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support in the relationship between child and mother (Bow-
yer et al., 2015; Poole et al., 2008). Research also shows 
that safety and support for their children is one of the most 
important factors in women’s decision to ask for help from 
a domestic violence shelter (Jonker et al., 2014). Research 
regarding the children’s lives while at a domestic violence 
shelter is, however, limited (Fernández-González et al., 
2018; Theobald et al., 2021; Thunberg et al., 2022).

The research that does exist on children’s experiences of 
violence and domestic violence shelters shows that, among 
children living in shelters, 80–90% have witnessed violence 
and about 50% have themselves been directly exposed to 
violence at home (Fernández-González et al., 2018). In 
Sweden, where this study is based, 40% of all children in 
Sweden has experienced some form of abuse from an adult, 
including 10% who have experienced violence against one 
of their parents (Jernbro et al., 2023). In addition, among 
children who have experienced violence against their 
mother, 95% have been at home on at least one occasion 
when their mother was abused, 77% of the children were 
in the same room on at least one occasion when the mother 
was being abused, and for 8 out of 10 children the violence 

Introduction

Domestic violence shelters give mothers experiencing abuse 
an opportunity to protect their children by leaving a violent 
partner, who is often also the children’s father, and taking 
them to a safe place free from violence. Accordingly, the 
common purpose of domestic violence shelters is to offer 
protection and a place that is free from violence. Several 
emergency services also offer support and assistance with 
legal matters. Most domestic violence shelters also offer 
some form of childcare and treatment for children regarding 
issues such as anxiety, trauma, and depression, as well as 
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Abstract
Purpose  The aim of this study is to analyze mothers’ narratives about their children’s life situation while living at domestic 
violence shelters in Sweden. More precisely, the analysis focuses on determining what aspects are highlighted as being most 
important for the children’s living situation during their stay.
Method  This study is based on interviews with mothers who have experience of living at a domestic violence shelter 
together with their young child/ren. Thematic analysis was used to analyze the narratives.
Results  The analysis resulted in seven themes important for the children’s lives during their shelter stay. These are: safety, 
isolation, a child-friendly environment, shared living space, social relations at the shelter, children’s health during their stay, 
and support at the shelter.
Conclusion  In the narratives, safety was highlighted as the most important issue, and as something that also affects other 
aspects of the children’s lives during their time at the shelter. A child-friendly environment, access to activities and support, 
and positive social relations at the shelter are also important. In addition, positive experiences regarding these aspects can be 
understood to counteract the feeling of isolation and improve children’s ability to process their experiences.
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had lasted throughout the child’s entire life (Almqvist & 
Broberg, 2004).

Living with violence affects children’s health (Anner-
bäck et al., 2012; Holt et al., 2008; Jernbro et al., 2023), 
their social relations (Hyden, 2021; Selvik & Øverlien, 
2015; Øverlien & Hydén, 2009), and their preschool and 
school attendance (Selvik & Øverlien, 2015). For example, 
in relation to children at domestic violence shelters, research 
shows that those who have been exposed to or witnessed 
more severe forms of violence more often show symptoms 
of post-traumatic stress, while behavioral problems are more 
likely to be related to the mother’s anxiety and anger (Jarvis 
et al., 2005). Research also shows that children’s behavioral 
problems sometimes become worse during the initial period 
at a shelter, which Fredland et al. (2014) argue might be 
related to the safe shelter environment where the children 
feel able to express their emotions and traumas.

In addition, factors such as children’s exposure, and vul-
nerability, not only to violence, but also to their mother’s 
health, such as her worry, anxiety, or anger, and siblings’ 
worry and fear also affect their health (Vass & Haj-Yahia, 
2020). The ways in which a child reacts to being exposed 
to violence, and how strongly, do vary (Howell et al., 2010; 
Levendosky et al., 2002), but to enable them to manage and 
live with them, it is crucial that they receive safe accom-
modation and the support they need (Hauge & Kiamanesh, 
2020; Theobald et al., 2021). Due to their varying experi-
ences and responses to those experiences, children may 
need different forms of support (Broberg et al., 2011) and to 
be able to influence the design of that support (Cater, 2014). 
In addition, children themselves emphasize that it is impor-
tant to be listened to and that their wishes and needs are 
respected (Bris, 2020; Källström & Thunberg, 2019; Nor-
cross, 2010).

