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Caught in the crossfire abused mothers’ struggles to navigate the 
Swedish domestic violence shelter system
Sandra Andersson

Department of Social and Psychological Studies, Karlstad University, Karlstad, Sweden

ABSTRACT
In this article, I apply institutional ethnography and the ‘generous’ con-
cept of work to explore the strategies that abused mothers use to navi-
gate the Swedish domestic violence shelter system. The article is based on 
qualitative interviews with eight women who have stayed in domestic 
violence shelters with their children. The analysis shows that the mothers 
enter a contradictory and gendered system in which their parenting skills 
are scrutinized and questioned, and demands for father-child contact 
coexist with demands to protect the children from their violent father. 
To navigate these institutional practices, mothers maintained a facade in 
front of the social services and shelter staff, sought allies within the system 
and tried to facilitate father-child contact without compromising the 
safety of their children. Mothers also spent a considerable amount of 
time trying to mobilize the system to help their children.

ARTICLE HISTORY 
Received 28 June 2023  
Accepted 22 January 2024 

KEYWORDS 
Domestic violence shelters; 
abused mothers; social 
services; child protection 
services; institutional 
ethnography

Introduction

Over the past two decades, a small but growing body of research has explored the experiences of 
mothers living with domestic violence in Anglo-Saxon (Lapierre 2021) and Nordic countries (e.g. 
Bjørnholt 2021; Eriksson 2003; Nikupeteri 2017b). Coupled with studies of the policies and 
practices of welfare agencies working with abused women and children, this research provides 
valuable insights into the lived realities of abused mothers and the challenges they may face in their 
encounters with the welfare service system. The picture that emerges is one of a fragmented system, 
where different welfare agencies use different approaches to handle domestic violence and its 
victims (Hester 2011). Furthermore, the system is underpinned by ‘processes of gendering that 
are situating women as culpable victims’ (Hester 2011, 850). This means that abused mothers who 
have multiple contacts within the welfare service system may receive conflicting messages about 
how to deal with their situation (Eriksson 2007; Hester 2011), and their mothering practices may be 
criticized and monitored by the practitioners who are supposed to help them (McDonald-Harker  
2021).

While previous research has provided crucial knowledge about the contradictory and 
mother-blaming practices of welfare agencies, little is known about the ways in which abused 
mothers respond to, and cope with, such practices. The research that does exist has mainly 
focused on abused mothers’ interactions with a single welfare agency (e.g. Fauci and 
Goodman 2020; Jarnkvist 2019). The knowledge about the strategies they use to handle the 
practices of multiple welfare agencies is thus limited. In the present article, this issue is 
addressed from the standpoint of mothers who have stayed in domestic violence shelters in 
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Sweden. These mothers enter an institutional field consisting of domestic violence shelters 
and social service units that provide protection and support to abused women and children. 
In the article, I refer to this institutional field as the domestic violence shelter system, 
pointing to the intersecting work processes and courses of action that take place in various 
shelters, adult social services and child protection services (DeVault and McCoy 2006). The 
aim of the article is to explore the strategies that abused mothers use to navigate the domestic 
violence shelter system and how these strategies relate to, and are shaped by, the institutional 
practices within this system.

Previous research on abused mothers and their encounters with welfare services

Fathers’ violence against mothers involves a range of physical, emotional, financial and sexual 
abuse, as well as distinct tactics used to attack women’s mothering and the mother-child relation-
ship (Heward-Belle 2017; Lapierre 2021). These attacks may include abusive behaviour towards the 
child, violent acts against the mother in front of the child, undermining of the mother’s authority 
and withholding of financial resources to provide for the child (e.g. Fogarty et al. 2021; Lapierre  
2010a; Radford and Hester 2006). Moreover, the abuser may accuse the woman of being an unfit 
mother and threaten to report her to child protection services (Lapierre 2010a). This is particularly 
common when the mother suffers from mental illness or substance abuse. In this case, the abuser 
may portray her as both a ‘bad’ and a ‘mad’ mother (Heward-Belle 2017).

