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Abstract Despite the well-documented negative conse-
quences for children experiencing violence perpetrated by
their fathers against their mothers, little is known about how
characteristics of exposure to violence are related to child–
father contact after parental separation. In this study, we (a)
describe contact patterns between children and fathers after
parental separation and (b) analyze links between patterns of
violence and contact in a sample of child witnesses to intimate
partner violence in Sweden. Information about 165 children
(aged 3–13 years) was obtained from their mothers, who had
been subjected to violence by the child’s father. In 60 % of the
cases, the parents had joint custody. Results suggest that chil-
dren without contact with their father have witnessed more
violence than children with contact. However, when they do
have contact, previous violence against the mother does not
correlate either with amount or type of child–father contact.
Instead, high socioeconomic status and negotiation skills cor-
related positively with amount of contact.

Keywords Familyviolence .Child–fatherrelationship .Child
abuse . Consequences of family violence

Introduction

The problematic nature of contact after parental separation in
contexts of intimate partner violence (IPV) has recently
attracted greater attention from policy makers, practitioners,
and researchers (Hunt 2004). IPV often continues after sepa-
ration—or even increases, at least during the first phase (e.g.
Fleury et al. 2000)—and is accompanied by fear and concern

for safety and well-being among both women and children
(Shalansky et al. 1999). Since the vast majority of children
remain with their mother as the residential parent (e.g. Juby
et al. 2007; Manning et al. 2003; Statistics Sweden 2012), a
wide range of arrangements are made to preserve child–father
contact (overnight stays, days out, supervised visitation, etc.)
(Hunt 2004; Smyth et al. 2004; Smyth et al. 2012).

Research on general samples has found more frequent and
regular contact with the non-resident parent to be associated
with benefits for the child, such as fewer adjustment problems
(Dunn et al. 2004). However, little research has focused on
violent fathers’ involvement with their children after separa-
tion (Pate 2008), despite well-grounded knowledge about the
possible negative consequences of IPV on children’s health
and well-being (e.g. posttraumatic stress, psychological and
behavioral problems, parental attachment, and school difficul-
ties) (Holt et al. 2008; Howell 2011; Lang and Smith Stover
2008; Levendosky et al. 2003; Wolfe et al. 2003) and about
the overlap between IPV and child abuse (Bourassa 2007;
Hamby et al. 2010; Herrenkohl et al. 2008). On the one hand,
child contact arrangements often directly or indirectly provide
fathers who have a strong need for control with opportunities
to use the child–father relationship to that end, for instance by
turning the child against the mother, keeping track of her ac-
tivities (Beeble et al. 2007; Hardesty and Ganong 2006; Hayes
2012; Walby and Allen 2004), or keeping her busy handling
repeated accusations of child abuse, for example (Miller and
Smolter 2011). On the other hand, child witnesses to IPV
generally experience little interest from their fathers (Cater
and Forssell 2014) and some research indicates that child–
father contact may decline over time because violent fathers
lose interest in their children if the contact does not provide
them with access to the mother (Cheadle et al. 2010; Edleson
1999; Hardesty and Ganong 2006).

Previous research has studied several factors influencing
the amount of child–father contact after separation: the
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father’s income, conjugal/parental trajectory, and level of sat-
isfaction with existing arrangements (Swiss and Le Bourdais
2009); the father’s age (Castillo et al. 2011); the mother’s
remarriage (Furstenberg et al., 1983; Seltzer and Bianchi,
1988; Seltzer 1991); or the child acquiring a stepfather (Juby
et al. 2007). In addition, the father’s remarriage (Furstenberg
et al. 1983), the birth of a baby within the father’s new union
(Cooksey and Craig 1998; Manning et al. 2003), as well as the
child’s gender and age at separation (Cheadle et al. 2010; Le
Bourdais et al. 2002) have also been shown to have an impact.
Geographical issues such as the father being incarcerated,
(Cooksey and Craig 1998), not residing with the child
(Castillo et al. 2011), and distance between the non-resident
parent’s home and that of the child (Blackwell and Dawe,
2003) also affect child–father contact. Sparse or no activity
or engagement from non-residing fathers has been explained
by factors such as a loss of fathering identity, which results in
becoming a “visitor” in the child’s life (Kruk 1993; Stone and
McKenry 1998); and the mother’s attitude towards men and
fathering, i.e. “maternal gatekeeping” (Allen and Hawkins
1999; Fagan and Barnett 2003; Hauser 2012). Other factors
can also be assumed to influence child–father contact. As an
example, fathers’ psychological problems have been shown to
be connected to their perpetrating violence, with more fre-
quent aggression being displayed if they meet diagnostic
criteria (Shorey et al. 2012). On the other hand, because chil-
dren tend to be worse off if their mother is in too poor emo-
tional shape to take care of them (Martinez-Torteya et al.
2009), mothers experiencing psychological problems may
seek additional child-care help from the father. Drug
or alcohol abuse can also affect parents’ amount of con-
tact with their children (Waller and Swisher 2006), with sub-
stance abuse by the father potentially reducing child–father
contact, and substance abuse by the mother increasing it.
However, the factors influencing children’s contact with a
father who has previously engaged in IPV have—to our
knowledge—not been studied.

