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Abstract
Purpose The purpose of this paper is to add to the research literature and begin to fill the gap in knowledge about shared 
parenting arrangements for women with young children and who have experienced domestic violence (DV), in three Canadian 
provinces; Alberta, Manitoba and Ontario.
Method This paper reports on the qualitative findings from a mixed methods study on shared parenting from women with 
children ages 4 and under. Twenty women participated in one-on-one individual interviews through electronic platform 
utilizing Zoom. Thematic analysis is used to analyze the data.
Results Despite efforts to not exclusively recruit women who had experienced domestic violence (DV) from their former 
partner, all participants identified as survivors of DV and ongoing survivors of DV, specifically, coercive controlling behav-
iours. Five themes describe the women’s experiences of shared parenting with young children: 1) walking a tight-rope; 2) 
navigating post-separation relationships; 3) emotional realities of shared parenting; 4) shared parenting outcomes; and, 5) 
structural challenges.
Conclusions This paper not only adds to the significant and longstanding gap in knowledge directly from women with 
children ages 4 and under in shared parenting relationships, and who have experienced DV, and also helps to inform social 
service and legal actors. It is timely with the amendments to the Divorce Act in Canada which now includes DV as a factor 
in determining the best interests of the child.

Keywords Shared parenting · Domestic violence · Young children · Qualitative research

Introduction

After leaving abusive relationships, mothers with young 
children are typically required to navigate the legal system 
to create parenting plans for their children. There is a grow-
ing/existing body of research demonstrating how mothers 
are revictimized through complex family law systems pro-
cesses. Gutowski and Goodman (2020), for example, found 
that mothers are silenced when lawyers/legal actors caution 
them not to disclose domestic violence (DV) to protect them 

from counter allegations from the opposing side. Meant to 
be protective, this silencing can be perceived as mirroring 
the controlling behaviours mothers experienced in the vio-
lent relationship (Laing, 2017). Under pressure to maintain 
relationships between their children and the other parent, 
mothers may also agree to parenting plans even when these 
plans do not adequately protect themselves and their children 
from future harm (Laing, 2017). Mothers have also reported 
that their former partners draw out legal activities (Miller 
& Manzer, 2021) to force continued contact, which leaves 
them open to further intimidation and coercive control by the 
perpetrator (Gutowski & Goodman, 2020). These situations 
are made more challenging in Canada because of the shift to 
court orders for shared parenting (Archer-Kuhn & Beltrano, 
2021; Bala, 2014), where children spend at least 40% of their 
time with each parent.

Through these difficulties, mothers are placed into the 
position of managing “a very delicate balancing act” of try-
ing to have their concerns about past and ongoing DV taken 
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seriously, achieve safe parenting plans, while worrying about 
being accused of alienation if they attempt to deny or limit 
the access of the other parent (Laing, 2017, p. 1322). As a 
result, they must negotiate between keeping themselves and 
their children safe and at the same time are made to feel 
responsible for maintaining the other parent–child relation-
ship (Holt, 2017).

The purpose of this paper is to present findings from in-
depth qualitative interviews with mothers who experienced 
violence and abuse from their partners and currently share 
parenting arrangements with those partners. We highlight 
women here for several reasons: a) they are more likely than 
men to be held to account for children’s care and well-being 
(Boyd, 2017; Hughes et al., 2015); and, b) there is evidence 
that young children are more likely to reside with their moth-
ers and to continue to provide the majority of child care (Qu, 
2004) even though shared parenting arrangements continue 
to grow in Canada (Bala et al., 2017). This paper includes 
the experiences of cisgender women in heterosexual rela-
tionships because these were the participants who chose to 
engage in our study.

Literature Review

In Canada, domestic violence (DV) is defined as abusive or 
threatening behaviour to control and/or harm a partner, and 
includes physical, emotional, psychological, sexual, finan-
cial abuse, and coercive control (Government of Canada, 
2021). Coercive control is defined as a pattern of violence 
or threatening behaviour that causes an individual to fear 
for their own or their child’s safety (Canada Department of 
Justice, 2020).

When mothers choose to leave DV relationships, they 
may experience guilt or shame for breaking up the family 
(Lux & Gill, 2021; Moulding et al., 2015) in addition to 
a risk of living with “constant anxiety, abusive episodes 
and fear” that may impact the ability to care for children 
(Holt, 2017, p. 2057). Mothers may also experience ongo-
ing stress about the continuing involvement of the offend-
ing parent in the child’s life (Fogarty et al., 2019), which 
can expose children to additional risks, including children 
being aware of the charged environments as a result of his-
torical DV (Devoe & Smith, 2002, p. 1083); undermining 
of their parental authority by the offending parent (Fogarty 
et al., 2019; Galántai et al., 2019; Laing, 2017); neglectful or 
aggressive parenting (Nicklas & Mackenzie, 2013); a lack of 
information sharing (Shepard & Hagemeister, 2013); diffi-
culty in establishing consistent and stable parenting routines 
for their children (Fogarty et al., 2019); and the challenge 
of managing as a single parent, when fathers are not held 
accountable to provide for their children (Letourneau et al., 
2012). Mothers may be made to feel they are to blame for 

DV and its impact on their young children (Gutowski & 
Goodman, 2020; Moulding et al., 2015).

When parenting arrangements require mothers to have 
contact with perpetrators of violence, they may be put at-risk 
of post-separation violence (Nielsen, 2018), such as coercive 
control. Coercive control may be perpetuated through par-
enting time. These behaviours include using the children to 
obtain information about the mother’s activities (Callaghan 
et al., 2018; Holt, 2017), or hurting mothers by restricting 
contact between mothers and their children (Holt, 2017). 
Other coercive behaviors may include restricting of chil-
dren’s activities, which may impact children’s social skills, 
confidence and development (Katz, 2016). Other forms of 
post-separation DV include unsafe communication (Lux 
& Gill, 2021), and financial abuse (Buchanan et al., 2014; 
Galántai et al., 2019; Haselschwerdt & Hardesty, 2017; 
Laing, 2017; Nikupeteri & Laitinen, 2015).

