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Jean Kidner

Abstract

Domestic abuse is widespread and damages the lives of a large number of women and
children. Women and children who leave abusive men continue to live with the effects
of violence and coercive control, sometimes over long periods. Often communication
between mothers and their children is curtailed, and misunderstandings can arise.
Children may assume that talking about the abuse is to be avoided, a view that is
unlikely to be helpful in their development and adjustment to a new life.

This study was conceived around the communication between mother-child dyads and
professionals. An appropriate intervention was sought to maximise communication
and attachment between mother and child in the aftermath of domestic abuse. The
professional’s role was framed as an educational intervention aimed at supporting
social and emotional well-being through a family learning approach and there were
early indications that a narrative form would be appropriate for this intervention.
Narrative is a primary form of communication between mothers and their children from
the early years, and the use of narrative has been shown to support improved
attachment between children and mothers.

The study explores the responses of six mother-child dyads as they engaged with the
practitioner to negotiate a shared account of their past with an abusive man and share
understandings about what happened to them. A case study type of action research was
used, using a feminist approach. Social constructionist epistemology was linked with
an ontology derived from critical realism. Participant observation by the professional
was the principal source of data and reflexivity the main analytical tool, providing the
basis for increased understanding of family relationships, the effects of the abuse and
the ways in which the intervention supported well-being.

The findings confirm that all the women and children engaged with the process,
supported one another as they negotiated the story, and developed mutual
understandings. The intervention was seen to have possibilities for other fields of
practice with children and parents, and the approach has potential for use in other
research contexts where children and their parents are involved.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Feminists have argued convincingly that women’s and children’s voices should be
privileged in the construction of knowledge of gendered issues in society (Skinner ef al,
2005, p.12, Hague and Mullender, 2005, p.149). This thesis makes an original
contribution to both theory and practice in exploring the process and outcomes of
listening to mother and child dyads as they narrate their experiences of domestic abuse.
A feminist approach recognises the gendered nature of domestic abuse, that it often
overlaps with sexual abuse and child abuse, and that wider structural inequalities
enable and reinforce domestic abuse and its ill effects. The adoption of a feminist
position here affirms my commitment to action to increase knowledge and
understanding of these issues, and to research-based practice to address their effects.
As research entered into for this purpose, the current study includes the well-being of
all participants as central to its agenda. The work described here encourages women
and children to understand and resist abusive behaviour, enables them to enter into
dialogue about the abuse and empowers women to speak out about their experiences

for the benefit of their children and other potential audiences.

Practice at the level of individuals and families takes place within historical, national
and international contexts that cannot be ignored as they have an impact on

practitioners and clients alike.

The United Kingdom Government defines domestic violence as “Any incident of
threatening behaviour, violence or abuse (psychological, physical, sexual, financial or
emotional) between adults who are or have been intimate partners or family members,
regardless of gender or sexuality.” This includes issues of concern to black and
minority ethnic (BME) communities such as so called ‘honour based violence’, female
genital mutilation (FGM) and forced marriage. (Home Office Crime Reduction Mini-
site)

The mini-site states that domestic violence accounts for 15% of violent crimes while
acknowledging that: “domestic violence is under reported” and that 89% of those

suffering four or more incidents are women. The 2005/6 British Crime Survey



(Coleman et al, 2007) found that 29.5% of women had experienced partner abuse (non-
sexual abuse, sexual abuse or stalking) since the age of 16, and 6.3% of women had

experienced partner abuse in the previous year (Coleman et al, 2007, Table 3.1, p.66).

Since the establishment of the first women’s refuge (in Chiswick in 1971), sanctuary
from domestic abuse’ has been available across the United Kingdom, a service usually
provided ‘by women for women’, with Women’s Aid as the leading organisation in
most areas of the country. Tens of thousands of women and children are now
accommodated in United Kingdom refuges each year, with many more accessing

community—based domestic abuse services.

In the past decade the government has played a major role in the coordination of
responses to domestic violence by police, courts, local authorities and the health service
with some substantial changes resulting. The long established national voluntary
organisations such as Women’s Aid and Refuge have continued to provide expertise to
the public, practitioners and legislators. The NSPCC, Barnardo’s and NCH have also
contributed with their developing understanding of the links between different types of
abuse within the family (for example: Hester et al, 1998). There has been increasing
professional awareness of the co-occurrence of domestic abuse with other factors such
as the high rates of mental ill-health, suicide, and murder of women victims; and a
corresponding recognition of the continuing risks to children even after their mother
has left an abusive man. Contact with abusive fathers following separation remains a
controversial issue; it exposes many children to dangers (Saunders with Barron, 2003;
Saunders, 2004, p.4) although the Court Service has now put in place new procedures

to address this issue (HMCS, 2008).

It is now widely understood that children are badly affected by domestic abuse; the

scale of the problem is great, with an estimated 750,000 children a year in the United

! Domestic violence and domestic abuse are often used interchangeably. However, in certain contexts
one or other phrase is preferable — to be discussed further in Chapter 3
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Kingdom witnessing domestic abuse (Department of Health, 2002, p.18). Since 2002
causing a child to witness domestic abuse is considered to be significant harm in itself
(see Chapter 2, p.12) and there is increasing recognition that the experience of family
violence affects all aspects of children’s development and usually leads to emotional
and behavioural difficulties. The 2006 CAFCASS? vision document (Local
Government Association, 2006) outlines the effects on children and describes the range
of services and activities that should be provided to meét their néeds. However, these
services are far from uniformly available across the United Kingdom, and where they
exist they often depend on charitable fund-raising. For most of the children affected
there are few opportunities to disclose, let alone discuss, the emotions, disruptions and

responsibilities that stem from their unsettled and potentially dangerous family life.

It is likely that for nearly all of these children their mothers are the main source of
support (Mullender, 2006, p.62). Paradoxically, maﬁy mothers find it hard to offer
support that explicitly addresses the abuse; perhaps due to practical circumstances,
deep emotions and/or social stigma. Research evidence suggests that this pattern of
reticence and/or avoidance is common; Humphreys et al (2006 p.55-7) provide a useful
summary of findings on the background to this and the subsequent ‘conspiracy of
silence’ that may occur (2006, p.57-8). Within the domestic abuse workforce there is
increasing recognition of the need for paired work with women and children together to

help mothers support their children (Mullender, 2004, p.8).

As a mother who experienced domestic abuse, I recognise in retrospect that such
support would have helped me and my children. Ihad known my ex-husband since I
was 12 within a very safe friendship pattern; his sister in my class, whole family
parties, my brother on holiday with his family. We had a relationship from just before

my 17™ birthday and married when I was 19 after a year of partial separation when I

2 CAFCASS, the Children and Family Court Advisory Support Service, is an organisation which
researches the needs of children in families where court intervention is required and represents the
children’s interests to the court.



went away to university. When, six months into our marriage, he threw a large, very
heavy radio across the room at me I was totally shocked, but it was just the start of
more frequent threats and abusive acts. I began to fear him, and started to wake at
night feeling quite certain that he could kill me. I carefully worked out how to manage
our relationship, always weighing up what to do to reduce the risks to me, and later to
our two children. I suffered a major injury just after the birth of my second child, but I

hid it at the time, and only realised later how serious it actually was.

The experience during the many years I continued to live in the situation, including
memories of what I did, and how it felt, provides me with the motivation to explore and
reflect on what would have helped me, and my children, and may help others in a

similar predicament.

I am also able to empathise with women who ‘don’t leave’ and/or ‘go back’. Not
because causes and reasons for them are the same as mine, but because the causes and
reasons that impacted on me, and my decisions, are still in many ways obscure to me.
Even the process of study, practice, observation and reflection involved in producing
this thesis has cast very little light on my past and its meaning. Meanings change, and
my rationalisations now may bear no relationship to the way I was thinking in times
past. I have many regrets, the main one of which is the effects on my children and on

my relationships with them.

My recent role as a children and young people’s worker within a domestic abuse refuge
involved supporting communication between mothers and children who have left
abusive situations. This has further confirmed my understanding of the benefits for

women and children of dyad work after leaving the abusive situation.

The increased recognition of the extent of children’s exposure to domestic abuse, and
its subsequent costs; physical, social, and emotional as well as purely economic

(Walby, 2004, pp.11-2) will lead to greater demand for appropriate support for children
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and their mothers, including for the large numbers who do not access specialist
domestic abuse services. These families will need approaches to support that can be
delivered through professionals working in mainstream childcare, school, parenting,

social care or health services.

The intellectual challenge I set myself was to explore what might unlock and enhance
mother-child communication following the experience of domestic abuse. My
experience as a primary teacher led me to seek out an educational approach to the
support, with family learning as a basic principle. Family learning is described by the
National Institute for Adult and Continuing Education thus: “learning as, or within, a

family...it is learning that helps people operate as a family” NIACE (2003).

The view of family learning adopted for this study recognises that learning goes on in
all families. All family members are learning from each other in many ways most of
the time; and all aspects of family life communicate tastes, values, behaviours and
beliefs®. From birth, the process of relating to others depends on continual learning;
but situations set up consciously to promote learning between family members hold

special significance for the participants.

Narrative is a form of communication that is integral to many aspects of daily life; we
need to know where someone has been, we need to tell what we have achieved. Each
individual’s stories exist in an incipient reverie that accompanies actions (Hardy, 1975,
p.4), and which can become a narrative when given attention, often by or for an
external audience. If the narrative becomes detached from the process of joint
construction and communication of meaning that is so important in early childhood, the

mismatch is likely to cause difficulties.

? Finnegan (2002, p. 31) provides examples of the wide range of behaviours and artefacts that contribute
to; “communication... [as}a dynamic interactive process made up of organised, purposive, mutually-
influential and mutually-recognisable actions and experiences that are created in a variety of modes by
and between active participants.” (2002, pp.28-9).



A family learning activity, baseci on shared narrative and designed to support social and
emotional well-being, was expected to be empowering to children and mothers. Social
and emotional well-being can be defined as: “A holistic, subjective state which is
present when a range of feelings, among them energy, confidence, openness,
enjoyment, happiness, calm, and caring, are combined and balanced.” (Stewart-Brown
(2000) cited in Weare and Gray, 2003, p.19). This emotional dimension of the activity

was seen as central to the success of the endeavour.

Children may be reluctant to talk about domestic abuse, an issue often considered taboo
and stigmatised, even with close extended family members. Any attempts they do
make to raise the subject of domestic abuse may be met with embarrassment, platitudes
or rejection. They may find it hard to know where to begin, and they may feel that
their mother would not wish them to confide in others. As one of the children
participating in this study discovered, friends may not be trustworthy, they may
minimise the abuse, or inadvertently pass on information to potential bullies. Children
living with abuse in the family may fear that they could be taken into care and may
have heard their mother being threatened with this by the perpetrator or by a social
worker (Mullender ef al, 2002, p.163, p.106). Although they may be in contact with
professionals who could offer support, sadly Mullender et al (2002) found that children
may feel reluctant to take it up (2002, p.106, p.109, p.138).

A main purpose of this study was to explore whether, and how, negotiated life story
narratives between mothers and their children following the experience of domestic
abuse, contﬁbute to greater confidence in communication with extended family
members, friends and potentially supportive professionals. By starting to develop a
negotiated narrative with their children, mothers can explore the parameters of how
much they want their child to know at this stage, and what is acceptable for their child
to share with outsiders. The process can also increase children’s belief that it is
appropriate to talk about one’s experiences in safe contexts, and can enhance their

ability to name the abuse and contextualise it for an external listener.
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The intervention developed to facilitate and explore this process was named ‘The Tale
That Can Be Told’ (described in Chapter 4, Section 6, p.97). Three narrative sessions
were held with mothers and one of their children aged 7-12. The process was planned
to enable a negotiated narrative about the domestic abuse to emerge, and be recorded in
a physical form, such as a book, that would be a gift to the child and that mothers and
children would appreciate and respond to. Professional and research ethics were
considered in detail, given both the risk of further violence to participants and

researcher, and the emotional needs of the participant children and women.

In order to study this exploratory family learning activity it was necessary to adopt the
dual role of facilitator and researcher. This role of participant observation of case-
studies is evident in the literature of therapeutic practice: relevant examples are
Axline’s (1964) ‘Dibs in Search of Self’, Vetere and Dowling’s compilation of narrative
therapy studies (2006) and Michael White’s ‘Maps of Narrative Practice’ (2007).

These practitioners use case notes to argue for particular forms of therapeutic practice,
as well as to elucidate the needs of their clients for a wider audience. In this study
video recordings were used, where this was agreed by participants, to enhance reflexive

thinking and analysis.

A conversational approach was adopted to support the narrative process, with a
minimum of interventions once the story telling was underway. The emotional import
of the narration to the children and mothers was fully recognised. Narrative is a
“primary act of mind” Hardy (1997) which is used to make things make sense, for the
self and for others. Of great benefit to the practitioner is to hear a story constructed
between child and mother in a way that helps the practitioner to make sense, not only
of what has happened to the family, but also of the relationship between the mother and
the child, and the ways in which they support each other; it is a good way to come to

understand child and mother.



A feminist approach is here linked to a social constructionist epistemology and a
critical realist ontology. Within this approach three methodological strands are
considered important. Firstly, it was recognised that the participants would try to
construct, and reconstruct, in conversation with the facilitator, an account based on real
events, that had to feel true, and had to convince outsiders of that reality. Secondly, the
accounts were produced within political and social contexts that are understood to
constrain the roles, relationships and responses of the practitioner and families.
Thirdly, the practice of reflexivity used for the analysis emphasised the value of
bringing varied perspectives to the data to build a richer picture of the negotiation, the
narrative itself and the practitioner’s role, both as facilitator of the process and as

audience for the stories.

All the women and children engaged with the process. Within each dyad mutual
support between mother and child was evident and negotiations took place leading to
accounts that were acceptable to both. The intervention enabled the professional to
gain some understanding of each family’s history and the impact it had on the child and
mother and was seen to have possibilities for other fields of practice with children and

parents.

‘The Tale That Can Be Told’ was devised, following an extended period of personal
reflection, professional practice and careful study, to address the issue of
communication between mother-child dyads in the aftermath of domestic abuse. The
framing of the intervention draws on the power of narrative, as an educational process,
to bridge the gaps in knowledge and understanding, both between mother and child,
and also between the dyad and the practitioner. The reflective nature of the activity is
mirrored in the way in which the study was designed, which focuses on the detail of
interaction and using feminism to relate this detail to wider societal and political

contexts.



Chapter 2: The Study in Context

This study is concerned with the relationship between mothers and their children
following domestic abuse. The argument presented in this chapter is that

a high proportion of women and children in the United Kingdom are affected by this
problem, that children who have been exposed to domestic abuse are often not
recognised as such unless or until domestic abuse or safeguarding children services are
involved, and that their needs often go unmet. Where a family has multiple,
overlapping difficulties, domestic abuse as a key issue may not be identified by
children’s professionals or even by social workers. Mothers in these circumstances
may not seek out, or engage with, appropriate support; indeed there are factors that

inhibit women from approaching services.

A feminist approach to this issue brings with it a location of the problem within a larger
problem of gendered social structures. Within these structures women have less access
to resources than men, and more family responsibilities; these factors make women
both more vulnerable to the effects of domestic abuse, and more likely to be supporting
children through the abusive situation. They also make it less likely that women will

be able to access help, and that children’s needs will be met.

Men who abuse their roles as partners and fathers seriously affect the well-being of
women and children and attack the relationship between them. Any incident that
frightens or hurts a child, while at the same time impeding the mother’s availability as a
source of comfort and a route to safety, is immediately a dual attack on the child.
Coercive and threatening behaviours between incidents maintain a tense environment
and the child’s security and attachments will be affected if the father cannot be trusted,

and if the mother is not ‘allowed’ to mother her children as she sees fit.



The continuing well-being of children affected is dependent in part on the effects of the
abuse on the woman and her ability to maintain and develop her relationship with her
children through the difficulties. In this chapter existing approaches to supporting
women and their children after they have left an abusive relationship are evaluated and
a new type of intervention is proposed to complement existing practice. The research

aim, objectives and questions follow from this proposed intervention.

1. Prevalence and patterns of domestic abuse in the United Kingdom

The issue that was addressed in this study, namely the lack of communication between
mothers and children following domestic abuse, occurs against a pattern of domestic
abuse in the United Kingdom, which is both widespread, and in a minority of cases
leads to extreme consequences such as homicide, suicide, serious mental health
problems, and children being taken into public care. Participants in the study, adults
and children, will each have their own perceptions of this pattern, and this will affect
how they interpret their experience and its implications for their future. It was
important in planning and developing the intervention to address fully the risks
involved, and to consider how professionals would correct possible misinformation
held by the participants, who may not be fully aware of the significant risks they face.
For example the potentially high risks to health and safety, and to emotional and social
well-being were addressed through careful preparation with the participants.
Additionally, the understanding that domestic abuse is widespread and crosses all
boundaries of class, race and other social divides, could be used to support women and
children who experience feelings of being alone, different, and unable to talk to others

about the experience of abuse.
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1.1 Prevalence: United Kingdom statistics of domestic abuse

In England and Wales approximately 2 women a week have been killed by partners or
ex-partners over the past five years: in the five years to 2005/06 partners or ex-partners
were recorded as responsible for 37.0% (n0.506) of all adult female homicides
compared with 5.4% (no. 147) of adult male homicides (Coleman et al, 2007, pp.19-
20).

An estimated 750,000 children in the United Kingdom witness domestic abuse each
year and around 75% of children with child protection plans are likely to be from
families where there is domestic abuse (Department of Health, 2002, p.16, citing
Cleaver et al, 1999). Of this large number of children only around 13% have some

contact with a specialist domestic abuse project (Dahms, 2004, p.1).

Early attention to the needs of the remaining large percentage, over 650,000 affected
children annually who currently have no access to specialist services, is urgently
needed in the light of ‘Every Child Matters’ and related government initiatives to
ensure the well-being and safety of every child through appropriate multi-agency
practice (DCSF, 2009a). Preventative work to identify these children, and to work with
them and their mothers, could have a significant impact on government targets.
Currently such preventative work exists in midwifery; where routine inquiry is used to
identify women who are experiencing abuse during pregnancy (Barron, 2005), and in

- health visiting, or social work where groups of practitioners may seek to explore
domestic abuse matters with their clients (Radford and Hester, 2006, p.150-5).
Generally, children are uninformed about domestic abuse, and have little idea of how to
access support should they need to; few British children have been given anything
more than a cursory introduction to the idea of domestic abuse (Ellis et al, 2006, p.72).
However, many children who phone Childline mention abusive fathers (NSPCC

website).
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1.2 Official recognition of the significance of the impact of domestic abuse on

children

There is evidence of increasing awareness over the past five years of the significance of
domestic abuse for children. Politically, at least three factors have contributed to the
increased attention given to the relationship between mothers and their children

following domestic abuse. Those identified by the Local Government Association are:

1) The increasingly recognised cost of providing housing (including refugé spaces),
social services, and health services to women and children who have had to leave their

home or have suffered abuse.

2) Awareness that domestic violence is a major contributor to violent crime and in
particular to repeat victimisation.

3) Identification of domestic violence as a primary indicator of child protection needs.
(Local Government Association, 2005, p.3)

Apart from the above examples of routine inquiry, domestic abuse, although widely
recognised in our society, is not commonly identified within mainstream children’s
services as a potential major negative influence on children’s development. Even when
multi-agency assessment of a child’s needs is undertaken, the presence of domestic
abuse in the family is not automatically considered. Until recently there was little
official recognition at government level of its significance. In the United Kingdom, the
Adoption and Children Act of 2002 provided legal acknowledgement of the child

protection implications of domestic abuse:

[T]he harm a child may be at risk of suffering includes “any impairment of the child’s
health or development as a result of witnessing the ill-treatment of another person,
such as domestic violence” .(Her Majesty’s Court Service (HMCS), 2006, section 20,

p.30).

As Radford and Hester (2006, pp.60-1) point out, Section 20 could increase the
likelihood of professionals blaming the mother for not protecting her children. In spite
of this policy decision, there remains a lack of understanding of the nature of the effects
on children and how these can be ameliorated through support for their mothers. Even

where a domestic violence incident is reported to the police and children are present,

* This section was commenced on 31/1/05
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specialist children’s support services are not readily available. Offering a domestic
abuse service to a child whose mother does not want to leave an abusive relationship
would make little sense. The alternative is to provide advice and support to the mother,
together with assessing risk, and taking action, including child protective action,

according to the level of risk (Humphreys, 2007, pp.364-5).

2. Understanding women’s vulnerability to domestic abuse and the
difficulties they face in engaging with services for themselves and their
children.