In research about spousal separation, the terms “conflict” or
“high level conflict” are sometimes used (see for example
Figure 1 in Leite and McKenry 2002; see also Johnson and
Ferraro 2000). However, such terminology can obscure pos-
sible physical force, injuries, and power inequalities between
the partners and thus obstruct the understanding of the
impact of violence. Research is therefore needed regard-
ing how characteristics of exposure to explicit forms of vio-
lence perpetrated by fathers are related to child–father contact
after separation.

This is especially important to study in a country such as
Sweden, because in Nordic countries the laws on child custo-
dy after separation give high priority to maintaining contact
between the child and the non-resident parent after separation
(Hakovirta and Broberg 2007). The aim of this study is there-
fore (a) to describe patterns in the contact between children

and (previously) violent fathers after parental separation,
and (b) to analyze the link between patterns of violence
and child–father contact in a sample of child witnesses to IPV
in Sweden. Does the amount or severity of the violence cor-
relate with the amount or kind of contact between child and
father after separation?

Method

Participants

The participants in this study are a subsample drawn from an
evaluation of Swedish Interventions for Children who have
witnessed Violence Against their Mother (the SICVAM pro-
ject) commissioned by the Swedish National Board of Health
andWelfare. The evaluation aimed to investigate the effects of
different treatment programs for child witnesses of IPV
(Broberg et al. 2011). The participants were recruited through
different service units, e.g. child psychiatry and the social
services. Criteria for inclusion in SICVAM were that (a) the
mother had experienced violence from an intimate partner, (b)
the child was aged 3–13 years at inclusion, and (c) the mother
was able to answer research questions in Swedish. Exclusion
criteria were (a) the perpetrator not being the child’s legal
father, (b) the father being deceased, (c) the child living with
foster parents, (d) a stepmother (and not the biological mother)
being the object of violence, (e) the child living with its moth-
er and father, and (f) the child being under the care of a service
unit that demanded no child–father contact during treatment.
To avoid spurious results, one child from each family meeting
those criteria was randomly included in the study,

By this procedure, the final subsample for this study came
to consist of 165 mothers who provided information about
themselves, their child’s father (i.e. the perpetrator of vio-
lence), and their child. The sample comprised 102 boys
(61.8%) and 63 girls (38.2 %). These 165 children had a mean
age of 7.72 years (SD = 2.90) at the time of the first data
collection and a mean age of 4.86 years (SD = 3.06, range
0–12 years) at the time of parental separation. Almost all the
children (95.7 %) were born in Sweden. Of the mothers,
69.7 % were born in Sweden, 9.1 % in another European
country, and 21.2 % in a country outside of Europe. Of the
fathers, 55.2 % were born in Sweden, 15.7 % in another
European country, and 29.1 % in a country outside of Europe.

Procedures

Independent interviewers interviewed all children’s mothers
either in the home, at the university, at a treatment unit, or
elsewhere (e.g. mother’s workplace), according to the wishes
of the mother. At time of service-unit enrollment, the mothers
answered questions about IPV, child–father contact,
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socioeconomic status (SES), both parents’ psychological
health and drug and alcohol abuse, and demographics, as well
as a dichotomous question about child abuse; 3–5months later
they answered a questionnaire about child abuse. Participation
was voluntary and no financial compensation was provided.
Attrition in the sample was generally small; however, eight
mothers did not fill out the questionnaire concerning IPV at
the first interview. Furthermore, because the question-
naire concerning child abuse was filled out during the
second interview, the number of respondents for this
measure was affected by the attrition between the first
and second interviews. This resulted in a loss of information
on 47 children (28.5 %). However, out of those 47 children,
approximately one third (n = 16) had not been subjected to
violence by their father, according to information from the
first interview.

The project was approved by the Ethical Review
Board, and informed consent was obtained from all par-
ticipating mothers.

