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Focus of Presentation

What do we know of the impact of IPV on 

mothering and children exposed to domestic 

violence.

Who are the Healing Journey mothers?

What has their experience been with respect to  

mothering with a special focus on post-

separation issues such as custody and access. 
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Children  Exposed to DV

Recently considerable attention has focused on 

children exposed to DV

A large number of children whose mothers are 

abused by their fathers are exposed to violence 

(Statistics Canada, 2004). Up to 80% of incidents of 

domestic violence are witnessed by children 

(Lehmann, Rabenstein, Duff, & Meyel, 1994). 



The Effects of Child Exposure

Recent shows that witnessing domestic violence 

has a detrimental impact on a number of children 

(Adams, 2006; Hornor, 2005; Kolar & Davey, 2007; 

Litrownik, Newton, Hunter, English, & Everson, 2003). 

They respond psychologically and behaviourally in 

a variety of ways (Hershorn & Rosenbaum, 1985; Jaffe, 

Wolfe & Wilson, 1990; Johnson et al., 2002; Kolar & 

Davey, 2007). 



The early studies focused on externalizing & 

internalizing responses. (Jaffe et al., 1990). 

More recently, the symptoms have been seen as 

representing the effects of trauma: at least some 

children exposed to domestic violence have Post-

Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) (Adams, 2006; 

Hornor, 2005; Somer & Braunstein, 1990; Rossman & 

Rosenberg, 1997; Rossman & Ho, 2000). 



Importantly, though, not all child witnesses develop 

PTSD. Two studies by Lehmann (1997) & Devoe & 

Graham-Bermann (1997, both cited in Rossman & Ho, 

2002) found rates of diagnosable PTSD at 56% and 

51%, respectively. 

This means that the other half of the sample did 

not show symptoms at a level consistent with a 

trauma diagnosis. 



Many children exposed to domestic violence have 

also been physically or sexually abused by the 

abusive parent, most often fathers (Edleson, 1999; 

Farmer & Owen). 

Those most severely affected have most 

commonly experienced another form of child 

abuse whether physical, sexual or neglect (Hughes 

& Barad, 1983; Hughes & Luke, 1998). 



One critique of the previous research on children 

exposed to violence is that children and youth may 

not have been asked whether they had endured 

other forms of abuse, which would overestimate the 

effects of witnessing violence alone. 

Child protection workers must assess for both 

exposure to domestic violence, and other forms of 

child abuse.



One implication of this new focus on children 

and youth exposed to DV has been the creation 

of child protection legislation that mandates 

reporting.

Another has been an implicit assumption that 

women, the common victim of DV, are bad 

mothers if they do not separate from the fathers 

because of the IPV.
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Abuse & Mothering Literature

Researchers generally argue that battering by an 

intimate partner directly & negatively impacts the 

victimôs parenting, which, in turn, endangers their 

childrenôs adjustment & well-being 

Abused mothersô experience significantly greater 

levels of stress than non-abused mothers, therefore, 

may be less able to respond to childrenôs behaviours 

in effective ways. 
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abused mothers may be less attentive & emotionally 

supportive to children 

abused mothers may be less able to assert authority 

or control over their children, putting their children at 

risk for anti-social behaviours 

Parental stress due to domestic violence may 

put children at greater risk of maternal neglect or 

abuse
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Other research refutes claims that abused 

mothers are helpless, incompetent & aggressive 

parents 

Letourneau at al. (2007) : abused mothers 

compensate by being very attentive & sensitive to 

their children. 

Van Horn & Lieberman (2002): ñabused mothers are 

óremarkably similarô to non-abused mothers in their 

beliefs about parenting, self-reported parenting 

behaviours, & interactions with their childrenò (p. 83)
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Sullivan et al. (2000) : abused mothers were 

available to their children, closely supervised their 

children, & enjoyed being parents

Other researchers found no differences between 

abused mothers & non-abused mothers regarding 

their use of physical punishment (McCloskey et al., 

1995; Ritchie & Holden, 1998).

Abused women take active steps to protect and care 

for their children despite the violence in their lives 
(Hilton, 1992; Schechter & Edleson, 1994; Schechter & 

Edleson, 1999
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Notably missing is a discussion of the protective 

strategies that abused mothers may employ to 

protect & care for their children. 

The protective strategies are often 

underestimated or overlooked - Instead, 

researchers and clinicians have over-

emphasized womenôs inadequacies & deficits in 

parenting their children. 
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Overview of the Current Study

A 5 year longitudinal study of women living in the 
Prairie Provinces who are affected by intimate 
partner violence

Tri-provincial study (all three RESOLVE offices)

Over 600 diverse women across Manitoba, 
Saskatchewan & Alberta

Extensive group of community partners & 
academics across the Prairies
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In April 2007, we completed recruiting 231 

Alberta women, with 92.6% or 214 women being 

mothers. 

This presentation describes their: 

Å parenting concerns, 

Å strategies to protect their children & 

Å utilization of family-related services.
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Demographics

The mothers were an average age of 38.4 

(range of  20 to 74 years).

Their average yearly income was $24,318 

(range of 0 to $235,000).

The women had an average of 2.74 children 

(range of 1 to 11).

