropriate 
response to a dangerous situation. Hence, women who oppose contact 
between father and child can be viewed as either “implacably hostile or 
appropriately protective” (Harrison, 2008, p. 381). Further, Kaspiew 
(2007) has shown that, while it is understandable that children show 
ambivalence in relation to contact with a violent father, this is often inter-
preted by legal and social services as indicating that the mother is not 
supportive enough of the child–father relationship. Some violent fathers 
attempt to manipulate the children, for example by telling them that their 
mother is psychologically ill, etc., however, this does not seem count 
against the fathers in court (Kaspiew, 2007).20 Furthermore, when chil-
dren show resistance in cases of domestic violence, for example by inter-
vening physically or by refusing contact with the violent parent after sepa-
ration, this tends to be viewed by social and legal services as a problem 
with the child or, as Bancroft et al. (2012) put it, “as a symptom of dys-
function”. However it can possibly be the opposite: an adequate response to 
a situation in which the child has identified a risk and uses well established 
“fight or flight” strategies to deal with it. 

A Swedish study based on investigations from family court litigations 
where there are indications of violence from the father, stories concerning 
violence were often invalidated, minimized, re-phrased or ignored 
(Sundhall, 2012). This could imply that violence is not seen as a problem 
in the family law discourse in Sweden. In none of the investigations 
mentioned in Sundhall’s (2012) study is violence cited as a reason for why 
the perpetrator’s (the father’s) status as a trustworthy caregiver should be 

20 If the child does not want contact with a violent father, the mother risks being 
called manipulative. In the USA this is referred to by some as a “syndrome” called 
PAS, parental alienation syndrome (Bow, Gould & Flens, 2009). PAS is not a 
medical or psychological condition, however, nor a recognized diagnosis. 
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questioned. Instead the investigators cite other shortcomings of the father 
(e.g. substance abuse), as reasons why contact should be restricted or 
supervised, or why the father is not an appropriate legal custodian. 

Another qualitative Swedish study similarly shows an overrepresentation 
in court judgments of fathers that do not take care of their children’s 
hygiene or need for special diet. The fathers in this study as well are 
described by mothers and children as unwilling to listen, inflexible, 
uninterested in their children, etc. However, in the court decisions, these 
parental shortcomings are not cited as explanations when describing why the 
children do not want to have contact. Instead the child’s resistance is stated 
to be a result of parental conflict (Röbäck, 2012b). 

The third part, norms and ideals concerning children’s wishes, is the 
subject of a strong research tradition in Sweden. It has been shown that 
children in Sweden are very active when it comes to raising their opinions 
during the separation process after IPV (Dahlkild- Öhman, 2011; Röbäck, 
2012a; Sundhall, 2012) and expressing their desire to have or not to have 
contact with the perpetrator after parental separation (see the example of 
“Rasmus” in Eriksson & Näsman, 2011), and the research on children’s 
participation in custody, residence, and contact disputes is quite extensive 
(Dahlstrand, 2004; Kaldal, 2010; Rejmer, 2003). However, a pattern has 
been identified in Swedish research where, in custody and contact cases, if 
the child opposes contact with a parent, the child’s true wishes have been 
questioned in court. If the child says he or she wants to stay in contact 
with both its parents, this has been interpreted by the court as the child’s 
“true wish”. However, if the child opposes contact with one parent (e.g. 
after the parent used violence), the court tends to interpret this as being 
due to manipulation by the other parent (Höjer & Röbäck, 2007), as also 
has been shown in international studies (Bancroft et al., 2012; Bow et al., 
2009). 

Several Swedish researchers pinpoint attitudes and preconceptions 
among different authorities that restrict the possibility to fully implement 
the wishes of the child in contested contact cases that often include a 
background of violence. Such restrictions can be justified with reference to 
the child’s age (Bruno, 2015; Sundhall, 2012) or that the child should not 
have to talk about “grown-up things” (Dahlkild-Öhman, 2011). In cases 
where custody, residence or contact is up for discussion, there also seems 
to be a presumption among social and legal services that children should 
not have to take sides for or against either of their parents (Höjer & 
Röbäck, 2007), which is similar to what was mentioned about the situation 
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in Australia (Rhoades, 2002). Further, children’s behaviour often seems to 
be disregarded by labelling it as “immature” rather than seeing it as a 
logical response to the present situation, e.g., running away from a parent 
that you are scared of (Bruno, 2015). 

To conclude, child–father contact seems to be viewed as the best option 
until the opposite is proved, since termination of the contact can supposedly 
result in negative consequences for the child. Research thus indicates that 
legal and social services believe that being deprived of contact poses a 
larger risk than possible violence to the child. Often a great deal of 
responsibility is placed on the mothers to behave “properly”, i.e. to assist 
the father and encourage his contact with the child. It seems that children, 
on the other hand, are not taken seriously when they express a wish to 
avoid contact or joint custody, and are asked to change their attitudes, 
without any similar change in behaviour being asked of the father. These 
phenomena have been demonstrated in both international and Swedish 
studies, however, more extensive quantitative studies in the field are hard 
to find. 

5.3.3. The (cor)relation between contact and child well-being in the 
aftermath of IPV 
The situation mentioned in the previous section has led researchers around 
the world to raise concerns about child–father contact in cases of IPV. 
Nevertheless there are very few studies actually focusing on child well-
being in relation to child–father contact after the breaking off of a violent 
intimate relationship. Instead, the safety of mothers and children in the 
post-separation context, and in association with child–father contact 
occasions, has been the major concern for researchers, as well as for 
mothers and children. Sometimes women fear for their safety as well as 
that of their children during the process of separating from a violent man 
(Hardesty & Ganong, 2006). This fear may be ongoing while the child 
and father continue to have contact. Examples of issues that bring distress 
for the mother (and the children) are managing conflict and contact (e.g. 
putting restrictions on conversation topics, limiting the physical contact). 
The visitation plan is also a way for the father to exert control, which he 
can do by changing the schedule, not showing up, and making the situation 
for mother and child more difficult in other ways. As a result the mothers 
may constantly feel like they have no control over their own time 
(Hardesty & Ganong, 2006). Mothers can often be torn between the 
children’s need to have a father (norms in family ideology) and the need 
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for the family to stay safe when trying to make decisions concerning 
custody and contact (Hardesty & Ganong, 2006; Shalansky, Ericksen & 
Hendersen, 1999). This, together with pragmatic concerns (i.e. economic 
concerns and being a single parent), may have as a consequence that 
mothers tend to make custody and contact decisions that enable the father 
to continue exerting control and that put the mother and the children in a 
situation of continued fear and risk (Hardesty & Ganong, 2006). This also 
involved a “persistent stress [that] was experienced as continued abuse 
which prevented the women (and their children) from healing and moving 
forward in life” (Shalansky et al., 1999, p. 424). Steinsvåg (2007) emphasizes 
that the responsibility to protect the children often ends up with the mother. 
He argues that this has been incorporated into the Norwegian family 
structure to such extent that a woman subjected to violence expressed that 
she returned to her violent partner because otherwise she “would not be 
able to protect the children when the children had contact with their 
father” (Steinsvåg, 2007 p. 160). 

Concerning child well-being, a small American study (n=50) indicated 
that young children (between the ages of three and six years) who had 
witnessed IPV showed fewer internalizing symptoms if they had weekly 
contact with their father than if they had contact less often. However, the 
children in the study whose fathers were the most violent showed more 
externalizing symptoms than children whose fathers were less violent, 
regardless of the amount of contact (Smith Stover, Van Horn, Turner, 
Cooper & Lieberman, 2003). Another more recent American study of 
child witnesses of IPV found no association between child–father contact 
and child behavioural problems, however if the child also had access to a 
less violent or nonviolent father figure, this seemed to moderate the relation 
between violence and behavioural problems. The authors suggest that this 
second father figure could serve as a protective factor (Hunter & Graham-
Bermann, 2013). King and Heard (1999) have also identified mother’s 
satisfaction with the level of contact (especially high levels of contact) as a 
factor that positively impacts on the child’s well-being. However, this 
study uses the term “conflict” instead of violence, which can include quite 
different scenarios. 

Swedish studies on children’s well-being in relation to post-separation 
contact with a violent father are scarce, despite many children being in this 
position. In a study by Bruno (2015), almost 75% of children were ordered 
to have continued contact with the perpetrating parent, even though there 
were convictions or explicit reports of violence (Bruno, 2015). Concerning 
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child well-being, the results are also inconclusive. Grip, Almqvist, Axberg 
and Broberg (2013) conclude that the amount of child–father contact does 
not impact on symptom load or on levels of change in treatment for child 
witnesses to IPV. Another study, however, states that girls with continued 
contact with their fathers displayed more psychological problems than 
boys and girls without contact (Georgsson, Almqvist & Broberg, 2011). 

Contact and violence are an area of research that has often been hidden 
within other topics, such as “custody disputes” or “parents with substance 
abuse” – especially when it comes to the situation after parental separation. 
Hence, research in this area is quite unambiguous when describing the 
possible risks posed to both mother and child after separation – including 
continued controlling behaviour and violent acts. However, actual research 
on child–father contact in the aftermath of IPV is scarce, and the findings 
point in different directions, with some studies finding a larger negative 
impact for some children if deprived of contact, and other studies coming 
to the exact opposite result. 

5.4. This thesis’s contribution to the field in the light of previous 
research 
Contact between children and fathers after parental separation in cases 
involving IPV is a complex matter. Research and practice concerning 
violence, separation, parenting and family politics directly influence the 
field. 

IPV is not a one-dimensional matter, but shifts in time and space, and 
between families. The violence can also be experienced differently by 
perpetrator and victim, and by different victims (e.g. siblings). From a 
child’s point of view, however, it can be important to remember that 
violence in the family is not something that happens and then is forgotten; 
it rather tends to impact the family environment, and may alter family 
members’ habits and overall feelings of security. This thesis tries to high-
light if and how this poisoning of the family environment does or does not 
extend to the situation after the parents split up. In several of the studies 
mentioned above, the authors pinpoint the problem that society views the 
separation as the solution, i.e. as the end of the violence. There are two 
major problems with this idea: (a) if the violence is continuing, it is not a 
valid argument; and (b) it tends to obscure the long-lasting consequences 
of having experienced IPV. This thesis contributes by showing how violence 
before and after separation may influence decisions on the termination or 
continuation of contact as well as children’s well-being. 
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The second issue addressed in this thesis is child abuse. Even though 
research has shown that the overlap between IPV and child abuse is 
extensive, the number of studies that actually take them both into 
consideration when researching children’s symptoms, their strategies for 
coping with violence, and the consequences the violence has for them are 
few. In this thesis, child abuse is taken up in two of the three articles, and 
the issue is highlighted in the discussion on how and when a termination 
of child–father contact is called for. 

A third problem addressed in this thesis is the lack of studies about the 
relation between contact and well-being. IPV is not a rare problem. One 
out of approximately 20 children in Sweden experiences IPV on a some-
what regular basis. Both national and international research on the risks 
this poses to children’s well-being is unanimous, even though many children 
do not show symptoms. It is simply not a good thing for children to 
experience IPV. There is also consensus concerning the large overlap 
between IPV and child abuse. However, although the research in this field 
is well-known, something happens when we add parental separation to the 
equation. The research on children’s situation and well-being after parental 
separation in cases involving IPV and/or child abuse is scarce, and the few 
existing studies point in different directions. It is possible that this diversity 
is not a coincidence, but is an effect of small sample sizes, different cultural 
contexts, an overly static view of IPV, and/or possibly also a research 
question that is too “black or white”. In this thesis I try to end the discussion 
of the simple question of if the child should have contact, and begin to ask 
instead: Under what circumstances is contact both possible and in the best 
interest of the child? 

Another issue highlighted in previous research concerns the different 
demands placed by society on mothers and fathers, something that becomes 
acutely visible in contact and custody disputes. The research on this 
question seems to come to a unanimous conclusion: lower demands are 
put on fathers than on mothers. Research also seems to conclude that 
violent fathers actually do not contribute very many positive things to 
their children’s lives, and they also seem to have a hard time understanding 
the harm they may have caused by using violence. In cases involving 
violent fathers, the courts also tend to minimize or overlook their violence. 
This in turn seems, at least sometimes, to put a great deal of responsibility 
on the mother to protect the children. In the theoretical parts of the 
discussion I try to suggest how this view impacts on the child, and what 
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possible changes could be made in practice to place higher demands on 
fathers. 

The fifth aspect highlighted in the previous research, which is linked to 
the discussion of fathers’ responsibility, concerns the activities within the 
child–father relationship, both the parenting behaviour of violent fathers 
and the activities of the child. In much research on children experiencing 
IPV, the children seem to be passive witnesses. The consequences are often 
described as “symptoms”, especially in the few studies that deal with 
child–father contact. This may hide the fact that children often actively try 
to change their situation. Further, the father’s activities (apart from his 
violent behaviour) are rarely investigated and there is little knowledge 
about how the child’s problems, reactions and strategies mentioned above 
are linked to the child–father relationship, the violent father’s parenting 
skills and the child’s continued contact with the perpetrator (the father) 
after separation. This thesis will not fill in all of these research gaps, but it 
will begin to, or continue work already done by contributing information 
about how children perceive their fathers’ parenting skills, and how 
children’s problems after parental separation can be linked both to different 
forms of contact and to characteristics of the father. 

Although the number of studies focusing on children’s experiences of 
IPV is almost overwhelming, the research on this particular topic – child–
father contact after parental separation – is very limited. Much more 
research is needed than this thesis can cover, but it is a much needed con-
tribution. 
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6. Theoretical framework 
In this chapter I present my theoretical framework for the child–father 
relationship. The founding theoretical principle in this thesis is a pragmatic 
(or possibly “moderate”) constructivist approach; i.e. I do not question 
the presence of a chair, but I conclude that the use of the chair as a sitting 
device is a socially constructed idea that can be re-negotiated. In relation 
to the present topic, I have chosen to use the distinction between “having” 
and “doing” relationships. Theoretically as well as legally, the relation or 
connection between a child and its legal father exists whether the parent is 
present, absent, dead or alive, but it is in the activity of the relationship 
that something is added or re-added. In the following sections I introduce 
a few different aspects of this doing – doing family, childing, fathering and 
finally caring. I tie these together using the context of violence and separation 
in the final sections of the chapter.21 

6.1. Doing family – parenting and childing 
Families are often theoretically constructed as entities constituted by at 
least one (heterosexual) parent and at least one (biological) child; however, 
they can consist of for example same-sex parents, adopted children, step-
parents, step-siblings, foster children, biological children, biological parents, 
and grand-parents raising grandchildren. Furthermore, children can also 
be part of several different families (Bäck-Wiklund & Johansson, 2003; 
Larsson Sjöberg, 2000, 2003). In this thesis I have chosen to discuss families 
consisting of one mother and one father with at least one biological or 
adopted child. This is due to the different legal provisions for step-parents 
of children, where contact is not regulated by law. The choice of hetero-
sexual parents is due to the norms and ideals connected to gender and 
parenting discussed further on, and also is a result of the empirical data, 
which did not include any same-sex parents. 

Initially, I would like to address a linguistic issue in the Swedish language. 
The concept of parenting/fathering/mothering is not linguistically available 
to people in general; we only speak of parent/father/mother as something 
you are rather than something you do (Bangura Arvidsson, 2003; 

                                                      
21 The research fields of fathering, equality, violence and masculinity, as well as of 
childhood and child rights, are huge. I do not intend to give a complete overview 
of all these fields in this chapter, or in the thesis for that matter. 
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Bekkengen, 2002). Hence, there is a difference between doing and being.22 
This distinction is made in order to accentuate the active side of 
parenthood; yes, at some point you become a parent, but even more 
importantly, parenting is something you do in all your choices in relation 
to your child. However, it is important to note that not taking part in your 
child’s life (permanently or temporarily) is also on some level a choice, and 
therefore can be considered part of the relationship, since it is likely to 
affect the child. Those fathers who do not take part in their children’s lives 
are performing a somewhat specific type of “passively active” fathering. It 
is still an active choice not to stay in touch (i.e. send postcards, Christmas 
gifts etc.), but it is not active in the sense of actually doing something. 
Instead, this constitutes the absence of actions that are supposed to be 
present in a “normal” child-parent relationship. I also consider this choice 
(not taking part) as something that parents who distance themselves from 
their children do over and over again until they reconnect with their child. 
I further explore the being-doing dichotomy in the sections that follow. 