Without an ability to safely communicate with the other 
co-parent, mothers may have concerns about their children’s 
well-being when the child is in the care of the other par-
ent (Shepard & Hagemeister, 2013). Based on a review of 
trial decisions in Ontario family courts where there were 
reports of DV, Morton et al. (2021) found that evidence of 
safety concerns, such as charges or unsafe communication 
was minimized and often referred to as conflict or communi-
cation problems where subsequently judges granted shared 
parenting in almost half of the cases. The authors suggest 
that when there are concerns around DV, such as unsafe 
communication, parents are unable to successfully share 
parenting. Financial abuse may also impact mothers’ ability 
to care for children post-separation (Galántai et al., 2019; 
Laing, 2017; Letourneau et al., 2012; Lux & Gill, 2021; 
Natalier, 2018; Shepard & Hagemeister, 2013), and limit 
mothers’ ability to participate in the court process (Hasels-
chwerdt & Hardesty, 2017; Lux & Gill, 2021).

When women experience DV and engage with criminal 
court systems, they may be further revictimized by the pro-
cess (Backes et al., 2020). These experiences may continue 
if mothers engage in the civil court process. Some mothers 
who engage in the family court process, may feel forced 
to agree with shared parenting arrangements (Gutowski & 
Goodman, 2020), making conscious decisions to accept con-
cessions, agreeing to arrangements they feel are not in the 
best interest of their children, to prevent further impact on 
young children (Laing, 2017; Khaw et al., 2021; Miller & 
Manzer, 2021). Yet it is these concessions that may impact 
mothers and children’s safety (Gutowski & Goodman, 2020).

When DV is disclosed in the court process, the safe 
parent can encounter potential legal challenges in efforts 
to maintain primary care of the child (Meier & Sankaran, 
2021), as DV can be minimized in court systems (Feresin 
et al., 2018), or perpetrators may make counter-allegations 
(Douglas, 2018; Galántai et al., 2019). Several studies have 
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identified that mothers may be silenced in family court sys-
tems, encouraged not to disclose DV (Feresin et al., 2018; 
Gutowski & Goodman, 2020; Khaw et al., 2021). Addition-
ally, the presumption of the “friendly parent” may create 
biases in parenting arrangements where one parent may pre-
sent as cooperative with legal process, yet may interfere with 
the other parent’s relationship with the child (Walker, 2020).

The research literature reveals a number of challenges 
for post-separation women who have experienced DV. Post-
separation, mothers may be held to a higher standard of 
parenting than fathers’ where they are held responsible for 
ensuring their children’s safety from and exposure to DV 
(Feresin et al., 2018; Miller & Manzer, 2021; Hughes et al., 
2015). Hughes et al. (2015) find that women experiencing 
violence shoulder inappropriate blame for the impact of 
the violence on their children, from both the child protec-
tion services and from the family law system. A woman is 
constructed as an unfit mother by the very systems that are 
designed to protect her. The court process may be used to 
police mothers; to supervise and control the mother’s par-
enting (Miller & Manzer, 2021). Mothers of young children 
may focus on protection and stability (Buchanan et al., 2014; 
Fogarty et al., 2019), forgoing their own well-being in favour 
of their children. Holt (2017) suggests that mothers may 
sense a lack of trust in their relationship with their young 
children when sending their children for parenting time with 
the offending parent. If mothers feel their children are unsafe 
in parenting arrangements, their own mental health may be 
impacted (Gutowski & Goodman, 2020; Holt, 2017; Pinto 
et al., 2019). Mothers may experience feelings of fear for 
their own and their child’s safety (Holt, 2017), and guilt, 
as they may blame themselves for their children’s difficult 
or challenging behaviours returning from parenting time 
(Laing, 2017) and children’s increased anxiety (DeVoe & 
Smith, 2002). Mothers may also perceive their young chil-
dren as having difficult temperaments (Edhborg et al., 2020), 
where their children’s routines, such as sleeping and eating 
times, are impacted when children transition between two 
home environments (DeVoe & Smith, 2002).

In addition to the concerns raised by researchers about 
the developmental needs of children ages four and under 
(McIntosh & Chisholm, 2008; McIntosh et al., 2010), fur-
ther challenges of shared parenting have been raised with 
respect to young breastfed children (Sweet & Power, 2009). 
Sweet and Power (2009) suggest that legislation that puts the 
needs of parents above the needs of children is not adhering 
to the intent of the best interests of the child when the child’s 
need to be with their mother to be breastfed is overruled by 
the legislative requirements to achieve equal parenting time.

Direct and indirect exposure to DV has been identified as 
potentially harmful to children (DeVoe & Smith, 2002; Ver 
Steegh & Dalton, 2008; Wolfe et al., 2003); this may include 
impact to their emotional well-being and developmental 

milestones (Elizabeth, 2017; Harper et al., 2018; Jaffe et al., 
2008). In Canada, child protection services may become 
involved with families who experience DV when there is risk 
of maltreatment, including physical and/or emotional harm 
(Public Health of Canada, 2019). Child protection systems 
are responsible for assessing the safety of the child, and sup-
porting the non-offending parent to ensure the child’s ongo-
ing safety and well-being (Meier & Sankaran, 2021). Yet the 
non-offending parent, often the mother, may experience the 
intervention as unhelpful if they are being constructed as an 
unfit parent when they are unable to protect children exposed 
to DV (Gutowski & Goodman, 2020; Hughes et al., 2015).

In Canada, shared parenting has become the dominant 
child custody policy debate that underpins legal judgements 
and service delivery (Bala et al., 2017; Statistics Canada, 
2012). A review of court files between 2010–2012 by the 
Department of Justice Canada affirmed that: a) in 75% of 
custody and access arrangements, parents had joint legal 
custody (20% mother sole custody, 3% father sole custody); 
and, b) in 21% of the situations, children shared at least 40% 
of their time with each parent (Bala, 2014). This shift to 
joint legal decisions and shared parenting comes without 
consensus and with little knowledge about the indicators 
that determine the success of joint custody, particularly in 
families when children are under the age of four (McIntosh 
& Chisholm, 2008; McIntosh et al., 2010) and families in 
which DV is occurring (Jaffe, 2014; blinded for review) 
where concerns of mental health and addictions may be pre-
sent. While some research has brought attention to the chal-
lenges of shared parenting for young children (McIntosh & 
Chisholm, 2008; McIntosh et al., 2010; Nielsen, 2018), these 
study designs and methodologies fail to account for different 
family formations, including demographic factors and the 
presence of DV, particularly with the mental health issues 
that this study aims to address within the Canadian context.