The systematic attacks on the mother-child relationship may counteract women’s childrearing 
practices and make them feel that they have lost control over their mothering (Lapierre 2010a). 
Nevertheless, abused mothers do what they can to protect their children and create stability and 
routines in their everyday lives (e.g. Hauge and Kiamanesh 2020; Lapierre 2010b; Radford and 
Hester 2006; Wendt, Buchanan, and Moulding 2015). Despite this, they often accuse themselves of 
not being protective enough and of being a bad and blameworthy parent (Lapierre 2010a; Radford 
and Hester 2006). In addition, they risk being blamed by their children for failure to protect 
(Moulding, Buchanan, and Wendt 2015). This mother-blame and self-blame is rooted in 
a mothering discourse that expects mothers to be loving caregivers who support and protect their 
children and always put their needs first (Lapierre 2010b; Moulding, Buchanan, and Wendt 2015). 
These expectations can be hard to meet for mothers who are living with a violent partner and 
therefore ‘mother outside the socially constructed boundaries of ´good mothering´’ (McDonald- 
Harker 2021, 256).

Studies show that this mothering discourse is present in the child protection work in several 
Anglo-Saxon and Nordic countries. For instance, Stewart and Arnull (2023, 643) points out that 
child protection services in England and Wales expect abused mothers to be ‘caregivers whose jobs 
it is to protect children. If they do not do this, they have failed’. These findings are consistent with 
those of other studies which demonstrate that child protection services hold mothers solely 
accountable for the safety and well-being of the children. Thus, women’s mothering and ability 
to protect their children are under surveillance, while the fathers’ responsibility to end the violence 
is overlooked (e.g. Bredal and Stefansen 2022; Hughes, Chau, and Vokrri 2016; Lapierre 2010a; 
Nikupeteri 2017a). This is particularly evident in cases where mothers are given the ‘leave ultima-
tum’, which means ‘leave the abuser or we will take your children into care’ (Douglas and Walsh  
2010; Keeling and Van Wormer 2012; Stewart and Arnull 2023). This approach is analogous with 
the abusers’ coercive behaviour (Keeling and Van Wormer 2012). Furthermore, it fails to recognize 
the mothers own protective strategies (Lapierre 2010b) and the fact that domestic violence often 
continues post separation (e.g. Holt 2017; Nikupeteri 2017b).

Post-separation violence is made possible by court-ordered father-child contact arrangements, 
which allow the violent father to maintain control over the mother by seeking information about 
her whereabouts, attacking the mother-child relationship and making false reports of child mal-
treatment (e.g. Bjørnholt 2021; Holt 2017; Thiara and Humphreys 2017). Moreover, the father-child 
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contact is a paradox because it contradicts the child protection workers’ demands to safeguard the 
children. Instead, the court orders the mother to facilitate contact between father and child (Hester  
2011). Otherwise, she might be blamed for sabotaging the father-child relationship (Lapierre 2021).

In Sweden, abused mothers face similar contradictions in their encounters with the social 
services and family law system. For instance, family law secretaries and child protection workers 
may have conflicting views about whether the children should see their father or be protected from 
him (Eriksson 2007), or the district court may grant a father visitation rights even though his 
children are living in a domestic violence shelter with their mother (Skoog Waller 2022). In 
addition, the shelter stay can be interpreted as an attempt to damage the father-child relationship. 
Thus, abused mothers’ efforts to protect their children by seeking help from social services are 
turned against them in the family law system (Andersson and Beckman 2022). However, there are 
some practices that are common to both child protection services and the family law system. One 
such practice is the different demands placed on mothers and fathers, where a father may be 
considered a suitable parent despite his violent behaviour, while the mother’s parenting skills are 
questioned. Especially if she is unable to protect the children from their father (Eriksson 2007; 
Mattsson 2017; Münger 2016) or if the violence has a significant impact on her health (Jarnkvist  
2019). Furthermore, the violence may be downplayed or framed as a parental conflict in child 
welfare and custody investigations (Münger 2016; Skoog Waller 2022). These practices echo the 
mother-blame that has been identified in the international research mentioned above (e.g. Douglas 
and Walsh 2010; Stewart and Arnull 2023).