The Home Office reports that domestic violence: “has more repeat victims than any
other crime (on average there will have been 35 assaults before a victim calls the
police)” (Home Office Crime Reduction Domestic Violence Mini website). From
these data it can be seen that some women experience many assaults, perhaps at a
relatively low level of severity, and do not call the police. However, they may be at
very high risk from an escalation, which may occur suddenly, especially on separation

(Humphreys, 2007, p.365).

For many families, the experience of domestic abuse co-exists with a range of other
factors which make it less likely that professionals will identify the abuse, although it
may be a significant cause of other issues for the family. This section describes how

~ certain women are more vulnerable to domestic abuse, and others become more
vulnerable through the abuse. However, even those women who are less affected face
difficulties in accessing appropriate services. The problems include lack of
information, signposting and appropriate routes into services, lack of belief and
sensitivity from professionals, and practitioners’ failure to recognise women’s strengths

and their achievements as women and as mothers.
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All childhood experiences contribute to vulnerability and/or résilience; girls who grow
up feeling vulnerable, may be more prone to abuse, and may be targeted by abusive and
controlling men. Women who have been sexually abused as children are one group
who are more likely to be abused as adolescents and by a partner in adulthood
(Williams, 2003, p.444; Itzen, 2006, p.10). Such women may also feel insecure with

authority figures and services which have let them down in the past.

Professional misunderstandings of their culture or religion may also increase women’s
mistrust of agencies. Racism in services is frequently experienced and feared by black
and minority ethnic women, (Khanum, 2008, p.42; Mullender et al, 2002, ch.6).
Where a woman has precarious immigration status, has limited English, or has come
into the country with little knowledge of her rights, she may be at an increased risk of
abuse and will have few opportunities to seek help. Overall, black and minority ethnic
women face additional factors that increase their reluctance to contact support services

and reduce their access to means of escape (Khanum, 2008, p.42).

Various forms of substance misuse can result from the domestic abuse, perhaps through
a woman’s attempts to manage anxieties, sleep problems, and troubling fears and
memories. Some women who use illegal substances are unlikely to access services for

fear of intrusion into their lives.

Disabled women are particularly vulnerable to abuse; as Hague et al (2008) put it, they
experience: “multiple disadvantage: increased risk but fewer services.” (Hague et al,
2008, p.18). They find it hard to access help, and sometimes experience abuse from
their personal assistants (Hague et al, 2008, p.51) they may also lack suitable and

independent mobility, sensory, or communication support (Hague et al, 2008, p.54).

A number of publications over the past decade have increased understanding of the
effects of domestic violence on mental health; including increased levels of post-

traumatic stress disorder, suicide attempts and suicide (Walby, 2004 pp.54-6).
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Humphreys and Thiara (2003) use a quote from one of their respondents in their title:
“Domestic Abuse and Mental Health: ‘I call it symptoms of abuse’ ” (Humphreys and
Thiara, 2003, p.209). Walby (2004) showed that domestic abuse has a major iinpact on
women’s mental health including an increased risk of suicide (Walby, 2004, pp.54-6).
This evidence emphasises the fact sometimes missed by practitioners encountering
mental health issues in women who have been abused, namely that this is likely to be a
result of the abuse rather than a pre-existing condition. The condition itself may make
a woman feel less able to cope, to ask for help for herself or her children, or to leave

her partner.

Even if a woman’s mental health is un-compromised by the abusive relationship, her
sense of self, her confidence, her security in her relationships (for example with family,
friends and local contacts) her beliefs and values, and her daily routines and activities
can all be affected. Her life may begin to revolve around the demands of the abuser
and as these demands become more unreasonable her sense of normality may be
distorted. Fear of losing their children is very real for some women, and perpetrators
sometimes use threats of social services involvement coupled with criticism of a
woman’s parenting. A mother may be reluctant to talk to health visitors, nursery or
school staff in case they ask about her partner. If women do talk to workers in these
services, they may keep the abuse secret because of fears that an unwelcome intrusion
from the safeguarding service could lead to increased violence against her at home, as

well as loss of her children (Wuest ef al, 2003, p.612).

Sometimes a woman does approach members of her family or friends for help, only to
find that they accept or condone the abuse, or even see the woman herself as at fault.
Friends and family, although well intentioned, may not know how to help (Regan and
Kelly, 2008, p.12). They may put the onus on the woman to negotiate change, and to

make accommodations to the abuser’s demands, rather than to assert her own rights in

the situation.
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Women may be kept in poverty or imprisoned by their partners; in these situations they
have restricted opportunities to seek help, for example having no money for travel or

no access to a phone.

All of these effects of abuse, as well as making it more difficult for a woman to seek
help, may also make it harder for concerned professionals to move beyond dealing with
symptofns, to actually recognising their cause. A woman whose children: “never had
new clothes” (Radford and Hester, 2007,p.33), may be identified as a neglectful mother
rather than as suffering financial abuse. A woman who finally takes her sick son to the
doctor when he is already seriously ill may be considered ignorant and uncaring, rather
than an escaped prisoner. More worrying is the finding that general practitioners, who
are sometimes the only professionals in contact with a woman or family; may not have
a good understanding of domestic abuse (Regan and Kelly, 2008, p.13). It is easy to
see how ‘mother-blaming’ can occur (Radford and Hester, 2007, p.47).

Men often threaten that they will kill their partner, this is one of the fears that women
and children hold in common, see for example (Mullender et al, 2002, p.94). Such
threats commonly increase when a women shows signs of wanting to leave.

Humphreys, 2007, p.365).

Children may also be at increased risk following separation, men have increased
opportunities to abuse children during contact sessions while they are away from their
mother’s care (Radford and Hester, 2006, pp.94-97). Saunders (2004) in her analysis
of twenty-nine child homicides, shows how contact between children and their fathers
following separation after domestic abuse can result in homicide and could be
prevented by the courts undertaking risk assessments before ordering contact or
residence (Saunders, 2004, p.22). The prevalence of homicides associated with both
domestic abuse and child abuse confirms the dangers to women and children.

Government statistics'on homicides committed in 2005-6 show that in 44% of

16



homicides of victims under 16 the victim was son or daughter of the main suspect

(Coleman et al, 2007, p.18).

The six families that participated in this study consist of women and children who have
left abusive men’. The on-going risks faced by the women and children in the post-
separation period include children’s on-going contact with abusers, and isolation from
friends and family in new homes and/or communities. Alternatively children and
women are sometimes still living in the home known to the perpetrator, he may be
imprisoned and due to be released. In order to make detailed risk assessments with the
families it is useful to know what dangerous events are possible and likely in these

contexts. Potential dangers are addressed more fully in the next chapter.

3. Effects of abuse on mother-child relationship, and on children directly

3.1 Effects of abuse on mother-child relationships

Any of the wide range of effects experienced by a woman subject to domestic abuse
described above, can have a subsequent effect on her relationship with her children.
Cleaver et al (2000), showed how parenting capacity is affected by domestic abuse,
mental ill health and problem substance use, and linked these factors to effects
according to children’s developmental stages; this approach is discussed further in
Chapter 3, Section 3.1 p.48. Humphreys et al (20062) provide a list of sixteen threats
to the mother-child relationship which they describe as “by no means exhaustive.”

(Humphreys et al, 2006a, p.54).

* Women and children fleeing women abusers were not excluded from the study a priori. No detailed
data were requested from the initial contacts who refused to participate, and none of the six families who
agreed to participate fell into this category.
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Some threats are a result of women’s increased vulnerability in the various
manifestations described above. Mental ill health, lack of a supportive partner,
reluctance to seek help from supportive services, separation from family and friends;

will all reduce a woman’s ability to be confident and secure in a mothering role.

Being abusive to a mother is described by Bancroft and Silverman as a ‘parenting
decision’ on the part of the abuser (2002, p.189, emphasis in original). Men direct their
attacks on women and children together; for example, hitting pregnant women. They
also attack women when children are present; using sexual, belittling and abusive
language, contradicting and undermining mothering decisions and practices, making
jealous accusations and encouraging the children to join in. Raping a woman in front
of her children is not uncommon (Humpbhreys et al, 2006a, p.55, citing Abrahams,
1994; and McGee, 2000).

Men’s controlling behaviours may badly affect children’s rights and needs within the
family; this can include withholding food, undermining any emotional support they
may receive from their mother or siblings, obstructing their play, their friendships, their
opportunities outside the home, or their school work. Alternatively a man may pay
particular attention to one or more favoured children and lavish material goods and
attention on them in preference to their mother and/or siblings. An abuser may
separate the woman from her children, emotionally and physically. He may prevent a
mother from meeting her children’s needs by prioritising his own needs and demands,
or by preventing her from following an appropriate course of action through his threats.
He may introduce alternative mothering; for example a child may brought up by a
grandmother or aunt against the mother’s wishes. International abductions of children

by their fathers are not infrequent (Humphreys et al, 2006a, p.56, citing Kilsby, 2001).

Men’s attacks increase children’s insecurity, and physical and behaviour problems such
as bed-wetting or eating difficulties. All of these contribute to the difficulties a woman

- may have in caring for her children. If the children of the abused woman experience
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difficulties in school, as they often do, it is the woman who is most likely to be subject
to additional blaming and demands from professionals for her to rectify problems that
are more properly attributable to her partner’s abusive behaviours (Radford and Hester,

2006, pp.47, 60-61).

Most women want good relationships with their children and develop strong
attachments with their children during the first year of life®. The quality of the mother-
child attachment has been shown in many circumstances to provide a protective factor
for the child (Schaffer, 1996, p.377). An attachment can be defined as a: “long-
enduring, emotionally meaningful tie to a particular individual” (Schaffer, 1996,
p-127). This tie, built on trust, is vulnerable if the mother is not available at times of
distress and fear. In Chapter 3, Section 3.3, p.52, attachment theory is discussed in
greater detail and a number of implications of the theory for women and children who

have been caught up in domestic abuse are explained.

That women protect and support their children in a variety of ways is well understood
and will be discussed in greater detail in the next chapter. However, a salient factor at
this stage of the argument is the fact that women and children rarely talk together about
the abuse they are living with, or have left. This issue has been observed by a number
of researchers, for example, Mullender et al, (2002, pp.165-7). Humphreys et al
(2006a) provide a useful summary of findings, stating that in two key studies: “less
than one-third of children had talked about the domestic violence with their mothers
prior to the research.” (Humphreys et al, 2006a, p.57 citing McGee, 2000; and
Mullender et al., 2002). The evidence also shows that children often know more than
their mothers think they know (Humphreys, 2000, p.2).

. However, children may not want to break the silence; perhaps they lack the skills to

address a difficult subject, they may feel guilty, they may not want to upset their

6 For a minority of women forming a strong attachment with the child of rape, or of an abusive father,
proves difficult. (Radford and Hester, 2006, p.32)
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mother and are aware that their conversation, if overheard by, or reported to, the abuser
could attract further ‘punishment’. Children may just feel confused and perplexed,
unable to help, frightened at their mother’s vulnerability as well as their own. They

may not want to worry their mother with their fears of being taken into care or killed.

Mothers may not know where to begin; they are unclear about what their children know
and may not be sure of what would help or harm the child. They also will be feeling
guilty, remorseful, or sad about the situation, and unwilling to bring up more emotional

disturbance that could unsettle the family further.

3.2 Direct effects of domestic abuse on children

Quantitative studies in this field over at least two decades have resulted in only modest
claims. In spite of many flaws in the literature, there is evidence of: “a small to
moderate effect of exposure on negative outcomes.” (Fowler and Chanmugam, 2007,
p.342). Direct abuse of the child in addition to domestic violence increases risk of
negative outcomes (Wolfe et al, 2003, Abstract.). Other research identifies possible
mechanisms to link the exposure to domestic abuse in isolation, with emotional and
behavioural problems. For example, Van den Bergh er al (2004, Abstract) show links

between maternal stress during pregnancy and long lasting impacts on the foetal brain.

However, qualitative research on women and children who have left abusive situations,
and have experienced support from refuge or community-based domestic abuse
services, is more relevant for the current study. Such research in the United Kingdom
has evidenced a wide range of direct effects on children of the abuse, and as described
above, their relationship with their mothers may be key to understanding some of the
impact of these effects. Qualitative studies confirm that the child’s exposure to abuse
can start before birth, for example Radford and Hester (2006, p.30) found around half

of their interviewees had experienced abuse in pregnancy. Some children may know
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(or may remember) nothing of the abuse apart from information picked up incidentally,
perhaps over a period of years through short phrases or snippets overheard from
conversations. At the other extreme a child may have been coerced by the abuser to

participate in woman abuse.

3.2.1 Physical and sexual attacks on the child

Cunningham and Baker (2004) describe how sometimes the existence of direct abuse of
children is missed, even where domestic abuse has been identified: “As a young
participant in one of our previous studies challenged, “aren’t you going to ask about

when he hit me?” ” (Cunningham and Baker, 2004, p.5).

Women may be physically assaulted while holding a child, or while protecting a child,
and be unable to protect the child from injury. It has long been understood that
children’s behaviour is often the cause of disputes between parents (Straus et al, 1980,
cited in Jaffe et al, 1990, pp.17-8), and in these instances the child may be physically
punished, with the woman intervening to divert a man’s rage (Radford and Hester,
2006, p.64). Sometimes women punish the child themselves in order to pre-empt a
man’s worse punishments. A high percentage of childhood sexual abuse is perpetrated

by men who also abuse the child’s mother.

3.2.2 Emotional effects on the child

Children experience a range of emotions connected with abuse of their mothers.
Among the most common are fear, guilt, anxiety, shame and sadness. Children are
likely to fear harm to fhemselves, their siblings and their mother. As their actions are
often triggers for the abuse, they also frequently experience guilt; this is common when
children are unable to understand remote causes and their effects. The irrational way in
which punishments are meted out may add to children’s insecurity, since the mother
may be blamed for things that are not her fault and the children themselves may be
involved in ‘punishing’ her (Radford and Hester, 2006, p.32). Children are often
attached to their fathers. Peled (2000, p.27) comments: “Their mothers’ pain and
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- suffering may have raised children’s empathy and anger at the abuser, but siding with
the person who had the power and control in the family was attractive as well.” (Peled,
2000, p.27). These conflicting emotions are common, and can lead to confusion and
disrupted belief systems even in children as young as two or three years old (Radfbrd

and Hester, 2006, p.33).

3.2.3 Impact on children’s behaviours

Children growing up with a model of how to abuse, and how to get your own way
through abuse, will have also gained an increasing understanding that the use of
abusive actions can meet their own selfish ends; they may try out this learning on
siblings, pets, their mother or their peers. Their anger and resentment of the abuser,
may be inflicted on others who are more vulnerable than them. In addition they will
have been acclimatised to the acceptability of violent responses. Children who have
been victims of men’s power and control themselves, as well as witnessing and being
unable to prevent abuse of their mothers, may experience a strong desire to become
powerful themselves; Radford and Hester (2006, p.73) report a teacher’s description of

a child who: “likes to control other children... to have to sort of be in charge”

Children’s difficult behaviours may occur particularly in school where the types of
punishments they are likely to incur are relatively innocuous compared to the
distressing behaviours experienced in their homes. However, behavioural problems in
the home are also frequently reported (Radford and Hester p.69) and may be in part due
to the undermining of a woman’s authority, or her lack of energy and interest in the
children due to depression, suicidal feelings, post-traumatic stress symptoms or

physical ill-health.

3.2.4 Effects on children’s understanding, beliefs, and values
Early experience of domestic abuse can undermine children’s trust of adults, and other
people generally; some children start to believe that no-one cares for them. Children

are also observing at first hand, and hearing asserted, beliefs about what it means to be
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a ‘real’ boy or man, a ‘sexy’ or ‘good’ woman, and also, perhaps more importantly they
may be getting negative messages about themselves or their mothers as ‘wimp’,
‘pansy’ ‘useless’ and far worse demeaning epithets. Bancroft and Silverman (2002,
p.50) describe the effect thus: “We find negative attitudes towards females rampant in
both sons and daughters exposed to domestic violence... [even in children] whose
mothers most courageously and forcefully resist the abuse”. These beliefs may be
coupled with sexist beliefs about female and male roles, with men’s violence against
women seen as a ‘natural’ phenomenon. These views are common even in general
samples of the child population; Mullender e? al; (2002, p.70) found that 34% of boys
and a fifth of girls surveyed agreed that: “some women deserve to be hit”’. Children
sometimes struggle with the ambivalence between their belief that violence and being
hurtful are wrong, and their relationship with the abusive man (Peled, 2000, p.27).
Children whose home lives are dominated by the abuse, may lack understanding of
democratic and mutually respectful lifestyles. Anger, disrespectful and undermining

behaviours may be embedded in their belief systems as the norm.

Children’s resilience in the face of the domestic abuse they live through may depend in
the long term on their ability to work through these contradictory beliefs and resolve
them into a new credo. Children who have lived through domestic abuse often identify
their mother as their prime support; however, there are additional factors that have been
identified as protective of children. The child’s cognitive abilities will assist; for
example through being able to understand and rationalise, write, or explain to others
what it is or was like. A second factor that can help is a child’s social network of
siblings, friends, relatives, and supportive professionals; if these people prove

trustworthy they can make a difference to the child’s long-term experience.

However, the main conclusion to be drawn is that protective factors for the child are

particularly dependent on mother, especially the quality of the attachment between the

7 Based on a questionnaire completed by a large sample of secondary school pupils aged 11-16.

23



motﬁer and the child; to be discussed further in Chapter 3 Section 3.3. Women can
develop and enjoy their parenting role in so far as they are able to access support and

encouragement in it; and, after separation, if they can avoid further coercion.

4. Preventative, recuperative and educational work to support mothers and
children who have left an abusive partner

The government has initiated new duties to ensure that local authorities work with
other agencies to safeguard, and improve the well-being of victims of domestic abuse,
including children (Local Government Aésociation, April 2005, p.4). The Best Value
Performance Indicator 225 imposed by the government on Local Authorities (ODPM,
2005/6) includes the requirement to make a domestic violence curriculum pack
available to schools to enable preventative work. Concurrently schools are expected to
respond to government exhortations to promote the ‘wellbeing of all pupils’ (DCSF,
2008); with guidance provided on the development of the whole child, for example in
social and emotional competence (Weare and Gray, 2003), and in the Social and

Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL) (DfES, 2005b; DCSF, 2009b)

4.1 Educational and recuperative work with children and their mothers.

Mullender (2001, pp.40-44) includes educational and recuperative work in her
description of three stages of prevention work. Primary prevention is work in schools
and youth settings to prevent young men and women: “from commencing, or
tolerating, ...a pattern of domestic violence.” (Mullender, 2001, p.40); secondary
prevention is: “stopping the domestic violence as soon as any agency learns that it is
happening and preventing its repeat against the same victim” (2001, p.43); and tertiary
prevention is “reducing the harm to those who have lived with domestic violence by
helping them to overcome and make sense of their experience” (2001, p.44). However,

these three types of prevention may, in practice, often be required simultaneously.
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Adults delivering ‘primary prevention’ activities, for example in schools, must always
be aware that some children are likely to be livihg with concurrent abuse, and that
others may have left an abusive situation. (Mullender, 2001, p.55) argues that action to
address both secondary and tertiary prevention must be part of the planning and
preparation, and prior to that, educators need training: “to raise awareness and develop
appropriate responses” such as offering children advice and information, and

undertaking risk assessments.

In a refuge, or community outreach situation, it is also the case that all three types of
prevention work with children are required. ‘Reducing the harm’ through recuperative
and re-educative work (tertiary prevention) needs to be coupled with primary and
secondary prevention work. Children who have left abusive situations are also
vulnerable to continuing or repeat victimisation, through contact with their fathers, or
coming into contact with another abuser in their family, or in their own relationships.
Support in recovery and making sense of their experience needs to be coupled with
safety planning, and educative work about the potential for violence in their own future
relationships. ® At its best such support will address the ‘conspiracy of silence’ and
should help families to achieve the alternative patterns of family life that they may
aspire to. This will usually require, as a minimum, support from a concerned and
attentive individual who is able to listen and respond empathetically. To help children
to make sense of their experience adds a cognitive dimension, which can be provided
through opportunities to reflect on behaviours, beliefs and values that were apparent in

the abusive situation.

Therapeutic and educational interventions seek to bring a change in the functioning of
individuals or groups; in this study the assumption made was that the women and

children want to improve their relationship. Dilts (1990) argues that personal change,

& However, they are also their own experts in the nature of abuse, and have ideas and advice for
practitioners and peers alike about policy and practice matters; see for example the ‘Listen Louder
Campaign’( Scottish Government Website)
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in order to be effective, requires congruence between an individual’s values, beliefs,
knowledge and understanding, skills and behaviours. According to this view it makes
no sense to use a behavioural intervention without also addressing beliefs that the
subject may hold that reinforce the ‘unwanted’ behaviours; and ensuring that the
necessary knowledge, understanding and skills are present to support the changes
desired by the participants. As domestic abuse creates an emotionally negative home
environment, reversing this effect is a key factor in creating the positive emotions in
children that promote recovery (Izard, 2002, p.800). The intervention itself should

provide a positive emotional tone to support this reversal.