Given that much of the literature and research above is 
from multiple jurisdictions we systemically sought women 
in the Canadian system (across three provinces) where there 
are presumptions for shared parenting and where women 
have these arrangements. Even when courts order shared 
parenting and there is fluidity in child residency, mothers 
tend to continue to provide the majority of child care, hence 
the focus on mother influence.

Despite presumptions for shared parenting (Nielsen, 
2011), little research has been conducted hearing the moth-
er’s voice on the impact of shared parenting; literature is 
particularly scarce when shared parenting happens in situa-
tions of DV and when mothers have children under the age 
of four. The impact of shared parenting on children ages four 
and under is lacking in research studies leaving a large gap in 
our knowledge. This is significant given the shift to shared 
parenting orders in Canada (Bala et al., 2017). Given that 
much of the literature and research above originates from 
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multiple jurisdictions, we systematically sought women in 
the Canadian system (across three provinces) where there 
are presumptions for shared parenting and where women 
have these arrangements. The purpose of our study was to 
better understand the experiences of mothers of young chil-
dren (ages 4 and under) who have experienced DV and who 
are in shared parenting arrangements.

Methodology

This paper reports on the qualitative findings from a larger 
explanatory mixed methods research design. Our study used 
a survey to collect quantitative data (blinded for review). At 
the end of the survey instrument, we asked the participants 
to indicate their willingness to also complete an individual 
interview. The qualitative interview guide was developed as 
we analyzed the results of the quantitative survey, and as a 
strategy to better understand the experiences of the women 
through one-on-one interviews. The robust and extensive 
qualitative findings are shared in this paper. In the qualita-
tive portion of this study, we explore mothers’ experiences 
in shared parenting arrangements when the participants had 
experienced DV and were also caregivers of young chil-
dren, ages four and under. The study received approval from 
the ethics review boards [names of university ethics review 
boards removed for blind review].

Recruitment

Recruitment of participants originally was intended to be 
face-to-face at family court and community agencies, which 
serve mothers and young children, and mothers who have 
experienced DV (and those who have not experienced DV) 
in each of three Canadian provinces (Alberta, Manitoba, 
Ontario). We had hoped to compare the DV group with the 
non-DV group, however, only women who experienced DV 
engaged with our survey and subsequent individual inter-
views. Additionally, although over 500 people viewed and 
began completion of the survey, only 93 surveys were com-
pleted, with 100% identifying as experiencing DV. Face-to-
face recruitment has long been considered critical in devel-
oping effective recruitment strategies for mothers who have 
experienced DV (Bender, 2017; Dichter et al., 2019). The 
pandemic hit at the time that we were preparing for recruit-
ment, and we switched to on-line recruitment through adver-
tising on our project Facebook page in addition to relying on 
a spectrum of our community partners (pediatricians, fam-
ily lawyers, childcare providers, elementary school teach-
ers, mothers’ shelters) to bring awareness about our study. 
Potential participants provided their contact information for 
our research assistant to schedule an interview.

Sampling

Most participants (n = 20) were over the age of 31 (n = 13) 
with seven women between 21–30 years old. Half of the 
women reside in Alberta (n = 10), six in Ontario, and four 
in Manitoba. Four women indicated that their children were 
between 1 or 2 years old at the time of the interviews, while 
the rest (n = 16) indicated that their children were between 
3 or 4 years old. The majority of participants had more than 
a high school education with (n = 18) earning a college or 
university education, and only two having some post-sec-
ondary education. Approximately half (n = 9) of the women 
earned less than $40,000, while eight (n = 8) earned between 
$40,000-$59,999, and three (n = 3) with an annual salary 
of over $60,000. The majority of participants identified as 
Caucasian (n = 15), three identified as Metis, one identified 
as Hispanic, and one identified as Status Indian. All partici-
pants described experiences of coercive control during their 
shared parenting arrangement.

Data Collection

Individual interviews were held via the online platform, 
Zoom. Research assistants, doctoral social work students, 
conducted the interviews which lasted between one and one-
and-one half hours in length. Interviews focused on ques-
tions related to participant experiences with shared parenting 
on: day-to-day functioning, benefits and limitations, co-par-
enting, supports, disputes, communication, sense of self as a 
parent, and finances. For example, a general question about 
shared parenting was: What has been your experience of 
shared parenting with your young child and with the other 
parent? A more specific question about co-parenting was: 
How do you and your co-parent make decisions about your 
young child’s well-being?

Data Analysis

Individual interviews were audio recorded and transcribed 
verbatim. An inductive approach was used for coding, mean-
ing we developed the codes from the data rather than a pre-
existing coding frame. Thematic analysis was used to ana-
lyze narrative data (Clarke & Braun, 2017). In this form of 
data analysis, the researcher organizes the data into codes, 
categories and themes with the goal to seek patterns in the 
data (Clarke & Braun, 2017). For example, two research 
assistants coded the data and created categories indepen-
dently, then came together to agree on themes, which were 
subsequently reviewed, discussed and agreed upon with two 
researchers from the larger research team. We examined the 
data shifting from codes to categories to themes, instead of 
from codes to themes and sub-themes, and provided a fur-
ther layer of reflection and organization of the data (Braun & 
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Clarke, 2006). This allowed for description and interpreta-
tion, while keeping the codes close to the data and partici-
pant meaning. Inter-rater reliability was used to reinforce 
the trustworthiness of the findings. Two research assistants 
mined for the themes across all transcripts. Specific partici-
pant quotes were chosen to represent the identified themes.