The institutional scrutiny of abused women’s mothering has been further explored in the context 
of domestic violence shelters. In this context, women carry out their mothering under ‘the gaze of 
others’ (Gengler 2011). That is, their child rearing practices and parenting skills are observed and 
assessed by the shelter staff (Fauci and Goodman 2020; Hauge and Kiamanesh 2020; Krane and 
Davies 2007) as well as by an external audience of child protection workers and representatives of 
the family law system, to whom the shelter staff report their observations (Gengler 2011; Henze- 
Pedersen and Järvinen 2021). This means that although abused mothers may feel supported during 
their shelter stay, they may be reluctant to communicate their parenting needs for fear that this 
information will be used against them in a child welfare investigation or custody proceeding (Fauci 
and Goodman 2020; Gengler 2011). Furthermore, mothers may feel controlled when shelter staff 
interfere with their parenting by correcting their behaviour, teaching them ‘appropriate’ parenting 
techniques, or enforcing rules that are not in line with their own parenting approach (Fauci and 
Goodman 2020; Gengler 2011; Krane and Davies 2007). Such shelter practices have been inter-
preted as a reflection of the abuser’s surveillance and control (Gengler 2011). Moreover, they collide 
with the empowerment practices of the shelters (Fauci and Goodman 2020).

Domestic violence shelters in Sweden

In Sweden, the first shelters for abused women were established in 1978. The number of shelters 
grew rapidly, and by the 1990s, the women’s shelters had grown into a social movement, campaign-
ing against men’s violence and providing refuge and other low-threshold services to its victims. 
Shelter services were based on anonymity and female solidarity and were provided by volunteers 
(Eduards 1997). However, services were mainly women-centred. Services for children were rare and 
did not develop until the 2000s (Enander, Holmberg, and Lindgren 2013).

Today, there are 282 domestic violence shelters in Sweden. About half of them are run by non- 
profit women’s shelters and 9% are municipal shelters. The remaining shelters are owned by private 
companies. Most shelters provide services for both women and children, and some have staff who 
work specifically with children and their mothers. Yet, services vary from one shelter to another, as 
does the accommodation, which can be either a shared residence or a self-contained apartment with 
access to employed social workers and volunteers (NBHW 2020).
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A shelter stay is usually granted by the social services, which are legally obliged to consider the 
support needs of abused women (SFS 2001, 453) and to provide services if deemed necessary after 
investigation and risk assessment (HSLF-FS 2022, 39). This means that social services cover the 
costs for sheltered accommodation, and the shelters work on behalf of the social services. Domestic 
violence shelters have thus become social service providers and are regulated by the Social Services 
Act (2001:453) and its quality requirements (NBHW 2012). This has led to an increased professio-
nalization of non-profit women’s shelters, affecting their work with abused mothers (Enander, 
Holmberg, and Lindgren 2013). For instance, a decision from social services is mandatory for 
women with accompanying children, while single women can stay in a women’s shelter without 
contacting social services, at least for a limited period (Helmersson 2017). Furthermore, the duty to 
report concern of child maltreatment requires shelter staff to act against mothers wishes if it is 
deemed necessary to ensure the protection of the children (Enander, Holmberg, and Lindgren  
2013). This has been interpreted as a breach of the ideals of anonymity and female solidarity that 
have traditionally been the hallmark of Swedish women’s shelters (Enander, Holmberg, and 
Lindgren 2013; Helmersson 2017).

Theoretical and methodological framework

In the article, I use institutional ethnography (IE) as a theoretical and methodological framework. 
IE is a sociology and method of inquiry that is grounded in the actualities of people’s lives. As such, 
IE draws attention to people’s experiences and the activities they carry out in their everyday lives. 
However, within IE, it is not the people themselves who are the object of inquiry (Smith 2005). 
Instead, people’s experiences and activities are used as an entry point into the institutional processes 
that shape what they experience, do, think and feel (DeVault and McCoy 2006). The aim is to figure 
out how these institutional processes operate and form the basis of people’s experiences. In this way, 
IE makes visible the interface between institutions and people’s everyday lives (McCoy 2006).

Following the institutional ethnographic approach, I started my research by adopting 
a standpoint within the domestic violence shelter system. That is, I chose a position from which 
to begin my inquiry (Nilsen and Breimo 2023). The decision to take the standpoint of abused 
women was an easy one, since I was interested in how the system works for them. However, it was 
not until I met the women and learned about their mothering work that women’s standpoint 
became mothers’ standpoint. The reference to women’s mothering work that I make here is based 
on IE’s ‘generous’ conception of work, where work refers to anything people do that requires time, 
effort, competence and thought (Smith 2005). This definition of work encompasses a range of 
physical, emotional and mental activities that people perform in their workplaces and everyday 
lives, including activities that may not be recognized as work in the everyday usage of the word, 
such as mothering (Smith and Griffith 2022). Within IE, work is used as an orienting concept that 
directs attention to people’s everyday activities and the ways in which these activities are hooked 
into and shaped by institutional work processes (DeVault and McCoy 2006; McCoy 2006). In my 
research, the ‘generous’ concept of work proved useful in exploring the connections between abused 
women’s mothering work and the institutional practices within the domestic violence shelter 
system.