Measures

IPV. Violence was assessed with the Revised Conflict Tactics
Scale, 39 items, (CTS-2) (Straus et al. 1996) using a version
slightly modified by (a) excluding the questions concerning
the mother’s possible violence against the father, and (b)
adding follow-up questions to 20 chosen items about whether
the child had witnessed the violence (by seeing, hearing, or
other means). In CTS-2, five subscales of women’s experience
of violence were used in the initial analysis. The presence of
any specific item during the relationship was coded “1″ and its
absence was coded “0″ on a dichotomous scale. Thus, a higher
score indicates more violence (except for the negotiation sub-
scale). Internal reliability was calculated for every subscale
and index with Cronbach’s alpha (α). The subscales and their
scoring range were as follows: physical assault (0–12,
α = 0.862), sexual coercion (0–7, α = 0.840), physical injury
(0–6, α = 0.720), and negotiation (0–5, α = 0.689).
Concerning negotiation, one item was excluded (“My partner
said he was sure we could work out a problem”), since it
decreased the internal reliability. Concerning psychological
aggression (0–8), the internal reliability was considered too
low (α = 0.448). After excluding one item (“My partner
stomped out of the room or house or yard during a disagree-
ment”), which decreased the internal reliability index consid-
erably, the internal reliability increased to α = 0.538. Because
this was still considered unacceptable, this subscale was not
used and the specific item (“My partner stomped…”) was
excluded from the total index (see below). Instead, we ana-
lyzed each item on the psychological aggression subscale in-
dividually. We also created a variable measuring the total
amount of violence against the mother (0–32, α = 0.903), in
which the subscale of negotiation is excluded, but all the other

subscales, including psychological aggression, are summed
up for each individual.

What the child had witnessed was measured as presence
(1) or absence (0) of the types of incidents specified in the 20
follow-up questions in CTS-2. Thus, a higher score equals
having witnessed more kinds of violence. The items in CTS-
2 were divided into physical assault (range 0–14, α = 0.863)
and psychological aggression (range 0–6, α = 0.594).
However, the latter were not used because the internal reliabil-
ity was considered too low. For the child witnessing violence,
a variable measuring the total amount of violence witnessed
by the child (range 0–20, α = 0.872), which includes both
psychological and physical violence, was also created.

Child abuse Child abuse was measured by a dichotomous
question (yes/no) at the time of first data collection and again
3–5 months later, using a Swedish version of Conflict Tactics
Scale: Child (CTS-C) modified to contain 14 items (Straus
et al. 1998; Straus 2007). CTS-C was divided into three sub-
scales (scoring range in parentheses) where the presence of a
specific item was coded “1” and an absence of violence was
coded “0”: physical violence (ranging from 0–8, α = 0.902),
psychological violence (0–4, α = 0.763), and sexual violence
(0–1, only one item). For CTS-C there is also a factor called
“total abuse,” which is the sum of the three subscales (0–14,
α = 0.901). Thus, a higher score indicates the child being
subjected to more kinds of violence.

Contact Contact between father and child was measured
through a cross-sectional questionnaire in which the mother
answered questions about the frequency of (a) face-to-face
contact (with or without supervision), (b) telephone contact
(verbally or by text messages), or (c) written contact (i.e. e-
mail, chat, letters) on the scale “never/almost never,” “occa-
sionally,” “every other month,” “every other week,” and “dai-
ly.” These were coded from 0–4, (0 = never/almost never,
4 = daily). In addition, a sum of scores for contact was con-
structed from the four different types. This score ranges from
0–12, because the children in the study had either supervised
or unsupervised face-to-face contact. A higher score thus sug-
gests a higher frequency of contact.

Socioeconomic status (SES) The socioeconomic measure
used for mothers and fathers in this study is that of
Hollingshead (Hollingshead 1975). This is a combined mea-
sure of current labor market status ([1–9] × 5) and educational
level ([1–7] × 3) and the total score ranges from 8 to 66. A
higher score means having a more secure position in the labor
market (and possibly also a better salary) as well as a higher
education level.

Psychological health Mothers’ psychological health was
measured with the Brief Symptom Inventory (Derogatis and
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Melisaratos 1983), a shorter version of the Symptom Checklist
(SCL90), which is used to measure general psychological ill
health. Both the total score and the nine subscales were used.
The revised Impact of Event Scale (IES-R) (Creamer 2003) was
used to measure indications of post-traumatic symptoms,
with both total score and the three subscales (avoidance,
intrusion, and hyperarousal) being used separately. In this
study, information about the father’s psychological problems
was obtained from the mother and coded as either 1 (psycho-
logical problems) or 2 (no psychological problems).

Drug or alcohol abuse Perpetrators’ alcohol use was mea-
sured on a four-grade scale (1 = total abstainer, 2 = responsible
drinker, 3 = problematic drinker, 4 = alcohol abuser), and
drug abuse on a dichotomous question (yes/no). Mothers
self-reported any ongoing or previous drug or alcohol abuse
by answering a single yes-or-no question.