Findings

Five key themes emerged from the interviews with mothers 
in shared parenting arrangements: 1) walking a tight-rope; 
2) navigating post-separation relationships; 3) emotional 
realities of shared parenting; 4) shared parenting outcomes; 
and, 5) structural challenges. Each theme is comprised of 
categories that will be contextualized using direct partici-
pant quotes.

Walking a Tight‑Rope

Walking a tight-rope is the first theme that emerged from 
the mothers’ interviews. Using this metaphor, these moth-
ers expressed how managing shared parenting arrangements 
with their former partners required them to maintain a con-
stant balancing act. Being on a ‘tight rope’ meant that they 
balanced their own well-being, which includes their mental 
health and safety, to ensure their children have their needs 
met and are kept safe. Two categories make up this theme: 
a) contact while experiencing abuse; and, b) managing vio-
lence through timing.

Contact while experiencing abuse One aspect of the tight 
rope balancing act was ongoing contact with the other par-
ent through shared parenting arrangements, while simulta-
neously experiencing ongoing abuse from that parent. For 
some mothers, the relationship before separation and after 
are very similar as noted here, “I feel like it's really dif-
ficult in many respects to even understand what the new 
relationship looks like” (P1). Domestic violence can loom 
heavily over the relationship even when shared parenting is 
the parenting plan as expressed by this mother, “Having a 
relationship that has domestic violence and abuse, like that's 
very much going to impact that [shared parenting]. That isn't 
separate and apart from the parenting piece” (P2).

Mothers say sharing parenting with a violent former part-
ner makes it difficult to ensure they and their children are 
safe and this mother questions whether she is able to man-
age the balance on her own, “So it’s that fine balance that I 
cannot say that I’ve achieved. I’m trying very hard to protect 
both my son and myself and sometimes I don’t feel like I’m 
doing it” (P3). Some mothers seek support from community 
service providers.

I thought he was a danger to my children. To our chil-
dren. I thought he put them at risk unnecessarily. He 
did lots of things like hurt them physically, left them 
unattended. So many things that I’ve had to deal with 
over and over again with them. Child and Family Ser-
vices and the police and everything (P5).

Managing violence through timing Shared parenting in situ-
ations of violence means women have a constant concern of 
managing safety as we see here,

I feel like it’s very difficult to chat with him because 
as soon as I open up any channel of communication, 
it now puts me at risk of him becoming abusive back 
towards me. So how do I have this channel of commu-
nication, so I know what’s going on with my son but 
not allow [ex-partner] back into my life? (P3)

Sometimes mothers have to navigate when they believe 
it is safest to have conversations with their former partner 
to ensure current and future safety of themselves and their 
children. For example, discussions when the children are 
not present, and carefully worded written communications 
as described by this participant,

So, I plan it by timing it. I try to time it in like, if it's 
going to impact his behavior. I try to time it, you know, 
maybe when the girls aren't there, because I don't want 
them to be impacted if he has some sort of reaction. 
And I sit down and I write it and I'm very careful with 
how I say things and what I say, because I know that 
everything that comes out could end up in the court-
room, so I have to be very careful, all of the time (P6)

Other times, managing violence through timing means 
that their abusive former partner uses time as a means to 
child access, providing limited notice to the mother. Here, 
she must carefully consider her response to her former part-
ner in terms of the likelihood of a violent reaction from them 
as explained here, “And if he will give me one day notice and 
I say no within less than 12 h, he’ll freak out and get really 
angry with me” (P5).

Navigating Post‑Separation Relationships

Navigating post-separation relationships in situations of DV 
with shared parenting was uniformly described as difficult by 
these mothers. Four categories make up this theme includ-
ing: a) power and control; b) differences in parenting; c) 
obstacles; and, d) communication.

Power and Control Post-separation relationships in situ-
ations of DV reflect the former partner enacting power 



226 Journal of Family Violence (2024) 39:221–233

1 3

over the mothers, which is experienced in various ways. 
Women continue to feel controlled by their former part-
ner when in shared parenting arrangements despite their 
prior decision to leave the abusive relationship, as this 
mother explains, “Yeah because the children are the 
control piece right? After they can't control you, they 
control you through the children” (P7). For one mother 
the continued control is experienced through how she 
must accommodate her former partner’s needs. This 
mother describes the day-to-day power her former part-
ner enacts over her, “Even though me and my ex-partner 
aren’t together, my life still revolves around his life. Like 
[he] gets a new job so I have to change everything in my 
life” (P8).

Another mother described how her former partner main-
tains power over her by deliberately unsettling and making 
her angry and then using her reaction to discredit her, “He 
tries to push buttons a lot, because I'm pretty emotional and 
he is completely not, so I got a lot of like, you're totally 
unstable and you're being crazy” (P9). A final mother 
expresses that her former partner uses threats and actual 
legal means to control her, “He also likes to sue me quite a 
lot.” (P4).

Differences in Parenting Differences in parenting is 
described as a loss of consistency, security, and a common 
understanding in parenting. Mothers share that their experi-
ences with shared parenting in situations of DV means that 
the inconsistency in parenting is difficult for the children, 
as seen here,

he just refuses to co-parent on any level, so there's 
no consistency from one house to the next…there's a 
lot of inconsistency, which we know is not good for 
[children] them. Um, there's no willingness to find a 
common ground at all (P6)

Another mother expresses this same sentiment this way, 
“Because kids thrive on routine and stuff. And when it’s 
totally all over the place all the time it’s hard for them” (P8).

When one parent has more power than the other, the 
mothers experience no opportunity to find common ground 
as parents, resulting in varied rules in each household, and 
leaving the children to adapt, “When you’re shared par-
enting, my opinion doesn’t matter anymore … it’s either 
butting heads or it’s different at dad’s house versus mom’s 
house” (P1).

Obstacles Restriction of finances was a common experi-
ence for the mothers and one form of coercive controlling 
behaviour used by their former partner, for example, one 
mother indicates, “I won’t give you any money unless you 

do these things” (P10). The mothers expressed how chal-
lenging it is to be solely responsible for the financial care 
of the children when their former partner chooses not to 
provide financial support, as we see here in this quote, “But 
I can’t afford to pay for everything by myself, especially 
when he doesn’t actually financially contribute” (P5).