6.1.1. A conceptual discussion on father, fathering and fatherhoods – 
child, childing and childhoods 
The concept of the father can be divided into three different categories: 
father, fatherhood and fathering. Fatherhood refers to general ideas 
concerning fathers found in norms, ideals, and policy, as well as in 
institutions, media and society as a whole (Morgan, 2003; 2004 referred 
in Dermott, 2008). The word father designates the specific relationship 
between a child and its father, while fathering highlights the active part of 
the relationship – the doing. All activities performed by a father will 
construct him as a father and also construct the other (i.e. the child). Some 
activities will be in line with the ideal of fatherhood and some will not; the 
latter break the norm and possibly contribute to transforming the norms 
or ideals of fatherhood, or perhaps in some way construct the father in 
question as a “deviant father”. Worth noting though, is that deviant in 
this sense does not necessarily mean something negative, but only someone 
behaving differently from the norm. 

Here I would like to make an analogy using the same concepts for 
children. Hence, childhood is society’s general idea of the child. However, 
since childhood is a period of time characterized by development, the 

22 Swedish-speaking readers can therefore translate the word “parenting” with 
föräldrande, “fathering” with att fädra and mothering with att mödra. 
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norms or ideals of childhood are intimately linked to ideas about different 
ages. A child is a specific person who is in a specific relationship with a 
specific father, and childing focuses on the activity that the child performs 
within the relationship in order to construct the other as well as itself. 
Hence, childing (like fathering) constitutes a link between child/father as a 
position and child/father as a relation (Ahlberg, 2006). However, the 
construction of father and child is not limited to that specific relationship, 
but is also done in relation to other people, such as teachers, friends and 
colleagues. Moreover, just as in the discussion on fathering above, children 
can act age- and norm-appropriately, as well as violate the norms (e.g. by 
taking on adult duties); hence they construct both themselves and others 
through their actions (or by refraining from action). 

To further elaborate on “childing” and fathering – the activities whereby 
the child and the father actively construct themselves – the context need to 
be considered. Fathering and childing activities are influenced by the 
surrounding society, ideals, expectations and norms (the ideas of child-
hood and fatherhood). This means that the child-parent relation is dependent 
on the activity of both the child and the parent. If children are viewed as 
active participants and co-creators of their own lives, they will also influence 
and become co-creators of the identities carried by people around them. A 
father becomes a father in relation to his child and vice versa. If the child 
does not acknowledge that relation by performing activities that validate 
this identity, it may adversely affect the father’s identity as a father. This 
also implies that children that do not place any demands on their fathers 
will also be co-creating a parent who may not understand his own 
responsibility to be a good father. This being said, it is not the child’s 
fault if the parent does not take his or her parenting responsibility. 
However, if the child accepts a “bad” performance, an irresponsible 
parent may not have to face any consequences (from the child) impacting 
the parent’s self-perception. 

The idea that the child-parent relationship is reciprocal is not new. 
However, the arguments for it have often emerged from a biological or 
psychological starting point, e.g. that the child’s sex influences parental 
behaviour (McHale & Crouter, 2003), or that a child’s temperament 
changes the dynamics of the family (Crockenberg & Leerkes, 2003). In the 
tradition of sociology the emphasis on children as active agents has not to 
the same extent involved children’s influence on parental identity, parental 
behaviour or the family, as can be seen by examining two sociological 
works, “The Sociology of the Family. A reader” edited by Graham Allan 
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(1999) and “Sociology of Family Life” edited by David Cheal (2002). In 
the former, children are viewed as being affected by parental divorce or 
separation. In the latter, adolescents are mentioned as contributing to 
domestic chores, but without further comment. However, Dermott (2008) 
claims that children are valuable contributors to their parents’ develop-
ment, not only as potential providers in the future (economically, socially, 
by giving them grandchildren, etc.), but also here and now; again they 
state that childhood is important in itself, not only as a preparation for the 
future. However, the reciprocity does not presuppose that they are on 
equal terms, as can be seen in the communications between parents and 
children, which often concern the child’s situation, possible problems, and 
path in life, rather than the grown-ups’ worries and possible negative 
emotions; typically because of the idea that children should be protected 
from these kinds of grown-up problems (Dermott, 2008). Worth noting 
though, is the discussion on children as carers on page 105 of this thesis, 
which turns this logic a bit upside down, especially in fragile families. 

Since fathering is a more established concept than childing, I began this 
section by discussing this topic. However, I will now continue by elaborating 
on the concepts of childhood, children, and childing, before returning to 
the father and his activities. Finally, in section 6.5, I tie these areas together 
within the context of violence and separation. 

6.2. Constructions of and by children – age, activity and agency 
Childhood research has undergone extensive change during the last 40 
years. As research subjects, children were formerly defined from an adult 
perspective, depicted as objects both in developmental psychology and in 
sociology. In sociology this went so far that children were more or less 
portrayed as “victims” of socialization rather than participants in it 
(Alanen, 1988). Today, however, the unanimity in the field of social 
science that children should be viewed as active agents, and childhood as a 
social construct, is almost undisputable (James, 2010). Nevertheless, 
several issues in childhood research are still open to debate. In the following 
I discuss the concepts of children, childhood and childing. It should be 
kept in mind that the main context for this reasoning is a Western (possibly 
middle-class) society, which I have occasionally pointed out when explicitly 
needed. 
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6.2.1. The concept of “the child” as used in this study 
According to the most common definition, also used in this thesis, a child 
is a person below the age of 18 (James & James, 2008; UNCRC, 1989). 
However, a child’s age is also considered in relation to its development, 
and developmental psychology as well as attachment theory have strongly 
influenced how we view children and their needs (Burman, 2008). A child 
can be mature for his or her age but also can perform less well than 
expected for his or her age (James & James, 2008). Hence, we have certain 
expectations about what children can and cannot do according to their 
age, many of which are socially and culturally constructed (Näsman, 
Källström Cater & Eriksson, 2008). In one culture a thirteen-year old can 
be expected to marry and soon become a mother, and in another be 
regarded as not ready to make important decisions herself (James & 
James, 2008). In the first example, young people may be viewed as adults, 
even though they are below the age of 18. This child/adult-construction 
will be discussed further below. Moreover, the difference between a toddler 
and a teenager is not only a number, but also comprises experiences, the 
ability to engage in moral reasoning, cognitive skills, etc., and the transition 
from childhood to adulthood is a process rather than an event. However, 
in some ways toddlers and teenagers may have in common a sensitivity to 
development and a search for identity, even if their phases of life are 
dissimilar in other ways (Pinquart & Silbereisen, 2005). Solberg (1997) 
argues that most children are more adultlike than adults would like to 
think. They contribute a great deal to domestic work from quite a young 
age and are interested their looks and appearance; however do not have 
the same level of independence as grown-ups do. 

The terms dependence and independence could also be used to identify 
the transition point between being viewed as an adult rather than a child. 
However these seem to be quite complex concepts, for example when the 
labour market and housing market in some countries and areas can force 
twenty-five year old adults to be dependent on their parents for housing 
(James & James, 2008). This means that the individual’s possibility to act 
(or his/her agency, which is the term describing children as not only 
receivers, or victims of circumstances, but also co-creators of their own 
lives) is limited by, for example, the constraints imposed by social structures. 
One such structure is age, which subordinates children to adults, implying 
that an under-aged child in a child-parent relationship cannot easily leave 
that relationship. Partners may separate; friendships end; and mothers and 
fathers may abandon their children, without legal consequences (though 
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they may face moral disapproval). However, children cannot escape the 
home environment merely by their own volition. If society deems it necessary, 
a parent–child separation may take place, but this decision is primarily 
made by someone else than the child (i.e. an adult). This comes into play 
especially in cases of failed parenting, when society has to intervene to 
ensure a safe environment for the child to develop in. The dependent role 
of children often also involves the need for an adult to speak on their 
behalf, doing advocacy (Närvänen & Näsman, 2007). 

Teenagers, at least in some parts of the world, constitute a specific 
group when discussing age and dependence. Most theorists, whether leaning 
more toward developmental psychology or social constructivism, agree 
that adolescence is a period of intense change and a time when children try 
out different identities, both on their own and together with others (Frisén 
& Hwang, 2006). In Swedish law, this is accentuated by the fact that 
children become legally accountable for their actions at the age of fifteen 
(i.e. when still children), and are allowed take some specific jobs from 
approximately that age. Further, they can ride a moped from 15 years of 
age (The Swedish transport agency [Sw. Transportstyrelsen], undated). 
Concerning contact issues after parental separation, the previous mini-
mum age for taking a child’s opinion into consideration was 12 years, but 
in 2006, the specific number was removed and replaced by “according to 
age and level of maturity” (Röbäck, 2011). 

Returning to the concept of age, particularly when talking about a 
child’s age, it is closely linked to the term competence. Competence can be 
defined as the ability to do something – in a performative sense (James & 
James, 2008). Even though views on children’s competence are often 
linked to age, they also differ between cultures (concerning things like the 
ability to work, take care of younger siblings, get married, perform well in 
school, play an instrument, etc.). Anyhow, children’s competence (their 
possible abilities and perhaps also responsibilities) is often externally 
decided by age. I argue that the age-related competence can be questioned 
in cases involving children with specific experiences, such as for example 
parental substance abuse or violence. If one views learning and growing as 
processes partly consisting of trial-and-error, or if one believes, as James 
and James (2008) put it, that “children learn by experience and competence 
grows through experience, rather than simply with age” (p. 35), then 
children with experiences of child abuse, for example, will have 
knowledge, competencies and feelings about it that children who have not 
experienced it lack. 
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As shown, it would be desirable not only to define children and adolescents 
by age, but also to define children and childhood in relation to maturity, 
competence, independence and agency. However, for practical reasons in 
this study a child is defined, in agreement with the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989), as a person under the age of 18. 
Nevertheless, it is central to bear in mind throughout the theoretical 
discussion as well as in practical social work that a child is more than a 
chronological age, and in each unique situation there is rarely one simple 
answer to the question of what children are able to handle at different 
ages. 

6.2.2. Childhood(s) and childing 
The concept of childhood denotes a life period in which extensive develop-
ment takes place, but it is also constructed as part of an age-structure and 
in relation to adulthood. Hence, there is a clear separation between children 
and adults in most Western countries (note, however, the sliding scale 
concerning young adults mentioned on p. 101). Further, children are 
constructed as subordinate to adults, and children and childhood are 
defined in relation to adults and adulthood and vice versa (James, Jenks & 
Prout, 1998). When adulthood, then, is described as independent and 
productive, all other life phases are positioned as the opposite: dependent 
and consuming (Närvänen & Näsman, 2007). 

Until the mid-1980s, children were seen as passive entities in a state of 
becoming, but after a conceptual shift in both research and society they 
were promoted to active co-creators of their own life space (i.e. part of 
what I describe as childing below) (Alanen, 1988; Corsaro, 2005; 
Qvortrup, 1994). Nowadays, researchers argue that childhood, as concept 
and reality, should be seen as a process rather than something in the status 
quo, and thus the meaning of childhood varies over time and between 
cultures all over the world (James & James, 2008). In practice, childhood 
intersects other concepts such as power and conflict, and in most situations 
children tends to occupy an inferior position (Hendrick, 2008). 

The clash between viewing every child’s childhood as something unique 
(a plurality of childhoods) and emphasizing the common features of all 
childhoods or types of childhoods in a specific society (singularity) has 
been dealt with by Qvortrup (1994, 2009) and James, Jenks and Prout 
(1998). I argue that this is not a contradiction, but a necessity; all children 
in the same culture do share some features, such as the age range during 
which one is viewed as a child, time-typical ideals of childhood, applicable 
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rules and laws in society, and so on. At the same time, each child has 
his/her own history and own specific situation to deal with, and hence is 
an expert on his/her own life and is childing under the specific circum-
stances he or she lives in. This means that there are constraints on how 
children can engage in childing in a given society at a given time (i.e., the 
cultural politics of childhood) (James & James, 2008). Further, children 
are generally less biologically, physically, socially and mentally developed 
than most adults (James & James, 2008) and they also generally have less 
access to power assets, which puts them in a position where their capacity 
and space to act – their agency – is restricted (James & James, 2008). 

…although structural influences do not cause or produce common experiences 
of and impacts upon childhood, they must be fundamental to any analysis 
of childhood since any and every childhood is built around the structures 
and institutions of the society and culture in which it exists as a social 
space; any childhood is situated within whatever system of social stratification 
operates in that society; any childhood is built around gender, as it is 
understood in that particular society; any childhood is part of a set of 
generational relations with older age groups; all children have parents in 
one form or another and are socialized in one way or another – the details 
will vary but the process is common; and similarly, all childhoods are 
shaped by politics, law and economics. (James, 2010, p. 493) 

The commonalities that further can be found are (a) that all children grow 
up and leave childhood, regardless of how the child–adult dichotomy is 
defined23 and (b) that all societies in one way or another define childhood 
(in relation to its counterpart, adulthood) by laws, rules, structures and 
social practices (James & James, 2008). 

The concept of childing is an analogy to the concept of fathering; hence 
the activity of “being a child” is performed by each child in relation to 
people in its surroundings. This activity, as pointed out by James and 
James (2008) above, is restricted by, for example, children’s access to 
power resources as well as cognitive and physical limitations related to age 
and maturity. One question that comes to mind is whether all activities 
performed by children are part of childing, or only activities that in some 
way are accepted as normative “child activities” in the specific society? By 
that definition, child activities in Sweden could include such things as 

23 In recent years new concepts have evolved, indicating a more continuous rather 
than dichotomous view of the transition between childhood and adulthood such as 
“tweenies”, teenager, and young adulthood.  
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going to school, playing with toys, and expressing obstinacy as a 3-year-
old; but not fetching water from a distant well or making a fire, although 
the latter are likely to be child activities elsewhere in the world. On the 
other hand, if our goal is to view children as active subjects (creating their 
own world) it seems inconsistent to adopt a mere Western adult perspective 
on what constitutes childing (i.e. one that defines childing as “not-
adulting”). Instead, childing would be everything that a particular child 
does in order to relate to others, even if that means actually performing 
“adult” tasks. Perhaps the most extreme situation that can be found in 
this context is when the child actually becomes the care-giver rather than 
the care-receiver. This situation can arise as a consequence of a parent’s 
physical or mental disability or illness (Aldridge & Becker, 1993; Marote, 
Pinto, da Rocha Vieira, Barbiéri-Figueiredo & Nunes Pedrosa, 2012), but 
also when parents suffer from drug and/or alcohol addiction (Thomas et 
al., 2003). Being the main (or supportive) carer for one’s parent is a reality 
in many children’s lives, one that has a large impact on both their immediate 
situation and on their future (Marote, Pinto, da Rocha Vieira, Barbiéri-
Figueiredo & Nunes Pedrosa, 2012). To conclude – if a child is not defined 
by age, the meaning of “child” becomes tied to the society (in both space 
and time) where the child is situated. 