Research on children’s own experiences of living in shel-
ters shows that they often have positive experiences during 
their stay (e.g., Jarvis et al., 2005; Øverlien et al., 2009). 
Children themselves highlight, for example, that it is fun to 
be at the shelter, that the staff are kind, and that they appreci-
ate the playground, outdoor space, and structured activities 
with the shelter staff (Chanmugam, 2011; Øverlien, 2011). 
Children also describe feeling safe at the shelter and state 
that they are happy to be away from the abuser and to get 
a break from the violence (Jarvis et al., 2005; Øverlien, 
2011; Selvik, 2020; Vass & Haj-Yahia, 2020). Nevertheless, 
research is scarce and most of what has been done focuses 
on factors relating to children’s lives and relationships out-
side the shelters.

Against this background, the aim of this study is to ana-
lyze mothers’ narratives about their children’s life situation 
while living in domestic violence shelters in Sweden. More 
precisely, the analysis focuses on determining what aspects 

are highlighted as being most important for the children’s 
living situation during their stay.

Domestic Violence Shelters in a Swedish Context

In Sweden, there are approximately 280 domestic violence 
shelters (National Board of Health and Welfare, 2020). This 
number has increased in recent years. According to the 
National Board of Health and Welfare (2013), the corre-
sponding figure was just over 200 in 2012. There is no exact 
figure on how many children are living in domestic violence 
shelters each year. However, according to the National 
Board of Health and Welfare (2020), there were approxi-
mately 6,500 adults and 6,200 children in 2020. This is an 
increase of 38% since their last survey in 2012. It is impor-
tant to notice that the children are seen as accompanying 
their mothers and thus are not understood as legal subjects. 
However, this is something that is beginning to change and 
in June 2023 the government presented a proposition of a 
new law, expected to be enacted in April 2024, that will 
strengthen children’s rights in relation to domestic violence 
shelter placements.

The existing shelters are run by non-profit organiza-
tions (54%), as private companies (37%), or by the various 
municipalities (9%) (National Board of Health and Wel-
fare, 2020). This means that their living conditions and how 
they operate vary. The type of accommodation also varies 
and includes, for example, apartments or shared accom-
modation. In the latter, families generally have their own 
bedroom but share a kitchen and living room. In addition, 
the average stay at domestic violence shelters in Sweden is 
about 60 nights; that is, the mothers and their children live 
there for about two months.

Children’s Rights Perspective

A children’s rights perspective includes viewing children as 
bearers of their own rights, which should not be ignored or 
trespassed upon by adults. Children are not just at a stage of 
becoming adults, they are also in a state of being children. 
Childhood is something different from adulthood because 
children are dependent upon adults for, among other things, 
protection and provisioning, but at the same time children 
are also developing their independence through participation 
and being respected. All of this is illustrated in the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 
(United Nations, 1989). The fundamental principles state 
that all children have the same rights and equal value, that 
the best interests of the child should be a primary consider-
ation, and that all children have a right to life and develop-
ment. According to the four main principles, children also 
have a right to express their views and have them respected. 
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In addition, and of great relevance to this project, is Article 
19 of the UNCRC, which states that nations should take 
all appropriate measures to protect children from different 
forms of violence or maltreatment. This includes protection 
from domestic violence.

Method

This article is based on interviews with 13 mothers who 
have experience of living at a domestic violence shelter 
together with their child/ren (aged 0–6 years) after leaving a 
partner who has been violent and who in most cases was the 
father of the child/ren. The data is part of a larger project—
name omitted for blind review—with a focus on children’s 
life situation in relation to the experience of living in, or 
being denied a place at, a domestic violence shelter. The 
project encompasses the process of leaving a violent home 
through to the time after leaving the shelter. As part of this 
project, children aged 7–17 and mothers of children aged 
0–6 were interviewed. In total, 27 interviews with mothers 
and children are included in the larger project.

To clarify, the focus of this article is on the life situation 
of children aged 0–6 years while living in a domestic vio-
lence shelter; hence, interviews conducted with these chil-
dren’s mothers have been analyzed. Although the focus of 
these interviews was on the experiences of children aged 
0–6 years old, four of the mothers also had older children 
living with them at the shelter. Altogether, the mothers had 
21 children living with them at the shelter, with a mean age 
of 4.7 years. Sixteen of the 21 children were aged 0–6 years 
old. Hence, the mothers sometimes talked about the older 
children’s experiences as part of their narratives, and so, 
from an ethical standpoint, their whole narratives have been 
included, but with a focus on the younger children’s experi-
ences as described in the interviews.