Some women said that they didn’t realize that restrict-
ing finances was a form of DV or coercive control. Even 
after learning this from support systems, they said it can 
take time before they believe that they and the children 
have a right to financial support.

And there were these counselors and they'd be like, 
he was abusive, he was financially abusive, he left 
you destitute, he took all of your money, he left you 
in bankruptcy…And that aspect of it took so long for 
me to finally acknowledge and accept (P11)

Another significant obstacle that these women expe-
rienced in shared parenting arrangements involved the 
responsibility to protect their children and at the same 
time the responsibility to honour the court order or agree-
ment in situations of child safety. For example, women 
said their former partners struggle with issues of addic-
tion leaving them with the ongoing question of the child’s 
safety while in their ex-partner’s care as expressed by this 
mother, “he needs to be sober and that’s something that 
he is not putting much work into… that priority piece like 
putting his sobriety first so that she's [child] safe” (P12).

The women said that the necessary communication 
between two parents in a shared parenting arrangement is 
another way for their former partner to express violence 
toward them and they have to navigate that during the writ-
ten and verbal interactions. For example, these two women 
share that written communication through email does not 
ensure their safety from violence, “I would say probably 
50/50 to email me like a normal concern versus like an 
angry diatribe rant” (P13), and here,

I dread every piece of correspondence that I send … 
even if it's about time that worries me. And because 
I don't know how it will be received, what mood I'm 
going to get from him. Sometimes it's like perfectly 
fine…and then it'll be an explosion. There's no pre-
dictability (P4)

Some women have found that they require the support 
of a mediator to help manage the post separation commu-
nications to stop the toxic responses that they receive from 
their former partner, “And we communicate only via email 
that way and when that doesn’t work, we go to mediation. 
Unfortunately, it [mediation] costs a lot but communica-
tion is really toxic otherwise without that person assisting 
us” (P5).
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Emotional Realities of Shared Parenting

When mothers experience coercive control from the co-
parent there are greater risks to the mother and child’s emo-
tional well-being. Four categories comprise this theme: a) 
disconnect; b) shaming and guilt; c) fear; and, d) anxiety.

Disconnect Mothers say they must pick battles and find 
ways to disconnect emotionally while experiencing ongo-
ing DV and coercive control. One mother expresses, “I don’t 
think it’s healthy to give him that control to put me back in a 
place of vulnerability” (P3). Because shared parenting dur-
ing ongoing violence is so difficult, women experience their 
disconnect in a number of ways. For example, this mother 
allows time to dissipate the emotional impact, “I never com-
municated my feeling and if I feel anything like at all I sit 
on it for, until I don't feel anything, so sometimes it takes 
days” (P13). Other mothers expressed a disconnect with the 
whole notion of shared parenting when they consider their 
realities of how parenting is carried out with an imbalance 
of parenting responsibilities, as we see here,

stressful, frustrating, unconventional, always chang-
ing. Um, yeah, it's, I know the term shared parenting, 
but I feel like it's, I'm doing everything and he's just 
a second person who equally shares her love but does 
nothing (P12)

Shaming and Guilt Many of the mothers expressed feel-
ings of guilt as they receive constant reminders from their 
former partners that they are not a ‘good enough’ parent. 
This first mother speaks of shame, “I don't think it's right 
if he says this is how you are as a parent. He shames me” 
(P10). While these next two mothers reflect the self doubt 
that can come from the ongoing shaming they experience, 
“At times I really question and have a lot of self-doubt and 
I feel guilty and I don't think I'm doing a good job” (P14), 
and, “I doubt myself every day. I don't think that I'm doing 
a good job” (P12).

Fear Fear is a common feeling expressed by these moth-
ers. The ongoing nature of violence from their former 
partner is expressed in general and in specific terms as 
we see here, “[he would] yell at me in front of the kids 
when we were having any type of exchange and [he] 
came into my condo building, kicking open an elevator 
door, [the children] were like hiding behind me” (P13). 
Remembering past and experiencing ongoing violence 
from their former partners leaves the mothers frightened 
to send their child alone to be cared for with the child’s 
safety unknown, “I’m also so scared to let this man have 
access. Because he lives alone so when that door closes, 
no one but him and God knows what happens behind 

it. And for someone that has a history of being abusive 
towards me … I’m so scared for what happens to this 
kid” (P3).

The fear expressed by the women went beyond the acts 
of violence and spoke to the trauma they experience from 
the violence, “There was a power dynamic problem…he 
could come into a room and look great. I don't come off 
well, right? Because I'm terrified. I'm shaking” (P7). The 
fear leaves this mother terrified and shaking; without this 
fear the partner in contrast seems more fit to be a partner and 
maybe not even abusive to outside persons.

Anxiety Similar to the fear experience, many women spoke 
of the anxiety from the day-to-day interactions of shared 
parenting with a former partner who is violent and exer-
cises coercive controlling behaviors. Anxiety about having 
enough money to provide for the children, “He's like, super 
adamant that he's not going to pay anything. So that's part 
of my, I think I have anxiety about the support aspect” (P9), 
and will the other parent ensure the children are safe while in 
their care, “And even when I broach like, Are you going out 
with [the child]? Is [the child] wearing a mask? He wasn’t 
doing any of the precautions. So that makes me really anx-
ious because that’s the unknown” (P3). The anxiety builds 
over time and can be overwhelming for the women, mani-
festing in anxiety attacks, “I really used to struggle though. 
I would have anxiety. I had anxiety attacks all the time when 
they were gone” (P5).

Shared Parenting Outcomes

This theme represents what mothers expressed about the 
outcomes of shared parenting both for their children and for 
themselves. The categories are: a) child development; and, 
b) mother’s mental health.

Child Development There are a number of complicating fac-
tors that influence the impact on the children including their 
young age and development, as well as the environment of 
ongoing violence. This mother expresses how their young 
child has responded to shared parenting, “The clingy is very 
real. … he cannot let me go” (P15). The shared parenting 
arrangements may have been made to accommodate the par-
ents, yet young children are not always able to manage the 
emotional requirements that may be imposed by the child’s 
other parent.