The next question that relates to the discussion above is whether or not 
children can always choose to act as children i.e. “do child”, or if there are 
situations where childing is subordinated to the circumstances and the 
child is forced to choose to act as an adult. One such example could be 
when a child tries to protect a parent or a sibling from violence perpetrated 
by the other parent, and hence does something that is not at all considered 
part of the ideal Western childhood. In my view, this question is theoretically 
more difficult to answer. Children construct themselves in relation to 
parents and siblings when they perform these kinds of actions, but do they 
construct themselves as children? In this thesis, I have chosen to approach 
this with a two-pronged answer. On one hand, children doing adult tasks 
(e.g. caring for a parent or protecting a sibling from violence) are 
constructing themselves as individuals, and thus building a self-narrative 
that may include ideas of themselves as being “empathetic”, “strong”, 
“competent”, etc. On the other hand, the child may not consider these 
activities to be part of a “normal” life, and may therefore attribute their 
traits and skills to the adult sphere, thus constructing themselves as 
grown-ups. 
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This thesis mainly aims to discuss the “socially constructed child” 
(James et al., 1998), focusing on how the general idea of children in Western 
society on several levels contradicts the specific experiences of childhood 
shared by children who have been exposed to IPV. The idea is to “re-present” 
childhood (James & Prout, 1997) and childing in this specific context, 
using the historical and societal norms of childhood, and to reshape it in 
relation to a more newly discovered group of children. 

6.2.3. Childing in the context of violence – activity and the need for and 
right to protection and participation 
Children are constructed by others as well as themselves, but others (i.e. 
adults) tend first and foremost to construct children as a vulnerable group, 
and hence as occupying a passive position (Qvortrup, 2005). When 
discussing children’s participation and agency, these activities are there-
fore often put in contrast to children’s need for protection. It is thought 
that children should not have to participate in what adults may define as 
grown-up matters (e.g. decisions on contact); since it is through this 
participation that we put adult responsibility on the children – something 
they should be protected from (see Eriksson & Näsman, 2011 on possible 
victim positions). 

The connection commonly made between allowing children to take part 
in such things as contact and custody-processes, and burdening them with 
the responsibility for the outcome of the process is an underlying assumption 
here.24 When children are also seen as victims (in addition to being viewed 
as passive because they are children) they face a two-fold risk of only 
being viewed as in need of protection. However, neither being a child nor 
a victim is incompatible with being active. Taking action does not exclude 
the possibility of a child taking a victim position (Eskinen, 2007), as has 
been shown in Øverlien’s (2012) research, where children are seen to take 
action by directly intervening against violence and/or by protecting them-
selves and their siblings from having to see and hear it (e.g. by hiding). 
Children’s actions can also consist of comforting the mother and trying to 
resolve the situation (Øverlien, 2012). Children distance themselves and 
protect themselves at the same time as they try to protect their mother or 

                                                      
24 This dilemma – how to involve children in decisions but at the same time protect 
them from responsibility for the outcome – may be accentuated by the consequences 
of the choice. If it is a non-reversible decision, the responsibility is greater than if it 
is something that is possible to modify later.  
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keep some measure of control. This means that children themselves act in 
the space between two central rights in the UN Convention on the Rights 
of the Child; they try to maintain contact with their parents at the same 
time as they try to avoid violence. However, the desire for contact expressed 
by the children may sometimes come from a wish to be with a person they 
fear rather than love; it may seem better to have control and be in danger, 
than to lack control and be safe. Children act within their limited space of 
possible actions; therefore we need to view their actions from another 
perspective than that of adults. 

Children themselves do childing (i.e. construct themselves as  
children/persons) both in relation to their need for protection and as active 
participants. They try to make their voices heard both in the violent 
situations and after their parents’ relationship has ended. How then does 
childing performed by children with experiences of IPV differ from that of 
other children? In light of James and James’ (2008) suggestion described 
above (experience vs. age, see section 6.2.1.) children who are exposed to 
violence can be expected to have competence and experiences shaping 
their ideas, choices, norms and activities that are a bit dissimilar to those 
of other children. The question that arises is how experiences of violence 
affect children in terms of maturity and the possibility to shape their own 
opinions and ideas. Can children who have witnessed or been subjected to 
violence be viewed in the same way as children in general when it comes 
to knowing whether or not they want to have contact with the violent 
father? One such example concerns children’s loyalty towards their parents, 
which is emphasized again and again by authorities (Solberg, 2007), which 
may be an idea applicable to children in general. This implies that expressing 
a wish that goes against this prevailing opinion and “betrays” that loyalty, 
would, theoretically, be a major step. Närvänen and Näsman (2007) 
express concern that all opinions raised by children that stand in opposition 
to the adult opinion – or as Sundhall (2012) puts it “the adult hegemony” 
– are judged to be immature and are disqualified. 

Concerning children’s competence and society’s ideas about their needs, 
in the context of IPV the discussion often revolves around whether the 
child needs protection from violence or from the violent parent. Further, 
the need for protection could be argued to concern protection from 
participation in the contact disputes or from the assumed distress that 
temporary or permanent separation from a parent may entail. Hence, the 
theoretical discussion of participation vs. protection becomes an issue of 
concrete practical importance in child–father contact cases involving IPV. 
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If children are not heard and listened to, their specific competence concerning 
their father will be overlooked, and the likelihood increases of not taking 
all possible risks (e.g. possible previously unrevealed child abuse) into 
consideration. The discussion should rather concern who you are protecting 
and from what when children are excluded from the process by not letting 
their voices have an impact. 

6.3. Constructions of and by fathers – masculinity, equality and 
agency 
Fathering and fatherhood(s) is quite a well-researched area and the 
theorizing in this field has been closely linked to historical and societal 
contexts. Two issues are prominent in the research. The first is whether 
mothers and fathers are exchangeable with each other, or if they possess 
unique qualities (cf. essentialist feminism vs. equality feminism). The 
second is that fathers, like any category, are not a homogenous groups, 
but are influenced by socio-economic status, class, ethnicity, etc. There are 
only two things that link all fathers – their biological sex and some kind of 
moral responsibility for at least one child – whether biological, adopted or 
a stepchild. Child–father relationships most often have a biological basis, 
even if the concept of a “social father” has become more and more 
common, in recognition of the growing number of step-fathers both in 
Sweden and internationally (Bzostek, 2008; Bäck-Wiklund & Johansson, 
2003). In Sweden, adoptive and biological parents hold a unique position 
in relation to social fathers when it comes to legal rights and responsibilities, 
such as contact with a child after separation or having to pay child support 
(Code on Parents and Children, 1949:381). As mentioned above, one can 
identify three different aspects of the father concept – the father, father-
hood and fathering. The following sections will mainly concern fathering, 
sometimes in relation to fatherhood. 

6.3.1. Fatherhood, equality and (violent) masculinity 
To discuss fathering, we need to view it in its context of family politics 
and views on equality and masculinity, which regulate the concept of 
fatherhood.25 Hence, the concepts of the father and fathering must be 
viewed in light of the possible positions of men (note the plural here) and 
placed in their societal context. What “types of fathers” are possible 

25 The research on and theoretical foundations of all these fields are immense, and 
I do not intend to cover them here.  
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before the masculinity of the man begins to be questioned? The way of 
constructing and reproducing gender is linked to aspects of fatherhood 
and there are “[…] competing versions of masculinity, which intersect 
with fathering practices” (Featherstone, 2009, p. 42).26 

How are possible fathering practices or “spaces of action” connected to 
other categories such as class and sexuality? Fathering needs to be contex-
tualized both in time and space, culturally as well as historically. Fathers 
today are embracing the “new” involved fathering, however they also live 
in the wake of a historical breadwinning role and a more authoritarian 
fathering (Featherstone, 2009). Just as there is no such thing as one single 
type of childhood; we have use the plural, talking about childhoods, 
fatherhoods, motherhoods or, when viewed as an activity, fathering 
practices. The diversity of cultures also impacts on the diversity of norms 
and expectations on fathers (Dermott, 2008), which to some extent can 
also be seen in research on different subgroups of fathers (e.g. young 
fathers, violent fathers, middle-class fathers). 

Masculinity has traditionally been constructed in relation to the “blue-
collar” man, however, the hegemonic masculinity discourse in Sweden 
today is being challenged by the “gender-equal man” (Johansson, 2006). 
At the same time as the Swedish gender-equal man is portrayed as some-
thing good, it is also contrasted by its opposite: the unequal other (man) 
(Gottzén & Jonsson, 2012). The unequal other is often also described as a 
loner, an individual, and hence as not belonging to Swedish gender-equal 
masculinity collective. Violence against women, which the Swedish 
Government views as an expression of inequality between the sexes (Skr. 
2007/08:39), is therefore often seen as something that is not possible for a 
“Swedish gender-equal man” to do. Instead, violence is viewed as 
perpetrated by deviants, drug addicts or possibly men clinging to overly 
traditional standards:27 “Men’s violence connects with a stereotyped and 
obsolete concept of masculinity, rather than a modern changing concept” 
(Hearn et al., 2012, p. 46). Gottzén and Jonsson (2012) actually go so far 

                                                      
26 Compare this with the question (addressed in the next section) posed by Doucet 
(2006), “Do men mother?”, which is a question with different answers depending 
on whether one considers men and women to be interchangeable.  
27 The findings on the link between violence and men who hold more extreme 
views of masculinity are extensive and quite unambiguous. See for example Santana, 
Raj, Decker, Marche and Silverman (2006) and Murnen, Wright and Kaluzny 
(2002). 
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as to place “normal” on an equal footing as “gender-equal”, implying that 
unequal men are deviant in some way. The hegemonic masculinity (see 
Connell, 1996) in Sweden today seems, however, to consist of at least two 
contradictory ideas. On one hand, equality is not associated with masculinity, 
making it impossible to be a gender-equal man in a hegemonic position. 
On the other hand, there is another position of hegemonic masculinity, 
one that instead depicts a man who is an involved father, uses less violence, 
displays a wide range of emotions and is pro-equality (Hearn et al., 2012). 
This causes the “traditionally masculine man” (who perhaps represents a 
different masculinity than “the gender-equal man” in Sweden at the 
moment), to be positioned as “more problematic” (e.g. hooligans) 
(Nordberg & Saar, 2008). Hence, although violence is associated with 
masculinity, even violent men express that it is wrong to be violent against 
women – it is not an accepted act of aggression – and being labelled as a 
woman batterer is something they distance themselves from (Gottzén, 
2012). Thus, if violent men are positioned as being unequal, this also 
indicates that they cannot be, or be asked to be, responsible for child care 
(since this is part of the equality discourse). 

6.3.2. Fatherhood(s) and fathering 
When fathers do fathering – what are they doing? Angela Doucet (2006) 
has written a book with the revealing title “Do men mother?”, in which 
the main discussion concerns whether fathers and mothers are unique or 
interchangeable. According to Popenoe (1998, cited in Featherstone, 
2009), a rather radical researcher from a Swedish point of view, this 
discussion has a biological foundation. One standpoint is that mothers 
and father cannot fill identical positions in early childcare. Mothers carry 
the child during pregnancy and therefore have a bodily connection to the 
child that the father does not have. Fathers also do not need to take into 
consideration the relation with their children, since fathers, in theory, can 
produce as many children as they like, unlike women who need to carry 
each child. Featherstone (2009) here mentions how Popenoe calls men 
“unstable and unreliable” (p. 90) and asserts that we need to regulate 
them to make them function in society. The bodily link between mother 
and child is sometimes also used to highlight possible limitations in equal 
parenting, a line of reasoning also found in Swedish neuroscientist Annica 
Dahlström’s argument that differences between men’s and women’s brains 
make men unsuited for child care, and that we put children’s health and 
well-being at risk by letting fathers care for infants and toddlers (Dahlström, 
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2007). The biological foundation of caring for children is highly debated 
both in research and society. Dermott shows that the British middle-class 
men she interviews tend to construct fathering “as more variable than 
mothering and [...] not bound by involuntary biological impulses or 
practices contingent upon this biology” (Dermott, 2008, p. 92). An example 
from Sweden is a father in Berg and Johansson’s study (1999) who 
struggles with finding a role model for his own fathering. He concludes 
that his own father was absent and therefore not good enough, but he 
cannot use his mother or women as role models either, though without 
giving any explanation of why that is impossible. 

Possible biological differences aside, the father is often described as 
bringing something different to the table than the mother. Traditionally 
this “something different” was money, but in relation to fathering, Pleck 
(2010) argues that bread-winning should not be included in the concept, 
due to uncertainty about whether or not the money actually contributes to 
the child’s situation and well-being. Also bread-winning may not be 
comprehensible and visible to the child, and thus is not even equivalent to 
something like washing the child’s clothes. 

Another example of how fathers are presumed to contribute something 
different than mothers can be seen in the Swedish discussion of fathers as 
role models for boys, to counterbalance the surrounding “female society” 
(Johansson, 2006). Here one reproduces the idea that not only the unique 
features of a man are needed to create a gender identity in boys, but also a 
construction of what milieus in society that are involved in such identity 
creation (home, kindergarten, and school; but not football practice, hanging 
out with grandparents, etc.). This view emphasizes a masculinity that is 
constructed in relation to the physical body (Johansson, 2006). It also 
excludes the perspective of children as active agents, able to search for 
contexts that can help them structure their own identity (Featherstone, 
2009). So, what are the practical implications of this way of thinking? If 
one holds the idea that fathers have unique features (whether based on 
biology or culture) that mothers do not have, this means that this “some-
thing” is not linked to the father as a person, but to the father as a position 
or idea. This, in turn indicates that the person alone is not enough (an 
absent or passive father being the underlying reason for needing to bring 
in a male role model); it is the fathering agency that is crucial. Arguments 
that “children need a father” are logically based on the idea that mothers 
cannot provide the same things as fathers can, and vice versa, hence making 
both single parenting and same-sex parents problematic. However, if 



112 ANNA FORSSELL Better safe than sorry? 

instead one argues that it is not the loss of a father that is problematic, but 
rather loss of the father, the situation becomes possible to discuss from the 
point of view of interchangeability. Is it more important, from the child’s 
point of view, to have a father or to have or keep a specific father? This 
thesis focuses on the discrepancy in the “A or THE” question mentioned 
above, which will be further elaborated upon in the discussion chapter. 

As shown above the key aspect of fathering is the activity that takes 
place between the child and the father, i.e. in the relationship. Child–
parent relationships are among the very few types of relationships (along 
with siblings and possibly grandparent-grandchild relationships) that are 
somewhat involuntary, and where abdicating from your position (of father 
or of child) is almost impossible.28 However, the quality of fathering is still 
vulnerable, due to social structures and processes, such as changing jobs, 
divorce, remarriage, incarceration, etc. (Dermott, 2008). From my point of 
view, a contact (activity) can be terminated, but not a relationship. Hence, 
even if no activity is taking place within the relationship, the relationship 
can still affect the child in different ways, e.g. if a parent who could have 
been present instead is absent from important life events such as weddings 
or graduations. 

I therefore argue that activity is the keystone in child–father relation-
ships. This causes every action to carry a meaning; e.g. violent acts are not 
just violent acts, but are accompanied by a number of beliefs such as 
“violence is something bad”, “violence is scary”, impacting on the child–
father relationship. 

6.3.3. Fathering culture and fathering conduct 
There seems to be a discrepancy between on one hand the father ideal or 
father culture (i.e. fatherhood) and, on the other hand, father conduct (i.e. 
fathering). This paradox has been found in the UK (Dermott, 2008) and in 
Sweden (Hearn & Pringle, 2006). In Sweden this discrepancy expresses 
itself in fathers taking fewer months of parental leave (SCB, 2012e), and 
spending fewer hours on unpaid household labour (SCB, 2012f) than 
mothers. Actually, it appears that fathers spend more time at work than 

28 The closest you can come to abdicating responsibility is giving up your child for 
adoption. However, as long as the adoption is known to the child, it will probably 
still affect the child as well as the biological father. Another possible situation is 
that the father never finds out about his parental status (because the mother hides 
it from him or does not know who he is). However, in that case the term “abdicating” 
is not applicable.  
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men without children (Dermott, 2008; SCB, 2012b) and that Swedish 
mothers seem to have the main responsibility for care of the children 
(Hwang, 2000). Why is there such a culture-conduct discrepancy? 
Dermott (2008) gives three possible (and somewhat overlapping) explanations: 
(a) attitudes change faster than behaviour; (b) patterns of action containing 
implicit mothering ideals, and attitudes and structures in the workplace 
are holding fathers back, making possible changes proceed more slowly; 
and (c) the extent of progress in culture and ideals is exaggerated. 