Data collection and analysis

The findings presented in this article are based on interviews with eight women, aged 28–48, who 
have stayed in domestic violence shelters with their children at some point between 2018 and 2020. 
Some women stayed in non-profit women’s shelters, while others stayed in municipal or private 
shelters. The women stayed in the shelters between 2 and 17 months. Four women had stayed in 
a shelter more than once, ranging from two to three times. At the time of the interview, all women 
were separated from their violent partner, who was also the father of their child(ren).
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The women were recruited through ads posted on social media and distributed by 
domestic violence shelters, counselling centres and networks for abused women. In this 
way, I got in touch with 18 women. Ten of them agreed to participate in the study. Eight 
of the women were mothers. It is the experiential accounts of these women that are analysed 
in the article.

The mothers were citizens of Sweden (6) or another Nordic country (2), and had lived in both 
urban and rural municipalities before moving to the shelter. The majority of mothers were either 
working (6) or on parental leave (1), while one was financially dependent on her violent partner. 
The mothers had between one and four children. In total, they brought 17 children aged 0–21 to the 
shelters, with an average age of 7 years.

All women were interviewed in the summer of 2021. The interviews lasted 1–2 hours and were 
audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, I conducted the 
interviews digitally using Zoom. The digital interview format involved some technical challenges, 
such as minor disruptions to sound quality. However, this was quickly resolved and did not affect 
the quality of the interviews. In fact, Zoom proved to be useful for interviewing women who is living 
under protection, as it allowed them to participate in the study without revealing their current 
location.

During the interviews, I was committed to learning about women’s work as service users in 
the domestic violence shelter system; how this work was done, what thoughts and feelings it 
involved, and how it was coordinated with the work of others (Nilsen and Breimo 2023). The 
interviews made me aware of the work done specifically by mothers in relation to the domestic 
violence shelter system, and I decided to explore this work further. To do this, I read the 
interview transcripts several times, looking for descriptions of the informants’ mothering work. 
During these readings, I posed analytical questions to the interview material. For instance, 
I asked about the content of the mothers’ work, what kind of competence it required, what 
thoughts and feelings it evoked, and how it was related to the institutional practices they 
encountered. Here, I looked for traces of the system in the informants’ accounts and the ways 
in which their work was articulated to the work of shelters and social services (McCoy 2006). 
I paid particular attention to gaps and tensions -disjunctures- between the informants’ experi-
ences as abused mothers and the institutional responses to their situation (Nilsen and Breimo  
2023). Through the analysis, I identified five forms of mothering work, which are explored in 
the article under the following headings: 1) mobilizing the system for support, 2) choosing 
between two evils, 3) façade work to demonstrate ‘perfect mothering’, 4) finding an ally to tackle 
the mother-blame, and 5) navigating a crossfire of conflicting demands.

Ethics

The research presented in this article has been approved by the Swedish Ethical Review Authority 
(dnr 2021–00663). Prior to data collection, all women received written and verbal information 
about the research, and it was made clear that participation was voluntary and could be withdrawn 
at any time. Due to the digital data collection and the need to protect the anonymity of informants, 
verbal consent was obtained and audio-recorded. In the article, all informants have been given 
a pseudonym and information that could reveal their identities has been changed or removed.

Limitations

This study offers a unique insight into the Swedish domestic violence shelter system from the 
standpoint of abused mothers. However, the small sample of eight Swedish mothers who escaped 
male abuse does not capture the experiences of mothers who enter the system from other social 
locations. Furthermore, the study does not provide a complete picture of the institutional practices 
within the system, since not all parts of the organizations are visible from the mothers’ standpoint 
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(DeVault and McCoy 2006). To explicate how the institutional practices operate ‘behind the scenes’, 
there is a need for research that delves into the work of social services and shelter staff.