4.2 Therapeutic and educational approaches that can be used to develop mother-

child communication

4.2.1 Approaches used in refuges and other domestic abuse projects

The child’s support in terms of their future protection from and resilience to abuse, and
recovery from the effects of abuse, comes pre-eminently from their mother. Supporting
mother-child attachment is likely to increase the well-being of both mother and child
and may also have a role in promoting positive attachments later in life when children
reach the stage of forming their own adolescent and later partner relationships. The
outsider supporting the child must therefore pay particular attention to supporting the
relationship and communication between mothers and children. Mullender’s guidance
to professionals working in this role draws on existing practice and recognises as good
practice the fact that: “[t]hese interventions are often conducted in parallel with support

work with the mother.” (2004, p.1).

A flexible parenting programme designed for refuges is ‘Helping Children Thrive’,
developed in Ontario, Canada (Baker and Cunningham, 2004). It is designed to help
women to support their own children through a well thought-through and consistent

parenting resource which allows for: “guided self-study”, work “with the support of an
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advocate”, or for “a group-based parenting program” (2004, p.3). It uses the child’s
developmental stage, and draws on the Duluth wheel models of ‘power and control’,
‘child abuse’ and ‘child nurture’ (Duluth website). However, as Abrahams (2007)
comments, although her women informants were positive about the advice they

received in the area of parenting:

[I]t must be remembered that parenting is an extremely sensitive area... it is possible...
that women who took a different approach to that of the refuge would not have stayed
in this environment long, or might have not been willing to be interviewed (Abrahams,
12007, p.73, note 11).

A further resource developed in London, Ontario, is a long established community-
based group-work programme for mothers and children together (Sudermann et al,
2000, p.127). This was adopted by the London Borough of Sutton and is recognised as
good practice (Audit Commission, 2007). It is this model that is currently used by
Sheffield’s Step by Step Project which provided the sample for this study.’

An Islington-based consortium has recently created a project entitled ‘Let’s Talk’,
using art work to encourage communication between children aged 10-13 and their
families (All Change et al, 2008, publicity report). Group work and individual family
support work, coupled with worker-supported activities using a ‘toolkit’ and workshops
have helped families to communicate more about the experience of domestic abuse (All

Change et al, 2008, publicity report).

4.2.2 ‘Talking to My Mum’

The starting point for the ‘Talking to my Mum’ project was the: “recognition of blocks
on mother—child communication.” Humphreys et al, 2006a, p.58. First findings
suggest that the activities developed with refuges over a four-year period help to:

build self esteem, focus on the relationship between mothers and their children, and
provide opportunities to talk about feelings and experiences from the past that may be
continuing to create problems and concerns in children’s lives. (Humphreys ef al,
2006a, pp.58-9)

® Only the last three families sampled had been through this programme, the other three experienced a
different curriculum.
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The materials have been much appreciated by many refuge workers and residents, and
in my experience, active support from a worker enhanced the experience of success and
satisfaction, for example when a worﬁan lacked the resilience to deal with sensitive
questions and accusations from her children. The guidance recognises that for most
refuge families, this worker involvement will be necessary (Humphreys et al, 2006a,
p.60). Getting the timing right is also important; on arrival at a refuge women often go
through a period of confusion and distress, this can be followed by a move towards
feeling: “safety, trust and empowerment” (Abrahams, 2007, pp.34-49) which may be a
better time to start work with mother and child together. However, starting work on the
materials just before leaving the refuge, or during the resettlement period can be
hampered by the shortage of time, energy and money for moving into a new home.

For some the worksheet format has felt too close to a ‘school’ activity (Humphreys et
al, 20064, p.60). A possible solution to this is a group-work approach with the women,
followed by ‘take home’ use of the Talking to my Mum sheets (Humphreys et al
2006a, p.13).

4.2.3 Patterns of support for mother-child communication

Group work in refuges can be hampered by factors such as the small number of women
on site, the varying age of their children, and the frequent turnover of families;
community-based group-work projects also suffer from low numbers, and may need to
provide childcare, transport and refreshments at additional cost. The evidence from
using the ‘Talking to My Mum’ materials and discussing the process and outcomes
with workers and residents in our refuge suggested other circumstances where either
women’s or children’s workers could support mother-child dyads'®, and we drew

together ideas about how best to develop such work.

If one takes the locus of the mother-child relationship as the point of intervention,

support from a worker could be provided in various ways. Many activities, such as

19 part of the intention was to get all workers involved in joint work with mother-child dyads or family
groups.
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parenting education, counselling and play therapy have been developed into parent and
child versions. For example, parenting advice can be initiated, or followed up, with
joint activities where a practitioner works with the mother and child together and
demonstrates, encourages and supports interaction within the dyad. Such joint support

activities were seen to have benefits in many cases.

I found little evidence or advice available on the use of this ‘professional with dyad’
approach in domestic abuse contexts, so I sought out evidence from other fields of
work. However, even from contexts such as schools and social work there was very
little recorded evidence available of research into three-way meetings between a parent,
a child and a practitioner. Therefore I devised a brief pilot which elicited and analysed
five professionals’ views on communication with parents and children in three-way
meetings. The findings informed professional practice in the refuge and the

development of the intervention described here (see Appendix 1).

It was obvious from the current policy and practice context that what was needed was a
short-term intervention that professionals in a range of agencies could adopt relatively
quickly, in order to provide the support that many women and children need after
leaving an abusive man. Key professionals for this purpose could be based in schools,
in domestic abuse, health or family support settings. Such an approach could provide
an alternative to the ‘Talking to my Mum’ materials for families where a short term

intervention, suitable beyond the refuge context, could be useful.

424 Family Learning

Historically, by the early nineteen eighties, nursery and primary schools were
observing that parents could be encouraged to help their children given the right
materials, encouragement and skills. The activities and publications of Thompson
(1970), Berg (1977), Tizard et al (1983), and Toppiﬁg (1985) among others, led to an
emphasis in many schools on family learning to involve all parents in literacy work

with their children (Topping and Wolfendale, 1995). This utilised parents’ aspirations
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for their children’s educational attainment, and their willingness to develop their own
skills alongside their children. My involvement, as a primary headteacher, during that
period was to create and pilot a scheme to develop parents’ own literacy skills in
tandem with their children. This was part of the Adult Literacy and Basic Skills Unit
Family Literacy Programme (ALBSU, 1993) that contributed to a widening pattern,
which now includes early language development and numeracy (Brooks et al, 2008,
pp.22-7). Since 2007 the Big Lottery Fund has provided funding for programmes that |
emphasise wider aspects of family learning with outcomes that emphasise interpersonal
skills within the family. These skills include increasing confidence, enhancing positive
interaction between parents and children, and enabling effective communication so that
parents are able to support children in their learning (Big Lottery website, 2007: Card

3 — Projects and their outcomes).

NIACE also promotes a broader view of learning, including some: “examples of
learning in emotional literacy and communication and drugs awareness” (NIACE,
2003). More recently some schools who operate the ‘Social and Emotional Aspects of
Learning’ (DfES, 2005) programme for groups or classes of children, have also
provided ‘Family SEAL’ (DfES, 2006), which involves groups of parents learning ,

about the programme and discussing how they can be involved to support their child."

In this study, family learning offered a focus for support that was educational and
avoided behaviour and parenting as main topics of communication, in order to reduce
suspicion and minimise blame'?. However, using communication about the abuse, and
enabling the family to control the content of their own narrative, provided
acknowledgement of the emotional and social effects of the abuse, without the

questioning or intrusion that so easily can imply blame.

! This is a package that with some adaptations could be used in refuges.
12 play is another blame-free zone for engaging families without eliciting feelings of guilt.
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5. The Narrative Intervention: why ‘A Tale That Can Be Told’?

5.1 Criteria adopted for the intervention

In the light of the issues and factors discussed in this chapter the design of the
intervention was based on the following criteria. The theoretical base for the
intervention is feminist; the purpose of the intervention is to empower women and
children and the focus of the intervention is the abuse of women, both aspects that are
central to feminist thinking. The intervention was designed to be manageable by a
single professional working with a family; this increases the likelihood of small
organisations being able to implement the practice. It was also designed to be of wide
applicability; very few pre-intervention assessment criteria need to be applied, the
woman and child must both want to participate, must be able to attend three sessions of .
around an hour, and must be living in relative safety from abuse. The intervention had
to provide the opportunity for the professional to correct misconceptions, and support
increased knowledge and understanding of patterns of abuse and ways of increasing
safety. ‘The Tale That Can Be Told’ is designed to be effective in the sense described
by Cunningham and Baker (2004, p.23); that is, an approach that: “can work when
implemented in the “real world” with typical funding levels and independent of the
program’s developer”. In addition, learning within the family is seen as supporting the
social and emotional well-being of both children and women. The conversational turn-
taking provides natural opportunities for the child to take a leading role during parts of
the interaction. Plans ensure that the sessions are fun and attractive to the child, with

child-friendly support materials available.

As aresult of applying these criteria and applying further findings from the research
literature as discussed in Chapter 3, ‘The Tale That Can Be Told® was used as an
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intervention with six families. The form of the intervention implemented is fully

described in Chapter 4, Section 6 (p.97).

5.2 Rationale for exploring a narrative approach

The purpose of the narrative sessions is to develop, with the mothers and children
together, accounts that they are both comfortable with and which they can adapt and
use in a variety of situations. The process aims to enable the mother to come to terms
with what the child already knows and has experienced, and to enable her to pass on
information to help the child to situate previous knowledge and understanding into a
fuller picture of the events that occurred and the situation that existed. Helping the

mother and child to negotiate the future possible uses of the narrative is also important.

The power of narrative lies in its qualities as a carrier of explanatory, emotional, and
reflective potential. In recounting experience, motives and causes tend to become
clearer, and every account holds some kind of emotional charge. In producing a
narrative, even in the absence of an audience, there is a process of selecting, reworking
and commenting on events that is in itself likely to make those events more available
for further reflection. An external audience for the narrative provides.an additional
perspective; what will this person think or feel when they hear or read what I have to

say?

The invitation to tell a story is a significant event in its own right, and immediately sets
a process in motion. The messages are that someone is interested and wants to hear
from me, that someone values what I have to say, and in the case of an invitation to tell
about self, that my life is important to this person. There will also be emotional

responses to such an invitation such as joy, anxiety, excitement or trepidation.
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Even with their mothers’ approval, children may have concerns about talking. They
may be worried about on-going contact visits, about the abuser finding out, about their
own inability to keep things secret from him, or about others who may let out the secret
(for example mother, sibling, or grandparents). The risk assessment process addresses
these concerns and the presence of the mother should reassure children that they can

speak out, and that they will be supported through the emotional consequences.

One of the interesting facets of stories is their ability to take on subtleties and nuances
in sequential retellings. Where a story is jointly constructed, as in this study, there is
the added dimension of slight (or perhaps greater) variations of perspective and
evaluation of events, causes, and reasons. Autobiographical stories usually involve a
highly significant process of selecting material. Martin (1998, p.3) was aware of her
participants’ experience as care leavers; they knew that accounts, over which they had
little control, were written about them by carers and social workers. To address this,
she talked through with them the role of the narrator as “absolute boss” in the choices
they might want to make in telling their stories (Martin, 1998, pp.5-6). The role of
facilitator of a dyad producing a joint account is more complex. Here there is no
‘absolute boss’; the end products will inevitably bear the imprint of all three parties to
the negotiations. However, part of the benefit of the narrative approach is that it
provides a structure that is open ended and largely in the control of the participants. It
has the potential for engaging both mother and child in a conversation that emphasises
the contribution of the dyad, rather than the professional’s judgements or advice. The
material belongs to the child and woman, and their comméntary and evaluation of the
evolving story is privileged. The role of the professional is minimal, and focused on
prompting and supporting rather than intruding or making demands. The intended
outcome is clear from the start but relies on a process that can be fluid, interrupted and
reflexive, in the sense of enabling the text to be revisited for amendment or further
elaboration. The dyad can incorporate their concerns into the account, while the
professional retains the possibility of clarifying points where additional information

may enhance an outsider’s understanding.
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The language of the narrative is that of the mother and child, which should maximise
its accessibility to the child, and should encourage active listening and reflection
between parent and child. Narrative is understood to be a primary form of
communication that develops between mothers and their babies from birth starting with
the earliest interchanges that accompany actions. It is highly likely that all the mother-
child dyads have some long-held and very positive experience of this aspect of their
relationship. The narrative will also assist children and women to develop a common
language for naming and discussing domestic abuse. The pattern of satisfying
communication with the mother, turn-taking, listening and responding to each other,
can be elicited in the “artificial’ social context of telling an outsider your life story or
episodes from it. Finally, the breaking of the ‘conspiracy of silence’ is more likely in
the presence of a third party, an ‘audience’, who is there to listen, to hear, to be
convinced, and to understand the experience that the two participants are narrating.
Ideally, the satisfying pattern of communication about concerns will be part of a

continually evolving process, having its own life beyond the end of the intervention.
In the light of these features of narrative and the ways in which it can be used, the use

of narrative to support the children and their mothers was seen as worthy of full

exploration in this study.
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5.3 Research Aim, Objectives and Questions

In this chapter I have drawn together the implications for women and children of the
use of coercion and violence in close family relationships. The understanding that
emerges is that abuse destroys and threatens bonds of attachment, often leaving women
and children unable to trust individuals with whom they have developed strong ties.
For children this breakdown of trust early in life, if not repaired, can have serious
implications for their future relationships. The high numbers of women and children
suffering from the effects of domestic abuse, and the nature of those effects, together
pose a challenge to the aspirations expressed by government and other national

agencies to ensure the well-being of all children.

The vulnerability that precedes or results from domestic abuse, and the multiple ways it
is expressed in women’s and children’s lives, is the context within which the problem
identified here exists; namely, the lack of communication between mothers and their
children. Children’s well-being is very much dependent on the mother-child
relationship and the mother’s ability to attend to and protect her children. This
relationship itself is attacked by men’s abuse, even separation does not necessarily stop
on-going problems, and recuperative efforts may proceed against a background of

continuing abuse.

Use and consideration of interventions currently in use in the United Kingdom led to an
analysis of the advantages of using the mother-child dyad as the focus. A pilot study
sought reflective contributions from professionals and incorporated them into an
analysis of how three-way interviews could be most effective (Appendix 1). Family
Learning was seen as an approach that could provide mother and child with a space
within which events and relationships could be brought into reflective awareness. A

narrative approach provides a significant contribution to this aim.
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Creating this space, through an initial invitation and the adoption of empowering
attitudes and behaviour, to enable the mother and child to open up their own narrative

~account of abuse, is expected to provide benefits that will continue beyond the duration

of the intervention.

The aim, objectives, and questions to be asked in the study were developed around

these perspectives.

The main aim of the research was to explore a family learning activity to support social
and emotional well-being, in the form of joint development of family narrative in

mother-child dyads, facilitated by a professional.

The objectives were as follows.

A To explore different participant responses to the process and the implications of
these for professional practice.

B To explore how far, and in what ways professional intervention appears to facilitate
or hamper the process. |
C To consider how far, and in what ways the activity can be adapted to other
professional circumstances and can enhance professional understanding.

D To develop a model that elucidates some of the contributing factors and constraints

inherent in the family learning approach of negotiated autobiography.

Twelve further questions were derived from the aim and objectives.

1. How can the experience of jointly producing family narrative with professional
support help women and children who have experienced domestic abuse?

2. Would women and children aged 7 to 12 engage with the intervention?

3. Would women and children successfully negotiate narratives that are acceptable to
both?

4. Would such an approach contribute to communication between mothers and their

children?
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Would it enable emotional communication between mothers and their children?
Would it build confidence and communication with extended family members,
friends and other potentially supportive professionals?

Would it enhance professional understanding of an area of life experience?

8. How appropriate is a family narrative process as a learning activity for mother-child

10.

11.

12.

dyads?

How will women and children respond to the process and the role of the
professional within it?

How will the women and children continue dialogue around the narrative issue
beyond the intervention situation?

How, and to what extent, will they be able to use the narratives they create with
others?

How, and to what extent, can professional intervention support the learning?

In the next chapter I describe theoretical explorations of literature needed to ensure that

these questions could be answered adequately with reference to the existing literature

that is of relevance to the intervention itself, and to the study.
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Chapter 3: Theoretical Frameworks for the Study

Women who have experienced domestic abuse, depending on their circumstances, are
eligible for rehousing, specialist domestic abuse family support, tenancy support,
refuge, independent advocacy, victim support, and fast-track courts; and some
children’s work is available in certain areas. However, as seen in the previous chapter,
there are few specialist children’s services, and many disincentives and barriers that

women have to overcome in order to access help for themselves and their children.

Given the large numbers of children who never access a specialist domestic abuse
service, and the significant social, emotional and physical dangers they face, there is a
call for all children’s services to be alert for, identify and support children experiencing
domestic abuse in their homes. Preventative awareness-raising work should be the
norm for all children, and recuperative support should be available for those directly
affected. A brief intervention was sought to complement existing programmes that aid
children’s recovery from the effects of domestic abuse. It was regarded as important to
incorporate therapeutic and cognitive dimensions, and to ensure that professionals from

a range of disciplines could understand, implement and evaluate the approach adopted.

A key problem identified here is that women and children who have left an abusive
situation may find it hard to communicate with each other about the abuse. This is
likely to be a contributory factor in the difficulties that children demonstrate as
evidenced in the research. Practitioner encouragement should help to tackle the:

“ ‘elephant in the living room’ — obvious to everybody but everyone also pretending
that it is not there” (Humphreys ef al, 2006b, p.15); and thus help recovery, and support
social and emotional well-being. There were good a priori reasons to look at narrative
as a possibility and this was the approach adopted. The literature reviewed here
provides ground-rules for an effective infervention and possible pre-conditions for

Success.
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1. Introduction

The purpose of this literature review is to situate the intellectual challenge identified,
and the research aim, objectives and questions within the context of relevant research
findings and theoretical perspectives. The main intellectual problem being explored,
namely how professionals might best support communication about domestic abuse
between mothers and their children, led to a number of questions for which answers
were sought in the existing literature. The questions are ‘what is the nature of mother-
child communication?’ and ‘what constitutes support in this context (or more generally
in socio-educational interventions)?’ The solution adopted to address the problem, was
a family learning approach to support social and emotional well-being through dyadic
production of narratives of domestic abuse. This solution raised further theoretical and
practical questions. ‘How can social and emotional well-being be supported?’ ‘what is
the nature of family learning?’ and ‘what benefits does narrative work offer in this

context?’

In the process of examining relevant literature a key issue is to ensure the consistency
and coherence of the intervention proposed, the research methodology and the
analytical process. The review thus involved a process of careful searching, reading
and analysis together with reflection on the reasons for undertaking the study and its

potential implications for future professional practice and further research.

A wide range of literature in related fields is available, much of which could prove
relevant to the intervention process, or the research process or both. However, within
the limited time available, it was important to establish priorities which attended to the
sociological nature of the subject matter as well as to aspects pertaining to the detailed
socio-emotional communication with the families studied. This literature is reviewed

in the following five sections:
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Firstly, in order to situate other strands of literature, I discuss two theories that derive
from socio-historical analyses. The socio-historical pérspective is important, because
an intervention at the individual or family level always has the potential of becoming
focused too closely on psychological factors and losing sight of the broader social,
economic and environmental dimensions that constrain individual functioning. Rose’s
(1999) work on ‘governing the family’ through ‘psy’, and feminism, in different ways,
identify a wider range of factors that impinge on women and children who have lived
with domestic abuse. Historical ontology was adopted by Nikolas Rose from Foucault,
and is described as: “a certain modest philosophical and pragmatic work on
ourselves... as beings simultaneously constrained and obligated to free” (Rabinow and
Rose, 1994, p.xxxii). Feminism is itself firmly linked with the idea of freedom, the
liberation of women from oppression, and concerns about inequality. This description
characterises a key aspect of feminism; that of the combination of theory with politics,

of ideas with action (see, for example Halsey, 2004, p.128).

Secondly, I address the ecological and developmental theories that contribute to, and
constrain, many aspects of current practice with children and families. I go on to
describe how social and emotional well-being emerges in babyhood mainly through
mother-child interaction. Attachment theory is shown to have significance for women
and children who have been through domestic abuse, and implications for the ‘
intervention are described. Thirdly, I explain how abusive men attack the social and
emotional well-being of women and children, and identify aspects of children’s
experience that may be constrained in joint work with their mothers. The ability of
some women to make certain choices within their abusive relationships to support their
own and their children’s well-being are described. Alternative constructions of the
nature of domestic abuse are shown to have implications for appropriate responses to
women and children affected. Fourthly, I describe how family learning as an
educational approach can improve social and emotional well-being within the family.