The second of Dermott’s explanations implies that men are not able, by 
themselves, to change the situation, which clashes somewhat with the 
patriarchal idea of the active man (but on the other hand agrees with ideas 
of hierarchies within the male group), indicating that at least some proportion 
of men are content with the status quo. This is the precise opposite of the 
third explanation, that instead says that the demands and expectations on 
fatherhood are not that high; fathers in general are actually doing exactly 
what they are expected to do (i.e. less than women or at least different 
things than women). In the Swedish social services it has been shown that 
staff use the same standards to measure mothers and fathers (“the mother 
standard”), but that they accept lower performance from fathers than 
mothers (Bangura Arvidsson, 2003). Swedish fathers seem to be viewed as 
second-class parents (Eriksson, 2003; see also Berg & Johansson, 1999); 
and fathers in contact with the social services, for example due to substance 
abuse, are expected to perform worse than fathers in general (Bangura 
Arvidsson, 2003). 

6.4. Care and neglect – concepts and behaviours 
Above I have stated that parental activity is of central importance in the 
child–father relationship, however I have not specified what this activity 
consists of. I have chosen in this thesis to focus on the activity of the parent 
– parental care. Choosing the concept of care as a starting point for the 
analysis of fathering and child–father relationships is a way of incorporating 
more aspects of the situation, such as morals, practices and emotions, than 
would be possible if one chose “intimacy” or “engagement” (Philip, 
2013). 

6.4.1. Care as natural or acquired capacity 
Historically, care has been a female activity, and quite an extensive literature 
can be found on topics such as “women need to balance work and family 
life” (Hollway, 2006). Care, according to Tronto (1993), may be seen as a 
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weakness, as it is connected to the private sphere, emotions and needs. 
Parental care, as well as public or other types of care, is often gendered, 
with mothers and fathers sharing equal moral responsibility for the family’s 
well-being. Their roles, however, are often described as “different but 
equal”, making it possible for fathers (who act as co-parents) to choose 
the level or type of care to provide (Philip, 2013). 

Care is also described as not only comprising a practice, but also involving 
personal characteristics, such as being loving, emotional, compassionate, 
warm, etc. – characteristics that traditionally have been associated with 
women (Skeggs, 1997). The idea that (child-)care is connected to the 
female body (pregnancy, breast-feeding and a “natural capacity to care”) 
is widely accepted, and in many societies or groups it is taken for granted 
(Hollway, 2006). In extreme cases, fathers are believed to be unable to 
care for children, especially very young children (Dahlström, 2007). Men 
themselves can express the opinion that women naturally like playing with 
infants and toddlers, but men do not appreciate such things, because it is 
“boring” (Plantin, 2001). 

The idea that care is something natural, especially for women, is 
questioned by Hollway (2006) who emphasizes that care is a capacity, 
one that some claim you are born with and others believe you acquire 
(Hollway, 2006). She suggests that this capacity is based on “an unexamined 
assumption, namely that, given the appropriate resources and supports, 
people will care adequately” (2006, p. 4). The gendering of care and its 
associated socialization could also imply that men in general have less 
acquired capacity to care than women (Hollway, 2006, p. 16). Can men’s 
care for children be described as mothering? Do men mother, or does their 
parenting differ qualitatively from that of mothers? If it does differ, is this 
due to biologically different predispositions or is it a learned activity 
(Doucet, 2006; Philip, 2013)? 

In this thesis, my point of departure accords with Hollway’s position: 
that care is an acquired capacity, and a deficiency in the ability to care is 
possible to address and change. Hence, with supervision and help, we can 
“learn to care”. 

6.4.2. Defining care 
The discussion concerning differences between what is considered care and 
what is not is on-going. However, most researchers, feminists and 
philosophers agree that care is a moral and acquired competence that 
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only has value when put in practice (Hollway, 2006; Sevenhuijsen, 1998; 
Skeggs, 1997; Tronto, 1993). 

When we think about care as a practice, with all of the necessary component 
pieces, then we must take into account the full context of caring. We 
cannot ignore the real needs of all parties; we must consider the concerns of 
the care-receiver as well as the skills of the care-giver, and the role of those 
who are taking care of. (Tronto, 1993, p. 118) 

The concept of care involves three different aspects – who, where and how 
– and in trying to define care all three dimensions must be considered. 

1. Who performs and receives the care (referred to as care-givers and 
care-receivers)  

2. in what context is care performed, and  

3. how is the care practiced (Hollway, 2006)? 

First, care is a relational term (care-giver and care-receiver) and Hollway 
outlines four types of care: (1) care for oneself; (2) reciprocal care (giving 
and receiving in a symmetric relation); (3) non-negotiable, asymmetric 
care (parent–baby); (4) care for beings or things outside one’s own sphere 
(animals, the environment, etc.). The same care-giver can engage in these 
different types of care at the same time, and at times they may conflict 
with each other; however it is important to recognize that while caring for 
others and looking after one’s own needs can conflict, they need not do so 
(Hollway, 2006). 

Care is performed by individuals, but it is also provided by different 
institutions or arenas (Raghuram, 2012), which leads to the second 
dimension of care: the care context. The context can be the family, but it 
can also comprise the public sphere and even span countries. Care varies 
between cultures, regarding both who is included and how it is performed 
(Tronto, 1993). This means that we might view care in a global perspective. 
Raghuram (2012) puts forward two arguments for viewing care from a 
global perspective, apart from situations where the care-provider and the 
care-receiver are separated by a great distance: (1) ideas of who should 
care for whom differ between countries, and (2) how care is performed 
and what it includes differs between regions (e.g. in terms of such things as 
whether a spiritual perspective is included) (Raghuram, 2012). 

The third dimension concerns the “how” of care – its practice. This is 
described by Standing as a form of work – care work – which he defines as 
“the work of looking after the physical, psychological, emotional and 
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developmental needs of one or more other people” (Standing, 2001, p. 17). 
A well-established distinction in the concept of care is the one between 
“caring for” and “caring about”. Caring about involves a personal 
relationship between the carer and the one cared for, whereas caring for 
includes specific actions, for example feeding and clothing, which do not 
necessarily involve a personal relationship (Skeggs, 1997). 

In the activity of caring Tronto (1993) has identified four phases – the 
“care chain”. 

1) Caring about (noting and assessing a need)29

2) taking care of (taking responsibility for the need and responding
to it)

3) care-giving (meeting the need) and
4) care-receiving (acknowledging that the need has been met properly,

by getting a positive response; e.g. the toddler stops crying).

Mistakes in the first three phases of care can lead to a negative outcome, 
and this feedback comes in phase four. In a well-functioning care practice 
the four phases run smoothly. However, conflicts might also arise, either 
between phases or between different care-practices, such as caring for an 
ageing parent and caring for your child (Tronto, 1993). The three aspects 
of care, the “where, who and how”, can be seen in this chain of care as 
Tronto suggests. 

Figure 2. Relations between where, who and how in the care of children in a 
general population. 

29 Unfortunately the wording “care about” as used in Tronto’s care chain coincides 
with Skeggs’ distinction “care about and care for”. However, as I have interpreted 
the two concepts they mean different things. Skeggs’ “care about” refers to the 
quality of the relationship between care-giver and care-receiver, whereas Tronto’s 
concept refers to the mental activity that precedes the actual caring act.  
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In particular, the “who” can be different in the different steps in the 
chain, and the how can depend both on context (ideals and norms) and 
the who (e.g. father or mother). 
 
To sum up, care is contextual and must be viewed as such on several 
levels. The “where”-aspect may include both the institutional level (the 
country or society) and the family level. The “who” brings in questions 
concerning whether or not parents or other people perform the care. Finally, 
the “how” is probably the most complex aspect, since it is affected by 
both “where” and “who”, and takes different forms depending on the 
task to be performed. In the following sections I will discuss times when 
the “how” is not sufficiently well carried out. 

6.4.3. When is the level of (child)care not enough? 
What separates most child care from many other types of care (e.g. care 
for the elderly) is that the aim of the care is to bring the need for care to 
an end; hence it is helping to create an autonomous person. According to 
Hollway, throughout life there will be a constant uncomfortable tension 
between separation and connectedness, which is felt most strongly during 
childhood, because of the idea of separating from one’s parents (Hollway, 
2006). However, separating means becoming not a completely independent 
eremite, but a person who can make statements, choices and decisions of 
one’s own, rather than solely serving as an extension of someone else’s 
wishes. 

Care as practice and as emotion is central to the parent-child relation-
ship, or, as Hollway puts it: “Good-enough care, like good-enough air, is 
inside and outside us – inevitably – all the time, whether in its presence or 
lack” (Hollway, 2006, p. 12). A lack of care, or a lack of capacity to care, 
is as important, if not even more important, to recognize; i.e. one must be 
able to recognize the presence of absence. If a person (i.e. an adult) always 
thinks that his or her own needs should be met, no matter what the 
circumstances, this may according to Hollway stem “from a failure to 
develop a capacity to care, which involves seeing the other as a person in 
her own right” (Hollway, 2006, p. 13). If you have not evolved such a 
capacity and become a parent, you may put yourself and your own needs 
before the needs of your children; hence, the child faces the risk of being 
neglected. However, defining neglect is complex. There are no clear global 
standards for child-rearing practices (Gaudin, 1999); hence neglect (as 
well as the definition of care) must be culturally sensitive – or in other 
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words – be seen as absolute or relative (Cater & Forssell, 2014). There 
also exists, within any society a point where the child’s needs (whether 
essential or not) are not met – a situation where the child is not considered. 
However, there is also a point where the care for children is not only 
sufficient, but in practice the child’s needs are always put first (Srivastava, 
Stewart, Fountain & Ayre, 2005). However, Srivastava et al. (2005) also 
recognize that these two positions (not being considered and always being 
put first) are far apart, and in reality the child can also be positioned in 
between those two as (a) prioritized, (b) at par, or (c) in second place in 
relation to the carer or someone else (e.g. a sibling). In the real world it is 
an empirical question what position any given child ends up in during a 
specific period of time, but the risk of being neglected increases for each 
step. 

Looking at Srivastava and colleagues’ discussion above, we can also 
pinpoint another ongoing discussion on the topic of neglect, namely 
whether neglect should be assessed in terms of an incapacity to care (hence 
an omission in parenting behaviour) or child outcome or experience 
(Dubowitz, 2007; Tang, 2008). Further, Dubowitz and colleagues’ (2005) 
reasoning is consistent with that of Srivastava et al. (2005) in judging 
neglect on a continuum rather than as an either-or situation. 

Apart from the discussions mentioned above, two other inconsistencies 
in the debate on neglect have been outlined. These concern: (a) whether or 
not to decide beforehand what constitutes neglect and (b) whether neglect 
comprises different sets of actions, or is homogeneous (Dubowitz et al., 
2005). Turney introduces the concept of “chronic neglect”, which is 
defined as absence of care (Turney, 2000). She argues that care is both an 
emotion and a practice (both caring about and caring for) and, as shown 
in the discussion of care above, it is also traditionally highly gendered, 
which implies that its counterpart – neglect – also is gendered (Turney, 
2005). As Turney points out, ways of writing may not be explicitly 
gendered, but practice can show otherwise. As Daniel and Taylor put it: 

Fathers who are abusive or neglectful are not required to take responsibility 
for their actions in the way that mothers are […]. The lack of attention to 
fathers of neglected children ignores the potential risks that men can pose 
to children and also misses the opportunity to build on what fathers and 
paternal extended families may offer to children. (Daniel & Taylor, 2005, 
p. 263)
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When studying violent fathers’ ability to care, the first issue to address is 
the violence he has perpetrated. Violence in itself is not considered caring, 
even if some acts of violence (e.g. intervening in war) may be a sign of 
worry (Tronto, 1993). Further, acts may be considered violence in one 
context but part of normal parenting in another (e.g. due to different laws 
about corporal punishment). Second, care in the context of violence, i.e. a 
context of fear and possible threat, means having to constantly overcome 
emotional obstacles – will he just put on my shirt or will he put on my 
shirt and slap me in the face? Third, as has been mentioned before, violent 
men’s fathering tends to differ from that of other men, in that it is more 
rigid and neglectful, and hence the practice of care can be questioned. But 
can those violent fathers who lack in caring skills learn to care, as 
Hollway suggests? Viewing care as a capacity rather than a natural gift at 
least opens the way for treatment and change. 

6.5. From the general to the specific – a theoretical summary 
The previous sections of this theoretical chapter have focused on fathers, 
children and care in general. However, as is shown both in the introduction 
and in previous research, families where violence is present can differ from 
families in general, and there may be reason to instead speak of those 
families as particular or specific. Hence, the following summary is not 
about typical fathers or families, but concerns the minority of families (in 
Sweden approximately 5–10%)30 where fathers have used violence against 
the mother and sometimes also the children. 

In Figure 2 concerning care in section 6.4.2 several aspects of child–
father relationships, both in general and in particular, are missing. The 
most primary aspects can be divided into the where, who and how. The 
“where” (below labelled “context”) consists of ideals and norms of fathering 
and childing in Sweden (at institutional level), violence as poisoning the 
family-environment, and parental separation. The “who” and “how” 
discuss who is the care-giver and who is the care-receiver in families living 
with IPV, and tries to put children’s agency into the equation. Taking 
these aspects into consideration in Figure 2 leads to a few changes and 
also raises a few questions. 

                                                      
30 Worth noting here is that this probably includes all types of violence (cf. 
Holtzworth-Munroe & Stuart, 1994; Johnson & Ferraro, 2000). 
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Concerning context (“where”), three things can be considered: the 
culture (at institutional level, Figure 3), the violence, and the separation. 
To begin with, how might the Swedish societal context impact on the 
care? First, there is quite a high likelihood of the father being directly 
involved in the care of the child, due to the strong idea of equal responsibility 
in parenting (Johansson & Klinth, 2008). Second, the child is also in most 
cases in someone else’s care for large parts of its younger years (i.e. 
kindergarten, preschool, school). This means that the Swedish cultural 
context may at the same time provide a foundation for both quantitatively 
more and quantitatively less child-father time (and possibly care). 

Figure 3. The impact of norms and ideals on different aspects of families living 
with violence. 

The second aspect of context to bring into this equation is the separation 
between the parents (in Sweden). A qualitative Swedish study (Berg & 
Johansson, 1999) indicates that parental separation is not necessarily 
viewed as abnormal by the child. Love may end, and that is just the way it 
is. However, all the children in this particular study also express grief 
about the time they have lost together with the parent with whom they do 
not live (in these cases the father) (Berg & Johansson, 1999). On the family 
level of context, the separation also brings a change in the relationships 
and the identities of children, fathers and mothers (Ahlberg, 2006), for 
example by forcing (or enabling) fathers to take on responsibilities they 
have not taken on before. On the other hand, if a parent has not taken his 
or her share of the care before the separation, one may ask whether it is 
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reasonable for him to practice on a child. Hence, the separation can be 
linked to both the cultural context and the specific relationship between 
care-giver and care-receiver. 

The third aspect of context (on the family level) is the impact of violence. 
One might argue that this is not a circumstance that can be assigned to the 
family context, but should instead be related to the individual exercising 
the violence. However, sometimes violence seems to be either-or and 
sometimes it seems to be both. How we view IPV seems to depend on 
whose viewpoint we are asking for. From the perpetrator’s point of view, 
it often seems to constitute separate incidents rather than a pattern. From 
the victim’s point of view it is often a feature of the environment in which 
the relationship is supposed to take place (see Chapter 4). However, it is 
also an activity that can affect the perpetrator’s ability to care, and that 
therefore can be placed within “context”, with the “who” and with the 
“how” (see Figure 4). In other words, the violence can be experienced as a 
part of the parenting activity and it can be separated from it or, as Cater 
(2004) showed in her study, children can describe their fathers’ violence in 
terms of either being part of who the father is or being part of something 
he did. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4. How violence and separation impact on the agents and the activity within 
the caring relationship. 