Findings

Mobilising the system for support

For women and children who are trying to escape a violent partner and father, the shelter 
stay is usually only one part of a long and complex journey towards safety (Bowstead 2017). 
In fact, the journey can start months -or even years- before the move to the shelter. This was 
the case for Linda and Jessica, two of the women who was interviewed for this study. These 
women tried to mobilize the welfare service system to help their children by contacting 
a range of social service units and welfare agencies. Linda called the child protection services, 
to no avail: ‘I filed several reports of concern. [. . .] It took two years until they opened an 
investigation’. During these years, the violence escalated and Linda decided to separate from 
her husband and move to a new residence with the children. Despite this, the violence did not 
stop and Linda called the child protection services repeatedly, asking for help. ‘I was not 
heard. [. . .] No one helped. [. . .] I was not acknowledged until I met [the support unit for 
abused women]’. [. . .] They understood and validated me”, Linda recounted. Linda was thus 
able to find support for herself. Yet, her efforts to mobilize the system to support her children 
were not recognized.

Similar to Linda, Jessica had separated from the father of her child. However, due to the father’s 
visitation rights, both Jessica and her child were still living in fear. ‘I was really scared and didn’t 
know where to turn for help. [. . .] I was especially worried about our child, who had started to show 
trauma symptoms’, Jessica explained. Thus, out of concern for her child, Jessica called a parent 
help-line and talked to a nurse at the child healthcare centre. In addition, she contacted a police 
officer to get advice on how to handle the situation. Through this work, Jessica activated an 
‘institutional machinery’ that prompted the officials to respond to the potentially harmful living 
conditions of her child by notifying child protection services. Shortly afterwards, Jessica was 
contacted by two child protection workers who carried out a preliminary assessment, which showed 
that Jessica and her child were in need of immediate protection. However, the domestic violence 
unit disagreed and the child protection worker’s proposal to send Jessica and her child to a domestic 
violence shelter was rejected. The conflicting assessments made Jessica feel confused and she began 
to doubt whether she had made the right decision in seeking help: ‘I thought, okay, this was not that 
serious. Now I have left us totally exposed. He [ex-partner] will find out. What have I done?’ Here 
we can see a disjuncture between Jessica’s everyday life as an abused mother and the institutional 
responses to her situation. In the next section, we will look at another disjuncture between what 
happens in the informants’ lives and how social services respond to these events.

Choosing between two evils

First, we return to Jessica and the events that took place in the weeks following the decision of the 
domestic violence unit’. During these weeks, the violence against Jessica continued, as did her 
contact with child protection services. Through this contact, Jessica became aware of the growing 
concern of the social services for her and her child. This concern increased after they spoke to the 
child’s father, leading the domestic violence unit to change its previous assessment:

I was called into a meeting with my caseworker who told me that she had secured a place in a domestic 
violence shelter. She asked me if I would agree to this on a voluntary basis, because it is a voluntary 
intervention, and if I had been informed of what child protection services would do if I didn’t accept. [the 
offer]
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Jessica soon learned that if she refused to move to the shelter, her child would be removed from her 
care. The same ultimatum appears in the stories of other women. For instance, Miranda described 
how the domestic violence unit and child protection services made it clear that ‘either you move to 
a shelter with the children or we will place them somewhere else’. The women were thus forced to 
choose between two evils: uprooting the children from their social environment and go into hiding, 
or losing them altogether.

From the women’s perspective, this seemed paradoxical. ‘[Swedish] society hides women and 
children instead of preventing the perpetrators [from harming them]’, Cecilia declared. Her words 
echo the sentiments of other women: they wanted help to stop the abuser. Instead, they were the 
ones expected to leave everything behind to get the children out of harm’s way. There is thus an 
obvious mismatch between the needs of these mothers and the institutional responses to their 
situation.

Nevertheless, in order to prevent the removal of their children, the women agreed to move 
to a shelter. Frida spoke of this mothering work as ‘doing everything in [her] power to 
protect the children’, while Miranda stated, ‘there was no choice but to take them [to the 
shelter]. Will they be placed with another family? Of course not’. These stories raises the 
question of whether a domestic violence shelter really is a voluntary intervention for mothers 
in this situation.

Façade work to demonstrate ‘perfect mothering’

The threat of having the children removed from their care affected the mothering work done by 
the women during their shelter stay. The women talked about being scared of speaking out, 
sharing information about their well-being and seeking help with parenting issues. For instance, 
Simone felt obliged to report her ex-partner to the police. ‘I was afraid to protest because I felt 
I was endangering my child. [. . .] I thought I would cooperate because you have to do what they 
[social services] tell you’, Simone explained. In addition, Simone spoke about not wanting to 
‘say too much’ to the shelter staff as she knew they would write it down and report it to social 
services. In a similar way, Jessica stated that she was constantly thinking about what kind of 
information she shared, knowing that it would be documented in her chart: ‘I found it very 
difficult to communicate with the social services because I knew everything I said could come 
back to haunt me’. Jessica was particularly reluctant to share information about her health since 
her ex-partner had portrayed her as mentally ill. She feared that the social services would paint 
a similar picture if they found out how the violence had affected her, and that this would ruin 
her chances of retaining custody of her child.