With little people, little problems feel bigger. And I 
mean emotionally, there's a whole emotional side...
like the kids have never been allowed to call me when 
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they're there. And if we try to call dad when they're 
here, he doesn't answer the phone. So, it's been hard to 
kind of create like one life for [these] little people (P7)

Mothers expressed that the children return from time 
with their other parent looking stressed, expressing through 
their behaviour the unsettledness and insecurity that they 
experience. Here is how one mother has observed her young 
child over the last year and a half since the shared parenting 
arrangement began,

She was 18 months when we separated…she’s three 
and a half now…when she comes back, I get all of 
the, like, transition breakdown, emotional release stuff, 
coming home to the safe place. So, um, a lot of our 
time is spent kind of like recovering from whatever, 
recoup[ing], putting her back together (P6)

Another mother has observed similar outcomes in her 
child’s behaviour in terms of the stress he experiences and 
how his responses are more aggressive,

You can see like he does get stressed out by and I do 
think like he, when he comes back, the mornings after 
he comes back from his dad's place are challenging, 
you could tell he's like he pushes a little bit more, like 
he kind of doesn't want to listen, like he's three so…
there's little things where I can tell like is stressful to 
him (P9)

Mother’s Mental Health Mothers shared that they experi-
ence trauma while enduring ongoing contact with the other 
parent, which can have an impact on their own ability to 
parent, as these mothers indicate, “these situations impact us 
as people and then impact how we parent at times, especially 
if there's been this contact that's like not good…triggering 
a past experience” (P2), and “I struggle with PTSD from 
what happened there. And I mean a lot of things. But it's a 
constant stressor. I get sick just hearing my email notifica-
tion” (P7).

The outcomes of violence can have long lasting 
impacts on the mothers. Shared parenting means they 
will need to sort out some strategies to cope with their 
past experiences if they are to successfully navigate 
ongoing contact through the shared parenting relation-
ships, “I’m definitely going to need to do some therapy 
just on my own. Just to kind of get some coping strategies 
and be able to move past this and how do I protect myself 
from this hurt?” (P3).

Structural Challenges

Professionals from the legal and social service fields are 
often involved when shared parenting arrangements are 
created. Four categories describe mothers’ experiences 
navigating these systems when they have young chil-
dren and have experienced violence, including: a) mom 
blame; b) mom silenced; c) litigation abuse; and, d) lack 
of accountability.

Mom Blame Mothers said they felt blamed by the profes-
sionals when they tried to express concerns about their expe-
riences of violence from their former partner. This mother 
shared an example of feeling blamed by a judge, “The judge 
didn't give me first right of refusal because he created a case 
that I'm a, like a micromanager” (P6). This next mother 
spoke of feeling blamed by a child welfare worker when she 
asked about how they will intervene in future concerns of 
child safety,

When this happens next time, what are we going to 
do about it? And it was a gentleman [child welfare 
worker], and he sort of said, if you work on being a 
better friend with [co-parent], I don’t think you’ll 
have these problems (P3).

Mom silenced Mothers describe how they have been 
silenced from talking about the violence as they try to navi-
gate the legal and social service systems,

I have been 100% silenced in the legal system… It's 
been very traumatizing… I feel like I've never been 
allowed to be like, we have a power dynamic here. 
There is very clearly a power dynamic. And why is 
that not a problem for anybody (P7).

In this next example, the mother is silenced when the 
court simply refuses to acknowledge violence without 
physical evidence, “And the court was like, Oh if he’s 
such a bad father, why can’t we see it? And I’m like, He’s 
an abusive, manipulative man” (P3). Some mothers have 
looked to the community for support and still they can feel 
their experiences are unheard and they were offered little 
by way of support, “I’ve almost always had to have the 
police or Child and Family Services or a mediator inter-
vene. And to be honest, I don’t think it’s always heard” 
(P5). A common expression from the mothers is a desire 
to be heard and to have their concerns validated and acted 
upon so that they and their children can be safe, “Yeah, 
the legal system is not working for us at all. I just want to 
get in front of the judge. I just want to be heard. Because 
what’s going on now is not the best for my kids, it’s not 
the best for me” (P8).
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Litigation Abuse A number of women said the coercive con-
trolling behaviours of their former partner include, ongoing 
litigation where they present one way to the court and quite 
another to the mom,

And then to have authorities and the court system not 
believe that, it’s been stressful…To have him come to 
court and look like a rational, reasonable man and then 
he’s threatening me when we leave the courthouse (P3)

The mothers say that litigation is just another means for 
their former partner to enact coercive control over her, which 
is supported through the legal system, “And the way my 
lawyer explained it is that basically he can do whatever the 
blank he wants and he’ll just like… I’ll keep getting called 
back to court, keep getting called back to court” (P8). Using 
litigation abuse, their former partner is permitted countless 
recurrences in court regardless of their follow through of a 
prior agreement or order, whereas, the mothers say they are 
expected to follow the agreement, “And so I think that if he 
followed the agreement that would go a long way towards 
building trust. Because if I did the same thing, I would be 
penalized for it” (P7).

Lack of Accountability Mothers expressed concern about 
the lack of accountability within the legal system, as those 
in positions of power make decisions, yet, they are not held 
responsible for the outcomes. For example, DV has not been 
understood well in relation to shared parenting arrangements 
as this mother explains, “I do think there needs to be more 
education, again on even for that parenting coordinator to 
understand, because there seems to be this very widespread 
belief that there are separate issues [domestic violence and 
shared parenting]” (P2). Further, this mother expressed that 
the child’s developmental needs have been ignored in favour 
of shared parenting arrangements,

When there is a primary caregiver in place prior to a 
separation, that needs to be the absolute first and fore-
most consideration when a parenting plan is made… 
Because breaking that primary attachment with a car-
egiver with, like suddenly, and without any co-par-
enting was very damaging to my three-year-old, like 
emotionally and physically. I think that that experience 
for her will have lifelong effects (P6)

Lastly, once shared parenting orders are made, there are 
no mechanisms in place to ensure that the needs of children 
are being met, as this mother expresses, “There's no one out 
there making parents do a good job of coparenting for the 
sake of their children” (P7).