Finally, the relevance of narrative as an intervention is further explored.
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2. Two historical theories structuring the field of intervention in families.

2.1 Governing the family through ‘psy’: the work of Nikolas Rose
‘Simultaneously constrained and obligated to be free’ (see p.40) describes the situation
that most abused mothers find themselves in. As pregnant women and mothers they
are expected by midwives, doctors, health visitors and later nurseries and schools, to
control and manage the lives of their children within societal expectations and may find
themselves blamed for any deviations. Rose’s work helps to explain how this situation
has developed historically. In Governing the Soul (1999, p.viii) he draws on
Foucault’s: “approach to the historicity of knowledge” to show how certain social
devélopments have made it easier to intervene in individuals’ lives, and indeed the lives
of whole families and communities. He argues that psychological expertise, ‘psy’:
“makes it possible to govern subjects.... in ways that appear to be based, not on
arbitrary authority, but on the real nature of humans as psychological subjects.” (1999,
p.vii). Change in society not only affects how lives are controlled and managed, but
changes the way in which ‘self” is experienced. New patterns of intervention, by
health, education and social care authorities, have changed the way in which childhood,
parenting and learning are understood. The ‘technologies of intervention’ include
judgements such as assessments and diagnoses, and: “larger assemblages such as
schooling or health visiting” (Rose, 1999, p.xi). In addition to multiple interventions to
keep children safe, and ensure that they are educated, there have been: “a panoply of
programmes... to conserve and shape children by moulding the petty details of the
domestic, conjugal and sexual lives of their parents.” (Rose, 1999, p.123). Rose argues
that these patterns of intervention at all levels of society, increase the likelihood of each
individual taking on the effects of regulation and being shaped by them (1999, p.viii).
Each individual is expected to make decisions, which are: “made intelligible to the self
and others in terms of the unique but universal search to find meaning and satisfaction

in the construction of a life for oneself.” (Rose, 1999, p.231). For abused mothers, the
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question ‘why doesn’t she leave?’ characterises the demand made on women to meet

higher societal standards for the appropriate care of children.

2.2 Feminism

The characterisation of feminism as a political and theoretical perspective (above p.40)
has “many nuances of meaning” (Mendus, 1995, p.270) sometimes described as
‘numerous _feminisms® contributing to an overall feminism (see for example, Tong,
1995, pp.1-9). Much debate around feminism hinges on the terms ‘equality’ and
‘difference’. Female and male can be seen as equal within the discourse of human
rights for all individuals; but some feminists argue that this discourse, primarily

3, marginalizes women and ignores

developed by white men and for white men’
differences between the sexes. However, later developments in theories of ‘rights’
identify both process and outcomes as important, in that freedom to achieve one’s
rights is a necessary pre-condition for those who lack those rights. For example, Fraser
(2000, p.87) argues for the principle of participatory parity as being both an outcome

and a process.

Freire (1996, pp.32-3) argues that: “reflection and action upon the world in order to
transform it” must take place simultaneously. He also (1996, contents page) describes
liberation as: “not a gift, not a self-achievement, but a mutual process”, that is a process
shared by the oppressed and by those who are not oppressed. This would suggest that
men have a role to play in the liberation of women. However, the extent to which this
can occur depends upon men’s ability to recognise and reflect on their own power and
to identify with women’s claims. A number of men cited in this thesis claim to be
feminists, and the evidence I have suggests that they are indeed actively seeking to

understand the effects of male power and endeavouring to reduce male violence.

1 Angela Davis (1981) describes the struggles between different constituencies — for example
women/men, black/white — in her telling account of the political history of democracy and
enfranchisement in North America.
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However, other male writers claim to know what is best for women, without giving an
account of how their judgements have been informed by women’s experiences. For
example, for feminists the dimension of gender is needed to translate Rose’s
perspective into a picture that becomes meaningful for women. Many of what Rose
calls the: “petty details of the domestic, conjugal and sexual lives” of the participants in
this study, for example the threats, control and abuse meted out by men, have not been
successfully moulded for the benefit of the women themselves or of their children.
Interventions in fathering have been neglected, even where there are societal concerns
about children who are forced to have contact with an abusive father (Peled, 2000,
p.32-3). The families studied here wanted to change the male abusers, ‘why doesn’t he
change?’ but services were rarely directed toward this end, perhaps due to the complex
implications, particularly if the men concerned are vulnerable and/or violent
(Featherstone, 2004, ch.7). Psychoanalytical approaches have highlighted
‘ambivalence’ as an important feature of mothers’ experience; mothers are understood
to both love and hate their children (Parker, 1997, pp.17-36). There are concerns that
men may feel even greater conflicts in the emotional demands they face (Featherstone,
2004, p.150; Frosh, 1997, pp.37-53). Men’s affective issues need to be addressed, not
least for the well-being of the children they father. Réldford and Hester (2006, pp.87-
98) provide a number of examples of how the parenting decisions of abusive men are
rarely called to account, whereas women seeking to assert their own and their
children’s rights are often subjected to significant questioning of their motives and their

mental health.

Feminist analyses are particularly important to this study for a number of reasons.
Firstly, many refuges and other services for women fleeing domestic abuse exist
largely as a result of feminist and pro-feminist action to create places and practices that
increase women’s safety from male violence. Refuge residents and other service users
may not recognise the feminist thinking that underlies the provision. However, they do

understand that men are often able to dominate, control, and abuse women and
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children. Specialist domestic abuse services help children and mothers to deal with the
effects of domestic abuse on children in many ways, for example through discussing
the way in which the relationships between children and mothers have been affected in
the abusive situation, and exploring ways in which support can be offered. This study
makes an original contribution that is very pertinent to the role of these specialist
services. It also offers a possible approach for workers in mainstream services to use in
providing direct support to children and women who have experienced domestic abuse,
while at the same time informing themselves and acquiring greater understanding of the

nature of domestic abuse and its impacts.

Secondly, feminism contributes female voices to accounts of women’s and children’s
lives. In her work on the psychology and sociology of childrearing, Ribbens shows
how, in the past, women’s views about key issues relating to childrearing in their lives
have been ignored; and she explores the meanings women themselves attach to
childcare practices. (Ribbens, 1994, pp.22-3 and 37-8). She contrasts these with the
“professional/expert agenda or prescriptions, which have largely been developed by
white middle class men” (Ribbens, 1994, p.34). Rose certainly fits into this latter
category, and Hoghughi’s (2004, pp.4-5) list of the principal researchers who have
made: “major conceptual contributions” and are still informing debates in the area of
parenting, also confirms this view. However, the pattern may be changing; for
example, in the book edited by Hoghughi and Long (2004, pp.vii-xii), over two thirds
of the contributors are women'*. In her feminist review of family support Featherstone
(2004) argues that care is needed in the use of language and unpicking of discourses
around the family and childcare. Like Ribbens she argues that the detail of actual
practice in family contexts should be understood using the engagement of women and
children in defining its meanings (Featherstone, 2004, pp.9-13). Engaging women and

children in the ways suggested by this study should contribute to improvements in

' The use of only initials, rather than first names of authors, in referencing systems, while it may be
intended to promote sex equality, also hampers the process of assessing possible gender bias in the
literature. For this reason I have included first names where available in my references.
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practice, through direct advice to professionals and through professional consideration

of the detail provided by the dyads.

Thirdly, feminism, according to Humm (1992, p.1): “depends on the premise that
women can consciously and collectively change their collective place”. This suggests
that eduéation, by increasing explicit knowledge and understanding, is central to
enabling the action necessary to change society in ways that value and benefit women.
Feminists seek equality through demonstrating and addressing power relations in the
social world that are structured by sex and gender; and also, as Gilligan maintains
(1982, pp.220-2) through women exploring and changing their own lives, and those of
their children, claiming the ethics of care as an essential complement to the ethic of
equality (1982, p.220). The detailed exploration of the lives of women, boys and girls
as they are lived, which was undertaken in this study, is intended to increase knowledge

and understanding about domestic abuse, its effects and possible solutions.

Many thoughtful professionals in education, social care and related fields have adopted
the idea of ‘constructing a life for themselves’ (Rose, 1999, p.231 — See above p.41)
and have applied it in their work with children and adults. This may involve using
available theories of politics, society and psychology not only to place oneself and
one’s work, but also to develop a better understanding of the opportunities available to
one’s clients to engage in a similar process individually and collectively. For the
women participating in this study the possibility of the meaningful and satisfying
‘construction of a life’ for themselves is, or has been, obstructed. The actions of an
abusive and controlling man remove at least some of the freedoms that enable a woman

to co-construct a life for herself and her child.
Feminist research, often carried out in multi-disciplinary teams, has been influential in

the domestic abuse field. Characteristic of much of this feminist research is its long-

standing association with practical action and political lobbying (Skinner et al, 2005,
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pp.1-5). Feminists who lobby for changes in government policy, are often at the same

~ time working locally and nationally to provide and develop services for women and
children. Practitioner-based centres and organisations have also made a significant
contribution to research and theory, and to increasing understanding of domestic abuse
(for example, see websites Women’s Aid Federation of England (WAFE); Duluth,

" Minnesota). According to the WAFE website, the feminist Duluth Model is: “now
widely used in domestic violence training within the United Kingdom”. The wheel,
which helps women to understand the nature of domestic abuse in their own and other
women’s lives: “was developed by battered women [sic] in Duluth who had been
abused by their male partners and were attending women’s education groups sponsored

by the women’s shelter.” (Duluth website).

Feminists have been criticised for their failure to understand the ‘gender-neutral’ nature
of domestic abuse, as uncovered in ‘conflict tactics’ research, for example (Dutton and
Corvo, 2006). However, United Kingdom government data show a clear male on
female prevalence (Kershaw et al, 2008, Table 2.01). Further discussion of this debate
is provided in Section 4, pp.57-61.

3. The development and maintenance of well-being: psycho-social theories
and their implications for intervention in mother-child relationships

3.1 The Ecology of Development

Theories at a societal or global level, such as those of Rose and the feminists discussed
above, are important in establishing a secure base for a study. However, governments
and non-government organisations surveying the field for policy and practice
implications may attempt to reconcile research findings from different theoretical
approaches, or will select pragmatically those perceived as likely to meet political

goals. On the other hand, practitioners working with children and families are more
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likely to be influenced by fairly clear research findings on topics of direct interest to

their practice'’.

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological theory maps the influences on human development
from high-level global and societal sources, down to factors at the individual level.
Many writers have offered versions of Bronfenbrenner’s model, for example using the
terms ‘ontbgenic’, originating in or impacting on the individual child; ‘micro’, factors
relating to the family; ‘exo’, factors relating to the community and neighbourhood; and
‘macro’, factors operating at societal level (Moran et al, 2004, p.19). Bronfenbrenner’s
ecological framework influenced the British government’s introduction of programmes
such as Sure Start (Utting and Pugh, 2004, p.20-1), anti-social behaviour measures and
‘On Track’ (Moran et al, 2004, pp.129-130). In all of these programmes ‘parenting’
was adopted as a key point for government action within the eco-system, recognising
the potential for community, family and individual effects. As fathers have been
difficult to engage in these programmes, the professional focus on parenting is largely

addressing what are seen as mothers’ responsibilities.

Ecological theory is often used alongside developmental theory as an over-arching
framework in understanding children’s lives, for example by Aldgate et al (2006,
pp.53-4). However, the theory also situates questions that may be less amenable than
parenting to government-led solﬁﬁons. In relation to domestic violence it might be
asked ‘how can a society so explicitly committed to protecting children fail to identify
such a high proportion of those Who havé experienced domestic violence?’ An
alternative question might be ‘how can generations of boys leave school thinking that
violence is a normal part of being male'®?’. And a “Violence Against Women’
campaign, might be better focussed in a ‘Curbing Male Violence’ campaign

particularly given the high number of men and boys killed through male violence.

13 This is not to suggest that practitioners have no underpinning beliefs and values, rather that under
pressure of work easily accessed and signposted findings are those most likely to be available and used.
16 A similar question was posed in the ‘Violence Against Women’ consultation initiated by the Home
Office (March 2009, p.29).
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The formal recognition of the ability of governments and others at the ‘macro level’ to
contribute to the welfare of families through policy interventions is matched at ‘lower’
levels of the system by practitioners becoming clearer about some of the detail of
children’s experience of domestic abuse. Developmental levels, based on statistical
information about children, are often used to classify the effects of abuse on children at
different stages of their lives; for example by Cleaver et al (1999). Cunningham and
Baker (2004, p.52) while using a similar approach, warn practitioners to be wary of
applying these levels without good awareness of the individual they are supporting.
Developmental psychology is used to predict and judge a child’s functioning.
However, Mullender et al (2002) warn that this approach marginalizes children: “as a
source of information about their own lives, and too readily ignored in the design and
delivery of policy and practice responses.” (Mullender et al, 2002, p.3). Better
decisions would include not only attention to the child’s views but also those of the
mother, and information derived through direct observation, particularly in the case of
babies and toddlers. Theoretical developmental frameworks are nominal frames
overlying complex continuous phenomena; they are useful guides, but may be
culturally specific and used to judge rather than understand. A key issue in the use of
these typologies is that there are multiple possible paths, through causal factors at
different levels of the ecological system and their impact on different aspects of a

child’s functioning whether immediate, or delayed and resurfacing later in life.

The ecological and developmental causes and effects are further cbmplicated by
‘moderators’ and ‘mediators’; these are seen as helping to protect a child, or conversely
making the impact of the experience of domestic abuse greater. Cunningham and
Baker (2004, p.4) identify aspects of the family context as moderators, and children’s
attributions and coping strategies as mediators; with family support and child support
respectively as the appropriate interventions. In the face of such complexity, the most
that any individual practitioner can achieve, in advance of building a relationship with a

child, is an awareness of the range of possibilities. In this study a range of risks were
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expected, identified with the families concerned and given detailed attention during the

intervention.

3.2 The development and maintenance of social and emotional well-being
through mutual regulation and emotional responses between mother and child.

It was expected that the narrative family learning activity undertaken in this study with
mother-child dyads would support the social and emotional well-being of the
participants. In contrast with other related terms that stress personal (in)competence,
the term social and emotional well-being recognises environmental effects that are
beyond personal control (Weare and Gray, 2003, p.19-20). The definition of social and
emotional well-being given above (p.6) includes a focus on a balance between positive
feelings. The following section aims to elucidate how this state of positive emotion,
combined and regulated into a balanced state of well-being, typically results from close

interaction between mothers and their infants from birth.

3.2.1 Mutual Regulation of mother and child

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model identifies the ontogenic level with factors
developing from within the child. Nevertheless, drawing a boundary according to this
criterion is a difficult and tentative process. The way in which a child’s genetic
inheritance, intrauterine, and perinatal factors affect subsequent responses and
development is usually referred to as temperament, which is the relatively stable
general disposition of individuals (Schaffer, 1996, p.84). Positive and negative aspects
of temperament are observable through children’s emotional states, and can be

regulated by carers.

Far from starting out as an antisocial being that must be coerced into sociability the
infant begins life pre-adapted for social interaction. ... [Flar from passive; from the
earliest age they take an active part in their own upbringing. (Schaffer, 1996, p.234).

‘Mutual regulation’ implies activity to achieve what one desires from another, and that

is clearly what a baby does from birth. The child’s instinctive actions to achieve
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warmth and nourishment and avoid pain, together with societal expectations acting on
the mother, evoke the carer’s response. Her behaviours, emotions and attitudes
towards the child are a combination of instinctive actions and her prior socialisation.
As the child achieves a greater understanding of norms and habits within and beyond
the home, the child begins ‘socialising’ the mother by drawing on alternative
perspectives to challenge or offer alternatives to the social context of the family. For
example, Cunningham and Baker quote a 13 year old girl who described how (when
she was under 12) she: “was always mad at” her mother for accepting flowers from her
step-father after he had been violent: “ *cause I don’t think he meant it.” (Cunningham

and Baker, 2004, p.80).

This understanding is important to the present study, as the mutual dependence within
mother and child dyads is best understood in terms of the interaction between them
from before birth. Ambert (2001) describes how: “[t]here is still a widespread
tendency to assume that the direction of effect is from parents to children only”
(Ambert, 2001, p.1) while demonstrating that: “many areas of parents’ lives are
affected by their children whether positively or negatively” (Ambert, 2001, p.6). In the
intervention studied here, the child’s attention to, support for, and influence on the
mother are seen as central to the dynamics of the intervention. It is useful for ‘
practitioners to appreciate that this is typically an on-going life-long interaction for the

child, albeit one that has been disrupted by abusive behaviour from a man'”.

3.2.2 The role of emotions: recognition, response and regulation

Expressions of negative states are observable from birth; for example, through crying,
facial expressions and strong reactions to pain (Izard et al, 1987, p.106). Stern (1977)
describes how these states form detectable temporal patterns in signs of affects such as
contentment, anger or disgust which come and go, can happen suddenly or gradually,

and may be predictable in relation to repeated activities. Mothers respond to children’s

17 In some cases the child may have been separated from the mother for various reasons.
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facial expressibns, movements and sound-making: with: “mutual attempts to regulate
the baby’s momentary state — which might be hunger, arousal, joy, excitement and so
on” (Stern, 1977, p.2). The regulatory process that begins in early childhood continues
as the mother finds ways to ameliorate or modify the growing child’s ‘excessive’

emotional responses.

Izard (2002) describes how early interactions between a mother and child often involve
a combination pattern of joy and interest (Izard, 2002, p.799). This pattern seems ideal
for the developing baby; pleasure and excitement in the presence of new experiences
together stimulate more exploration, and closer face-to-face relationships with others.
The interest-joy pattern also contributes to: “generating confidence and courage... and
engagement in the environment” (2002, p.799) and to enhancing: “health and well-
being and buffer[ing] the effects of negative life events.” Izard (2002, p.799) describes
how interest and joy: “expressed frequently in the exchange of smiles in mother—infant

interactions” acts as a key facilitator of attachment formation in infants.

Interest and joy continue as prime motivators of human work, learning and

achievement. Creating a positive emotional effect in any intervention is seen as central

to its success:

The interest-joy pattern [has] ...particular relevance in to the problem of translating
emotion science into preventative interventions. [Positive emotions] are the primary
means to broaden and build psychological resources, enlarge thought-action
repertoires, mitigate or undo the emotional effects of negative life events, and increase
psychological resiliency. (Izard, 2002, p.799).

Izard (2002, p.800) concludes that the process of inducting and using positive emotions
to promote well-being is likely to be more effective than focusing work with school-
aged children on the management and control of negative emotions. This accords with
the decision taken in this study to avoid an intervention based on behaviour or
parenting in a way that could increase negative feeliﬁgs. To create interest and joy in
the narrative process was seen as an essential priority in developing interaction that

would contribute to positive communication between mother and child.’

51



3.3 How attachment contributes to social and emotional well-being

Attachment theory has been increasingly used over the past fifty years to explain how
mother-child relationships typically change during the first year of life and contribute
to all aspects of well-being thereafter. Men are often seen as secondary to this process,
although Schaffer and Emerson (1964) found that 75% of children they observed were
attached to their fathers by 18 months, compared to 81% attached to mothers (cited in
Schaffer 1996, p.136). Importantly for the current study there is also evidence that
children may: “develop attachments to people or objects who cause them distress”
(Rutter, 1981, p.21); strong attachments are not necessarily secure. Having at least one
secure attachment relationship is found to be very important for all children’s social
and emotional functioning (Aldgate and Jones, 2006, p.92-3). Of significance for
professional practice, is that attachments change over time; they can be lost,
particularly when there are stresses and instability in a child’s life, but they can also be
replaced if another suitable carer becomes available to the child (Schaffer, 1996,

p.364).

Attachment formation, first described by Bowlby'® (1958), working from a Freudian
perspective, is the process by which, from birth on, an infant and (a) key carer(s)
develop a relationship. From around seven months of age this attachment is visible as
the child seeks the proximity of an individual, usually the mother, through gestures,
clinging, crying and following. Separation from that individual causes distress to the
child, while proximity provides comfort and a ‘secure base’ to enable further
exploration. The adult must respond appropriately to the infant for the attachment to be
formed (Schaffer, 1996, p.128). Attachments are described as secure or insecure, with

approximately 80% of attachments being classified as secure and 20% as insecure; the

18 Another white middle-class male.
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later category is sometimes sub-divided into ‘avoidant’, ‘anxious’ and ‘disorganised’.
Although there remains considerable debate about the ways in which Bowlby’s ideas
have been translated into psychological tests, Bowlby’s early suggestion that
attachment relationships would broadly predict children’s social and emotional
development (1979, p.136) has been thoroughly confirmed by a substantial body of
research (for example, Ainsworth et al (1978), Bretherton (1992, 2000)).