Through the accounts of Simone and Jessica, it becomes clear that the women tried to protect 
their children from being taken into care by showing the social services and shelter staff that they 
were cooperative and stable mothers. Their mothering work was thus about maintaining a façade in 
front of the social workers, concealing their real emotions and fears. Cecilia commented on the 
intentions behind this work by stating that she was worried that the child protection workers would 
misinterpret her actions or assess that she was not caring properly for her child. For Cecilia, the ‘fear 
of doing something wrong so that social services take your child away’ was ‘imminent’, especially 
after witnessing the removal of the children of another shelter resident. Thus, Cecilia did not dare to 
tell the child protection workers the truth about how she was doing.

In the interviews with Cecilia and Jessica, it was described that the shelter staff observed and 
evaluated the women’s parenting and reported their assessments to child protection services. For 
Jessica, this evoked the feeling that she was in an assessment home rather than in a shelter. 
Furthermore, Jessica argued that the shelter staff based their assessment on how a parent would 
normally act and thus failed to recognize that she and the other shelter residents were traumatized 
mothers trying to raise traumatized children. She said:
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I felt that I had to be this perfect mum from the VIA [washing powder] commercial, otherwise they would 
report me to child protection services. [. . .] I know I’m a good mum but in those circumstances, I had such an 
inferiority complex about my parenting skills. Whenever my child had a reaction, it was hard for me to bear 
and I was afraid to tell them because I thought they might question me. [. . .] I tried to smooth things over. [. . .] 
I didn’t dare tell the child off [. . .] like, ‘that is enough!’ I imagined they would sit in their office and write”,she 
raised her voice”. [. . .] I was acting. [. . .] I said, ‘I can do this’, but seriously, I couldn’t.

Jessica’s statement illustrates the façade work the women did to convince the shelter staff that they 
were able to meet the standards of ‘perfect mothering’. However, this meant that they were left 
without parenting support, as they were unable to communicate their needs for fear of being 
questioned. This work contrasts with Cecilia’s work to make the shelter staff an ally who supported 
her and attested to the fact that she could fulfil her responsibilities as a parent.

Finding an ally to tackle the mother-blame

The work of finding an ally was a recurring theme in the women’s stories of the shelter stay. In the 
case of Simone, this work was initiated after child protection services threatened to take her child 
into care if she returned to the abuser. For Simone, who had no such plans, this was seen as 
unjustified. Indeed, Simone described her encounters with child protection services as a ‘new 
trauma’. ‘Their insinuations and threats destroyed me. [. . .] I felt I had to be careful or they 
would take my child away’, she recounted. Consequently, Simone contacted a social secretary in 
her former municipality and told her what was happening. The social secretary turned out to be an 
ally of Simone: she confirmed that there was no evidence to support the statements made by child 
protection services. Moreover, ‘she called and told them off’.

Vera had a similar experience with child protection services. In this case, the contact was 
initiated after the school had reported concern for one of Vera’s children who had a hard time 
adjusting to the new school and shelter life due to trauma. ‘[The child protection worker] basically 
threatened me that if I didn’t accept what they were offering, they would send my child to 
residential care’, Vera said. From Vera’s standpoint, the report made by the school confirmed 
that her child was in need of considerable help. Help that had been unattainable, as neither the 
school nor the municipality were able to accommodate the child’s needs. Thus, Vera had tried to 
support the child on her own. This was confirmed by the shelter staff who stated that Vera was 
‘doing a great job taking care of her children’.

The accounts of Simone and Vera illustrates the women’s work of finding an ally that could help 
them tackle the mother-blame and punitive ultimatums they faced in their encounters with child 
protection services. However, the need for an ally was also evident in cases where child protection 
services sought to enforce contact between the women’s children and their violent father, as seen in 
the following excerpt by Stella:

The child protection worker insisted on contact between the children and their father, even though we were 
there [at the shelter] because of child abuse. [. . .] There was a great risk that the children would reveal the 
location [of the shelter]. Besides, they did not want to see him. They were terrified. [. . .] It was complete chaos.