Discussion

Based on analyses of the in-depth experiences of these 20 
mothers, we derived five themes that together illustrate the 
difficulties encountered by mothers with young children 
in shared parenting arrangements with partners who enact 
abusive and controlling behaviours. These women made 
choices to leave their partners to separate them from the 
daily physical abuse or control that was exercised in the 
relationship. Shared parenting arrangements that are regu-
larly imposed in Canada family law systems require that 
these women maintain continued contact and attempt to 
communicate about their children with these former part-
ners. This emerged saliently through the interviews as a cen-
tral theme, walking a tight rope. This metaphor described 
the difficult balancing act that these mothers maintained to 
adhere to the required relationship (co-parent, themselves 
and children). The balancing act is necessary within shared 
parenting arrangements where children spend substantial 
time in two households and where mothers manage the con-
tinued controlling tactics and unpredictable behaviour of 
that other co-parent even after the formal relationship ends.

A second key theme, navigating post-separation 
relationships captured these experiences as the mothers 
described how the need to be in continued contact with 
the co-parent to manage the shared parenting arrange-
ments provided multiple opportunities for their former 
partners to control them. The mothers describe the vari-
ous ways this has occurred, including insisting that moth-
ers accommodate to their needs and schedules, changing 
rules and routines for children, returning to court mul-
tiple times, refusing to contribute to pay for children’s 
needs or activities, and unpredictable and angry commu-
nication. These post-separation patterns are reflected in 
various research literature (Gutowski & Goodman, 2020; 
Laing, 2017; Letourneau et al., 2012; Miller & Manzer, 
2021). Poignant for this group of mothers is the young 
age of their children, 4 years old and under, which means 
that they will be required to live with and manage these 
difficulties and coercive control until their children are 
much older. What’s more, the children themselves must 
endure these unhealthy environments.

What is crucial to understand is that even with the 
efforts of these perpetrating partners, it is legal and court 
processes and custody outcomes, particularly shared 
parenting arrangements, that provide the tools through 
which coercive control can be extended (Feresin et al., 
2018; Galántai et al., 2019). The theme, structural chal-
lenges, describes how these mothers felt silenced by legal 
actors and systems that refused to recognize or acknowl-
edge the violence which has occurred, and the ongoing 
control and manipulation from their former partners. 
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Ultimately, many of these mothers concluded that the 
family law legal system is not accountable, as they are 
left to struggle within these arrangements risking their 
own continued well-being and that of their children.

Similar themes and metaphors are described in an Aus-
tralian study (Laing, 2017) of 22 women who experienced 
a form of secondary victimization, as they were discour-
aged from voicing allegations of DV into post-divorce 
decision-making because courts and judges will not hear 
these experiences, leaving these women to decide what 
should and should not be disclosed to achieve safe parent-
ing arrangements. At the same time, the women had to 
ensure that they do not become viewed as an unfriendly 
parent who is trying to undermine or sever the relation-
ship between the children and the other parent (Meier & 
Sankaran, 2021; Sheehy & Boyd, 2020). Without recogni-
tion of the past DV that was present in the relationship, 
when decisions about parenting arrangements are made, 
the mothers in our study stated that they were blamed 
for the difficulties in the continued relationship with the 
other parent; further allowing the former partner to use 
ongoing legal process to continue harassment.

The remaining themes, emotional realities of shared 
parenting, and shared parenting outcomes describe 
the impact of these shared parenting arrangements for 
the mothers and their young children. Central to these 
themes were experiences of continued fear and anxiety 
that arose directly from the continued contact they and 
their children had with the co-parent. For example, the 
angry, aggressive, and unpredictable behaviours of that 
person; these kind of experiences are also documented 
in post-separation study by Holt (2017). The mothers 
described fear that resulted from being directly yelled 
at when exchanging children or concerns about their 
children’s safety when in the care of the other parent. 
Through the interviews, the mothers in our study also 
described the impact of these arrangements on their 
mental health. Anxiety was described as arising from 
the unpredictable nature of the continued interactions 
with the other co-parent whether directly in person or 
by email. The women noted the accumulation of these 
experiences and the ongoing concerns about their chil-
dren’s direct safety and well-being when in the care 
of the co-parent. The concerns around post-separation 
DV and experiencing mental health concerns has been 
documented by several other studies (e.g., Ellis et al., 
2021; Moulding et al., 2015). Importantly, mothers in 
our study expressed concerns for their children’s devel-
opment. Mothers spoke about the difficulties of young 
children shifting between different homes and experi-
encing different parenting styles and how their young 
children returned from the other parent’s home seem-
ing stressed, unsettled, and insecure or clingy. Similar 

findings have been documented of children experiencing 
a range of emotional and behavioural experiences when 
mothers experience DV (e.g., DeVoe & Smith, 2002; 
Harper et al., 2018); other studies have found that when 
children did not witness DV, there was still a negative 
impact to their developmental well-being (Katz, 2016).

Limitations

Limitations include a small (n = 20) number of qualita-
tive interviews. Another limitation of the sample is the 
lack of ethno-racial diversity, as most women described 
themselves as Caucasian (n = 15) and as having middle 
or higher incomes (n = 10). Although we initially sought 
to interview women who had experienced violence and 
abuse from their former partners and those had not, the 
mothers who agreed to be interviewed had all experienced 
forms of DV.

Lessons Learned and Implications for Future 
Research

Our findings add to the now growing body of research and 
literature that demonstrates the difficulties encountered by 
women who experienced violence from former partners in 
the family law system and the shared parenting arrange-
ments that are often imposed. What is clear from our find-
ings based on these women’s stories is that courts and 
helping institutions can support or thwart mothers’ efforts 
to protect their children (Barnett, 2015; Douglas, 2018; 
Elizabeth, 2017; Miller & Manzer, 2021; Morton et al., 
2021). Across these studies, the difficulties for women 
are described as stemming first from a lack of training 
for legal professionals on the complexities and dynam-
ics of relationships where DV and coercive control have 
occurred (Koshan et al., 2020; Meier & Sankaran, 2021; 
Miller & Manzer, 2021). This lack of specific training and 
education continues even though family law disputes fea-
ture allegations of DV and child maltreatment (Sheehy & 
Boyd, 2020), with court systems having significant deci-
sion-making authority into the lives of individuals bring-
ing these allegations (Miller & Manzer, 2021). Into this 
lack of understanding, Miller and Manzer (2021) stipulate 
that the normative assumptions held by those working in 
these systems, including gendered, raced, and classed par-
enting ideals, hold mothers more responsible for assuring 
the well-being of children.