Demographics Information concerning background data
(age, civil status, etc.) was obtained through a background
interview with the mother.

Data Analytic Strategy

All analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics 20.
The following confounding variables were controlled for: (a)
child’s age, (b) child’s age at time of separation, (c) child’s
gender, (d) number of years since the relationship end-
ed, (e) whether the violence has ended and, if so, how
long ago, (f) mother’s and father’s drug or alcohol abuse, (g)
mother’s and father’s psychological health, (h) mother’s and
father’s civil status, and (i) mother’s and father’s socioeco-
nomic status (SES).

Results

In the text below, the contact between child and father is re-
ferred to as “contact with father”; note that the father is also
equated with the perpetrator of the violence. In the sample,
60.6 % of the children were in the joint custody of both par-
ents; the rest of the children were in the sole custody of the
mother, except for one child, legal custody of whom had been
granted to the father. For 57.0 % of the children (n = 94), the
violence against the mother was still ongoing (in some form)
at the time of the first interview. The first two themes below—
“Types and amount of contact” and “Factors differentiating
children with and without contact”—are based on the sample
as a whole (N = 165 children), whereas the third and fourth
themes (“The relation between the type and amount of vio-
lence and contact” and “Child abuse and contact”) are based
solely on the group of children that did have contact with their
father (n = 122).

Types and Amount of Contact

The majority of the children had contact with their (violent)
father in one way or another, and 20 children (12.1 %) spent
alternating weeks with each parent. Four children lived with
their father only. For the vast majority of the children, however,
the mother was the residential parent (n = 141, 85.5 %).

The children who had face-to-face contact (either super-
vised or unsupervised) constitute approximately 68 % of the
total sample (n = 113). Table 1 shows that of these, about 13%
(15 children) had supervised, and 87 % (n = 98) unsupervised
contact. Most of the children who had unsupervised contact
met their father at least every other week. In the group with
supervision, contact seems to be a bit less frequent.

More than half of the total sample of children (50.9 %,
n = 84) had no telephone or written contact with their father.
However, 47.3 % of the children had both face-to-face and
telephone/written contact. Most common was telephone calls
or texting between child and father, with more than a third
doing this at least every other week (see Table 2). Although
letters and the Internet provide multiple possibilities to stay in
touch with a non-resident father, they were only used by 18
children (approximately 11 %) in the sample. A small number
of children (5.5 %) had no face-to-face contact, their only con-
tact with their father being by phone or writing (n= 9). Notable,
however, is that the amount of contact says nothing about the
quality of the contact; as pointed out by several researchers
(Amato and Gilbreth 1999; King and Sobolewski 2006;
Whiteside and Becker 2000), quality rather than quantity of
contact is probably more important in order to achieve a posi-
tive outcome for the child.

Factors Differentiating Children with and without Contact
with their Fathers

The results show that approximately one in four children
(26.1 %) had no contact at all with their father, neither face-
to-face nor by phone or writing. When comparing the contact
group with the no-contact group, we used independent sample

Table 1 Frequency of face-to-face contact between father and child
(n = 113)

Unsupervised
face-to-face
contact

Supervised
face-to-face
contact

Frequency of contact n (%) n (%)

Daily 7 (7.1) 1 (6.7)

At least every other week 63 (64.3) 4 (26.7)

At least every other month 12 (12.2) 3 (20.0)

Occasionally 16 (16.3) 7 (46.7)

Total 98 (100.0) 15 (100.0)
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T-tests (2-ways) or in cases of dichotomous questions, such as
child’s gender, Pearson’s chi-2 (χ2). The groups do not differ
concerning child’s age and gender; child’s age at time of sep-
aration; mother’s age, SES, civil status, and country of origin;
father’s age, civil status, and country of origin; father’s alcohol
or drug abuse; and father’s psychological problems. The
means for total violence against mothers (CTS-2) are also
similar in the two groups, and it does not matter whether or
not the violence has ended. Table 3 shows, however, that the
children who did not have contact also differ in several ways
from those who had some kind of contact. First, fathers of
children without contact have lower mean scores for SES
(p = 0.003). Second, the group of children without contact
has a higher mean score for sexual coercion against their
mothers (differing approximately one point on a 0–7 scale,
p = 0.023) indicating more and/or more severe sexual vio-
lence. Third, the groups also differ on the negotiation scale,
indicating for example higher levels of arguing skills and abil-
ity to listen to one’s partner among the fathers with whom the
children have contact. However, the difference is quite small
(0.7 on a 0–5 scale, p = 0.018).