In order to protect her children, Stella called the social worker who handled her case at the social 
services. The social worker agreed to help her by contacting her manager, who talked to the head of 
child protection services. In this way, Stella was able to prevent the father from seeing the children. 
In addition, she found an ally in the shelter staff, who had a policy prohibiting father-child contact 
during the shelter stay.

Navigating a crossfire of conflicting demands

The requirement of facilitating contact between the children and their violent father was a recurring 
concern for the women before, during and after their stay in the shelters. From the women’s 
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perspective, the father-child contact seemed paradoxical because it contradicted the demands to 
protect the children as well as the purpose of the shelter stay. Frida, who moved to a shelter 
following a leave ultimatum from social emergency services, described how she later was ‘threa-
tened from the opposite direction’ by child protection services. That is, she was told that ‘if you 
refuse to let him [the father] see the children [. . .] it will be turned against you’. ‘You are a bad 
parent if you don’t agree to a contact between the father and children. If you agree, you are a bad 
parent for not protecting [them]. [. . .] You can’t get it right no matter what you do’, Frida noted. 
The women were thus caught in a crossfire of conflicting demands.

During the interviews, the women talked about the work they did to navigate these conflicting 
demands. For instance, Linda described being pressured into letting the father see the children after 
the separation, even though child protection services knew about the violence. ‘If I’d stopped him, 
I would have lost custody’, Linda explained. Consequently, Linda’s mothering work involved 
balancing the demands of facilitating a father-child contact with her own desire to safeguard the 
children. From the standpoint of Linda, it was too risky to obstruct the father-child contact. Thus, 
she tried to protect her children by repeatedly voicing her concern to child protection services and 
begging them to go visit the children in the home of their father. When they finally did, the father- 
child contact was terminated:

[The child protection worker] called me and said, “Can you guarantee that you won’t leave the children with 
him again?“Was that a stupid question, or what? That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you for two years. ‘Yes, 
I guarantee it’. [. . .] [She said], ‘Good, we won’t place them in compulsory care, then. [. . .] If you guarantee 
that you’ll protect the children’. [. . .] They concluded that he should not see the children [anymore] and that 
I needed support to protect the children from him. They were not sure I could do that on my own.

Through her mothering work, Linda was thus able to get child protection services to stop the father- 
child contact. However, they made no effort to stop the abuse. Instead, their attention was turned 
towards Linda and her ability to protect the children. Thus, Linda´s mothering work was called into 
question and her persistent struggle to safeguard the children went unnoticed.

Another woman, Cecilia, described being asked to attend a supervised meeting between father 
and child a few weeks after moving to the shelter. Yet, child protection services had ‘no safety plan at 
all’ which led her to oppose the father-child contact. ‘We had a major disagreement because I said, 
“You cannot demand that we move to a shelter and then make us go to a meeting [with the abuser] 
without any safety plan whatsoever. [. . .] I agree if you can guarantee our safety”’, Cecilia recalled. 
Hence, Cecilia tried to navigate the contradictory practices of child protection services by demand-
ing safety before, during and after the meeting. In this way, she was able meet the institutional 
requirements without compromising her child’s safety.

Finding ways to protect the children during father-child contact meetings was particularly 
challenging after the shelter stay, when the father had been granted visitation rights by the district 
court. This is illustrated by Miranda, who tried to get child protection services to attend the visits or 
to help her hand the children over to their father, to no avail. Consequently, Miranda turned to her 
friends, who helped her make the handovers safe. To prevent digital surveillance, she ensured that 
the children did not bring smartphones or tablets to the visits. However, Miranda’s attempts to 
protect her children were interpreted as cooperation difficulties. Moreover, child protection services 
questioned whether her deteriorating health made her fit to parent. The fact that her health 
problems were a result of the father’s harassments and false reports of child maltreatment was 
not recognized. Thus, Miranda was the one who was ‘scrutinized from top to bottom’ and 
ultimately blamed for the consequences of her ex-partner’s violence.