Missing from the research literature are empirical stud-
ies of women with children ages 4 and under, in shared 
parenting relationships and who have experienced DV. 
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This study incorporates this group of participants add-
ing to the research literature our understanding of how 
shared parenting relationships are experienced day-to-day 
for these women. We believe it is significant that when 
attempting to recruit for women with young children in 
shared parenting arrangements, that only those who had 
experienced DV came forward. It raises for us the ques-
tion of the level of violence that is occurring in ongoing 
shared parenting arrangements where DV was occurring 
pre-separation. Given what we know about the damaging 
effects of DV on young children, we believe it is critical to 
further this work exploring women of diversity and with a 
more robust number of participants.

In March 2021, Canada amended its Divorce Act to spe-
cifically include family violence and coercive control when 
determinations about children’s best interests and parent-
ing arrangements are made (blinded for review; Lux & 
Gill, 2021). This raises questions about the factors a court 
should consider in this decision-making such as history of 
the relationship, frequency or severity of violence, and what 
supports are needed post-divorce. Moreover, Lux and Gill 
(2021) assert that this inclusion requires that specific screen-
ing for DV and coercive control be implemented, yet there 
is no agreed-upon and empirically validated tool or instru-
ment. Family law professionals will need to understand DV 
as complex and at times contradictory narratives rather than 
discrete incidence or events and recognize how perpetra-
tors can and do use the process of the system to continue 
to harass and control their former partners (Laing, 2017; 
Letourneau et al., 2012; Lux & Gill, 2021).

Shifts in legislation may not always translate into a shift 
in the culture of practice (Douglas, 2018); court systems 
may allow for coercive control to be maintained due to a 
lack of coordination of systems (Douglas, 2018) or mothers’ 
being silenced about their experiences (Feresin et al., 2018). 
Existing examination of Canadian judges’ decision-making 
in cases involving allegations of DV demonstrate that there 
were few cases in which judges demonstrated understand-
ing of the nature of DV or considered these allegations in 
decisions-making about parenting arrangements (Sheehy & 
Boyd, 2020). An additional challenge is that these amend-
ments are inserted into divorce legislation that continues to 
require judges to consider as much parenting time with each 
parent as is consistent with children’s best interests (maxi-
mum parenting provision) and the willingness of each parent 
to facilitate the development and maintenance of the rela-
tionships between the child and the other parents (friendly 
parent provision; Sheehy & Boyd, 2020). The family law 
system does not have a new bag of tricks – education for 
judges and others, safer mediation processes. The experience 
from other jurisdictions (Laing, 2017) is that these limited 
initiatives did not work in that context.

Although Lux and Gill (2021) emphatically state that 
shared parenting is not advisable when DV and coercive 
control has occurred (and is likely to continue), as these 
behaviors are not in children’s best interests, the authors do 
not offer alternative to this normative arrangement. In order 
to learn more, we require more diverse samples of women 
to understand how varied voices and experiences of mothers 
who have experienced DV continue to navigate the relation-
ships with former partners through shared parenting arrange-
ments. Inclusion of mothers’ experiences of shared parenting 
where violence has not occurred in the relationship, would 
provide additional data and findings about family situations 
where these arrangements do work well.

Some authors note the difficulty of systems in which there 
are separate social and legal systems to address DV that 
occurs within families, including distinct parts of legal sys-
tem; civil and criminal courts (Meier & Sankaran, 2021). 
Victims and offenders are left to navigate individually 
complex systems that vary in norms about the seriousness 
and admissibility of evidence of DV (Hughes et al., 2015). 
Within Canada, these court and family law systems also vary 
across federal and provincial levels/jurisdictions (Koshan 
et al., 2020). Whereas child welfare systems address child 
maltreatment, concerns have been raised about the ‘failure to 
protect’ responses to mothers who have abused by partners 
in this system (Meier & Sankaran, 2021). Alternately, family 
law systems regularly hear allegations of both DV and child 
abuse and are tasked to make decisions in children’s best 
interests (Meier & Sankaran, 2021). Family laws systems 
have incorporated various reforms to address DV, but not 
explicitly address child maltreatment (Meier & Sankaran, 
2021). Meier and Sankaran (2021) conclude that ironically, 
each court system looks to the other with presumptions in 
family law systems that child maltreatment will have been 
investigated in that system and child welfare systems assume 
that the truth of child maltreatment will be determined in 
civil litigation. No coordination of criminal courts (charges, 
undertakings, etc.) with either system presume the other will 
deal with issues of child abuse/maltreatment.

Conclusion

Mothers in our study revealed that the most significant dif-
ficulty of shared parenting arrangements is felt when women 
and young children are expected to maintain continued and 
close contact with a co-parent who exercised violence and 
control within the relationship. Participants in our study said 
that the perpetrators continue to engage in coercive control-
ling strategies. Through review of the literature and the state-
ments made by the women who participated in our study, it 
is evident that coercive controlling behaviours are occurring 
in shared parenting arrangements for many women. Indeed, 
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every woman in our study with young children and in shared 
parenting arrangements continued to experience coercive 
controlling behaviours from their former partner despite our 
efforts to also recruit women for whom domestic violence 
was not present. The impact of coercive controlling behav-
iours in shared parenting arrangements on women and young 
children requires further study in relation to women with 
young children in shared parenting arrangements who have 
not experienced domestic violence and from diverse women 
to better inform the legal community on shared parenting 
arrangements for young children. The findings even from 
this small sample should however, alert us to the possibility 
that shared parenting arrangements may not be appropriate 
or safe in situations where DV occurred pre-separation.
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