To estimate differences between the two groups (with and
without contact) with data constituted by two dichotomous
questions, Pearson’s chi-square (χ2) was used. Children
whose mothers had ongoing psychological problems (self-
rated, dichotomous question) were less likely to have contact

with their father after separation. Approximately 65 %
(n = 33) of the children whose mothers had psychological
problems had contact, as compared to 81 % (n = 87) of those
whose mothers deemed themselves psychologically healthy
(χ2 (1) = 4.70, p < 0.05), which may indicate that a well-
functioning mother can serve as catalyst to enable child–father
contact after separation (cf. “gate opening” Trinder 2008).

The chi-square tests revealed a nearly significant result, in-
dicating that when the mother had been threatened, the child
was less likely to have contact with the father (see Table 4)
(χ2 (1) = 3.67, p =0.055). No other item from the subscale of
psychological aggression differs between the two groups.

Analyses of the child’s witnessing of different types of
psychological aggression revealed several differences be-
tween children with and without contact respectively, and the-
se were in line with the results found in the mother’s experi-
ences. The children without contact had witnessed threats
against their mother to a greater extent (χ2 (1) = 5.30,
p < 0.05), and were more likely to have witnessed something
being destroyed on purpose (χ2 (1) = 8.49, p < 0.01).
Furthermore, children who had been abused by their father
(posed as a dichotomous yes/no question, Table 4) were less
likely to have contact with him after separation (χ2 (1) = 5.92,
p < 0.05)—a somewhat expected result, perhaps, considering
the possible risk of continued violence against the child after
separation found by Radford and Hester (2006) and Brown
(2006). Hence, violence—specifically sexual coercion and
child abuse—seems to make a difference when deciding
whether to completely terminate contact.

The Relation between Type and Amount of Violence
and Contact

Above, we found that some forms of violence (sexual coer-
cion against the mother and abuse of the child) were correlated
with the existence of child–father contact. However, because
some children whose mothers had been sexually coerced or
who had experienced child abuse had contact with their father,
we also analyzed the relationship between the types and
amount of violence and the amount of contact. The following

Table 2 Frequency of telephone or written contact between child and
father (n = 164)

Telephone or text
messaging contact

Written or
internet contact

Frequency of contact n (%) n (%)

Daily 30 (18.3) 2 (1.3)

At least every other week 26 (15.9) 5 (2.2)

At least every other month 4 (2.4) 1 (0.4)

Occasionally 20 (12.2) 10 (6.6)

Never/almost never 84 (51.2) 146 (89.5)

Total 164 (100.0) 164 (100.0)

Table 3 Significant mean differences between children with and without contact with their father

Contact No contact

Differing variables n M (SD) n M (SD) Mean difference t p 95 % CI [LL, UL]

Father’s SESa 119 29.55 (14.00) 40 23.70 (9.15) -5.85 -3.03 0.003 [−9.69, −2.02]
Mother’s SESa 122 32.07 (14.15) 41 27.29 (14.96) -4.78 -1.85 0.067 [−9.90, 0.34]
Sexual coercionb 119 2.14 (2.25) 39 3.08 (2.07) 0.93 2.30 0.019 [0.16, 1.71]

Negotiationb 119 2.51 (1.67) 40 1.80 (1.47) -0.71 -2.40 0.013 [−1.27, −0.16]

Note. CI = confidence interval
a Socioeconomic status (SES) is coded as current labor market status ([1–9] × 5) and educational level ([1–7] × 3). Total score ranges from 8 to 66.
b Data from Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS-2). Sexual coercion range 0–7. Negotiation range 0–5.

J Fam Viol (2015) 30:339–349 343



results are solely based on the group of children that did have
contact with their father (n = 122). When investigating the
relationship between the amount of different types of violence
and the amount of contact, the correlation coefficient
Spearman’s Rho (rs) was used in most cases, since thematerial
mainly consists of categorical data. For statistical controls, we
used partial correlation. Because the items in the subscale of
psychological aggression can only assume two values, 0 and 1
(cf. Field 2009), correlations were instead calculated with
Cramer’s V for these items.

Neither of the subscales of violence (either mother’s experi-
ence or child’s witnessing) correlates with contact of any type.
A few associations can be noted between amount of contact and
specific items from the subscale of psychological aggression,
however the strengths of the associations are low to moderate
overall. For example, there is a negative association between
the item, “My partner threatened to hit or throw something at
me” and face-to-face unsupervised contact, concerning the
mother being subjected to the event (V = 0.299, p < 0.05). As
mentioned above, this item differed (though not statistically
significantly) between the contact group and the no-contact
group, indicating that threats may be viewed as a stronger rea-
son for restricting contact with the father than other types of
psychological aggression, such as verbal insults.