Discussion

In this article, I have explored the strategies that abused mothers use to navigate the Swedish 
domestic violence shelter system. By looking at these strategies through an institutional 
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ethnographic lens, we can see that they are evoked by – and directed to – a highly gendered 
system in which abused mothers’ parenting skills and ability to protect their children are 
scrutinized and questioned, while the responsibilities of abusive fathers seem to go under the 
radar (cf. Mattsson 2017; Münger 2016; Skoog Waller 2022). Being an abused mother in this 
system means that you continually have to prove that you are a caring, protective and 
cooperative parent who meets the standards of ‘perfect mothering’. In this light, mothers’ 
work of maintaining a façade in front of the social services and shelter staff can be understood 
as a strategy that speaks to the domestic violence shelter system and the demands it places on 
mothers. Furthermore, it speaks to the ultimatum given to mothers by child protection services 
and adult social services that their children will be removed from their care unless they agree to 
move to a shelter.

In previous research, this ultimatum is referred to as the ‘leave ultimatum’ (Douglas and Walsh  
2010; Stewart and Arnull 2023) because it is used as a means of ‘pushing’ mothers to protect their 
children by leaving the abuser (Hester 2011). However, in this study, three out of four mothers who 
received the ultimatum had already left their violent partner. Here, the ultimatum seems to be used 
to pressure mothers into accepting a shelter placement. Given that the mothers had gone to great 
lengths to find new accommodation and mobilize the system for help, this is a profound dismissal of 
their efforts to protect their children (Lapierre 2010b). Moreover, by using the ultimatum, social 
services reproduce the mother-blame that mothers face in their violent relationships (Keeling and 
Van Wormer 2012).

The ultimatum left little room for negotiation, leading mothers to agree to a shelter stay to ensure 
that their children were not removed from their care. Still, the fear of losing their children stayed 
with them for a long time, affecting their everyday lives in the shelters. For instance, some mothers 
described being scared that their mothering practices and health problems would be misinterpreted 
and lead to the removal of their children. The fear of having such information documented was 
particularly strong, and prevented mothers from disclosing their parenting needs to the shelter staff. 
These findings are consistent with research on parenting surveillance in domestic violence shelters 
in the US (Fauci and Goodman 2020; Gengler 2011). Like the informants in these studies, the 
mothers were acutely aware of the role of the shelter staff as mandated reporters, obliged to inform 
child protection services of indications of child maltreatment. Thus, the façade work they per-
formed can be interpreted as a response to the institutional process of observing, reporting and 
evaluating abused mothers’ parenting skills to ensure the well-being of their children. These 
practices may be particularly stressful for mothers in this study, who were threatened with the 
removal of their children before and during the shelter stay. However, some mothers were able to 
tackle such threats by finding allies within the system who worked alongside them and vouched for 
their capacity as parents.

The strategy of finding an ally was also used to handle demands for father-child contact, which 
coexisted with demands to protect the children made by child protection services and adult social 
services. This meant that the mothers had to navigate a crossfire of conflicting demands, finding 
ways to facilitate father-child contact without compromising the safety of their children. From the 
mothers’ standpoint, this seemed like an impossible task (Eriksson 2003). Indeed, mothers’ attempts 
to protect their children during father-child contact were interpreted as cooperation difficulties, and 
they were left to manage court-ordered visits on their own (Jarnkvist 2019; Skoog Waller 2022). 
This illustrate the contradictions within the domestic violence shelter system, where child protec-
tion workers’ demands for father-child contact undermine the work of adult social services as well 
as the purpose of the shelter stay. Furthermore, it shows how the work of child protection services is 
shaped by the decisions of the family law system, leaving little room for protective measures once 
a violent father has been granted visitation rights by the district court. The findings are thus in line 
with previous research that highlights the contradictory practices of welfare agencies working with 
domestic violence, child protection and child contact arrangements in Sweden (Eriksson 2007) and 
other countries (Hester 2011). This study adds to this by showing how abused mothers navigate 
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such practices by trying to stop the father-child contact, using their private network to make the 
contact safe, and demanding protective measures for themselves and their children.

The findings presented in the article highlight the importance of a unified and survivor-centred 
approach across domestic violence shelters, adult social services and child protection services that 
prioritizes the safety and support needs of abused women and their children. This involves working 
alongside abused mothers to create a safe environment where they can disclose their parenting 
needs and feel supported rather than questioned in their role as mothers, and where violent fathers 
are held accountable for their actions. However, in order to achieve safety for abused mothers and 
children, coordination efforts must extend beyond social services and domestic violence shelters 
into the family law system. Otherwise, there is a risk that the violence will continue after the shelter 
stay.
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