In the care-flowchart later in this section (Figure 6), however, there are 
more dimensions of the “who” and “how” aspects. Beginning with 
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“who”, I have already stated that, in the specific context (Sweden), the 
likelihood that the father takes part in the direct child care is greater than 
in many other countries, but also that there are probably outsiders (i.e. 
public day care) who also care for the child. On the other hand, the sub-
group of violent fathers may not be taking as much responsibility for their 
children as fathers in general do (Figure 5) (Bostock et al., 2009). There is 
also a possibility that the caregiver actually is the child itself. There are 
indications that children living with violent fathers perform quite a lot of 
caring duties – for themselves, their mothers, their fathers, and siblings 
(Øverlien, 2012). Hence, in this part, we see more of children as active 
agents. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Figure 5. Who is “who” in the caring relationship? 

“Who” has also been elaborated upon above, where violence is described 
as a possible characteristic of the father, but also of “how” or of both 
“who” and “how”. However, it has also been shown that violent fathers 
tend to parent differently than non-violent fathers; i.e., whether the violence 
against the mother and/or the child pertains to the person (i.e. the father), 
to his activities (i.e. the fathering) or to both (as discussed in Cater, 2004), 
the fathering seems to be affected by the violence. Why that is so is difficult 
to say, but it is possibly due to the consequences that the violence has on 
the other members of the family (cf. Levendosky & Graham-Bermann, 
2001; Peled & Barak Gil, 2011; Salisbury et al., 2009), creating a climate 
that allows the father to perform care (or lack of care) in any way he 
wants, without repercussions.31 

                                                      
31 Note that this reasoning does not imply that the victims are to blame for the 
father’s possible failure in parenting, only that his violence has an effect in two 
steps: first, by possibly changing the victims’ behaviour directly to avoid violence, 
and second, by creating a feeling of superiority in the perpetrator, making him less 
prone to change or make an effort. 
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Child 
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In the “how”, children exercise agency as well. They perform care, but 
their care activity has not been studied in the same way as that of fathers, 
making it is difficult to discuss its quality or characteristics. However, they 
also tend to limit the extent of violence, as has been shown by for example 
Øverlien (2013). This means, that by their agency, they may actually 
influence the context in which their father’s care is performed. 

Finally, as mentioned earlier, the context of parental separation may 
also influence how care is performed. First of all, the physical distance 
between the care-giver and care-receiver changes (and also limits) the 
activities that can take place inside the relationship. Physical distance, 
however, does not preclude care. Caring acts such as sending an e-mail, 
checking a child’s homework via Skype, or making sure there is enough 
money to buy new shoes for football practice are caring acts that can be 
performed even at a distance. Nevertheless, other caring acts, such as 
dressing children, hugging them or feeding them are restricted by distance. 
On the other hand, as for example Ahlberg (2006) has shown, the parental 
separation may also force the care-giver (typically the father) to perform 
types of care that he did not do prior to the split-up, since there may be no 
one else to do them. A possible scenario, at least for older children, is that 
they either avoid expressing needs (e.g. go hungry) or meet needs them-
selves (e.g. make a meal). 

In the following flowchart on the next page (Figure 6) I have tried to 
incorporate the different aspects mentioned above into the care-chain 
(Tronto, 1993) to exemplify how caring acts may (or may not) be performed 
by violent fathers. I have chosen to assume that both fathers and children 
always care about (i.e. have a personal and emotional relationship) the 
person they are supposed to care for. The flowchart exemplifies a situation 
after the parental relationship has ended, for example in a contact situation. 

In conclusion, in assessing fathering by a violent father in the context of 
separation, one has to take multiple aspects of care located on several 
levels into consideration.32 Judging the father solely on the basis of the 
presence or absence of violence is probably not enough. Nor is judging the 
child based on general ideas about childhood and childing (i.e. this or that 
is how children in general react and what they do). Instead, one has to 
disentangle a complex web of ideals, activities and previous experiences.  

                                                      
32 Keep in mind that this figure also only includes a limited number of factors. For 
example, neither gender nor ethnicity are considered, both of which are factors 
that seem to impact contact decisions in Swedish courts (Bruno, 2015).  



124 ANNA FORSSELL Better safe than sorry? 

 

 

 
 

Figure 6. A possible care chain in a particular child care situation after parental 
separation. 
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7. Summary of the articles 
The three articles that serve as the empirical basis for this thesis are briefly 
summarized below. All are written in English and can be found after the 
final chapter of this extended introduction. Article one is a quantitative 
description of custody and contact arrangements in Sweden for families 
where the father has been violent against the mother. The second article 
links the children’s health with their contact arrangements and discusses 
what is in the best interest of the child. The third article uses the concept 
of neglect in discussing violent fathers’ parenting from the children’s point 
of view. 

7.1. Article I: Patterns in child–father contact after parental  
separation in a sample of child witnesses to intimate partner 
violence 
The negative consequences for children of experiencing IPV are well 
documented (Guille, 2004; Holt et al., 2008). There is also emerging 
evidence that such violence puts children and mothers at risk even after 
the parents have separated, because the perpetrator tends to continue 
using different forms of violence (Fleury et al., 2000; Brown, 2006). 
Children in such families often have post-separation contact with their 
violent fathers. Studies focusing on patterns of child–father contact are 
sparse overall, and when violence is included in the equation, the research 
field is even narrower. This article explores the relation between the severity 
and amount of violence the father has perpetrated against the mother and 
child and the amount of child–father contact after separation, by statistically 
analysing structured interviews with 165 mothers (who had been subjected 
to violence from the child’s father) about their 165 children (3–13 years of 
age). 

Results show that in 60% of the cases, parents had joint custody, and 
that 74% of the children had contact (either occasionally or regularly) 
with their (previously) violent father. Most children had face-to-face 
contact at least every other week with the father. There were only a few 
differences between the contact and non-contact groups of children. These 
differences mostly concerned the father; children without contact had 
fathers with lower socioeconomic status and lower scores on the negotiation 
scale (one subscale in the CTS-2 instrument). However, children who 
according to their mothers had been subjected to child abuse by their 
father were less likely to have contact with him after separation. The 
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groups did not differ on whether or not the violence against the mother 
had ended and the amount, and severity of violence against the mother 
had no impact. 

Even though direct violence against the child had an impact on whether 
or not they had contact, more than half of the children who had unsuper-
vised face-to-face contact (51%) had, according to the mother, been 
subjected to violence by the father. The amount or type of contact did not 
correlate with amount or type of violence. 

This study raises questions about what actually determines decisions in 
child–father contact matters. Fathers’ higher socioeconomic status and 
higher scores on the negotiation scale are related to greater likelihood of 
contact; but is that due to their being better fathers or just being better at 
persuasion? Further, the number of children who have ongoing unsuper-
vised face-to-face contact with a father when there are indications of 
ongoing violence against the mother as well as a history of possible child 
abuse raises concerns about how well the child’s best interest is being 
considered in contact decisions. 

7.2. Article II: Contact with a violent father after parental  
separation: When is it beneficial for children’s well-being? 
Children in Sweden who have witnessed IPV often have more or less regular 
contact with the perpetrator after separation (Barnombudsmannen, 2005; 
Forssell & Cater, 2015). There is an astonishing lack of research on how 
this affects children both in a short- and long-term perspective (Scott & 
Crooks, 2004). A small American study, including fifty children between 
the ages of 3 and 6, shows that children who have more contact with their 
father have fewer internalizing symptoms than other children (Smith Stover 
et al., 2003). Apart from having a very small sample, this study has not 
taken into account direct abuse of the child, it is limited to young children, 
and it does not consider the father–mother relationship, which has been 
shown in another study (King & Heard, 1999) to be significant. A more 
recent American study found no connection between child–father contact 
and behavioural problems in children (Hunter & Graham-Bermann, 
2013). 

Two Swedish studies point in different directions. One of them (Grip, et 
al., 2013) concludes that the amount of child–father contact does not 
impact on symptom load or on levels of change in treatment. However the 
other (Georgsson et al., 2011) finds a gender difference: girls who stayed 
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in contact with their violent fathers had more psychological health problems 
than both boys and girls without contact. 

This article aims (a) to analyse if and how children’s psychological 
health is related to the termination or continuation of post-separation 
child–father contact, and (b) to identify types of fathers whose children 
benefit or do not benefit (more than the group of children as a whole) 
from continued or terminated, in a sample of child witnesses of IPV. In 
this study a sample of 165 mothers have provided information about 165 
children, approximately three-fifths of which are boys and two-fifths girls. 
The material has been analysed using t-tests as well as configural frequency 
analysis (von Eye, 2000). 

The study shows that if one studies the correlation between child well-
being and child–father contact after parental separation, there are no 
differences in psychological health (as measured in the article) between the 
group of children that that had contact with their father and those who 
did not have contact. This is inconsistent with previous research emphasizing 
(at least in general samples) that child–father contact after parental 
separation should increase the child’s well-being (Lamb, 2010; Sarkadi, 
Kristiansson, Oberklaid, & Bremberg, 2007). 

The results further show that there is a subgroup of children whose 
psychological well-being is negatively correlated with terminating contact. 
These children’s fathers have lower socioeconomic status and lower levels 
of negotiation skills than the other children in the study and, most 
importantly, they have lower scores than the children whose fathers 
exhibit the same characteristics but who had stayed in contact. These 
results are almost unique, since hardly any studies have been able to pin-
point subgroups of child witnesses to IPV who benefit (psychologically) 
from staying in touch with their (violent) father. However, the results 
must be interpreted carefully since several missing factors may impact on 
the results, such as lack of information concerning the children’s wishes 
and geographical distance. Moreover, the study does not provide any 
information about why these children have worse psychological health 
than the other children in the study. Nevertheless, the study provides a 
foundation for further discussions and questions concerning when and for 
what groups it is in the best interest of children to have contact with a 
(formerly) violent father. 
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7.3. Article III: Descriptions of fathers’ care by children exposed 
to intimate partner violence (IPV) – in “the grey area” of neglect? 
There is extensive research on the negative effects of IPV on children 
(Guille, 2004; Holt et al., 2008). There is also a quite substantial body of 
research indicating that fathers who use violence against their partners 
tend to have some weaknesses in their parenting skills. For example it has 
been shown that they tend to be more rigid, be more prone to child abuse, 
and to have trouble putting their children’s needs before their own 
(Bancroft et al., 2012). 

This situation raises certain issues related to child neglect and how 
children perceive their own situation – an area lacking in research. The 
article addresses this gap by analysing aspects of fathers’ care as described 
by children whose fathers have subjected their mothers to IPV. The analysis 
is based on low-standardized qualitative interviews with ten children aged 
8–12 years, that at the time of the interview were living at a women’s shelter. 

The results consist of three main themes. The first concerns the children’s 
view of their fathers as providers of care; the fathers are described as 
mostly disengaged and irresponsible in their parenting activity. The children 
speak of fathers who lie and fathers who may be physically present, but 
whose presence is difficult to interpret: Is it an act of readiness (to provide 
for the child) or is it a demonstration of control? Second, when asked 
about fathers and mothers in general, they describe the needs of the child 
being provided almost solely by the mother. The father is at most a back-up, 
and an unreliable one at that. Finally, and not surprisingly, the children in 
this study attribute violence to men and fathers. And when it comes to 
setting a level of reasonable parenting by fathers, the children seem to 
consider merely refraining from violence to be good enough. Altogether, 
the interviews provide little evidence that fathers in these families contribute 
equally, or even substantially, to the child’s care, at least from the child’s 
point of view. 

Despite having several limitations, such as sample size and possible 
communication barriers between the researchers and the children, this 
study provides a foundation for a discussion on neglect. Children who 
have witnessed IPV may not only need what the average child needs; they 
may have more extensive needs due to possible negative effects of the 
violence (cf. Holt et al., 2008; Guille, 2004; Wood & Sommers, 2011; 
Hungerford et al., 2012). Further, the article points out the need to be 
culturally sensitive when using the concept of neglect. What is considered 
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an adequate contribution by the father (from the child’s point of view) 
may differ between different countries or cultural subgroups. Finally, the 
definition of neglect in previous studies, where who actually provides care 
is not important as long as the child’s needs are met (cf. Dubowitz, 2007), 
may not be applicable in families affected by IPV, since it sustains the idea 
of the father role as negotiable. In this article we argue that, for families 
affected by this type of violence, a more child-friendly definition of neglect 
would involve assessing each parent’s ability to meet the specific child’s 
needs individually, to prevent assessments where the mere absence of 
violence is deemed “good enough”. 
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8. Discussion 
This thesis would probably not have been written in Sweden thirty or 
forty years ago. Why not? Well, first of all the situation for children 
exposed to IPV had not been brought to public attention in Sweden or 
elsewhere in the world. Further, the fathering ideal has changed profoundly 
during the last fifty years in Sweden, from a situation where the mother 
was the only parent who could receive publicly financed parental leave 
and who in practice took almost all the responsibility for the children, to 
one where fathers are expected to take equal part in child rearing. Moreover, 
the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, which also has affected 
how we view children, was adopted in 1989 and ratified in Sweden the 
following year. 

Therefore, the aim of this thesis has been to analyse – in the context of 
Swedish parenting ideals and family norms – aspects of children’s relation-
ships (after parental separation) with a father who has used violence 
against the mother. The topic touches on several different fields both in 
research and in practice, and the results should therefore be interpreted 
carefully, especially because this study does not claim to cover every aspect 
of child–father relations. The topic is located in the intersection between 
two potentially conflicting articles in the United Nations Convention on 
the Rights of the Child – the right to know your parents and right not to 
have to experience violence (UNCRC, 1989). In the intersection of those 
two paragraphs, the question arises of what is most harmful for a child: 
(a) ending the contact with the violent father; or (b) maintaining the contact, 
and hence risking continued violence. In the following discussion, I elaborate 
on some aspects of the child–father relationship that stem from the results 
of this study, but that also emerge from a more theoretical discussion. 

8.1. Contextualization of results – a theoretical discussion 
This discussion chapter is divided in two sections. The first positions the 
results within the Swedish context, previous research, and different 
theoretical concepts that have been developed in Chapters 3 to 6. This is 
divided in three subsections. After this, a second section follows, which is 
dedicated to readers from the social work and legal fields in Sweden. In it I 
aim to discuss the fourth research question: “When, how, and under what 
circumstances is child–father contact after parental separation in the best 
interest of the child, in cases involving IPV?” Finally, I suggest some ideas 
for (much needed) future research in this field. 
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8.1.1. Continuing or terminating contact with a violent father 
How can we understand the continuation of contact, even when there may 
be a risk of violence? The first article (Forssell & Cater, 2015) focuses 
mainly on the patterns of child–father contact in cases involving IPV. The 
results from this article show that approximately 75% of the children in 
this sample33 had some form of contact with their father (i.e. the perpetrator 
of violence). This is a lower rate than that of the general population, 
where approximately 90–95% of children whose parents are separated 
have contact with the parent with whom he or she does not live (The 
National Board of Health and Welfare [Sw. Socialstyrelsen], 2004b). 
Further, in approximately in half of the cases where children had face-to-
face contact there were indications of child abuse, and there were also 
indications that the violence against the mother was still ongoing in some 
form (Forssell & Cater, 2015). This naturally raises several questions 
concerning for example safety, but the question in focus here is why so 
many children stay in touch with a (formerly) violent father? The answer 
to this question may be found in several areas, among others (a) how IPV 
is understood, (b) Swedish legislation and policy, and (c) family norms and 
ideals in Sweden. These fields will now be further elaborated upon. 