For children who have lived with domestic abuse there are a number of ways in which
secure attachments can be disrupted. Emotional availability and sensitivity of the carer
are seen as critical in enabling good attachments to be established (Bretherton, 2000).
Research shows that women who are depressed, traumatised and/or suicidal, or
separated from their children. are less available to provide the sensitive responses to
meet their children’s needs including attachment (Moran et al, 2004, p.76). As
mentioned previously (p.9), stressful incidents involving mother and child will also
damage attachment. Furthermore, sometimes a child develops a strong, but traumatic
attachment with an abuser (Radford and Hester, 2006, p.134-5). This can lead to
disruption of the trust between the child and mother, and may also undermine later trust

in others.

Unfortunately, attachment researchers have shown very little interest in exploring the
nature of attachment between mothers, children and fathers in circumstances of
domestic abuse, or the ways in which abusive men can disrupt attachment processes
between mothers and their children. As Buchanan (2008) points out: “Despite areas of
overlap [between] the attachment and domestic violence fields, there is scant

recognition of this overlap in the research literature of either field.” (Buchanan, 2008,

p-7).

However, in recent years some researchers have started to address the omissions; for
example, Levendovsky and colleagues (2001, 2002) studied domestic violence and

attachment style in preschool and adolescent children. Zeanah et al (2008) explored
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correlations between domestic violence and ‘disorganised’ attachments in babies up to
24 months, while Ayoub et al (2003, pp.101-2) developed an alternative view of such
attachments as adaptive coping skills (see below p.56).

Part of the reason for this increased attention is that attachment researchers have started
to seek factors in women, such as having mothers who were abused in childhood, or
failures in the attachment behaviour of maternal grandmothers (Buchanan, 2008, p.6),
that could explain an insecure attachment with their children. A mother being ill-
treated in that past does not necessarily explain an insecure attachment with her child.
Rather, é construct identified as predicting the child’s security of attachment, whether
or not the mother was badly treated, is that based on an ‘Adult Attachment Interview’.
In this procedure, a mother is assessed on the coherence and cooperative nature'® of her
account of her own childhood experiences (Main, 2000, pp.1081-2); this measure is
correlated with her child’s attachment status. Lack of coherence is illustrated by
having few relevant memories, and by contradictions, divergent interpretations and
oscillation; coherence requires the use of detail in examples that connect adjectives
used, such as ‘caring’ or ‘loving’ applied to the parent, to actual memories of these

behaviours in action (Main, 2000, pp.1082-8).

This intergenerational approach to viewing the cause of difficulties in the attachment
process as the mother’s failure to make sense of her early life, may lead to practitioners
blaming mothers and grandmothers, rather than first seeking more immediate causes in
the current home and family situation (Buchanan, 2008, p.6). However, it also
identifies the creation of coherent narrative as a potential factor in supporting mother-

child relationships in the present.

® Cooperative in the communication here referred to truthful and evidenced, succinct yet complete,
relevant, clear and orderly (Main, 2000, p.1081, citing Grice (1975, 1989).
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3.3.1 The ‘Internal Working Model’ and ‘Narrative Coherence’ in attachment

The importance of Main’s (2002) finding for the current study is that it identifies
coherent family narratives as a protective factor in family life. While an exploration of
the mother’s childhood is not part of this study, the opening up of domestic abuse
narratives, of past events during, or in some cases pre-dating, the child’s lifetime
involves the joint creation of meaning about difficulties in the past. The coherence and
cooperative nature of this account depends on references to the truth (in line with the
restrictions of memory and appropriateness to the audience), providing evidence, not
avoiding the difficulties, and providing adjectives that describe and evaluate what
happened. Through rehearsing a similar activity in the story sessions, the mothers may
build confidence in speaking to their children, or another adult, about their own

childhood experiences, and this may be a further positive effect of the intervention.

Further importance is given to narrative accounts within attachment theory. Bowlby
(1973) showed how, for the child to have a continuing relationship with their carer
while they are separated, the continual pattern of person to person interaction must be
supplemented by a representation of the relationship in memory, an ‘internal working
model’ (Bowlby, 1973, pp.322-323). This model, extensively explored by later
researchers, is found to depend, in part, on interaction between parents and children.
Fivush (2006, p.286) reports from the results of his own research and those of his
colleagues, that: “[l]Janguage, and especially the narrative construction of past events,
may both engender and facilitate the expression and the organization of internal

working models.”

-Although the research he reports is with younger children than those in this study, the
importance of reminiscing may also apply to older age groups, and the reasoning given
below regarding potential links between the mother’s behaviour and the child’s
subsequent internal models of secure attachment seems applicable to the intervention

proposed. Children have more coherent and elaborate representations of experience if
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their mother has used: “more elaborated language with their children both while
engaging in joint activities and in reminiscing about shared past experiences” (Fivush,
2006, p.286). A possible explanation of this finding is also given: “Reminiscing may
be a particularly important language context for creating meaning, as it is in
reminiscing that experience is reflected on, evaluated, and interpreted” (Fivush, 2006,
p.286). This is a further important indication that the use of autobiographical narratives
of difficult experiences in this study is likely to enhance reflection, and help

participants to make sense of their past.

Of interest for this study is the question of whether a mother-child attachment that has
been damaged or disrupted by abuse can be repaired, particularly in view of the
correlation found by Zeanah et al (2008) between domestic violence and ‘disorganised’

attachments.

Ayoub et al (2003, pp.97-8) criticise the emphasis some researchers place on internal
working models as being immutable, and present an alternative account of the working
model as continuing to develop representations of attachment in response to a child’s
experiences. They provide an important critique of the concept of ‘disorganized’
attachments and offer a formulation illustrated by a case study of a child’s active
coping strategies in a family where domestic violence was kept hidden from public
view (Ayoub et al, 2003, pp.98-101). According to this explanation, the early internal
working model formed by a child in traumatic circumstances is a well-organised
response by the child to the situation, although maladaptive in establishing future
relationships based on trust (Ayoub et al, 2003, p.116). However, the child will
develop this model in the context of on-going changes in her or his relationships. Such
a child will be amenable to support that provides a reframing of trust in relation to
current relationships (Ayoub et al, 2003, p.116). Working with a mother and child on a

narrative process as described in this study, is seen as in line with this possibility.
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Siegel and Hartzell (2004) offer advice to parents around communication with their
children in order to achieve and improve secure attachments, and thus help their
children to thrive. In addition to drawing on Main’s research into coherent narrative:
“making sense of our life stories” and integrating “past experiences into a coherent
ongoing life story”, they recommend communication that is “respectful”, “attuned”,
“emotional”, “contingent”, and “reflective” (Siegel and Hartzell, 2004, pp-64-8). They
also stress the importance of parents being able to repair ruptures in their

communication with the child (Siegel and Hartzell, 2004, pp.184-7).

It is clear from the contribution of attachment theory that reminiscing, and the
development of coherent narratives are key processes in mother-child relationships.
Certain attributes of good communication between children and adults are highlighted
as important in supporting secure attachments. These recommendations were

incorporated into the intervention, and considered in the reflective process.

4. Domestic abuse: how various incongruent understandings of domestic
abuse affect professional responses

This section starts with a note on terminology and then investigates views of domestic
abuse, in some cases incongruent or inconsistent with each other, that constrain

practitioners’ views of appropriate interventions. Findings about how men undermine
women and children’s social and emotional well-being, are complemented by women

and children’s views.

4.1 A Note on Terminology

Phrases that used to be acceptable in this field, such as ‘wife battering” have now been

superseded in the United Kingdom®, as their applicability to the reality of women’s

2 Although still used in many contexts in the United States
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lives recedes. As seen above, women victims are often single, and ‘battery’ describes
only a fraction of the abuse. Although abuse frequently occurs outside the home, and .
in couples who are not cohabiting, the word ‘domestic’ is now very strongly associated
with ‘abuse’ and ‘violence’, and thus retains its relevance in official definitions and
data collection. Where the definition is seen as ‘stretched’, for example in being
applied to sex workers, government definitions, such as that given in Chapter 1, p.1,

above, have asserted and clarified the boundaries.

Differences over terminology and definitions make the literature of domestic abuse,
family violence and violence against women difficult to survey; Cunningham and
Baker (2004, pp.8-22) provide some guidance. The difficulties are in part due to a
quantitative/qualitative divide in research, in part due to different populations being
studied, and in part due to political differences. Dutton and Nicholls (2005, abstract)
criticise feminists for their failure to accept psychological evidence of gender equality
in the use of violence as displayed using constructs such as ‘conflict tactics scales’?!.
However, these constructs depend on statistical procedures that are designed to produce
simple results, for example dividing population samples using binary definitions to split

nominal scales, and then seeking correlations between these simplified categories.”

Feminists have adopted alternative terms, ‘gender violence’, ‘gender-based violence’®

or ‘violence against women’, to emphasise the links between abuse of women in
contexts of trafficking, war, and slavery as well as in intimate relationships. For
example Kelly and Lovett (2005) make a plea for a shift in national policy: “from
domestic abuse to violence against women” (2005, p.27), arguing that a fully integrated
policy under this label would enhance the delivery of services to all women, including

those marginalized or excluded by definitions that do not appear to apply to their

2I'scales developed by Straus, et al, (1980)

22 Cunningham and Baker describe how the use of binary classification procedures obscures realities of
children’s lives (2004, pp.11-13).

2 These terms also include violence against lesbian and gay people, and make the link with international
research and action (see for example London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine website ‘Gender
Violence and Health Centre’ accessed 12/08; Skinner et al, 2005)
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situation. This term has now been adopted for some purposes by the United Kingdom

government (Violence Against Women Consultation; March 2009, see website).

Stark (2007), argues cogently that the emphasis on violence, and on violent incidents in
particular, obscures the true character of much male on female domestic abuse. His
preferred term, ‘coercive control’, refers to a continuous pattern of abuse, where
serious acts of violence may remain as one background threat behind daily impositions
of power. This term, sometimes used in relation to hostage-taking and applied by
Bancroft and Silverman (2002, see below), elucidates domestic abuse as an attack on

the human rights of the victim (Stark, 2007, pp.203-4, p.219).

4.2 Some implications of theoretical positions for practice

Domestic abuse can be seen as occurring on a continuum; starting at a (relatively) low
level, less serious abuse is seen as escalating both physically and psychologically
(Humphreys, 2007, p.364). Humphreys (2007a) refers to domestic violence as: “the
misuse of power and exercise of control by one partner over another in an intimate
relationship” (2007a, p.1). Although expressed in gender-neutral language, this view is
related to the ‘Duluth model’ which identifies men’s power and control as the central
hub of a wheel that represents a pattern of threatened violence linked to actions that

serve to keep women and children contained and submissive (Duluth website).

Johnson and colleagues (1995, 2005, 2006) offer a model of domestic abuse that
contrasts with the continuum/escalation model. Johnson (1995, p.283-4) sought to
explain differences between feminist and ‘family violence’ perspectives; he noted that
the feminist perspective draws on the experience of women who are in contact with
police, hospitals and refuges, while the perspective emphasising couple and family
violence concludes that there is gender equality in the use of violence. His model to

resolve this divide identified a dichotomy between two categories of violence (Johnson,
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1995, p.284) namely ‘patriarchal (or intimate) violence’ and ‘situational (or common)
couple violence’. However, he claims that in both his categories there is a
preponderance of male on female abuse (Johnson, 2006, Table 1, p.1010) and advises
intervening professionals to maintain an awareness of potential risk when approaching
couples (Johnson and Leone, 2005, p.347): “[w]omen entrapped in intimate terrorism,
...risk retaliation if they disclose information about the abuse in front of the abuser.”.
Johnson and Leone also describe how ‘situational couple violence’ can be severe and

can include homicide (Johnson and Leone, 2005, p.324).

Later versions of the typology developed by Johnson and colleagues are more complex,
but the overall utility of the model for practitioners is questionable. Johnson and Leone
claim that different causal factors and different effects are attributable to each category.
However, if practitioners assume that families fit into one of the two supposed types
they could minimise potential dangers, for example by overlooking the potential of a
serious violent act in a ‘situational couple’, resulting in serious harm. Capaldi and Kim
(2007, pp.11-12) sensibly suggest that the: “utility of typological approaches [is] quite
limited”. They argue instead for a dynamic systems model that would explore

behaviour of both partners over longer periods of time to uncover patterns of abuse and

violence?*.

‘Coercive control (Stark, 2007, pp.104-5) can be seen as related to Johnson’s ‘intimate
terrorism’. Stark separates ‘fights’ and ‘assaults’ from ‘coercive control’ and
recognises the gendered difference in that: “[a]symmetry in sexual power gives men
(but rarely women) the social facility to use coercive control to entrap and subordinate
partners.” (Stark, 2007, p.105). His description of how a focus on violence has
distorted research and service delivery resonates with my own experience of long
periods of anxiety between occasional violent attacks. Through awareness of a

dominant narrative of abuse that can be interpreted as frequent violent incidents some

2% The Cardiff-based DYN Project has initiated some limited research in this vein (Robinson and
Rowlands, 2006).
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women can feel that their experience of oppression: “has no public audience and so that
they have no way to give it voice” (Stark, 2007, p.111). The collection of data as
‘incidents’, for example police call-outs, hospital visits, phone calls to a help-line,
contributes to the distortion; domestic abuse appears as something that happens only at
times of crisis, when someone is hurt or when things get too frightening. In contrast, _
coercive control presents an on-going state of affairs, a way of life where many aspects
of behaviour are constrained by the emotional tone of the man, with the threat of worse
continuously in the background. Many families live in this state of abuse for many
years. Stark proposes that the proper measure of abuse should reflect this state of
affairs rather than depend on the number or frequency of specific events (Stark, 2007,
p.99). This view is relevant to this study as it will be important to enable children and
women to talk about on-going control and constraints as well as one-off incidents and

events, that may predominate in the presentation of their stories.

Stark also clarifies the way in which this pattern of control is an attack on human
rights, equivalent to hostage taking or kidnapping. As a response to such an attack on
one’s liberty, resistance up to and including violent aggression is generally understood
to be excusable; as a response to such an attack on a child’s liberty a mother would be
expected to fight back. This framing of a woman’s resistance to abuse should enable
practitioners to be more understanding of, and provide less judgemental responses to, a

woman’s anger or aggression.

The application of intrusive risk assessments as routine has been resisted in some
domestic abuse services (Humphreys, 2007, p.361). It can be seen as taking power
away from women to manage their own lives and as leading to the ‘woman-blaming’
attitude discussed previously. However, it is a legal requirement to adopt ‘risk-aware’
decision-making processes. A feminist response is to approach risk-assessment
sensitively (Humphreys, 2007,.p.366, citing Pense, 2004) with a ‘no blame’ attitude
and a high level of attention to children and women as they express their hopes and

needs; this response is adopted in this study.
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4.3 Coercive control: the patterning of men’s behaviour

Bancroft and Silverman (2002) describe patterns of behaviour using evidence from an
analysis of their findings over many years working with male perpetrators who have
been before the United States courts on a domestic violence charge. In the absence of
similar material from the United Kingdom, their evidence is used here to complement
the knowledge base provided in qualitative United Kingdom research where children
and women report their experience of abuse, data which is similar to my frequent first-
hand observations and discussions with women and children who have left abusive

situations.

Bancroft and Silverman consider the longer-term patterns of behaviour of male abusers
towards children, partners and ex-partners after separation. Thus a greater
understanding of post-separation issues from male, female and child perspectives can
be constructed. This choice represents an intention to take seriously the ex-family
context, and the dyadic relationships within it, man-child, man-woman, woman-child,

and child-child.

Bancroft and Silverman lay the blame for the abuse clearly on the man and, consistent
with the Duluth model, argue for a coordinated community response that takes
responsibility for protecting women and children while attempting to effect change in
the abuser (2002, pp.186-7). In seeking the underlying cause of the abusive behaviour
they identify the abuser’s belief that he: “has special rights and privileges without
accompanying reciprocal responsibilities.” They view ‘entitlement’ as perhaps: “the

single most critical concept in understanding the battering mentality” (2002, p.7).

They build up a picture of a household controlled and constrained by a man’s

systematic selfishness and arbitrary demands and threats where women and children
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must comply as: “efforts to resist ... generally meet with an escalation by the abuser,
and thus the pattern of control becomes increasingly coercive over time” (Bancroft and
Silverman, 2002, p.6). Key events that signal change, such as pregnancy and the birth
of a child, may serve as triggers for the man to increase his level of restrictions and/or
his level of violent behaviour (Bancroft and Silverman, 2002, p.65). Stark’s view of
coercive control helps to explain why such changes in the family, or externally
occurring crises, can increase violence; the man’s steady state of control may be

threatened by unusual or non-routine events.

Bancroft and Silverman (2002) consistently argue that a ‘batterer’ is a continuing
danger to women and children even after he has left the relationship or when he is
participating in a programme. The danger comes from various typical behaviours that
became apparent during programmes and are confirmed from previous and more recent

research findings.

After separation the mother may not be able to protect her child as fully as she did
previously; this creates the possibility for the man to use intimidating, rigid or harsh
parenting and/or neglectful or irresponsible parenting (Bancroft and Silverman, 2002,
p.151-2). Men also continue to undermine mother-child relationships and reduce
mothers’ authority over children (2002, p.151). “[P]sychological abuse and
manipulation” can occur (2002, p.153) including the abuser developing children’s:
“concern for their father’s suffering and for injustices he claimed to have suffered at the
hands of their mothers and the family courts.” (2002, pp.153-4). The abuser may
expose the child to further violence on the mother, or in any new relationship he enters
into (2002, pp.152-3,157). Bancroft and Silverman also warn that: “physical or sexual
abuse of the child by the batterer” (2002, p.154) is not uncommon. A further finding
was that men carried: “abusive behavior from relationship to relationship” (Bancroft
and Silverman, 2002, p.179); this raises concerns about children they may encounter in
their new relationships and with whom they have no genetic or attachment ties. Men

reported finding: “abusive behaviour rewarding”, and used it: “to enforce a high degree
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of catering to their selfish needs, to impose double standards and to exercise control.”
(2002, p.179). Some men managed: “periods of using less physical violence by
increasing their use of threats” (2002, p.179: citing Edelson and Brygger, 1986), while
some men increased their: “verbal and emotional abuse while participating in the
programme” (2002, p.179: citing Gondolf, 1988). In some cases Bancroft and
Silverman found: “violence recurring after violence-free periods of more than 2 years”

(2002, p.178-9).

Bancroft and Silverman call for professionals to be vigilant and to hold men
accouhtable for any of these behaviours. They warn of the low success rate of their
own, and others’, programmes for abusers. They also warn that: “[s]tatements made to
professionals by batterers or by their family members should not be accepted at face
value .... children may see a batterer as likeable and entertaining” (2002, p.188,
emphasis in original). They advise professionals to become familiar with the literature
of traumatic bonding to increase their understanding of the paradoxes and complexities

of difficult and intense relationships.

.4.4 Children’s Voices

Research that prioritises children’s own views of the effects of domestic abuse on their
lives has become more common in recent years; for example in the work of Mullender
et al (2002), Imam with Akhtar (2005), and the Scottish Government’s website and
consultation with children (Houghton, 2008). Because this study was based on sessions
with women and children together it was important to be aware of things that children
might be holding back because their mother was present. The following experiences
and feelings are selected as those that children may not wish to disclose in front of their
mothers, for a number of reasons. They may be embarrassed to admit the extent of
their own fears, they may not want to express fully their attachment to their father, they

may not want their mother to feel guilty about the impact they have experienced, and
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they may not want to admit to behaviours that they know she would be worried or

angry about, such as self-harming or truanting.

A girl of 15, one of Houghton’s informants, explained why adults should attend to
children: “an adult’s point of view isn’t always a child’s perspective, so they should
listen just to get a child’s point of view” (Houghton, 2008, cited in Literature Review,
Chapter 3, Scottish Government Website).

Where children are feeling afraid and stigmatised and have lowered confidence and
trust in adults through their witnessing abuse, the effort to communicate to others may
prove too much. As Joseph et al (2006) in their South African study report, one young
girl spoke of her fear of telling the researcher, or her friends at school, about her
abusive father: “If Daddy finds out he might deal with me” (Joseph et al, 2006, p.35).
Another girl mentioned the stigma involved in opening up: “My friends will think my
family is screwed up” (Joseph ef al, 2006, p.35). Although Joseph et al (2006, p.41)
report that all their child informants: “constantly and vehemently disapproved of the
violent acts of the abuser to which they were exposed”, anger was expressed at mothers
as well as at fathers. One boy: “retorts in frustration: “I don’t know why she stays with

him.” > (Joseph et al, 2006, p.36).