The total amount of violence the mother had experienced
correlates negatively (rs = −0.19 p < 0.05) with unsupervised
face-to-face contact. However, this correlation disappears when
controlling for the father’s and mother’s SES. Also notable is
that there is a significant correlation between the father’s SES
and the amount of face-to-face unsupervised contact between
father and child (rs = 0.22, p < 0.05). No such correlations can
be found between mother’s SES and child–father contact.
Indications of this association between fathers’ SES and contact
after separation have been found in other studies, where lower
income is mentioned as an obstacle to maintaining contact for
non-resident fathers (Swiss and Le Bourdais 2009).

The total amount of child–father contact (face-to-face and
telephone/written) correlates positively (rs = 0.21, p < 0.05)
with the negotiation subscale, and this correlation remains
even after statistically controlling for background factors.
The negotiation subscale also correlates positively with face-
to-face contact (rs = 0.20, p < 0.05), (supervised and unsuper-
vised), though not with only telephone or written contact

separately. Neither of the correlations are strong, but they do
indicate that fathers with better skills in listening to the mother
and taking her opinions into consideration also have more
contact, particularly face-to-face, with their children. We fur-
thermore found a positive correlation for one of the items in
the psychological aggression subscale, namely between the
child witnessing, “My partner stomped out of the room or
house or yard during a disagreement” and face-to-face contact
(V = 0.309, p < 0.05), which supports the possibility that this
may be perceived by the mother as a relatively constructive
way of resolving conflicts, rather than a violent act.

The fact that contact does not correlate with violence, but
does correlate both with the father’s andmother’s socioeconom-
ic status and with negotiation, may indicate that there is a group
of fathers who get/have more contact with their children regard-
less of the severity or amount of violence they have perpetrated.
This may be related either to the father, apart from his violent
behaviors, meeting the child’s need by for example exhibiting
empathy and/or responsibility, or to this group being more ver-
bally skilled and able to convince the mother, the social worker,
or the court that more contact is in the child’s best interest. The
fact that they tend to have better education and jobs may also be
an indication that some preconceptions about violent fathers—
as “typically” being unemployed, for example—may skew the
judgment of social workers or family law secretaries working
with contact disputes, and prevent them from recognizing or
interpreting certain actions as instances of violence when they
occur in “atypical violent families.”

The Relationship Between Child Abuse and Contact

As mentioned earlier, no contact at all between child and fa-
ther is more common in the group of children who had been
subjected to child abuse by their father. Even so, a substantial
number of children in the group who do have contact have
been subjected to violence (psychological, physical, and/or
sexual) by their father. Among the children whose mothers
answered “Yes” to the dichotomous question of violence
against the child (n = 102), approximately 51 % still have
face-to-face unsupervised contact, the majority at least every
other week (see Table 5).

When looking more closely at a possible relationship be-
tween unsupervised face-to-face contact, as well as contact by

Table 4 Children with and without contact with father and threats against mother or violence against child.

The father threatened to hit or throw something at the womana Violence against child by fatherb

Yes No Total Yes No Total

Contact (n, %) 80 (67.2) 39 (32.8) 119 (100.0) 69 (57.5) 51 (42.5) 120 (100.0)

No contact (n, %) 34 (82.9) 7 (17.1) 41 (100.0) 33 (78.6) 9 (21.4) 42 (100.0)

a CTS-2 item from the psychological subscale, n = 160
bViolence measured at the first interview with a dichotomous question n = 162)
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telephone or Internet, andmore specific types of child abuse, no
correlations were found. However, preliminary correlations
were found for increased amounts of supervised contact for
children who had been subjected to any of the types of violence
(physical rs = 0.45 p < 0.01; psychological rs =0.36 p < 0.01;
sexual rs =0.39 p < 01). This correlation disappears, however,
for physical and psychological child abuse when controlling for
the time that has elapsed between the cessation of violence
against the mother (if it has ended) and the occasion of the first
interview (physical violence p = 0.093 and psychological vio-
lence p = 0.107). It is notable, however, that for sexual violence
the correlation remains (p = 0.024). A plausible reason for these
varying outcomes is that the group of children who had super-
vised contact and had been subjected to any of the types of child
abuse is too small (n = 4 to n = 11) for this kind of statistical
analysis.