The first question – concerning how IPV is understood – is partly a 
matter of perspective. The definition of violence used in this thesis takes 
the child as its starting point, defining violence as: 

comprising physical, psychological, sexual or material acts by a care-giver 
against a care-giver that are perceived by the child as violent and/or frightening 
and that may have short- or long-term consequences for the child’s well-
being and/or the trust between child and the violent care-giver. (p. 68-69, 
this thesis) 

This definition implies that violence may not only impact on the child at 
the specific moment when it happens, but the consequences in the form of 
fear and distrust may be part of the child’s environment for a long time to 
come. It also suggests that the violence impacts not only on the child’s 
well-being, but also on the relationship between the child and the perpetrating 
care-giver. This may seem obvious, but it does make a difference if 
violence is seen as a series of isolated acts or as an ongoing part of the 
relationship environment. In terms of the different types of violence identified 
                                                      
33 The sample is not representative, but consists of mothers and children who had 
sought help for their experiences of violence or who had contacted different 
authorities for other reasons.  
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by Johnson and Ferraro (2000), it is possible that the intimate terrorist to 
a greater extent creates a violent environment, whilst the person perpetrating 
situational violence leans more towards isolated events. However, these 
types are not validated through the eyes of the child; thus we cannot know 
how this violence is perceived – a word used in the definition on the previous 
page. It is possible that part of the explanation of the number of children 
staying in contact with a violent father is the application in contact 
decisions of an adult perspective on violence; i.e. the violence is evaluated 
based on how dangerous it is perceived to be by the adult, rather than 
how it is perceived by the child. 

However, this explanation is contradicted by the results from the first 
article in this thesis (Forssell & Cater, 2015), which apart from sexual 
violence, showed no correlation between the seriousness of the violence 
against the mother and whether or not the contact was terminated or 
continued. Instead the continuation of contact was correlated with whether 
or not there were indications of child abuse, and what characteristics the 
father seemed to possess. The article indicates that fathers who had a 
higher socioeconomic status and displayed somewhat better negotiation 
skills (according to the CTS-2 instrument), were more likely to have 
contact with their children. A correlation between contact and socioeconomic 
status has previously also been found in general samples (see Swiss & Le 
Bourdais, 2009). This could be a sign of what has been shown in previous 
studies (Eriksson & Hester, 2001): namely that the social services (for 
example) tend to separate between the violence and the person, making it 
possible to be “a violent man, yet a good father”. However, this could 
also be an indication of the problem of disregarding or minimizing the 
violence that other studies have demonstrated (Sundhall, 2012), or possibly 
that the supposed higher levels of negotiation skills instead are an expression 
of a more active and manipulative person. Further explanations can possibly 
be found in the pattern among middle-class fathers of expressing a more 
involved and active care-giving fathering ideal (Forsberg, 2009), and that 
using violence does not exclude the possibility of giving voice to and 
practising such ideals. 

The second question – about legislation and policy in Sweden – is linked 
to the previous one. Swedish regulations on contact between parents and 
children after parental separation stress the importance of considering the 
best interest of the child in every decision concerning custody, contact and 
residence. In contact cases, determining the child’s best interest requires 
balancing possible risks and the need for children to maintain close and 
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good contact with both parents (Code on Parents and Children, 1949:381, 
chapter 6 §§ 15; 2a). This wording is somewhat different from that in the 
UNCRC, which states that every state shall “respect the right of the child 
who is separated from one or both parents to maintain personal relations 
and direct contact with both parents on a regular basis” (9th article, 
UNCRC, 1989, my emphasis). 

Even though both the UNCRC and Swedish regulations emphasize that 
the best interest of the child should overrule any other aspect, this small 
difference in wording (i.e. need vs. right) may influence the outcome. If the 
need for contact is not up for debate, it seems hard to argue that it is in 
the best interest of the child to have no contact – no matter what actions 
the parents perform. 

A similarity between Swedish legislation and the UNCRC is that they 
both focus on maintaining the relationship between parent and child after 
parental separation. However, taking previous research on separation (in 
families in general) into consideration, we find a significant discussion 
concerning re-negotiation of the child–parent relationship after parental 
separation. The parent and the child need to figure out how to relate to 
each other without the other parent being present (Ahlberg, 2006; Smart, 
1999). Fathers in previous studies have expressed how they become parents 
when they separate from the child’s mother, since they suddenly need to 
take sole responsibility for the child’s well-being on contact occasions 
(Philip, 2013). However, in the Swedish ideal world of fathering, fathers 
already have a relationship with their children before separation, including 
for example joint activities, nurturing and emotions (Forsberg, 2009). In 
light of how violence can affect the relationship between the violent parent 
and the child, I ask whether in these cases it really is a question of main-
taining a child–parent relationship, or rather is a question of establishing 
one. 

The third question – concerning family norms and ideals – pinpoints a 
practical tension that can be found between two political goals or ideas: 
(a) gender equality in parental responsibility; and (b) the gendering of
violence, both against women and against children in the form of physical
and/or sexual abuse (Pringle, 2012). The first favours the inclusion of men
in children’s lives and the second endorses that sometimes and under certain
circumstances men’s access to children’s and women’s lives should be
restricted. Has the equality ideal perhaps made it more difficult to restrict
or terminate child–father contact? Excluding fathers from the ideal family
has also been shown to be problematic in previous research concerning
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fathering. There are several indications that it is the idea of the father, 
rather than the actual person, that is evaluated in contact or custody 
investigations. Arguments such as that the child “needs a father” or 
“needs a male role model” (see H. Johansson, 2006) imply that this idea 
of a father possesses certain attributes that children need and that cannot 
be supplied in any other way. Thus, it seems as if it is the father as a 
function that is evaluated, rather than the specific person. Depriving a 
child of such a fundamental and irreplaceable function seems inevitably to 
be viewed as problematic, and it is possible that specific (negative) 
characteristics of that specific (violent) father are overlooked in favour of 
the idea of general (positive) characteristics of general (non-violent) 
fathers. However, at the same time the “father-as-function” idea also 
implies that an absent father needs to be replaced, as it is the activity 
(rather than the person) presumably supplied by a present father that is 
needed. Similar ideas have been expressed by children in the interview 
materials used for this thesis; they say they “want to have a father”, but 
not necessarily their own. One young girl also described how her father 
has a new child (in a relationship with another woman), and wonders 
whether or not it is possible for her to get a new father. 

8.1.2. Children’s well-being and its correlation to child–father contact 
In the second article (Forssell, 2016), I conclude that children who have 
contact do not differ in psychological well-being (as measured in the 
study) from those who do not have contact with their father. This differs 
from results of other studies which have shown that child–father contact 
should increase child well-being, at least in general samples (Lamb, 2010; 
Sarkadi et al., 2007). Hence, the positive effect of child–father contact seen 
among children in general cannot be detected in this sample of children 
exposed to IPV. Why is this the case? One possible explanation could be 
that the quality of the contact is low, that fathers are not expressing the 
engaged and active fathering that might be necessary to generate positive 
effects. Another explanation could be that fathers who use violence may 
not possess the full capacity to care asked for by Hollway (2006), and 
hence need to learn to care for children in a more suitable manner. 

Swedish legislation does not specify the content (input) of the contact, 
but the output is supposed to be a “close and good” relationship between 
parent and child that at the same time does not put the child at risk (Code 
on Parents and Children, 1949:381, chapter 6, §2a). This implies that the 
quality of the relationship does matter. However the output (no harm and 
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a good relationship) can only be judged after a period of time, and in the 
meantime damage can still be done. Although the question of whether or 
not the contact is beneficial for the child seems to be central, there is a 
lack of empirical evidence that child–father contact is necessarily a good 
thing in cases involving intimate partner violence and/or child abuse. What 
we know as of now is that: 

a) In the general population, children do benefit from contact with a
father (Lamb, 2010)

b) The most important factor in deriving such benefit is the quality
of this contact (Amato & Gilbreth, 1999; King & Sobolewski,
2006; Whiteside & Becker, 2000), which underlines the activity
involved of engaged fathering. Nevertheless, for this engagement
and activity to take place there has to be contact, in some form:
even if the frequency is not the most central point. As Jamieson
(1998) has pointed out, relationships take time; so even if frequency
or amount is not the primary issue, it still has an impact.

c) The negative effects that IPV has on children are well established
and have repeatedly been shown in numerous studies (see reviews
by Guille, 2004; Holt et al., 2008; Hungerford et al., 2012; Wood
& Sommers, 2011). When it occurs together with child abuse it
leads to a “double-whammy” effect (Sousa et al., 2010).

However, few studies, Swedish or from other countries, have taken into 
consideration the aspect of contact after parental separation. Those that 
have point in different directions. One Swedish study concludes that the 
amount of child–father contact does not impact on child well-being (Grip 
et al., 2013),34 one from the USA argues that child–father contact reduces 
the amount of internalizing symptoms (Smith Stover et al., 2003), and 
finally another US study concludes that nonviolent or less violent father 
figures can be a positive factor in cases where the child has experienced 
IPV (Hunter & Graham-Bermann, 2013). Whether or not the different 
contexts of these studies play any role in the results is impossible to say. 

34 The study by Grip et al. uses partly the same materials as are used in this thesis. 
However, they have not excluded step-fathers or social fathers, and included only 
children between 9 and 13 years of age. They have also used siblings in their study 
(62 children and their 53 mothers), which I have not.  
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The results from the second article (Forssell, 2016), which adds to the 
list of studies focusing on child well-being and contact, further shows that 
one subgroup of children stands out. This group consists of children with 
fathers who scored lower on socioeconomic status and have lower levels 
of negotiation skills. The fathers were also still using violence and there 
were also indications that they had used violence against the child. This 
group of children had lower levels of well-being (as measured in the study) 
if contact between child and father was terminated than if it continued; i.e. 
the finding is somewhat in line with that of Smith Stover and colleagues’ 
study. 

This somewhat hard-to-grasp result is explained in the article as a 
possible consequence of the child losing a measure of control if contact is 
terminated, and that the loss of control is worse for the child’s well-being 
than exposure to violence. However, there are other possible explanations 
as well. It could have to do with the children’s own agency or concern for 
their father – i.e. that the fathers have a greater proportion of problems 
themselves and the children actually care for them. Ending the contact 
may cause the child to worry about how the father is going to take care of 
himself. However these explanations, though grounded in theory concerning 
children’s agency and care, need empirical testing. 

8.1.3. The caring behaviour of violent fathers 
In light of the first two articles in this thesis, one must ask the question: 
How can violent parents contribute to their child’s well-being, and what 
parental behaviours instead put the child’s well-being at risk? Moreover, 
how do the children perceive the parental behaviour? Previous studies (e.g. 
Bronte-Tinkew, Moore & Carrano, 2006; Maliken & Katz, 2013; Øverlien, 
2013) have highlighted the need for research concerning violent parents’ 
other behaviours towards the child, and how they may affect the child 
both during and after the parental relationship has ended. What acts are 
perceived as trust-destroying and trust-rebuilding, respectively? In the 
third, more qualitative article (Cater & Forssell, 2014) we conclude that 
children who had violent fathers described them in quite negative terms. 
They portrayed their fathers as disengaged, lazy and irresponsible when it 
came to caring for their children. Fathers in general, on the other hand, 
were described as nice, which in turn was defined as “not violent” – but 
not as providers of care. Instead fathers, as an idea, were described as a 
back-up to the mother. 
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In the third article the practice and context of care stands in focus, i.e. 
the “how” and the “where” dimension, in Hollway’s (2006) argumentation. 
In the case of parent–child care, care is supposed to be non-negotiable and 
asymmetric (Hollway, 2006); the parents do not have any choice but to 
give care, and moreover to a greater extent than what they receive in 
return. However, in a few of the interviews recounted in the third article 
(Cater & Forssell, 2014) it seems as if the child perceives this asymmetry 
in another way. Belinda says: “He doesn’t do very much himself, although 
he asks us to do a lot of things. Like, we do the dishes, while he’s sitting 
watching TV and such” (p.188). Here, Belinda seems to be the one caring 
for her father, rather than the other way around. The main result emerging 
from the analysis in the third article (Cater & Forssell, 2014) is that the 
children describe their father as lazy, and self-centred, and from the child’s 
point of view he does not contribute to the household chores or child care 
to any greater extent. However, care work consists of several dimensions 
such as paying attention to and taking responsibility for someone else’s 
needs, and hence does not necessarily include the actual execution of the 
care. Belinda can be expressing discontent with having to be the one who 
carries it out. However, the father might be the one noticing the need and 
making sure the need is addressed, even though he does not do the dishes 
himself. This is an example of the diversity in caring acts, which may be 
labelled as ranging from no care, to passive and active care. For example 
monitoring/controlling the child and feeling parental emotions toward the 
child could be viewed as more passive; while playing, feeding and hugging 
(expressing emotions) could be viewed as more active. However, in the 
children’s descriptions it also becomes clear that some of the fathers 
express (negative) control, violence and ignorance of the child’s needs. 
This could be shown as in Figure 7 where care is represented as promoting 
a child’s development, but harmful acts may impede the child’s development. 
In the lower half of the figure, you can find a concept of neglect based on 
this idea. 

The model on the next page (Figure 7) also pinpoints the need for 
putting care and neglect in a context, as emphasized by Hollway (2006). 
An absent and/or disengaged father might not be a problem in a society 
where the norm is that the mother is the sole caretaker, and violence (i.e. 
corporal punishment) against children and wives is legal and common. 
However, in Sweden, a society where the ideal father is active and engaged 
(though this ideal may not always be realized), an absent and disengaged 
father may be a problem for the child. In analogy with the concept of 
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relative poverty (not being able to do what others are able to do in a certain 
cultural context, although neither are homeless and starving, or rich) I have 
chosen to refer to this as “relative neglect”, which might fall within the 
“grey area” of neglect pointed out by Dubowitz (2007). The difference 
between Dubowitz’s grey area and the concept of “relative neglect” is the 
cultural component. Hence, children may suffer from their father’s 
absence at their graduation if everyone else’s fathers are there, but they 
might not if the presence of fathers is not the normal social standard. This 
concept of relative neglect is also age sensitive; i.e. a young child may react 
differently than an older child to a lack of ready-prepared food. The other 
concepts in the model are relatively well established and are discussed by, 
for example, Dubowitz and colleagues. 

 

 
Figure 7. A contextual model of care and neglect (based on Cater & Forssell, 
2014). 

Another theoretical distinction that has come to my attention during the 
writing of this thesis is that between violence as separate from parenting 
practices and violence as part of parenting practices. Sweden has laws 
against corporal punishment and abuse of both partners and children. 
This implies that in the ideal family, violence has no place in the intimate 
relationship or parenting practices. In reality though, the situation is not 
always black or white. What would be considered violence in one situation, 
for example bruising an arm, could be an act of care if it is done in order 
to prevent your child from running out in front of a car. The latter could 
be considered unintentional harm, which is qualitatively different from the 
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type of controlling violence used for example by intimate terrorists (Johnson 
& Ferraro, 2000 – see p. 64, this thesis). Intimate terrorists typically use 
violence to secure what they believe to be their own best interest – not that 
of their child or partner. 

To return to the subject – is it the case that violence itself affects parenting 
practices, or is violence to be considered as part of parenting practices? In 
the first case, a change in the violent behaviour should logically also affect 
how someone “does” parenting. In the second case, violence and parenting 
are perhaps more intertwined, and a modification of either the violent or 
the parental behaviour may have an impact on behaviour on a more 
general level. Hence, I argue that one hypothetical effect of such a 
categorization could be that those violent fathers for whom control is a 
prominent feature of their parenting also can be categorized as intimate 
(patriarchal) terrorists, while those who use situational couple violence are 
more likely to be understood as “parents in general”, an argument also 
put forward by Øverlien (2013). One can also ask whether or not these 
“intimate terrorists” are represented in the subgroup of “more responsible 
offenders” identified by Salisbury et al. (2009). These are empirical questions 
that need further attention outside this thesis. 