Mullender et al (2002) asked children about the domestic abuse in their families: one
mixed-race boy of 8 replied: “Do you want to know how I feel about it? It gets me all
confused and muddled up. When it happens, I feel as if things are growing in my head,
outwards, and pressing on my head.” (Mullender et al, 2002, pp.95-6). Nevertheless he
continued very articulately, with a meaningful account of one day’s incident and
adding some perceptive comments: “I’m frightened I’1l be like it when I'm grown up.
I know what she’s going through and I want to help her. I get worried for her.” (2002,
pp.95-6).
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The children that Mullender ef al (2002, p.216) interviewed had a range of longer-term
coping strategies which the researchers categorised as: “ ‘outward-looking’ or more
social, ‘external’ strategies [and] inward-turning’ or more personal, ‘internal’,
strategies.”. The external strategies described by Mullender ef al included seeking out
and using support from friends, siblings and grandparents, or conversely offering
support to siblings (2002, p.126-8). One girl described how she needs a place to go to

experience peaceful moments for thinking:

because your life can just be tangled up with your parents and you are worrying about
them all the time so it’s good if you can get away and just be you. (15-year-old white
girl) (Mullender ez al, 2002, p.127)

Another external strategy was to get help from responsible adults such as the police,
teachers or social workers; and to take responsibility in terms of trying to find solutions
(2002, pp.127-9). The internal strategies identified included expressions of emotion,
lying about their circumstances in order to conceal the truth, or remaining silent (2002,
pp-129-30). One 14-year-old South Asian boy advised: “Keep thinking things will
work out better in the future.” (2002, p.128).

Other sources identify further coping strategies, for example, truanting, (Mullender,
2006, p.54), acting out and trying to take control over others (Rékil, 2006, p.192).

Many children mention domestic abuse when phoning Childline (see website).

Although Mullender et al (2002) separate children’s coping strategies into those used in
the immediate situation and those used in the longer term, there is often considerable
overlap between the two categories. For example, the strategies used by a child to
block out the abusive episodes by: “watching TV, or playing on the PC, or playing loud
music until it’s over” (Mullender et al, 2002, p.124) are also, in my experience, used in

the longer term where they fulfil a function in blocking out emotions.
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Some children may feel that their father has been badly treated and blame their mother
for the separation; one of Peled’s informants identified with a father who: “had to leave

the family, is all alone, and may go to jail.” (2000, p.27).

Just as women can feel blamed by agencies that are offering help, children may

sometimes feel themselves to be ‘branded’:

MG: Counselling is kinda branding that there’s something wrong with you, but there’s
no nothing wrong with you, youve just been through an ordeal.

SC: Yeah, it’s everything else that’s wrong, but you...

MG: It’s like, “Tell me what’s wrong with you and I will help” — NO!...

MG: OK, you do suffer domestic abuse but you're not like branded, like you “This is
what happened to you — you need medication” or whatever.”

(MG female, 19 and SC, male,20, in Houghton, 2008)

The message to workers is once again to avoid blame-like language, and to recognise
the dangers of an overly psychological approach; the solution is to give space for

children to respond in their own way to gentle, non-intrusive offers of interest and time.

4.5 Women’s Choices

Mothers today: “inhabit a number of identities” (Featherstone, 2004, p.165). Even
while living with abuse, some aspects of their day-to-day lives can be positive and
enjoyable. Women use many strategies to manage their emotions and mental state
including substance use and activities to ‘blank out’ the abuse. Women who are living
with domestic abuse are not necessarily overwhelmed by their vulnerability; they may
experience good times as well as bad, and even in the bad times act to protect, or are
sometimes able to put on a ‘brave face’ for their children. Some fight back more than
others, and although this can lead to rejection by services, and counter-accusations
from partners, it is also a matter of pride and self-esteem for some women. Radford

and Hester cite ‘Trish’:

[It went on for] about three years but I wasn’t living in fear... I would always argue. It
was almost like he was trying to break my spirit and I thought, you never will. You can
hit me as much as you like, but you will never break my will or my spirit and make me
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totally submissive to you. I will always argue, I will always fight you back. (Radford

and Hester, 2006, p.41).
In contrast, some women adopt an external demeanour of submission as a method of
resisting violence: Stark’s informant, ‘Sylvia’: “petite, soberly dressed reticent and
religious... a traditional wife...had chosen deference among the many possibilities
made available by women’s new opportunities.” (Stark, 2007, p.234). Another
informant ‘Donna’ reported: “I never said ‘no’ to him again” to prevent the recurrence
of an experience of rape with her hands bound (2007, p.243). These methods of
maintaining dignity were important to women from whom other opportunities had been

systematically removed. Stark comments:

Donna and many other women ...conclude that freedom and autonomy are worth
defending, even if the costs are high. On a daily basis women’s resistance to coercive
control may be subdued, understated, and even hidden rather than fierce. Even so ...
[the desire is] ...to sustain an autonomous existence and a reasonable chance of
influencing fate. (2007, p.348).

In my experience women are sometimes able to create times and places where they can
feel safe and in control, for example through working, training, or regular contact with
school, Sure Start or Children’s Centre at a social level. These strategies can lead to
opportunities to escape during a crisis, or to prepare a planned departure. Sometimes
family and friends are used to protect children from the worst of the violent incidents,
women can become édept at recognising bad times when something is likely to happen,
and put plans in place. Some women invest time and energy in their children and gain
strength from their children’s successes; they may ‘take the rap’ if their children are in
trouble with the abuser, encourage children’s independence, and reassure and support
them during or after difficult periods. Seeking therapeutic solutions to children’s
difficulties is another way in which women manage the situation. Women sometimes
leave before they are fully confident that they can manage to live alone; in these cases
they may return to the abuser, facing his anger and feeling worse than they did before.
However, through leaving they can also gain understanding, and build contacts that can
make them feel stronger, and will help if they flee again. All of the above strategies

have been used by women I know. In my own case it was more than twenty years
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before a final separation was effected, but life can be made bearable if the strategies

work even in part, and are not undermined or destroyed by the perpetrator.

However, other women face far more serious effects; in some cases their children are
life-lines, literally, as when a mother rejects suicide as an option because of her

children (Radford and Hester, 2006, pp.41-2). In other cases the woman keeps going,
wanting the best for her children and to be there in the future to protect them from the

worst of the abuse, and managing to retain some hope.

In spite of, or perhaps because of, the tendency of statutory services to blame women
(Breckenridge and Ralfs, 2006, pp.113-4) and ‘brand’ children (Houghton, 2008, p.11);
women are appreciative when workers respect their choices and decisions (Abrahams,
2007, p.113). Such respect must also include an awareness of the variety in women’s
understandings of themselves as mothers. Where a woman can retain a positive
relationship with her children through play, empathy and sharing enjoyable experiences

this will support the social and emotional well-being of the family.

The women involved in the current study had all separated from their abusers, had
engaged with the Step by Step project with their children over a period of weeks and
had then showed a later interest in doing further work with their children on ‘The Tale
That Can Be Told’. They were therefore self-selected women who have a strong

commitment to their children and the desire to improve their relationships with them.

5. Family Learning

There is good evidence to suggest that family learning is effective as a means of
building communication between mother and child, for example in literacy, early
language development and numeracy. Brooks et al (2008) as a result of their in depth

evaluation of family learning programmes speculate on the: “real value of family
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literacy and numeracy programmes”, which, they suggest: “is the extent to which they
encourage, and give both parents® and children the opportunity to experience and
develop constructive dialogue (in the broadest sense of ‘communication between

individuals®)” (Brooks et al, 2008, p.30).

The potential of ‘wider family learning’ to support other aspects of participants’ lives,
such as social and emotional well-being, is also recognised; Haggart and Spacey (2006)
report that: “[a]ll family learning raises the esteem of parents and children alike, [and]

encourages a love of learning together.” (Haggart and Spacey, 2006, p.11).

Family learning, which in practice is usually mother-child learning, is effective fora’
number of reasons. Firstly, as Tizard and Hughes (1984, pp.73-89) showed in relation
to four-year-olds, parents and children share a contextual understanding of home,
immediate family members and living arrangements, as well as shared experiences of
the wider world through television, visits out of the home and wider familial, or
outsider, conversations brought into the home. Secondly, the child’s language has been
formed through social interactions, with the mother most likely to be the first regular
partner and contributor to vocabulary and meaning-making. Thirdly, the mother is the
person most likely to be motivated to support the child in learning and developing, and,
reciprocally, the child is most likely to seek the mother for support in strange,
confusing, or poorly understood situations. Finally, joint interactions between mother
and child where the mother attends in play or conversationally to the child’s focus of
interest, and where both take pleasure in the contact, are seen as positively related to

the child’s learning and development (Schaffer, 1996, pp.121-2).

In the context of the intellectual problem being explored here, the family learning is
expected to support social and emotional well-being. The intervention will address
emotional, social and cognitive strands of the dyad’s functioning. For example, there

may be an increase in positive emotions such as joy, interest, and patience. There

 Typically, over 95% of attendees on the programmes studied were mothers (Brooks et al, 2008, p.24)
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could also be improved social functioning within the family and externally; a child may
develop better relationships with peers. It is also likely, in the context of this
intervention, that family learning will lead to a greater understanding of the emotions,
motives, and behaviours that lead to disruption in family life and will provide an

opportunity for joint articulation of the good aspects of living in a family.

The main aim adopted for this research was that of exploring a family learning activity
in the form of joint development of family narrative, supported by a professional. This
narrative focus with dyads, as a means of supporting social and emotional well-being,
is a new contribution to the family learning field. It is argued that this is an appropriate
and practical way forward with families who have experienced major disruption to their
lives through domestic abuse and that it complements group approaches which remain

important.

6. Narrative

My study started with the expectation that all the child-mother dyads would be able to
produce a joiht narrative as this is a common process from early childhood. In the
development of early language from infancy, a continuity of interactive experience
between a baby and her/his caregivers starts with gestures and vocalisations from the
baby and develops into speech acts and conversational turn-taking (Wells, p.397-8).
Stacey, identifies ‘narrative-like themes’ that organise a baby’s experience of being
with a carer (Stacey, 2003, p.93); an example might be going out to visit a friend with
accompanying explanations. These contrast with later ‘narratives told’ that have a
single narrator’s perspective (2003, p.76). Narrative-like activity with the carer evolves
into more developed stories in which the child takes on the narrator role for longer
sections. Usually in their third or fourth year children begin to produce recognisable

stories with minimal support from others; for example Tizard and Hughes (1984,
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p.168-9) demonstrate how four-year-old girls and their working class mothers used

story telling in the home.

Bruner (2004) develops the idea of “Life as Narrative” to describe the ways in which
autobiography affects both memory and the future life course (Bruner, 2004, p.708).

Narratives are used for many purposes, Bruner describes how from early in life:

[w]e know how to tailor our stories quite effortlessly to further our own ends
(beginning with those sly twists that shift the blame for the spilt milk to a younger
sibling) and we know when others are doing the same. (2002, p.3)

However, this is not always a fully conscious activity; Bruner suggests not only that:
“the subtlety of narrative structure ... keeps us from making the leap from intuition to
explicit understanding” but also that the message is often: “so well concealed that even
the teller knows not what ax he may be grinding.” (2002, pp.5-6). When it comes to
‘self-storying’, part of the purpose served is the ‘presentation of self” (Goffman, 1990).
This may include aspects of hero identification, or using fiction to guide life decisions;
Gergen describes how even a four-year-old child identified himself with the ‘Incredible
Hulk’ when answering questions about a rescue intervention he undertook (Gergen,
1994, p.20). However, telling about yourself can also involve telling about your
family, friends, life-style; this necessitates some self-censorship, negotiation, betrayal,
or other means of navigating what it is appropriate to share. In this study children may
feel that they are betraying their father in collusion with their mother and the

researcher, and this could lead to anxiety and resistance®®.

Narrative therapy, using principles of the Dulwich Centre in Adelaide, Australia has
become increasingly used in social work practice (Riessman, 2005, p.396). The ‘re-
authoring’ approach aims to replace families’ stories that emphasised self-blame and

low future expectations, with enabling accounts of what has happened, and increased

26 Reticence may be very appropriate in some cases given recent concerns that young people were being
asked to disclose sensitive personal data about their family members without seeking permission
(Anderson et al, 2006, pp.94-5).
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optimism (Epston, 2000, pp.9-32; White, 2007, pp.61-128). Further implications for
methodology were drawn from narrative research, and narrative analysis. These
provided analytic frames for managing the data and supporting the negotiated narrative

work and are discussed in the next chapter.

7. Summary

Rose’s application of Foucault’s theories to ‘psy’ interventions in parenting, childhood,
and the construction of ‘self’ is used here to elucidate how a ‘supported change’
process has become an accepted feature of the work of professionals who intervene in
family life. Rose ignores the difficulties between men and women in families, and
feminist views of why and how these occur. Feminists recognise that women and
children are powerless and abused in many families and that this affects women’s
ability to create lives for themselves and their children that accord with the explicit
norms against which mothers’ and children’s, but less frequently fathers’, achievements

and failures are recorded.

Ecological, development, and attachment theories of childhood are influential ways in
which societal norms have been elaborated and have become models that are used to
structure professionals’ understanding and/or ‘measurement’ of mother-child
relationships. The limitations of these models have not always been examined when
interventions are devised and applied. Attachment research suggests very important
implications of the use of coherent narrative between mother and child. A feminist
assessment of the theory and its applications has identified significant ways in which
these findings can be used to repair and further support mother-child relationships that

have been damaged by domestic abuse.
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Domestic Abuse can be understood in many ways, some of them are mutually
contradictory. By adopting measurements based on events and reported injuries,
incidents are made highly visible in comparison with the underlying pattern of coercive
control that typifies much male on female abuse. Data and assessments have shown
that risk levels for women are far higher than those for men; men are also shown to be
many times more dangerous than women. The claim that domestic abuse is gender-
neutral ignores the importance of these risks for practice. By presenting evidence of
women’s ability to manage and manoeuvre while living within abusive relationships I
have demonstrated that they may be able to create some space to attend to their
children and support them through their difficulties. Anticipating that some children
may not wish to reveal too much in the dyad situation, I have drawn in this chapter on
accounts which identify aspects of children’s experiences that they may wish to keep

away from their mothers.

The development of Family Learning has been an important way to bring mothers and
children together in an empowering environment for both. For this intervention, the
framing of the approach as educational, and supportive of social and emotional well-
being, assumes that these are part of mothers’ aspirations for their children, and avoids
any suggestion of mother-blaming. Narrative, an almost universal aspect of child-

rearing, is a highly relevant medium for working with mother-child dyads.
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Chapter 4: Methodology

1. Introduction: Participant observation from a professional role.

The study explores a professional intervention developed to support women and
children who have left abusive men. The nature of the intervention and the exploratory
nature of the research indicated a research approach that was observational, and drew
on professional and client experience of the intervention in practice. This required
qualitative methods, although some quantitative data was also collected. However,

practical limitations led to an unusual qualitative research approach.

In the case of action research into professional practice, it might be expected that the
researcher’s place of work would become the research site. However, this was not
practical for this project; when exploring possible research approaches, a proposal was
made to the management team of my workplace, but a study involving staff and clients
of the refuge was ruled out for ethical reasons. The value to the organisation of the
results deriving from the research proposed was fully recognised, and some study leave

was allocated.

It became obvious that the only practical way forward was to develop a single ,
professional implementation and investigation of the proposed intervention using a
sample recruited externally to the professional work context. Thus a unique
intervention/research process was developed for this project; an experienced domestic
abuse worker exploring an activity that was a practitioner intervention but taking place

outside the workplace and paid work context.

The intervention had one set of aims and the research activity had a separate set of
aims. The observation required was reflexive observation of the professional role as
well as of the families’ responses to it. The cohesive way in which the intervention and

the research activity became mutually supportive was an unexpected benefit. By its
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very nature, reflexive observation is likely to throw up ideas and critiques of the
process as the research plan is implemented. As this research was seen as the
exploration of a process of intervention, it was appropriate to try out different ways of
working, or emphases, with the six families involved. Thus the initial ethical and
methodological structure of the research was seen as a framework within which
variations would emerge, or be introduced. Each variation was recorded and seen as

throwing new light on the problem to be explored and its possible solutions.

2. Theoretical Overview

The study is based on a social constructionist epistemology with a critical realist
ontology and a feminist theoretical perspective. This framework, together with the
practicalities described above, contributed to the development of a case study form of

action research.

Dancy (1995) in defining and describing epistemology states:

Epistemology is the study of our right to the beliefs we have. More generally, we start
from cognitive stances, and ask whether we do well to have those stances. Cognitive
stances include our beliefs and (what we take-to be) our knowings; and in another
dimension they include our attitudes towards the various strategies and methods we use
to get new beliefs and filter out old ones, as well as the products of those strategies and
methods. (Dancy, 1995, p.245).
The research was approached from a particular cognitive stance but with the awareness
that personal views are not static, on the contrary, beliefs, knowledge and
understanding are continually changing. An ethical commitment to a perceptive and
thoughtful approach to work includes asking whether we ‘do well’ to have these
beliefs. The interaction with mothers, children and others who are interested in this
project will inevitably influence the answers to this question. All the data are derived
from interaction between participants and researcher from which meanings emerge that

contain implications for other professionals and researchers as well as for those directly
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involved. The reflection on, and interpretation of, the data was an iterative process that
continued throughout the analysis and writing of this thesis. The reflexive process also
included further literature searches and continual reading to relate tentative ideas and

findings to existing material.

In adopting a broadly social constructionist position a claim is made for the centrality
of meaning and for the argument that social interaction is the only way in which
meanings can be derived. Objects and phenomena such as sand, wind, and stars that
pre-existed human interaction had no meaning until they were experienced and used by
people. However, millennia of human existence have created a social and physical
world into which we are born and which we inhabit. The world is full of meanings;
some of which arertransmitted to us, and interpreted for us, from birth on, through the
actions of our carers and others. However, the meanings are not fixed; on the contrary
they are constantly changing and evolving. The critical realist Bhaskar illustrates this
with the following diagram:

Figure 1

Bhaskar's Diagfam of the Transformational Model of the Society/Person Connection
(Bhaskar, 1998, p.36)
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The earliest human interaction, usually between child and mother, is the first example
of a wide range of interactions between the individual and society. The initial
socialisation is in one direction only, from mother to child, but the child also regulates
and reflects, thus transforming and reproducing the mother’s expressions and

movements. In this and other ways people are socialised by, and into, a pre-existing
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society, and throughout their lives reproduce and/or transform the society. Individuals

and society emerge in a continuous process of change and interchange.

For some sociologists, social constructionism is understood as the idea that humans
actively produce society (Marshall, 1994, p.609). However, an alternative formulation
emphasises that the epithet ‘social’ refers to the social nature of the construction —
rather than referring to the construction of solely social phenomena. In this latter view
the social construction of the world includes the natural world. No matter how firmly a
scientist espouses the rules of objectivity, socially derived meanings of the natural
world are held long before they are studied ‘objectively’ using scientific techniques.
As Kuhn’s influential work demonstrated, for scientists: “every individual choice
between competing theories depends on a mixture of objective and subjective factors,
or of shared and individual criteria....” (Kuhn, 1977, p.275). Kuhn goes on to remark
that the subjective factors, and individual criteria that: “ have not ordinarily figured in
the philosophy of science” (Kuhn, 1977, p.275) may arise through contextual
influences on scientists — influences such as German Romanticism or nineteenth-

century British social thought (Kuhn, 1977, p.274).

Such subjective factors and criteria, whether explicit or implicit, are created out of
interactions, between people, that relate and inter-relate perceived phenomena. For
example the natural phenomena ‘stars’ are often given social and personal meanings
through human interactions from early childhood. The word and (perhaps) the
perceived object in the sky is related to illustrations, models, specific geometric shapes,
rhymes, stories, through adult-child or child-child interactions, such as bedtime

routines, or Christmas celebrations.

Culture provides us with a ‘ready-made’ language, complete with artefacts, symbols,
patterns of living, ways of organising and communicating knowledge. Understood in
the widest sense, culture represents all that is socially rather than biologically

transmitted (Marshall, 1998, p.137). In one version culture is seen as permitting: “the
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self-conscious evaluation of human possibilities ...[it] is thus an indispensable device
for increasing human control over the direction in which our species changes.” (Kim,
1995, p.172). By contrast, culture can also be seen as a force that constrains

possibilities for autonomous thought and action (Crotty, 2003, pp.59-60).

These two views of culture present a tension which is central to the research process.
The research must build on existing knowledge, using forms of language and
representations that are socially validated by previous research and practice. However,
it also has to move beyond this into the creation of new knowledge, new ways of

knowing that are original and relevant.