In conclusion, the study shows that many children have
contact with their fathers regardless of the amount of violence
their fathers have perpetrated against their mothers. An excep-
tion to this general conclusion is constituted by the children
who had no contact at all. The children in this group had
witnessed more sexual violence against their mothers and
were more likely to have experienced child abuse. No other
correlations between the types or amounts of violence and
contact could be found. Instead, another pattern appears,
namely that children are more likely to have contact with
fathers who negotiate more and have higher SES. This might
indicate that risk assessment was not a central consideration
when decisions were being made about contact, or that possi-
ble positive fathering characteristics were taken into account.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to describe patterns in the contact
between children and (previously) violent fathers after paren-
tal separation, and to analyze the link between patterns of

violence and child–father contact in a sample of child wit-
nesses to IPV in Sweden. This study shares some specific
strengths and weaknesses with other studies focusing on
IPV. It was limited by at least four methodological shortcom-
ings. First, the sample was not randomly selected, which limits
the generalizability of the results. Second, the data was obtain-
ed only from the mothers. This limits the reliability of some of
the data, especially concerning the fathers’ psychological
health and possible alcohol and drug use. Third, we were
unable to control for some potentially significant variables;
for example, geographic distance and fathers’ possible incar-
ceration, which may hinder face-to-face contact (Cooksey and
Craig 1998). Furthermore, we could not control for the child’s
own wishes, which may affect the level of contact. Fourth,
some of the instruments are somewhat blunt. As an example,
the fathers’ psychological problems were measured by one
dichotomous question (yes/no). Furthermore, CTS-2 only af-
fords limited insight into many common aspects of IPV, such
as economic abuse, manipulation involving children, isola-
tion, intimidation, and ongoing systematic patterns of vio-
lence. The instrument has also been criticized for combining
more and less severe forms of violence and for providing little
insight into the frequency of violence previous to the past year.
These limitations need to be kept in mind when interpreting
our findings that suggest there is no connection between the
amount and type of violence and the amount and type of
child–father contact. Connections might be found using an-
other instrument. In addition, non-significant findings, for ex-
ample concerning cases of supervised contact, may be due to
limitations associatedwith the relatively small sample size and
limitations of the instruments for measuring IPV, and should
therefore be investigated further, rather than being dismissed.

Despite its methodological limitations, the present study
breaks new ground. It is unique in examining the link between
violence and actual child–father contact and thus greatly con-
tributes to a much-needed field of knowledge. The strengths of
this study include its elicitation of information from a hard-to-
research group about several areas that are often overlooked in
research. As an example, the inclusion of a variety of types of
contact makes it possible to gain greater insight into nuances in
the contact patterns, including telephone or written contact.
Also, in addition to information about the violence directed
towards the mother, violence experienced by the child (though
reported by the mother) is included (cf. Morrison 2009).
Furthermore, despite its primary focus being on IPV, the study
provides insight into the role that child abuse plays in child–
father contact in these families.

Some findings of this study are in line with those in the
broader body of literature. Specifically, most of the children
do have face-to-face contact with their father, often combined
with telephone/written contact, and the majority sees their
father every other week (cf. Jonsson et al. 2001). A smaller
number of children only have written or telephone contact

Table 5 Amount of unsupervised face-to-face contact between father
and child in cases of child abuse (n = 102).

Unsupervised face-to-face contact
in cases of child abusea

Frequency of contact n (%)

Daily 5 (4.9)

At least every other week 31 (30.4)

At least every other month 8 (7.8)

Occasionally 8 (7.8)

Never/almost never 50 (49.0)

Total 102 (100)

a Child abuse measured at the first interview with a dichotomous yes/no-
question.
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with their father. Altogether, these findings are not surprising,
given that Swedish law gives high priority to supporting con-
tact between the child and the non-resident parent after sepa-
ration (Hakovirta and Broberg 2007).

Other findings of this study are unexpected. Although pre-
vious research has shown that some children seem resilient
when it comes to both the long- and short-term consequences
of violence (Howell 2011), a considerable amount of research
has proven that the greater the amount of violence to which
children have been exposed, the more likely they are to expe-
rience adjustment problems (Howell 2011). Hence, given that
children have the right to be protected from all forms of vio-
lence (UNCRC, Article 19), the greater the amount of vio-
lence the father has perpetrated, the stronger the reason to
protect the child from it. However, this study found no con-
nection between the amount and type of violence against the
mother and the amount and type of child–father contact. Also,
previous research has found that child–father contact may be a
platform for continuing to perpetrate violence against the
mother (Beeble et al. 2007; Hardesty and Ganong 2006;
Walby and Allen 2004). Even though this study did not find
any correlation between the amount of violence and the
amount of child–father contact, the violence against (at least)
the mother was ongoing in half of the cases studied. Thus,
further investigation is needed to ascertain whether the pres-
ence of more violence is used as an argument to protect the
child by reducing contact, whether less contact leads to a
reduction in the amount of violence, or whether the varying
relationships between the amount of violence and the amount
of contact are due to family-specific differences.