In conclusion, the care performed by fathers who have used violence 
against the mother and perhaps also against the child needs to be placed in 
its specific cultural and family context – a context which may or may not 
be characterized by fear and threats. A child living in a threatening family 
context may not be able to trust the situation, even if the father actually 
performs caring acts out of love, engagement and compassion. The previous 
experiences (or possible underlying threats of violence, i.e. latent violence), 
may create a situation where the child is not able to perceive caring acts as 
good, but views them as frightening instead. Hence, after the parental 
separation, in order to maintain or establish a safe environment and a 
positive relationship between child and father, the father may need to be 
not only as good as other fathers, but better than them, in order to rebuild 
the trust that he previously has destroyed.35 

8.2. Implications for practitioners and researchers 
The complexity of child–father relationships in the aftermath of IPV and 
parental separation has become increasingly apparent to me as the work 
with this thesis has progressed. In countless discussions with victims, 
                                                      
35 Thanks to Maria Eriksson for this chain of thought. 
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professionals and colleagues, as well as with friends and family, we have 
explored possible reasons why children who have witnessed violence or 
even been abused themselves keep in contact with the perpetrator, i.e. the 
father. Many of those who do not have previous knowledge about the 
field have seem surprised to learn that fathers are not automatically cut off 
from their children by legal or social authorities in these cases. A large 
proportion of the children continue to have unsupervised contact on a 
regular basis, and the question “Why do they stay in touch?” has emerged 
over and over again. 

The 9th article of the UNCRC (1989) states that “a child shall not be 
separated from his or her parents against their will, except when competent 
authorities subject to judicial review determine, in accordance with applicable 
law and procedures, that such separation is necessary for the best interests 
of the child”. In Swedish legislation the need for the child to have contact 
is also underlined in the Code on Parents and Children chapter 6, § 15. 
On the other hand the risk for children should also be weighed into the 
decision, and the decision should always be in the best interest of the child 
(Code on Parents and Children, 1949:381, chapter 6, §2a). Nevertheless, 
both Swedish and international studies indicate that the overriding 
assumption among social and legal services seems to be that child–father 
contact should continue (Bruno, 2015; Eriksson, 2003; Holt, 2011; Höjer 
& Röbäck, 2009; Lessard et al., 2010; Radford et al., 1997; Swiss & Le 
Bourdais, 2009). 

Merging the results from this thesis with previous research, and 
contextualizing them within Swedish social and legal practice, I try in the 
next section to answer the fourth research question: Under what circum-
stances should children have or not have contact with their (previously) 
violent father? 

8.2.1. Better safe than sorry, or better sorry than safe? 
In every relationship it is possible to identify at least two members. 
However, in relationships between (non-violent) fathers and their children, 
the mother has been singled out as a possible facilitator of child–father 
contact (Madden-Derdich & Leonard, 2000). Hence, there is an idea that 
the mother helps make the child–father relationship possible, an idea that 
has been identified in Swedish contested-contact cases where the mother is 
made responsible for ensuring that the father is sober and able to care for 
the child when she leaves the child at his house (Röbäck, 2012b). 
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As a consequence of the reasoning above one can also identify two 
other possible actors in the child–father relationship in cases involving 
IPV: the legal services and the social services. At least some of the social 
and legal services in Sweden seem to base their work on a fathering ideal 
that makes it possible to be a “good-enough” father just by not using 
violence. Although gender-equality appears to be a guiding principle in 
theory, it does not appear to be put into practice in custody and contact 
decisions. This can be seen as an example of the generally low demands 
placed on fathers by society. 

When it comes to meeting basic day-to-day needs of children and emotional 
nurturance, we have low standards for fathers and much higher standards 
for mothers. This double standard in parenting expectations has far-
reaching repercussions for child welfare case practice. In domestic violence 
cases, this means that battering fathers are less likely to be assessed as 
undermining his partner’s basic care of the children and the stability of the 
household, […]. Therefore, when these behaviors manifest as a child’s 
disrespect for their mother or behavior and emotional issues, they will often 
lead to a case plan that is focused on the survivor’s parenting versus the 
batterer’s abuse. (Mandel, 2010, p. 531) 

Furthermore, work with child witnesses of IPV in Sweden has mainly 
focused on protecting the woman and child and possibly supporting their 
recovery, rather than holding the perpetrator accountable for his actions36 
(Eriksson, 2010), which may further illustrate the skewed division of 
responsibility in the aftermath of IPV. As mentioned earlier, assessments 
of fathering by violent fathers need to take into account the previous harm 
he has done to the mother, the child, the child–father relationship, and the 
father–mother relationship. A situation after separation where the father’s 
contribution at best amounts to “showing up”, might be referred to as 
“relative neglect” (see section 8.1.3.). For children in Sweden today, the 
norm is probably to have an engaged father. Thus, not demanding more 
from violent fathers than that they show up on contact occasions and not 
use violence is potentially not in the best interest of the child. As was 
previously pointed out, it is also central to recognize that children’s 
experiences of IPV differ, both regarding the actual violence that has 

36 This is not to argue that the protection and treatment of women and children are 
unnecessary, but that they perhaps should not be the only interventions made in 
these families – especially if children are to have contact with the violent father 
after separation. 
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occurred and how the violence is perceived by the child. Some children 
have witnessed a single violent event which they did not perceive as 
frightening, and other children have built up a level of fear that is 
uncalled for after an unintentional violent event. These situations and 
these fathers also need to be assessed in terms of the risk of possible new 
violence as well as abilities and deficiencies in parenting behaviour. 

Thus, the children’s specific experiences may generate different outcomes, 
but there is still a qualitative difference between children who have 
witnessed violence and children who have been lucky enough to avoid this 
experience. James and James (2008) argue for the trial-and-error learning 
process, stating that children grow not only by getting older, but also 
through experience. I agree. Children’s competence does depend on their 
experiences more than their age, even if the latter makes a difference as 
well. However, in practice children with experiences of violence usually 
seem to be viewed in the same way as children in general when it comes to 
their competencies, development and abilities. It is likely that children 
with experiences of violence have more insight and competence than 
children in general about living with violence, and therefore are better able 
to determine what they do or do not want to experience again. Hence, it is 
much more likely that a child with experience of a specific violent father 
can have a well-founded opinion concerning whether or not he or she 
wants to have continued contact with that father. I argue that children 
with such specific experiences of violence and possible child abuse cannot 
be measured by the same yardstick as children in general when it comes to 
competence concerning living with violence, and knowledge about their 
specific violent father. 

If children with experiences of IPV and possibly also of child abuse 
should be viewed as specific children, rather than children in general, 
should violent fathers then be viewed as specific fathers rather than fathers 
in general, and what would the consequences be of making such a distinction. 
For the children it could be a possibility to recognize that they have certain 
needs related to their specific experiences (e.g. a need for better parents 
than children in general), but also to possibly increase the weight given to 
their opinions concerning topics related to their experiences. 

 Further, this distinction may also call for increased individualization, 
when viewing both the child’s experiences and how the child perceives his 
or her experiences. Because the Swedish legal and social service system 
seems to favour continued child–father contact after separation, it is 
possible to argue that those children (and mothers) who, despite obstacles 
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and resistance caused by this norm, pursue their wish to end the child–
father contact need to be taken seriously. 

Such a distinction between specific fathers and fathers in general may 
also lead to a clearer distinction between different types of violence with 
possibly different purposes. Moreover, specific fathers could then also 
have a need for treatment designed to help them become a good enough 
parent – or possibly even a better than average parent to the specific child. 
Thus, viewing both the child and the father as specific persons, rather than 
as belonging to general populations, may cause the child–father relation-
ship to have to be viewed as a specific, rather than general, one. 

It should be noted that in Sweden we still speak of contact between a 
parent and a child in binary terms, as existing or not existing, regardless of 
whether or not the parent has been violent – a discussion that may lack 
focus on the question of “how” the contact can occur or what form it can 
take. There further seems to be a lack of demands on fathers to change 
their behaviours before such contact can begin. The view put forward by 
Bancroft et al. (2012) strongly emphasizes the need for the violent parent 
to change his behaviour in several respects before regular unsupervised 
contact can come into question. A clue, according to them, that a 
perpetrator has a hard time accepting the consequences of his actions is if 
he “insists that his history of battering should not be affecting his access to 
unsupervised and overnight visits with his children.” (p. 227). In cases of 
contact between children and violent fathers, security is probably the most 
important issue. Even if the father has not been violent directly toward the 
child, seeing him getting angry, yelling, and destroying things may trigger 
re-traumatization in the child. Further, if the father has a new partner, 
there is an obvious risk of repeated behaviour against his new partner and 
maybe also new children. McIntosh (2002) shows that fathers who use 
violence are lacking in “parental thought”; i.e. they lack understanding of 
how the violence affect the child. Neither mothers nor fathers seem to 
understand how dramatically violence can influence the child’s life. 
Featherstone and Peckover (2007) point out that calling violent men 
fathers may be a first step in motivating them to change their behaviour. 

Possibly even more remarkable is the fact that there were children in my 
study (see Forssell & Cater, 2015) who had unsupervised face-to-face 
contact with fathers despite indications of physical, psychological or sexual 
child abuse. This raises concerns about why and in whose best interest 
contact is maintained. Even if children who witnessed sexual abuse or 
were subjected to child abuse in the study were less likely to have contact 
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with their fathers, many children who, according to the mother, had been 
subjected to child abuse still had contact, both supervised and unsuper-
vised. This raises several questions. Was the child abuse known to the 
Social Board that approved a possible contact agreement? Had the children 
been heard in those cases? What demands are placed on fathers, if the 
contact is maintained despite child abuse? Or are these children that are 
flying under the authorities’ radar, whose mothers refrain from seeking 
restrictions on contact? 

In article I in this thesis, concerning children who had contact, the 
amount or type of contact had no correlation with the severity of violence 
against the mother. Hence there do not seem to be any differences in the 
character of the violence that indicate a need for supervised contact or 
contact restricted to telephone or e-mail. This can be viewed as either a 
“one-size-fits-all model”, where the specific situation for each child is not 
fully taken into consideration or as a model where several other aspects 
(than the violence) are taken into account. This raises concerns about how 
well the social services, police and courts understand the violence, and 
whether they recognize the different types of violent behaviours identified 
by Johnson and Ferraro (2000) and developed in relation to the child by 
Øverlien (2013). It seems to be an inescapably questionable decision to 
recommend contact between child and father in cases of, for example, 
intimate terrorism. Adding to this, Haselschwerdt and colleagues have 
shown that investigators’ education and theoretical beliefs impact on their 
decisions in cases involving domestic violence. Service providers holding a 
feminist perspective tended to be aware of intimate terrorism as well as 
situational couple violence (accordingly to Johnson & Ferraro, 2000) and 
changed their recommendations accordingly, but those working from a 
family violence perspective focused only on the concept of situational couple 
violence. Among the latter group there was a tendency to assume that 
mothers often make false allegations against fathers and try to turn the 
children against their fathers (parental alienation) (Haselschwerdt et al., 
2011). The risk of misjudging both mothers and fathers if one does not 
have the proper education or understanding, and thereby putting children 
and mothers at risk, seems apparent. 

The question whether children can have contact with a violent parent 
can rarely be answered with a yes or no. The children’s experiences and 
their interpretations of their experiences differ too greatly for this to be 
possible. Some have “only” experienced relatively mild acts of violence 
(and perceive them as such) with no further consequences. Others have 
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experienced severe and long-lasting violence against the mother and possibly 
often also against themselves, but they may also have lived through a 
parental separation and possibly also the experience of having one parent 
in prison. These aspects as well as the coexistence of alcohol/drugs and 
violence need to be acknowledged when meeting and assessing parenting 
capacity and the child’s need for contact, as Guille (2004) also has 
emphasized. Adding to this is the fact that these children have been put 
through traumatic life events involving their father, meaning that the 
child–father relationship in one way or another has been damaged and 
may be lacking in trust and support. If a child is to have contact with a 
father who has been violent against the mother and/or the child, at the 
very least we need to ensure that the child–father contact is a safe place for 
the child. However, it is reasonable to think more highly of fathers than 
that. By making demands of the violent parent, the responsibility for 
making the child–father contact a safe place is put on the father, not on 
the mother or the child (cf. Holt, 2015; see also further discussion below). 

Because abusive fathers may have eroded their children’s emotional 
security, the need to rebuild trust will affect the pace of change and potential 
impact of relapses on the child (Scott & Crooks, 2004, p. 104). First and 
foremost, fathers need to stop their violent behaviour, since there will 
never be a secure and safe environment for trust to be rebuilt in if the 
violence continues (Scott & Crooks, 2004). An end to the violence has 
also been shown to be important for children’s recovery from the traumatic 
events (Broberg et al., 2011). Re-establishing trust and repairing the 
relationship are a time-consuming process that requires both sensitivity 
and competent guidance. As Shepard stated as early as 1992, “Although 
many steps have been taken to cope with the immediate crisis experienced 
by battered women and their children, this study demonstrates the need 
for ongoing services to provide protection and support” (1992, p. 365). 

In the material used for the first and second article most children had 
unsupervised contact at least every other week and the variation was 
rather low. The low variation in both the frequency and the form of contact 
is contrary to the recommendations by the Children’s Ombudsman 
(Barnombudsmannen, 2012a; SOU 2014:49), who emphasizes the importance 
of using the child’s preferred method and pace of communication as a 
template for structuring contact between a violent parent and the child. 
For example, if the child does not feel comfortable and safe with the 
parent, then one possibility is to start by writing a postcard, rather than 
trying to force the child into overnight visits without supervision. Having 
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only the alternatives contact, supervised contact and no contact to choose 
from inevitably limits the possibility to conduct reasonably child-focused 
and child-friendly social investigations and to issue court orders that take 
into consideration the time and work needed to change fathers’ violent 
and frightening behaviours as well as to establish a relationship and 
restore trust. For example in Washington State in the USA (Kernic, 
Monary-Ernsdorff, Koepsell & Holt, 2005) the following visitation 
restrictions are possible: 
 

1. No overnight visits 
2. No consumption of alcohol or drugs during visits 
3. Suspension of visitation if any evidence of subsequent violent behaviour 

It is also possible to require the fathers to attend domestic violence or 
substance abuse classes, or to maintain sobriety in order to have contact 
with their children (Kernic et al., 2005). Some US states also recommend 
that courts deny joint or sole custody to a parent with a history of partner 
or child abuse until that parent has undergone treatment for his or her 
behaviour (Kieffer & Turell, 2011). Hardesty and Ganong (2006) have 
shown that positive change in violent fathers is possible, as six out of 19 
fathers changed their behaviour, according to the mothers. They apologized 
for their abusive behaviour and were more cooperative on questions 
concerning parenting. The mothers attributed these changes either to the 
father’s new partner or to his getting help for his violent behaviour 
(Hardesty & Ganong, 2006). By demanding a change in the father’s 
behaviour it becomes possible to include him as a resource37 in the child’s 
life, as is emphasized by Daniel and Taylor:  

Fathers who are abusive or neglectful are not required to take responsibility 
for their actions in the way that mothers are and caring fathers are neither 
recognized nor supported. The lack of attention to fathers of neglected 
children ignores the potential risks that men can pose to children and also 
misses the opportunity to build on what fathers and paternal extended 
families may offer to children. (Daniel & Taylor, 2005, p. 263) 

                                                      
37 There is always a balancing act in how to describe father involvement. There is a 
risk that fathers get disproportionate credit for caring acts that are not even 
noticed when performed by mothers. There is also a risk of underestimating their 
possible contribution by, viewing and labelling them as babysitters, mothers’ helpers 
or other equivalent wordings. Seeing fathers as a “resource” may fall into this 
category; i.e. it may risk placing less than half the responsibility on them. 
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Placing these requirements on the father has the further advantage of not 
expecting the mother and child to “change their point of view”, “get a 
more nuanced picture of what has happened” or put up with potentially 
dangerous situations. To state that a child, especially a young child, is (or 
at least feels) responsible for its own well-being and for the relationship 
with its (violent) parent, may seem absurd, but has been shown to happen 
in a small Swedish qualitative study (Georgsson Staf & Almqvist, 2015). 
Every now and then, arguments are put forward that children should not 
have to take any responsibility for contact and residence decisions and 
should instead be protected during the contact-decision process (Holt, 
2011; Rhoades, 2002). Nevertheless, previous research describes cases 
where the child is assessed to have a “too negative and black-and-white 
picture” of its father, and that the social services or courts therefore 
demand continued contact (against the child’s will) to change the child’s 
attitude toward its father, rather than demanding that the father change 
his behaviour (Eriksson & Näsman, 2011; Sundhall, 2012). Discussions 
concerning how to make the child resilient to negative life-events can 
sometimes be seen (see Petretic & White Chaisson, 2010). Even though it 
may not be possible to completely avoid this, it ought to be more reasonable 
to prioritize ending the violence and making the father take responsibility 
for the consequences of his actions, than to demand that children cope 
with it, as in the examples above. 