The average age of the oldest child was 15.4 

years (range of .25 to 50 years)
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Racial Background of Mother

Caucasian 120 56.3%

Métis 21 9.9%

Aboriginal 48 22.5%

African 8 3.8%

East Indian 4 1.9%

Asian 2 0.9%

Latina 8 3.8%

Middle Eastern (Arabic) 2 0.9%

Total 213 100%
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Location of Interview

Location # %

Calgary (including Cochrane & Okotoks)85 39.8

Edmonton 71 33.2

Lethbridge 23 10.8

Peace River (including Fairview) 11 5.2

Lloydminster 7 3.3

Grande Prairie 6 2.9

Medicine Hat 7 3.3

Red Deer 3 1.4

Drumheller 1 0.5

TOTAL 214 100
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Motherõs Child Abuse History

Form of Abuse Frequency %

Physical child abuse (N=210) 111 52.9

Sexual child abuse (N=209) 118 56.5

Emotional child abuse 

(N=210)

142 67.6

Witnessed violence (N=210) 122 58.1

Neglect (N=210) 92 43.8

Not abused (N=103) 46 44.7
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As a Child Left Home Because of 

Violence?

Frequency Percent

Yes 78 36.6

No 135 63.4

Total 213 100

Donôt Know 1
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Abuse During Pregnancies?

FrequencyPercentage

Yes, all of them 64 30.8

Yes, some of them 98 47.1

No 46 22.1

Total 208 100

Missing/Not 

applicable

6

TOTAL 214
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Type of Abuse Prevalence 
(%)
(at least one 
episode)

Chronicity
(Average frequency)
0 (never) - 5 (daily)

Emotional
(e.g., Told me that I wasnõt 
good enough.)

98.6 2.77
(once a month)

Harassment
(e.g., Followed me.)

97.2 2.28
(several times)

Physical
(e.g., Slapped me.)

98.1 1.98
(several times)

Severe Combined
(e.g., Kept me from medical 
care.)

83.1 1.10
(only once)



Current Relationship Status

Type of Relationship # %

Married 16 7.5

Common-law 13 6.1

Boyfriend/girlfriend 2 0.5

Separated 59 27.6

Divorced 22 10.2

Ex-Common Law 70 32.7

Ex-boyfriend/Girlfriend 26 12.1

Other 6 2.8

TOTAL 214
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Mother Status re. Oldest Child

Mother of infant (0-2) 17 8.0%

Mother of preschooler (above 2-5) 24 11.3%

Mother of latency age kid (6-12) 65 30.7%

Mother of teenagers (13-18) 39 18.4%

Mother of young adults (19-25) 28 13.2%

Mother of adults (25 and up) 39 18.4%

Total 212 100
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How Many Children with Mother?

Frequency Percent

All 97 45.3

Some 52 24.3

None 65 30.4

Total 214 100
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If live elsewhere, live withé

Father 30

Grandparent 18

Relative 13

Child Welfare/Permanent 14

At least one child adopted 7

Incarcerated 2
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Relationship Status with Most 

Recent Abusive Partner

Married 16 7.5%
Separated 59 27.6%
Divorced 22 10.3%
Common-law 13 6.1%
Ex common-law 70 32.7%
Boyfriend/Girlfriend 2 0.9%
Ex Boyfriend/Girlfriend 26 12.1%
Other 6 2.8%
Total 214 100
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Ever Stayed at a VAW Shelter?

Yes 159 74.3%

No 52 24.3%

Total 212 99.1%
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Long Term Illness/Disability the 

Result of Abuse

Yes, childhood abuse 10 4.7%

Yes, Partner abuse 54 25.2%

Both childhood abuse & 
partner abuse 60 28%

No 34 15.9%

Unsure 12 5.6%

Total 170 79.4%
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Limited in Ability to Work 

because of Disability/Illness

Yes I can only work part time 35 16.4%

Yes, I can only work rarely 14 6.5%

Yes I cannot work at all 38 17.8%

No 79 36.9%

Total 166 77.6%

Not Applicable 43 20.1%

Don't Know 3 1.4%

Missing/No Response 2 .9%

Total 48 22.4%

Total 214 100
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Mothering in the Context of IPV

The next slides look at mothering strategies that 

the women used whether still in the relationship 

or separated from their partner.

It also presents the womenôs descriptions of 

abusive strategies with respect to their 

mothering, again while with and after separation 

from their partners.
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Impact of the abuse

Item Never 

Rarely

Sometimes
Often 

Always

I worry about my child/ren being physically or 

emotionally mistreated by my abusive partner (n = 126)

28 

(22.2%)

28

(22.2%)

70 

(55.5%)

I do not have enough money to provide for my child/ren 

as I would like (n = 139)

3 

(2.2%)

64

(47.5%)

70 

(50.4%)

I worry that having witnessed the abuse, my child/ren 

will become victims of violence by others (n = 130)

25 

(19.2%)

44

33.9%)

61 

(46.9%)

I worry about my child/ren's safety during visits with 

my abusive partner (n = 100)

35 

(35%)

21

(21%)

44 

(44%)

I worry that having witnessed the abuse, my child/ren 

will become violent towards others (n = 128)

31 

(24.2%)

42

(32.8%)

55 

(43%)
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