Social Constructionism in research brings together an objective approach and
subjective responses to create new meanings. To put it another way, there are two

_ aspects to meaning; on the one hand, the way it relates to the perceived world — the
stars in the sky, the Christmas decorations, the geometric shapes — and on the other
hand the way it links to the rich range of descriptions and representations of stars that
derive from human creativity. The meaning relates back to the object(s), and
simultaneously draws on, and feeds back into imagination. Adorno describes the
bringing of creative description to the objective world as ‘exact fantasy’ (Adorno,
1977, p.131: cited in Crotty, 2003, p.48). Crotty goes on to urge that researchers
should not abandon this linkage of subjectivity and objectivity: “Research in
constructionist vein ...invites us to approach the object in a radical spirit of openness to
its potential for new or richer meaning. It is an invitation to reinterpretation.” (Crotty,

2003, p.51).

Such an approach is wholly consistent with the exploratory inquiry envisaged here: the
narrative intervention itself was an invitation to women and children to (re-)narrate and
reinterpret the past and, with the professional ‘outsider’, to create and record an
account. This was a process of finding new meanings through reflection on ‘real’

events. The researcher’s interaction with the data, away from the family, was also a
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process of reflection and re-interpretation, asking progressively more, and different
questions. The nature and content of the reflexivity demanded of the researcher will be

revisited in more detail in Part 5, pp.91-5.

3. Ethics, feminism and children’s perspectives.

- The question, of how to research reflexively this lone professional intervention to
promote narrative production in communication between mother and child, was
addressed first by examining the ethics of the situation. The ethical principleé and
requirements attached to the researcher role were supplemented by the values and
standards expected within most domestic abuse»organisations in the United Kingdom.
The ethical stance suggested by an examination of feminist research proved highly
relevant to the current study, and chimed with the feminist ethos of refuge life. In
addition a review of ethical approaches to work with children aided the establishment

of a coherent ethical framework for the research and intervention.

3.1 Research Ethics

The following discussion adopts Christenen and Prout’s proposed ‘value-oriented
strategy’, drawing on a number of sources to provide: “a set of strategic values within
which individual researchers can anchor the tactics required in their everyday practice

in order to work reflexively.” (Christenen and Prout, 2002 p.477).

The first strategic values used were the ethical principles of the Economic and Social
Research Council (ESRC) which cites as core criteria: “The dignity, rights and welfare
of research participants.” (ESRC, 2005, p.7). The study explored a practical
intervention that aims to improve the lives of clients whose dignity, rights and/or

welfare have been adversely affected in the past; one aim of the research was to
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enhance professional understanding of, and responses to, these families. The research

methodology was designed to be consistent with these aims.

In line with the ESRC criteria the research was designed, and has progressed, following
the organisation’s further six principles:

e Research should be designed, reviewed and undertaken to ensure integrity and
quality -

e Research staff and subjects must be informed fully about the purpose, methods and
intended possible uses of the research, what their participation in the research
entails and what risks, if any, are involved....

o The confidentiality of information supplied by research subjects and the anonymity
of respondents must be respected
Research participants must participate in a voluntary way, free from any coercion

e Harm to research participants must be avoided
The independence of research must be clear, and any conflicts of interest or
partiality must be explicit (ESRC, 1995, p.3)

In addition to these principles, my professional context, and my personal beliefs and
actions, required that the work be undertaken using a feminist approach that is
cognisant of the gendered nature of much violence, and that pays particular attention to
child participants, to ensure that they understood, as far as possible, what they were

agreeing to, and what their rights were.

Skinner et al (2005) while rejecting the idea of a single feminist methodology, describe
those characteristics of research that have been ‘fundamentally influenced’ by feminists
(Skinner et al, 2005, pp.10-18). The most obvious characteristic is the focus on gender
and gender inequality. This focus has resulted in critiques of the gendered patterns of
traditional research and a: “[r]ejection of the standard academic distinction between the
researcher and the ‘researched’.” (2005, p.11). The research enables the voices of
women and marginalized people to be heard, and involves careful selection of
appropriate research tools and approaches that are: “more likely to reflect the
experiences of women and children rather than distorting them.” (2005, p.17).
Attention to the emotional and physical well-being of the researcher and other

participants is a further influence of feminism that is also visible in other forms of
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research. Reflexivity is important to feminists and includes researcher accountability
and a consideration of power within the research relationships. Finally, feminism
asserts the importance of politically active research: the use of research to change

policy and practice.

All of these characteristics make absolute sense in the context of this study and suggest
ways in which the ethical principles should be supplemented. They draw attention to
the researcher’s responsibility to address any implied hierarchies between the
researcher and other participants; the professional status of the researcher can inhibit
the open expression of ideas. Participants may be additionally constrained by the
researcher’s control of, or familiarity with, the venue, control of the recording media

and transcription process and access to other resources.

Where participants, women or children, are identified as vulnerable and/or offered
support, there is a potential danger of undermining any confidence and power they
have, or could have, in the situation. Bauman (1993) describes marginalized people
who are excluded from rational forms of debate as ‘the Other’ [sic]. Christensen and
Prout (2002) describe Baumann’s view thus: “the central social challenge of
postmodern times is to take responsibility for the Other” (Christensen and Prout, 2002,
p-479). They represent his view of responsibility as: “entering a dialogue that
recognizes commonality but also honours difference.” (Christensen and Prout, 2002,
p.480). This stance is seen as the opposite of a patriarchal, or condescending attitude:
“Bauman carefully distinguishes between taking responsibility for and taking
responsibility away from the Other.” (Christensen and Prout, 2002, p.479, citing

Bauman, 1993, italics in the original).

In the joint creation of a domestic abuse narrative, the child is placed in a hierarchy that
includes the mother as well as a practitioner. The children’s expectations that the

adults are there to control them cannot be overlooked. The child is ina minority, often
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two adults to one child, and the session may be taking place in the child’s school,
where adult control will be seen as the norm. However, Davis (1998) points out that
children also have their own ways of resisting the researcher if they wish to. For

example:

...through silence, humour, conflict, or by shutting the gates to their world. That is,
children make their own decisions about whether to participate and themselves identify
which issues are sensitive during the research process. (Davis, 1998, p.330).

In this project attention is given to the presentation of an: “unusual type of adult”
(Christensen, 2004, p.10); the nature of the ‘unusual type of adult’ is discussed further
in Section 6 and Chapter 5. However, the responsibility to negotiate and steer: “who
gains what, when, where and how” (France et al, 2000, p.161) remains with the
researcher, as initiator and outsider. In the intervention the mother and child share and
negotiate a narrative; this builds on a process that is a common developmental pattern
in early childhood (Engel, 2000, p-201). However, the professional here acts as an
instigator and audience for the collaborative activity between child and mother, and

may also be an advocate for the child’s voice. As Christensen emphasises:

Power is not, as such, nested in categorical positions, such as ‘adult’ or ‘child’, but
rather in the social representations of these that we make, negotiate, work out and work
with in social life. (Christensen, 2004, p.167)

In representing children as ‘social actors’ Christensen and Prout call on researchers to:
“consider ways to enable children to protect their own interests through the research.”
They argue however, that the researcher may not be able: “to avoid taking on the

responsibility of protecting children’s interests.” (Christensen and Prout, 2002, p.489)

Christensen and Prout use the concept of:

ethical symmetry between adults and children. By this we mean that the researcher
takes as his or her starting point the view that the ethical relationship between
researcher and informant is the same whether he or she conducts research with adults
or with children. (Christensen and Prout, 2002, p.482, italics in the original)
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Kellett identifies: “the journey from research on, through research with to research by
children” as a natural progression related to participatory agendas (Kellet, 2005, p.30,
italics in the original). She draws attention to the parallels between a feminist research
paradigm and the: “ potential new paradigm” of child-led research (Kellett, 2005, p.6).
The current project, using children as participants with their mothers, represents
research on and Jor children, applied to an intervention with children and mothers
together. The research on children will increase professional knowledge about
children’s experience of abuse; the supported narrative production wirh children will
help them to explore their life experience and to find answers to some of the questions
they may have about what happened and why. However, the purpose of the research is
in part to reflect on the narrative activity that has been selected and refined to be as
effective as possible for children who are recovering from the effects of abuse. The
children will be supported to produce an account that is their own, albeit with

contributions from the mother.

The need for individual researcher responsibility within a value-oriented research

strategy is argued by Davis:

Ethical guidelines may only have meaning during the actual process of the
researcher/child interaction... researchers may overlook the notion that ethical
considerations depend on the researcher’s ability to understand and respond to the
feelings of the children they work with. This, in itself, is a problem of cultural
exchange/interpretation which is relative to different individuals or groups of children
who participate in a study. (Davis, 1998, p.328-9)

Boys might face an additional barrier to participation and need careful cultural
exchange/interpretation during the interview process. Aspects of their experience
might inhibit their contribution both to the narrative process and to the research
findings. They will be in a minority of two to one in a context where there is implied,

if not explicit, condemnation of male abusive behaviour, and of the father (figure). The
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son’’ may be attached to and have contact with his father and have anxieties about
discussing the project with him. Conflicting emotions, such as guilt and loss may vie
with societal influences that present male power as inevitable and good. Basic
premises of this research are that men are responsible for their actions, as partners and
parents, and that boys can benefit from discussion and interaction with women who are
willing to talk about abusive relationships and alternatives to them. For the reflexive
professional researcher, awareness of these potential issues in mother-son relationships

may help to ‘tune’ the ‘cultural exchange’ and facilitate interpretation.

In line with feminist principles, and in order to enable maximum participation from the
children, issues of power, hierarchies and control have been addressed throughout the
design and development both of the intervention, and of the research. This has
included negotiation with participants over practical matters. Particular attention has
been paid to respectful and appropriate means of communication with each of the
participants boys, girls and women, based on sensitivity to their lived experience.
Practical steps to promote the full participation of the women and children and enhance
the quality of the experience for them are described in Section 6, pp.97-105 and
Chapter 5, pp.106-114.

3.2 Professional considerations

In addition to the above ethical research standards, professional standards impose a
duty of care for clients with particular reference to their potential vulnerabilities and the
need to avoid harm. Because of the nature of this project, iatrogenic harm
inadvertently caused by the intervention and/or the research, could be particularly
dangerous. The clients/participants are women and children who are potentially

vulnerable to severe violence from known offenders, so safety precautions and risk

" Mothers and girls may also experience ambivalence in relation to their attachment to the abuser, for
example, or their beliefs about male and female roles. However, the point being illustrated above is the
additional pressure a boy may feel because of his identification with an abusive father (figure) or other
male role models.
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assessments are integral to the research plan. The participants are approached with
care, in order to ensure that they are fully aware of the pattern of work envisaged and
are able to evaluate the risks that it may present to them, and to their family and

friends.

There is well-documented evidence of children’s emotional vulnerability following
exposure to abuse (Wolfe et al, 2003, p.171, p.183), and this may be a long-term effect
(2003, p.184). The potential long-term vulnerability highlighted the need for the
 researcher to adopt a scrupulous commitment to honesty, and avoidance of deception,
power-taking and controlling behaviours. Where disturbing or distressing issues arise
in the research and are beyond the researcher’s abilities to deal with as part of the
planned intervention or research programme, a responsibility arises to propose and
facilitate referral to an appropriate professional. The legal and/or moral requirement to
report concerns regarding the safety of children and vulnerable adults limits the
application of confidentiality and are particularly relevant where a child may have been
subject to Child Protection procedures in the past and still has contact with the violent
man. Additional probing may be necessary to establish safe practices to protect both
the participants and the researcher. Attention is also needed to the planning of high

quality debriefing and ‘closure’ procedures at the end of the project.

Where there is continuing contact with a violent man, the danger should not be
minimised. Powerful emotions are involved, and in some cases the domestic violence
may be part of a violent lifestyle where drug use, gang membership, use of weapons or
other extensive criminal connections intensify the risk®®. The professional has an
additional responsibility to judge whether the women may be ‘vulnerable’ according to
a legal definition of the term,? and if so, to explore her ability to make decisions about

her own and her child’s safety.

281 inks between serious domestic abuse cases and other criminal behaviour are demonstrated in a
Metropolitan Police Study (Richards and Baker, 2004).
% Vulnerable Adult Legislation (see website).
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Overall, the aim is to enhance the lives of the participants and to enable future positive

developments for those in similar situations.

4. Emergent design case study form of action research

4.1 Emergent design case study

The practicalities of the study context, the theoretical framework, and the ethical
principles and practices adopted led to a case study form of action research.
Hammersley and Gomm (2000) describe this as: “Study of cases created by the action
of the researcher but where the primary concern is not controlling variables to measure
their effects.” (Hammersley and Gomm, 2000, p.4, emphasis in original). Participant

observation is the principal source of data and reflexivity is the main analytical tool.

As is clear from the ethical discussion above, for professional and research purposes
very similar ethical principles applied. The need to protect potentially vulnerable
adults as well as child participants meant that great care was taken to avoid increasing
their problems, and to protect them from the potential of further physical or emotional
harm. Therefore the views of the participants were regarded as of high importance and
treated with respect, with the purpose of making children and women’s voices central
to the findings and to the presentation of the findings. This included incorporating |
thoughts and suggestions they provided, such as information to professionals about
how they would like to be treated and what support is most needed. Taking on board
these comments as the research proceeded necessitated an emergent design. Changes
to the intervention, or to the research process might be indicated by ethical
considerations. New possibilitiés suggested or seen as relevant by the participants
could be adopted; this also applied to findings that emerged implicitly without being

mentioned by any participants or were identified through early reflective analysis of the

data.
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This research was framed as an exploration from a feminist angle, a process bearing
some similarity with action research, for example in its involvement of participants, its
link with practice and its reflective approach. However, the exploration was set to
occur between a single researcher and a sequential stream of participants who would
not necessarily want to meet each other and who were not involved prior to the
intervention in any aspect of determining or guiding either the intervention or the
research process. It soon became apparent that a case study approach was optimal in
the circumstances. The possibility of bringing the families together at a later date was

kept open with a request to the participants made at the outset.

A case study can be defined as: “a detailed examination of an event (or series of related
events) which the analyst believes exhibits (or exhibit) the operation of some identified
theoretical principle.” (Mitchell, 1983, p.170). The theoretical principle identified for
this study is the value of narrative in mother-child communication about difficult life
circumstances. The detailed examination, through participant observation, involves
combining empathetic understanding of the individuals being observed, with the ability
to retain some more objective perspectives in order to make analytical judgments and
interpretations of the data. An exploration implies that anything interesting, exciting,
or new should be recognised and recorded. On the one hand one might assume that a
good knowledge of relevant fields would help the recognition of the new, but an
alterative view might suggest that looking with ‘new eyes’ might enable fresh

under'standings‘and observations.

Geertz (1973) argues that ‘thick description’ is essential to the qualitative researcher in
portraying the context within which people are acting (Geertz, 1973, Chapter 1, ‘On
Thick Description®). In a case study, the intensive involvement with a few participants
enables the necessary attention to detail. The detail might be expressed in their

'language, behaviour in the interviews, body language, expressions of emotion,
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descriptions of events and people, their self-presentation to the researcher, and the texts
and artefacts produced. Examination of these details can potentially increase
understanding of how and why they act as they do, which contributes to the description.
In addition to this observational detail, the background information the researcher holds
about the nature of domestic abuse, or coercive control and its impact on other women
and children adds to the understanding. This background information informs the
moment by moment judgements on how to relate and respond to the women and
children. However, Geertz’s argument extends to sharing this knowledge and
understanding to enable the reader to empathise with and respond to the children and
women; going beyond the analysis of ‘cases’ to recognition of real people and their
lived experience. What matters at any point is the experience of this child and this

woman and the ability to fully attend and hear what they are saying.

Lincoln and Guba (1985), in their discussion of transferability of findings from case
study methods, argue that the thick description must: “specify everything that a reader
needs to know in order to understand the findings... [which] must be interpreted in

terms of the factors thickly described.” (Lincoln and Guba, 1985, p.40).

Although a case study approach was adopted, some aspects of action research were

relevant and are discussed below.

4.2 Action research

This study meets some of the definitions and criteria applied to action research; for
example: “a form of self-reflective inquiry undertaken by participants in social
situations” (Carr and Kemmis, 1986, p.162); and “a process of mutual learning

between ..... staff and clients” (Winter & Munn-Giddings, 2001, p.54, italics in the
original).

Hart and Bond (1995) categorise action research by seven criteria that together are held

to distinguish it from other forms of research. The criteria are 1) an educative base, 2)
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individuals in groups, 3) a problem as the focus, 4) a change intervention, 5)
improvement and involvement, 6) a cyclic process, and 7) a research relationship with

participants (Hart and Bond, 1995, pp.40-41).

Using the above criteria Hart and Bond identify variants of action research. This
research project embodies aspects of two of these variants; those described as
‘professionalizing’ and ‘empowering’ respectively. These two variants can be
recognised in relation to Hart and Bond’s criterion: “Action research is educative”
(1995, p.38); both the intervention and the research process developed around it can be
viewed as ‘consciousness raising’, bringing tacit knowledge to conscious awareness for

the professional (professionalizing) and for the other participants (empowering).

A number of these characteristics of action research can bé recognised in aspects of the
current study. Both participants and the researcher are involved in reflective practice;
revisiting past actions and decisions, reflecting on current circumstances and
anticipating future situations and possible life courses. The context of the research is
addressing a perceived problem and working with the participants using a
communicative approach that respects their strengths and viewpoints and seeks to
involve and empower them through the development of increased social and emotional
well-being. The children and women are additionally involved in the research through
monitoring and reviewing how the narrative process affects them, and identifying and

evaluating any changes they attribute to the intervention.

However, the research did not start from a position of: “negotiated definition of
problem by less powerful group(s)”, which is a ‘distinguishing’ criterion included by
Hart and Bond (1995, pp.40-3) in their characterisation of the ‘empowering’ variant of
action research. The identification of problems to be addressed, and possible solutions
to these problems, was carried out prior to the recruitment of families to participate.
The study addresses professional issues that were raised by the researcher and is based

on questions developed through practitioner experience of women and children who
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have experienced domestic abuse. However, the focus is also clearly on the service-
user and should enable users’ perspectives to be heard by other professionals through
dissemination of the understandings reached during the project. Unlike many action
research projects described in the literature, a single professional is involved in
exploring the implications of a carefully prepared intervention. An action research
methodology involving other professionals was not practical due to the limited time
available. However, others with an interest in the process and the outcomes have been
kept informed and involved in discussion of the findings within the constraints of

confidentiality for the participants.

Consideration was given to the involvement of children and women as full research
participants, replacing the more common co-workers in that role. However, the
formulation of the problem to be addressed is very focused on a professional concern,
and a key difficulty predicted was that of the engaging participants in advance in the
review and evaluation of the professional role. One cannot enforce participation in
research: “to view participation as something that can be imposed is both naive and
morally suspect” (Hart and Bond, 1995, p.57, citing Greenwood ef al.); thefefore an
extensive pérticipatory role for the women and children was considered unworkable.
A solution was seen to be to explain the research to participants as ‘reflection on
professional practice’, and to invite their comments and further discussion on the
matter, without any pressure to be involved. Thus a modified, case study form of

action research was adopted (Hammersley and Gomm, 2000, p.4).
5. Reflexivity

The discussion on feminist ethics, in Section 3.1, pp.81-2, drew attention to the need

for reflexivity in feminist research. It will be argued here that by the very nature of
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feminism this reflexivity must take a sophisticated form, which incorporates multiple
sites for, and levels of, reflection.

Reflection was central to all aspects of this study. The intervention was aimed at
creating reflective thought in the participants as they negotiated an account of their
past, began to sense its implications, and to reflect forward onto the possibilities for
their future(s). The intervention depended, in part, on the researcher being able to
reflect during the sessions, and support the participants in their explorations. The later
reflection, reviewing each session held, the child-woman negotiation, the materials
produced and the significance of the narrative, were essential to the iterative nature of
the study. The further development of this approach to work with women and children
depends upon reflection about its potential in different situations, with appropriate
adaptations to enable practitioners with varying strengths and understandings to

implement the process effectively.

As mentioned briefly at the beginning of this chapter, the ethical imperatives of this
study called for a reflexive methodology that addresses sensitivity to the meanings of
the participants, critical interpretation of the data and the contexts in which data has
emerged, and attention to the language and linguistic context within which aspects of
participants’ lives are discussed and reported. These three aspects of reflective practice

are discussed below.

Firstly, building on from the discussion of ethical and feminist principles in research,
there was a clear responsibility on the part of the feminist researcher to act sensitively -
in relation to participants’ meanings. This included reflecting on the empowering
behaviours and attitudes that enabled participants to express the understandings they
brought to the research context. Any questioning or prompting was seen as part of a
three-way conversation that enabled co-construction of meanings and understandings
that cohered in and around the narrative. Further reflection explored the way in which
meanings were derived during the intervention and through participating in the

research. Emerson and Frosh (2004) argue that to enable the voices of participants,
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attention must be paid: “to privileging rather than appropriating the ‘traces’ or cues of
persons’ own meaning-making, and to hearing how ‘culture “speaks itself” through an

individual’s story’ ” (Emerson and Frosh, 2004, p.50, citing Riessman, 1993: 5).