In sum, when deciding on the question of contact, the actual content 
and quality of the relationship should be assessed by the social and legal 
services, taking into account both negative (e.g. violence) and positive 
aspects, as well as, most importantly, how these aspects are perceived by 
the child.  

As has been shown, a lack of parenting skills or perhaps engagement 
can lead to children perceiving their fathers as not living up to societal 
standards. The children also give examples of how their father could im-
prove in terms of both household work and parenting skills, suggesting 
that the fathers perhaps do not put enough positive effort into the rela-
tionship to outweigh the negative effects of (previous) violence. 

In a forthcoming article I will show how children can express their 
opinions about their relationship with their father in very specific terms. 
Jennie is an 11-year-old girl who has witnessed a great deal of violence 
against her mother. When it happened, Jennie intervened. She hit her dad 
and showed him how angry she was at him. She wants him to understand 
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and take responsibility for what he did. When asked if she would like to 
add anything to the interview she says: 

No, but I want to say that I want to see my dad, because I want to ask him 
a lot of things and get answers. I hate living like this, without my father. 
It’s hard too, for example when friends ask me where my father is. 

This is an example of how we need to combine the questions of “why” 
and “how” in relation to contact, and begin asking about the purpose of 
contact from the child’s point of view. In conclusion, the children them-
selves seem to express the collision between these different aspects – their 
need and desire to have a (better) relationship with their fathers, and their 
confusion about why they cannot trust him and why he uses violence – 
and express feelings of distrust and fear. This fear may be well-founded, 
given the risk many children face in post-separation contact with their 
father as elucidated in this thesis. The violence is often ongoing, and the 
child may have been subjected to child abuse; nevertheless they quite often 
have unsupervised face-to-face contact with their father. If this contact is 
based on the assumption that the mother and the child have the main 
responsibility for maintaining (or establishing) this relationship, then they 
are implicitly being made responsible for the consequences of his violence. 
I argue that it is time to stop framing the question of contact in binary 
terms –contact or no contact – and ask instead: If they should have contact, 
then when and under what forms should it occur? The responsibility needs 
to be placed on the adult (above all the perpetrator) and the rule-of-thumb 
for making decisions in these cases should probably be “better safe than 
sorry” – without the question mark. 

8.2.2. Future areas of research 
During the writing of this thesis, I came across several interesting areas for 
future research. Some are closely linked to the subject of the thesis, whereas 
others seem more distant. First, I would like to address the conspicuous 
absence of children in some writings about fathers. Fathering is sometimes 
depicted as something that is done solely by the father, with no relation to 
a child. This implies a one-way relationship, where children’s contributions 
to constructing their fathers, through their views and actions both before 
and after separation, are absent. The view expressed by Mayall that 
children “no longer just belong to families; as reflexive agents of their own 
lives they are part of the creation of families” (Mayall, 1994 as cited in 
Smart, Neale & Wade, 2001, p.18) does not seem to have become generally 
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accepted. Future research should address the child as an active agent, not 
only in families where one parent uses violence or is neglectful, but in 
families in general. This should be done in order to emphasize the 
reciprocity of the child–parent relationship and challenge assumptions 
about what a child can be. 

A second area that needs highlighting is whether or not violence is an 
inherent part of masculinity. On the one hand, violent behaviour in 
Sweden is mainly exhibited by men, both in illegal (BRÅ, 2016) and legal 
forms (boxing etc.) (Larsson, 2009). On the other hand, men, even violent 
men, seem to reject violence against women and children, distancing them-
selves from the epithet “woman batterer” (Gottzén, 2012). Furthermore, 
several studies have shown that IPV is equally often or even more often 
performed by women (Anderson, 2002; Beach et al., 2004; Desmarais et 
al., 2012; Straus et al., 1996). This also calls into question the connection 
between masculinity and violence in cases of IPV. It has also been emphasized, 
however, that it is problematic to view all types of violence in the same 
way, without asking questions about power relations and controlling 
behaviours (Øverlien, 2013). There is an obvious need for future studies 
that distinguish between different types of violent behaviour, for example 
using the typology of Johnson and Ferraro (2000), in relation to parenting 
and child outcomes, in order to further expand our understanding of 
which parents are actually harmful to their children and possibly also 
resistant to change. Further, since “becoming a father” itself challenges 
men’s feeling of control (Lupton & Barclay, 1997) – and some violent 
fathers may have an exceptional need for control – how will this need for 
control be affected, and how will it affect the relationship with the child? 
One can ask whether or not there are periods in a child’s life when child–
father contact is more beneficial or more associated with risk? Are there 
reasons to limit or supervise the contact extra much during these periods? 
This thesis has focused on children aged 3–13, and future studies should 
address infants’, toddlers’ and teenagers’ situation, since infants and 
toddlers are unable to verbally express their opinions and teenagers may 
be at elevated risk of sexual abuse (Davies & Jones, 2013). 

A third area that has been highlighted is the practical execution of 
contact, specifically the issue of dropping off and picking up the child, but 
also the space for the actual contact occasion. In a Swedish Government 
Official Report (SOU 2005:43) the authors argue that a suitable solution 
for child–father contact in cases where the child does not feel safe is to 
have the contact take place at an open pre-school [Sw. öppen förskola]. 
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Schools are often the location for dropping off and picking up children 
after parental separation, and little research has been done in this area for 
cases involving IPV. Such research could concern such things as school 
personnel’s competence in the area, the risks they face when interacting 
with violent fathers, and the extra workload that these cases involve 
(Eriksson, Bruno & Näsman, 2013). 

A final aspect to highlight in forthcoming studies is that leaving violent 
men and going through separation and divorce is a protracted process for 
women, as is strongly emphasized in previous research. What strikes me 
both in the research and in discussions with practitioners is that it is rarely 
viewed as a process for the children. In contact issues, they are supposed 
to either want or not want to have contact with their father, and this 
opinion is treated as final and unchangeable. Nor does one find any 
reasoning about what these separation processes look like for the child. 
On one hand, they are objects who are affected by the separation, but on 
the other hand, they are active agents in how to cope with the different 
parts of the process, and it is reasonable that they ought to be capable of 
changing their minds over time. Knowledge about how this process develops 
and can be understood is much needed in the practice of social work, to be 
able to offer suitable treatment and support to children in the aftermath of 
IPV. 
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I II
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Göteborgs Stad, Social Resursförvaltning [Child witnesses of violence towards their mother – a study 
about women and children living at women’s shelters in Gothenburg]
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Conflict Tactics Scale 
Revised (CTS-2)

Character of violence Straus, M., Hamby, S., Boney-McCoy, S., and Sugarman, D. (1996). The Revised Conflict Tactics 
Scales (CTS2): Development and Preliminary Psychometric Data. Journal of Family Issues, 17, 283.

X

Brief Symptom Inventory 
(BSI)

General psychiatric  
ill health

Derogatis, L.R. & Melisaratos, N. (1983) The Brief Symptom Inventory: an introductory report.
Psychological Medicine, 13, 3, 595–605.

Derogatis, L. (1993). Brief Symptom Inventory (BSI): Administration, scoring and procedures manual 3rd

ed.) Minneapolis, MN: NCS Pearson.
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Impact of event scale 
revised (IES-R) 

Post-traumatic stress 
(PTS)

Creamer, M., Bell., R., & Failla, S. (2003). Psychometric properties of the Impact of Event Scale –
Revised. Behaviour Research and Therapy, vol. 41, 12, 1489–1496.
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Conflict tactic scale –
child (CTS-C)

Violence against the 
child

Straus, MA, Hamby SL, Finkelhor D, et al. (1998). Identification of child maltreatment with the parent-
child Conflict Tactics Scales: Development and psychometric data for a national sample of American 
parents. Child Abuse & Neglect, vol 22, 4, 249–270.

Straus, M., (2007). “Conflict Tactic Scales”. pp. 190–197 in Encyclopedia of Domestic Violence, N.A. 
Jackson. New York. Routledge. Taylor & Francis Group.

X X

Strengths and difficulties 
questionnaire (SDQ)

General psychiatric ill
health

Goodman, R. (1997). The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire: A research note. Journal of Child 
Psychology and Psychiatry, vol 38, 581–586.

Goodman, R., Meltzer, H. & Bailey, V. (1998). The Strengths and Difficulties questionnaire: a pilot
study on the validity of the self-report version. European Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, vol 7, 125–
130.

X

Social competence (SC) Social functioning Rydell, A-M., Hagekull, B., & Bohlin, G. (1997). Measurement of two social competence aspects in 
middle childhood. Developmental Psychology, 33, 824–833.
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Emotional regulation –
parental assessment
(ER-P)

Emotional regulation 
skills

Rydell, A-M., Berlin, L., & Bohlin, G. (2003). Emotionality, emotion regulation and adaptation among 5-
to 8-year-old children. Emotion, 3, 30-47.
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Göteborgs Stad, Social Resursförvaltning [Child witnesses of violence towards their mother – a study 
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Conflict Tactics Scale 
Revised (CTS-2)

Character of violence Straus, M., Hamby, S., Boney-McCoy, S., and Sugarman, D. (1996). The Revised Conflict Tactics 
Scales (CTS2): Development and Preliminary Psychometric Data. Journal of Family Issues, 17, 283.
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General psychiatric  
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Jackson. New York. Routledge. Taylor & Francis Group.

X X

Strengths and difficulties 
questionnaire (SDQ)

General psychiatric ill
health
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APPENDIX 2 
In this appendix I give an overview of the instruments used in article I and 
in article II. Apart from the first, the “Background interview”, they all 
follow the same structure, i.e. “name”, “short instruction”, “scale”, and 
“example items”. 

Background interview, mother (59 questions) 
Example questions: 
2. Number of children
C1 Boy  Girl  Age…… 
C2 Boy  Girl  Age…… 
C3 Boy  Girl  Age…… 
C4 Boy  Girl  Age…… 
Comments……………. 

3. Custody
Joint custody  Mother sole custodian  
Father sole custodian  Other? (Specify)…… 

9. Relation to the perpetrator
Married/cohabitating  Separated/Divorced  

10. Assessment of the mother-perpetrator relation
Ended    Since when?……. Ongoing  
Unclear whether or not it is finished or ongoing  

25. Perpetrator’s education
 Less than 9 years of compulsory school 
 Completed compulsory school, no continuation 
 At most two years of education after compulsory school 
 Completed 3- or 4-year upper-secondary school programme 
 1-2 years of college-level education or vocational training of 
corresponding length 
 College diploma (3 years) 
 College diploma (4 or more years) 

26. Perpetrator’s occupation………… (e.g. surgeon, carpenter, etc.)
 On parental leave 
 Unemployed 
 On sick-leave 
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30. Perpetrator’s contact with the child

Contact: Every 
day 

At least 
every 
other 
week 

At least 
every 
other 
month 

Seldom Never 

Face-to-
face 

Face-to-
face 
supervised 
Contact via 
phone/text 

Contact via 
letter/e-
mail etc. 

39. Violence against the child?
No  Yes  

40. Same perpetrator as against the mother?
No  Yes  

40b. Have there been any other perpetrator(s) of violence against the 
child? 
No  Yes  

If yes, who?...... 
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Conflict Tactics Scale-2 (CTS-2) (39 items) 
(Mother about herself) 
Instructions, in short: Mark how often your partner has done this to you 
during the last year. If it has not happened in the last year but before that, 
mark number 7.  

The scale goes from 0 to 7. 
1 = One time during the last year 
3 = 3–5 times during the last year 
7 = Not during the last year but it happened before then 
0 = This has never happened 

Example items: 
2. My partner explained his opinion when we disagreed
4. My partner threw something at me that could hurt
15. My partner destroyed something that belonged to me
17. My partner has tried to strangle me
20. My partner was sure we could work out our problems
24. My partner used violence in order to get sex
28. My partner broke a bone in my body

Impact of Event Scale-R (IES-R) (22 items) 
(Mother about herself) 
Instructions, in short: The following things can occur when someone has 
experienced great stress. Violence refers to all types of violence (physical, 
psychological, sexual, threats etc.). Think about the last week. 

The scale goes from 0 to 4. 
0 = Not at all … 4 = Extremely much 

Example items: 
1. Any reminders brought back feelings about the violence
9. Pictures about the violence popped into my mind
19. Reminders of it caused me to have physical reactions, such as
sweating, trouble breathing, nausea or a pounding heart 
21. I felt watchful and on-guard
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Brief Symptom Inventory (BSI) (53 items) 
(Mother about herself)  
Instructions, in short: How much have these things affected you in the last 
seven days, including today. 

The scale goes from 0 to 4. 
0 = Not at all … 4 = Extremely much 

Example items: 
2. Faintness or dizziness
18. Feeling no interest in things
22. Feeling inferior to others
26. Having to check and double-check what you do
41. Having urges to smash or break things
53. The idea that something is wrong with your mind

Conflict Tactics Scale-Child (CTS-C) (14 items) 
(Mother about the child) 
Instructions, in short: How often has the perpetrator of the violence 
against the mother done any of the following against the child? 

The scale goes from 0 to 5. 
0 = Has never happened 
2 = Twice 
3 = Several times 
5 = More than 25 times 

Example items: 
1. Called him/her dumb or some other name like that?
7. Locked him/her up (e.g. in the basement, in a wardrobe, in his/her room
etc.)? 
11. Kicked him or her?
12. Hit him/her on the bottom with something like a belt, hairbrush, a
stick or some other hard object? 

This questionnaire was followed by an identical one, but focusing on 
whether someone other than the perpetrator of the violence against the 
mother had done any of the things against the child in the past year. 
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Strengths and difficulties questionnaire (SDQ) (27 items) 

(Mother about the child) 
Instructions, in short: 
Rate the following statements about your child’s behaviour. Think about 
the last three months. 

Scale: Not true – Somewhat true – Certainly true 

Example items: 
1. Considerate of other people’s feelings
11. Has at least one good friend
13. Often unhappy, down-hearted or tearful
18. Often lies or cheats
25. Sees tasks through to the end, good attention span

Social Competence (SC) (25 i 
(Mother about the child) 
Instructions, in short:  
This instrument describes a number of ways a child can behave or act. 
Most of them describe children’s interactions with other children or 
adults. Think about your own child during the last three months.  

The scale goes from 1 to 5. 
1 = Completely disagree  
5 = Completely agree 

Example items: 
2. Often suggests activities for other children
10. Gets sad when others are sad
12. Often helps other children, e.g. cleaning up, looking for lost items,
fixing broken things 
16. Often criticizes other children
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Emotional Regulation-Parent (ER-P) (27 items) 
(Mother about the child) 
Instructions in short: 
A number of situations (8) are listed. How well do you agree that your 
child behaves in a certain way.  

The scale goes from 1 to 5. 
1 = Completely disagree 
3 = Neutral/uncertain 
5 = Completely agree 

Example situation: 
Situation 1: The child gets angry. 
1. The child gets angry and is in a bad mood very often.
2. The child reacts strongly and intensely.
3. It’s easy for others, e.g. a parent, to calm him/her down.
4. The child has trouble calming itself down.
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