Approximately, one in four children in this study had no
contact with their father at all. These children differed in sev-
eral ways from those who did have contact. First, the no-
contact children were more likely to have been subjected to
child abuse by their father, and their mothers had experienced
more sexual coercion. Hence, some types of violence may be
used as reasons for ending child–father contact. Second, the
fathers of children with no contact had lower mean SES and
lower negotiation scores, indicating less use of reasoning or
negotiation to deal with conflicts, whilst higher SES and ne-
gotiation scores correlated positively with more contact. In a
similar vein, the item indicating that fathers had angrily left the
room or the house during a conflict was positively correlated
with contact. Taken together, this may suggest that a subgroup
of fathers are able to listen to the mother’s opinions and feel-
ings to a larger extent and to solve conflicts through other
means than violence, and that they tend to have more contact
with their children and are less at risk of having no contact at
all. This may indicate that fathers’ social position and social
skills are factors that facilitate the existence and amount of
contact between children and previously violent fathers, a
connection previously found in general samples (e.g. Swiss
and Le Bourdais 2009). With these findings, the present study

also raises questions about the potential risks and benefits of
child–parent contact in families affected by IPV. As “fathers’
statements of concern may be poor indicators of their inten-
tions to refrain from abusive behavior” (Rothman et al. 2007,
p. 1179), the link found in this study between socioeconomic
status and negotiation skills and contact raises concerns
whether these fathers are more empathetic and flexible or
merely better persuaders.

The children that had been subjected to child sexual abuse
had more supervised face-to-face contact with their
fathers. However, we found no other correlation between the
amount of different types of child abuse and the amount of
contact. Hence, almost half of the children who had been
abused by their father had unsupervised face-to-face contact
with him after separation. We do not know whether the child
abuse had stopped, but even if it had, the child–father relation-
ship may be affected by earlier child abuse by the father.

In sum, the findings of this study indicate that most chil-
dren who have witnessed IPV have contact with their fathers,
and the amount of violence does not appear to influence con-
tact decisions. Instead, higher SES and more use of negotia-
tion seem to be linked to greater amounts of contact. On the
other hand, violence seems to have played a role when decid-
ing to terminate the contact, since the children with no contact
at all are more likely to have been subjected to child abuse and
their mothers have experienced more sexual violence. These
results raise important questions about how decisions
concerning child–father contact are made in cases of IPV.

Clinical Implications and Future Directions

This study points to the importance of differentiation and
deeper reflection when it comes to violence and contact deci-
sions (cf. Calder 2004). The fact that child–father contact is
related to the father’s social position and negotiation skills
rather than to the amount of IPV he has perpetrated indicates
that making contact decisions that protect children from future
exposure to violence is a delicate task.

Better knowledge about the many and severe potential con-
sequences for children of IPV exposure (Holt et al. 2008;
Howell 2011; Lang and Smith Stover 2008; Norman et al.
2012), and about the risk of future violence that previous
violence entails (cf. Fleury et al. 2000) as well as screening
for IPV might help practitioners make adequate risk assess-
ments in custody, residence, or contact disputes or investiga-
tions (cf. e.g. Holtzworth-Munroe 2011; Brännström 2007).
Such practice could better equip practitioners to deal with the
delicate issue of balancing children’s need for contact with
both parents against their need for protection from all forms
of violence. They can thereby also avoid the simplistic as-
sumption that contact with both parents after separation is
always in the child’s best interest (cf. Holt 2011; Lessard
et al. 2010; Swiss and Le Bourdais 2009) and instead take

346 J Fam Viol (2015) 30:339–349



seriously the notion that the family can actually be dangerous
for children (Shea Hart 2010). The study specifically indicates
that it might be helpful to make more extensive use of other
forms of contact, e.g. telephone contact or, in more extreme
cases, written contact that has been edited by an outsider, e.g. a
social worker. Through such measures, professionals could
make the father responsible for avoiding violence and acting
safely (cf. Scott and Crooks 2004) while at the same time
protecting the child from future exposure to IPV.

Although this study reports modest statistical results, the
findings highlight the need for further research on this topic.
Empirical studies of what happens to children during and after
separation in families affected by IPV are urgently needed.
Future research needs to address how the quality and organiza-
tion of contact, such as its form (face-to-face, telephone/written,
or supervised, etc.) or amount, are affected by physical, psy-
chological, or sexual forms of pre- and post-separation violence
against the mother and/or the child, as well as how different
patterns of contact with the father are related to the health and
well-being of child witnesses to IPV. Specifically, the under-
standing of the relationship between IPVand child–father con-
tact after separation would benefit from future studies that in-
clude reports from the children themselves in order to also take
into consideration how the child perceives the contact.
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