Secondly, here, as in Emerson and Frosh’s research, the reflection was informed by a
critical feminist understanding. The view of domestic abuse as coercive control,
developed in Chapter 2, pp.57-63, elicits a pérspective of women and children whose
rights have been over-ridden by geographically and historically widespread discourses
that promote men’s entitlements over those of women and children. This view
informed the critical dimension to the intervention, the implementation of the study,
and the interpretation of the findings; it could not be set aside. It represents a political
and ethical stance that rules out neutrality. The political nuances may be complex, but
the overwhelming imperative, to support the human rights of women and children and
to reduce the misery caused by domestic abuse, is a clear instance of moral
responsibility. However, the critical stance also includes a moral imperative to a
reflexivity that questions all instances of power, and seeks out incongruence and

challenge; asking who is benefiting? and who has the power here?

A third locus of reflexivity relates to how written language is used to construct
accounts and map out positions when presenting data, analyses and findings to a wider
audience. The emphasis here started with the use of recording and transcription
techniques that reflected, and made as transparent as possible, the actual language of
the participants and the conversational context in which their meanings were developed

and explored.

Emerson and Frosh (2004) again offer pointers: “each individual speaker’s narrative is
studied in detail for its own sake, for what it says about that person’s subjectivity and
subject positioning” (Emerson and Frosh, 2004, p.148). Sometimes, in reports,
excerpts are reported as ‘sound-bites’ in an account that is logically separate from that

of the context within which its original sense is held. During the writing process
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reflexivity is required to identify whether the result is more a product of the
researcher’s argument than of the intentions and understandings of the participant(s).
Emerson and Frosh (2004) use detailed discourse analysis as a method that offers a
high degree of reflexivity; however, even where time constraints preclude such a
procedure, the possibility remains of creating structures that provide additional

transparency and support reflective processes.

Alvessen and Skoldberg in ‘Reflexive Methodology’ (2000) recognise the way in which
different aspects of reflexivity draw on disparate philosophical bases, and they
emphasise a variety of interpretive patterns (Alvessen and Skéldberg, 2000, p.6, p.287).

They review major intellectual streams in relation to qualitative research:

indicating some important themes in data construction (interpretation) and text
production (authorship) of research work, to conceptualize these in such a way as to
stimulate awareness, and to provide ideas about care and reflection in planning,
interpreting and writing during the research process. (Alvessen and Skéldberg, 2000,

p-6)

They believe that: “social research without philosophically informed reflection easily
becomes so unreflective that the label ‘research’ becomes questionable.” (Alvessen
and Skoldberg, 2000, p.6)*°. They argue their case for reflexive methodology using
examples from four currents of philosophy. These four traditions; data-orientated
methods (of which grounded theory is the main example used), hermeneutics, critical
theory and postmodernism/poststructuralism can be understood respectively as
examples of simple, double, and triple hermeneutics, and a fourth level of reflexivity
(Alvessen and Skoldberg, 2000, p.144-5). They call this composite approach ‘reflexive

interpretation’ which they outline thus:

Here we make a demand for research in conjunction with interpretation at several
levels: contact with the empirical material, awareness of the interpretive act,
clarification of political ideological contexts, and the handling of the question of
representation and authority.

(Alvessen and Skoldberg, 2000, p.238)

30 Crotty makes a similar point, he states that without: “theorizing embedded in the research act itself...
research is not research.” (Crotty, 2003, p.17)
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They claim that good qualitative‘research should be aware of the possibilities and
problems suggested by these four themes and use them systematically: “the point is not
to integrate ... but to try and abstract principles and ideas with a view to endowing

qualitative research with a more reflexive character.” (Alvessen and Skoldberg, 2000,

pp-8).

Alvessen and Skoldberg, like Adorno and Crotty, are emphatic about the importance of

the empirical in qualitative research:

Given the difficulty or even impossibility of describing or interpreting ‘objective
reality’ (or people’s intersubjective, socially constructed reality, or their interior
psychological worlds), we could simply decide to stop doing empirical research...
(Alvessen and Skoldberg, 2000, p.240).

However, they believe that their view of reflexivity encourages:

greater freedom and, what is more, greater sophistication in attitudes towards empirical
work, motivating a rather radical reorientation of ambitions and aims. ... Less
concentration on the collection and processing of data and more on interpretation and
reflection — in relation not only to the object of study, but also to the researchers
themselves and their political, ideological, metatheoretical and linguistic context
(Alvessen and Skoldberg, 2000, p.241).

For guidance on how to implement their: “fruitful path for qualitative research”
(Alvessen and Skoldberg, 2000, p.241), they offer a range of broad strategies and some

practical pointers on how to begin.

The traditions described by Alvessen and Skéldberg: Level 1 grounded theory, Level 2
hermeneutics, and Level 3 critical theory, relate to emphases in this study.
Respectively these are: listening and using the participants’ statements to derive
conclusions; attending hermeneutically to participants’ meanings by being aware and
reflective about how they were constructed in the sessions; and using a critical stance
provided by feminism and critical realism to privilege participants’ meanings within an

ethical framework that recognises meanings as causal factors (see below p.96).
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In spite of their apparent move away from questions of how things ‘really are’ (2000,

p.241), Alvessen and Skoldberg’s understanding of reflexivity is compatible with

critical realism.

Critical realism identifies phenomena at different levels as real:

Real structures exist independently of and are often out of phase with actual patterns

of events. ...experiences are often (epistemically speaking) ‘out of phase’ with events
- e.g. when they are misidentified. ... I will argue that what I will call the domains of
the real, the actual and empirical are distinct. This is represented in [the] table below:

(Bhaskar, 1975, pp.14)™

Domain of | Domain of | Domain of
Real Actual Empirical
Mechanism/Structure v
Events v v
Experiences v v v

32 are seen as belonging to natural and social

Structures, mechanisms and powers
objects, such as people, organisations, cities and are classified as real. Events are what
actually happens, regardless of whether they can be perceived, and experiences (the
empirical) are what can be perceived, the ‘sense data’. It makes perfect sense to
explore complex situations (such as domestic abuse) with reference to these three
different domains. All phenomena from these domains are seen as having causal
powers. In asking how an intervention can support communication between mother
and child, causal processes are assumed, and the causes are inherent in the agency and
interaction of the participants. Through interaction, new wayé of thinking and looking
at events and experiences may come to the fore; these enable changes in perceptions,
plans, and beliefs, that alter future actions. By adopting a critical realist perspective an

assertion is made that structures, events and experiences may be described as possible

contributory factors to any change that occurs.

3! Sayer (2000, pp.11-12) provides further elucidation of this triple categorisation.
32 Bhaskar sometimes uses ‘powers’ interchangeably with ‘structures’ and ‘mechanisms’
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6. The nature of the intervention: ‘The Tale That Can Be Told’

6.1 Introduction

The intervention was created and named as the study developed. The research methods
were then finalised, building from the theoretical approach described above. The
fieldwork is described in Chapter 5, pp.106-118, while this section explains the way the

intervention works.

The intervention is a family learning process that supports the full participation of both
generations in generating autobiographical accounts of events that have happened

within their family and about which they each have different memories.

The aim of the intervention is to support the social and emotional well-being of women
and their children through providing the opportunity to develop greater communication
between the mother and one of her children in relation to the experience of domestic

abuse by the development of joint narrative which supports their understanding of, and

ability to deal with the shared experience of domestic abuse.

6.2 Introductory material: framing the intervention

From the first contact women are introduced verbally to the idea that the sessions,
known as ‘4 Tale That Can Be Told’ will involve a shared narrative and that this will
be a chance to talk about the domestic abuse that they lived with in the past. They are
told that this is an opportunity to contribute to communication with their child and that
it is designed to help them and their child to build confidence and communication with
extended family members, friends and perhaps supportive professionals. They are told
that the emphasis is on enhancing social and emotional well-being for themselves and

their child. Another possibility that is raised at the beginning is that they may be
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willing for their story to be shared with other children and women in a similar situation.
It is explained that the story can be altered to ensure anonymity while retaining a

message that can be helpful for other families.

Once a mother has agreed that the intervention could be helpful for herself and her
child, the child is involved, preferably by the mother talking to her/him first, followed
by a separate discussion with the worker, to ensure that the child is making her/his own
choice to take part. If there is any doubt about the child wishing to be involved the

intervention should not go ahead.
6.3 Risk assessment and safety planning

The topic of the intervention is such that the participants may still be living with
implicit or actual threats of abuse. For example, children may be having contact visits
with fathers who have behaved violently to them in the past; a women may be getting
threats from an ex-partner via members of her family. As described in Chapters 2 and
3, the negative consequences of working with vulnerable women and children can be
serious. There are two types of danger relevant here. Firstly, the danger that an abuser
could object to the family’s involvement in the project and cause harm, and secondly
the danger that re-telling traumatic events could raise personal and emotional issues too

complex for the worker to address satisfactorily.

Peled (1998) in a discussion on group work, refers to the difficulties that can be caused
when an abusive man objects to his child receiving support to recover from the effects
of abuse “Several of the fathers openly, and sometimes aggressively, opposed their
children’s group participation.” (Peled, 1998, p.32). A father’s expected opposition in
some cases may have led to the child’s involvement in the project being kept secret
from him, although the child might be having regular contact with the father. Peled
(1998, p.32) notes that this could create a tension in the child’s relationship with the
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father and interfere with the aim of opening up communication about the abuse in the

group.

These and other possibilities of danger are assessed with participants at the start of each
meeting with the worker, who should have experience with similar clients. The risk
assessment is a standard procedure that identifies any current risks (or, in subsequent
meetings, new risks that may have arisen). It is followed by discussion around a safety
plan (Appendix 2) to ensure the family’s and worker’s continuing safety and also
addressing the family’s needs for access to reliable family, friends and/or professionals
for emotional support. If existing social and professional contacts are insufficient, in
the worker’s considered view, to meet the needs identified in the safety plan, referral to
an appropriate service for more intensive support or intervention is indicated. In
extreme situations support, sign-posting and referral activities are prioritised over the

family narrative sessions.
6.4 Content of the three project sessions

In the initial session the safety planning is started and current family details elicited.
The child is then given a STOP sign and told how to use it to stop the worker, to refuse
to answer a question, or to take a break (Appendix 3). With agreement a tape or video
recorder is started; this is explained as the best means for the worker to get the story
exactly right in the actual words of the child and mother. This leads straight into one or
more ice-breakers, to enable mother and child to start responding together to the
worker. The first prompt is ‘Where did the story begin?’ This may need to be teased
out, but is an easier question to answer than ‘when...?’ because ‘where...?” is more
likely to elicit a visual memory which is specific to the abuse, whereas ‘when...?" may
elicit a response such as ‘three years ago’ which is less likely to be attached to a
specific visual memory. ‘When...?* can be used as a further prompt, whether or not a
satisfactory first answer is received. The session continues conversationally and the

narrative emerges through a further series of informal prompts over the three sessions
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with the family. Key sections of narrative are edited from the taped material and

produced in a suitable format, such as a book, for the child.

The book, or other written material, is re-edited into a permanent record of the work
which is presented as a gift to the child and is available for children and mothers to use
and keep. The second and third sessions start with a check-in to ask how things are for
the family at the moment. This leads into a revision of the safety plans, looking at the
materials written up so far, re-editing any material that needs changing, and continuing
the story. Also included are a discussion of the ongoing process of story-telling, and
negotiating differences in the child’s and adult’s perspectives, responses and meanings.
Finally, a discussion is held around the appropriate storage of the materials, and their
uses in the future within the family. The possibility of wider audiences for the
completed narrative is also considered; for example there may be a teacher, of other
school adult who the child trusts and who, with greater understanding of the
circumstances, could be more supportive to the child. Negotiations and guidance are
provided to support the child in how to decide who is a trustworthy and reliable adult to
confide in, and around how much to tell. Where the child and woman are willing or
interested in the possibility of their story being used with other families, a negotiation
about suitable anonymity is required, and agreement sought about how it could be used

~and controlled in the future.

At every meeting children and women are reminded of their right to withdraw, to miss
out a question, or to be silent. They are reminded of the worker’s responsibility to
report any evidence that the child is at serious risk. At any point, if the child or mother
indicates the need for a break this is agreed immediately, and the opportunity to re-start
is offered. If there is any doubt the questioning is stopped and mother and/or child are

asked “Do you want to stop? Are you OK to go on?”

Over the three sessions a meaningful story gradually emerges; a version of experience

that resonates with and describes context and events and explains something about
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what that means to the child and woman who own the story. More changes to the
materials may be needed after the final session. The amended items are returned to the
family by post, if that is safe in the circumstances, along with the farewell card that is

sent to all families.

6.5 Practical arrangements

Simple food and drink is provided at each session to increase the comfort of the

participants, who may come straight from school, and to reduce the potential stress and

formality of the occasion.

Materials for the child, such as crayons, colouring books, decorated post-it notes, are
also provided to avoid the child becoming bored, to enable some physical activity and
to encourage the child’s preferred communication methods. ‘Ice-breaker’ and ‘re-
starter’ activities (such as card-games, drawing or looking at ‘emoticons’) are provided
so that at times when the story is faltering there is the possibility of changing the tone
of the session, through increased informality, relaxation, and fun. This can help to get
interaction going between mother and child and lead into more serious conversation.
However, these activities need to be introduced tentatively as they can also embarrass

or discomfit some participants.

Sessions can be held in the child’s school where this is agreed by the school, the child
and the mother. The school can represent a safe place in which to meet a new
professional on relatively neutral territory, and future support from a school
professional may be elicited through the contacts made. However, some families might
prefer to meet in a separate venue, that they feel is more neutral, and others would
prefer to meet in their own homes, although it is advisable to establish the safety of this
option through undertaking a joint initial visit with another worker and following the

usual professional risk and safety procedures.
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The sessions are best held outside lesson times wherever possible, as this avoids
potential conflict with the school, the child missing key lessons, or the child feeling
excluded from time with friends and/or favourite activities. However, holding the
sessions after school can cause pressure in other ways, reducing the child’s leisure
time, the time available for other siblings, and child-éare difficulties for younger
siblings. Withdrawing the child from class is preferable if the school seems

understanding and sensitive, and the mother and child are happy with the arrangement.

6.6 The role of the worker

The role of the worker in relation to all the above procedures is complex. Firstly she
needs a strong ethical stance, as discussed in the last chapter, based on a feminist
approach to women and children with a good understanding of the risks and dangers of
working in the domestic abuse field. Coupled with this she must have a firm
knowledge of how to proceed if dangers or difficulties are uncovered, seeking urgent
supervision and advice as indicated. The worker should consider the possibility of
presenting herself as: “an unusual type of adult” (Christensen, 2004, p.10) in order to
distance herself from professional adults such as school personnel who have a strong
controlling responsibility for children. The ‘unusual’ might be expressed in dress,
manner, and in the assertion of the child’s right to choice and control in the situation;
capturing the child’s words as exactly as possible and following the child’s leads

whenever possible.

Eliciting the narrative requires a range of skills; among them sensitivity,
responsiveness, acceptance, rapport with children as well as adults, attentive listening,
reflecting back (which can include summarised statements presented tentatively for
confirmation or rejection). Further the worker needs to find ways of exploring
memories and know when to seek clarification, and when that would constrain the

story-telling, and maintain a watchfulness for metaphors that are powerful carriers of
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the story. The professional also ensures a continuing relationship with each participant

and supports the relationship between the participants.

The knowledge, understanding and skills essential to this purpose include experience of
the stages and norms of children’s behaviour and understanding and the ways in which
these can vary within different contexts. Understanding of the patterns that can exist in
situations of a child’s exposure to domestic abuse is also important. In addition to
attention to each individual’s ways of expressing their needs and wants, an awareness
of social and contextual constraints that may be affecting the responses given is also

important.

The next stage is to explain and discuss how the transcription will be undertaken, and
to encourage any involvement the family are able to have in this process, writing
sections, drawing pictures, or providing photographs to illustrate the context of the

story. This is also a good opportunity to clarify beginning and ending points.

The practitioner takes the tape away and listens to the narrative, noting the emotional
indicators, and the background context. A new set of skills are needed; firstly
identifying significant events and, picking out the key sections that describe them,
piecing elements together along a time line. Then finding ways of making the story
flow, using the informants’ own words wherever possible, and co-locating fragments of
the narrative that help the reader make sense of the material. This involves note-taking
and then transcribing key statements to go into the actual account. The family may
need further encouragement in their role of reading the transcripts, or viewing the

DVDs, to ensure that they are happy with what has been recorded.

The (joint) process of the creation of the narratives, in the sessions, and through the
editing process, is a family learning process that is producing a work of art, an
autobiographical book or account. Descriptions of events from two sources, mother

and child, are sequenced and developed into a story designed to be accessible and to
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linked with a social constructionist epistemology which elucidates how meanings are
created in socio-cultural situations. Theoretically, Bhaskar’s critical realist ontology
provided the link between social constructionism and the participants’ need to base
their accounts on real events that they can remember and describe, it also clarifies the
way in which causal factors can be attributed, which is important as the study claims to
create change through events and actions, such as emotional communication. Some
elements of action research were combined with case study and reflexive analysis, to
derive data that supports the claims made with ‘thick’ description and multiple voices.
In addition the products developed with and for the children are seen as ‘works of art’

with their own powers to create resonance in an audience.

Attention has been paid in this chapter to the presentation of the researcher, the ethics
of the procedures and the three-way relationships between researcher and participant
children and women. These elements are seen as essential aspects of the feminist
approach and the professional and research ethics adopted. The form of the
intervention is described in detail to illustrate how the actual practice on site reflected
the priorities. The next chapter picks up further details of the methods, fieldwork and

analysis.
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Chapter 5: Methods, Fieldwork and Analysis
1. Introduction

The discussion in Chapter 2 covered United Kingdom policy and practice in the field of
domestic abuse with particular reference to its impact on children. The area of
communication between women and children who‘ have left abusive situations, was
identified as the focus of this thesis. Examples of existing interventions with women
and children aimed at improving communication between them were considered and a
new intervention, conceived as a family learning activity for mother-child dyads, was
developed. Chapter 3 covered areas of research that could inform the nature of this
dyadic intervention, in particular sociological theories and theories of child
development and the nature of social and emotional well-being, the definitions and
theoretical stances adopted by researchers and practitioners in the field of domestic
abuse, the use of narrative, and family learning. Chapter 4 provided discussion of the
methodological issues underpinning the research, and outlined of the nature of the

intervention and its practicalities.

The research addresses a number of uncharted areas; firstly exploring family learning
in a mother-child dyad; secondly addressing emotional and social well-being through
family learning, and thirdly using narrative as the preferred form of engaging with a
family who have left an abusive situation. There has been little previous research into
the implications for practitioners and researchers of listening to children and mothers

talking about their joint experiences.

The decision to undertake participant research concurrently with providing an
intervention meant that a number of potential difficulties had to be resolved. This
chapter provides an explanation of how the research principles were put into practice
with particular reference firstly, to how the research was attached to the intervention, |

and secondly to the methods of analysis.
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2. Research Methods

An opportunity sample of women and one of their children aged 7-12 was contacted
through the Step by Step project run by Sheffield Domestic Abuse Forum, with full
cooperation of the Forum Coordinator and trustees. Step by Step is a group-work
programme that offers ten parallel sessions for groups of children aged seven to eleven
and their mothers, and runs twice a year with approximately 12 to 16 participant
families in total per year. AParticipant women from the previous three years were
approached and initial permissions sought by the Step by Step Coordinator, who was
given a script to use to introduce the intervention and the research project
simultaneously (Appendix 4). I then made short introductory phone calls to explain
more about the project, to answer any questions and to set an appointment for an initial

briefing session. The characteristics of the sample are summarised in Appendix 5.

The initial appointment was held with mother and child present®®. The contents of the
initial briefing were covered in a letter, which was drafted to be appropriate for child
and mother. They each had a copy, which I read through and discussed with them in
the meeting (Appendix 6). The child was asked to wait outside briefly, with age- |
appropriate activities provided, while I went through the letter and the permissions with
the mother. This process recognised the right of the mother to protect her child from
anything she deemed inappropriate and to understand the confidentiality and anonymity
that would be afforded the family. In every case the children were given their own
letter and seen separately from the mother for at least ten minutes to enable their
separate informed consent. This ensured that they understood what the project was
about, that they had their own right to opt out, regardless of their mother’s wishes, and
that this opt-out could be immediately or at any later time. At this time the stop sign
(Appendix 3), was also given to encourage uptake of the right to refuse to answer

questions, or the need for a break. Children’s understanding of this procedure was

33 Family B was the one exception to this pattern — see below pp.126-7.
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