The interviews with the mothers were conducted by 
the two authors between February 2021 and November 
2022. They were semi-structured and focused on different 
phases—from the process of leaving a violent home to the 
move away from the shelter (Rösare, 2015). This article 
focuses on the time at the shelter; specifically, open-ended 
questions regarding the day-to-day life, health, and social 
relations of children living in a domestic violence shelter. 
During the interviews, the mothers were invited to talk 
about the different phases and how their children had been 
affected. Exactly how the follow-up questions were formu-
lated depended on how each interview developed and what 
the mother talked about and highlighted in her narrative. 
This has meant that the interviews and the narratives that the 
mothers provided differ in length and to some extent also in 
focus. For example, some focus more on their child/ren’s 

health and the support they received while at the shelter, and 
others on the shelter environment.

The interviews lasted between 40 and 90 min and were 
conducted at the shelters, in the mothers’ homes, or via 
digital media, by mobile phone or Zoom, depending on the 
mother’s choice of interview location. The women were 
recruited with the help of staff from six domestic violence 
shelters in Sweden, shelters run by non-profit organizations, 
as private companies, or by municipalities. The shelter 
staff were asked to pass on information about the project to 
women with children currently at the shelter or with expe-
rience of living there within the previous three years. The 
mothers were then invited to participate if they had at least 
one child aged 0–6 years at the time of their stay at the shel-
ter. Five of the 13 mothers who participated were still living 
at the shelter with their children.

The data collection ended when theoretical saturation 
was reached in the material, meaning that the mothers were 
describing similar experiences with no additional infor-
mation being added to the material as a whole. Theoreti-
cal saturation is often reached at around 10–25 interviews, 
depending on the subject being studied (Guest et al., 2006; 
Kvale, 2012).

Ethics

Ethical Approval  was obtained from the Swedish Ethical 
Review Authority (Dnr. 2020:04561). Still, several impor-
tant ethical issues arose during the study. First and foremost 
was the importance of information and informed consent, 
but the sensitivity of the research subject has also influ-
enced everything from planning the project to writing up 
the results. The women who showed interest in participat-
ing in the study were provided with written information by 
the shelter staff, whereafter an appointment for an interview 
was made. The information was then repeated verbally 
before the interview and the women were also given the 
opportunity to ask the interviewer questions about the study 
to clarify any uncertainties they might have. Thereafter, the 
women were asked to give their informed consent, and told 
that they could withdraw from the study at any time. To pro-
tect the identities of the women and their children, all the 
names used in the article are pseudonyms.
For the well-being of the mothers and their child/ren, the 
interviewers have tried to minimize any risks regarding 
safety, as well as the risk of stirring up negative emotions 
or trauma related to their experiences of violence. Hence, 
the interviewers have tried to pay attention to the situation 
and the mothers’ well-being during the interviews, and the 
women were also given information about where to seek 
help if the interview triggered any difficult feelings. More-
over, the contacts with the shelters, in addition to being a 
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Safety

Safety is constantly present in all the narratives, often stated 
in a straightforward manner, but sometimes it is present 
without being mentioned, as a basic prerequisite for the 
living conditions at the shelter. Safety thus needs to be 
addressed and understood as influencing the entire expe-
rience of the living situation at the shelter, as Sofia high-
lighted in her narrative.

What’s been particularly important for Adam here is 
to be able to come to a calm and safe environment. It’s 
like a calm and safe environment, you know, because 
if it’s not calm and safe then you can’t process or start 
anything new.

Sofia emphasized the importance of safety and security, 
and how these factors influence the ability to feel calm. She 
also talked about how important it was for her son to come 
to a calm and safe environment, and that this atmosphere 
made it possible for him to start processing his experiences. 
Another example came from Helena:

Yes, I still think about safety at the shelters. Even 
though it may not have been what we wanted, we’ve 
received a lot of support, and a roof over our heads. 
We’ve been able to live and sleep together. And we’ve 
had a huge amount of time together, which I still think 
has enabled them to cope with it pretty well. Because 
we’ve constantly been with each other, yes, say for 
eight months. For better or for worse, but still I think 
it helped them grow a lot as well.

Like Sofia, Helena highlighted the importance of safety at 
the shelter, but added that it may still not have been quite 
what they expected. In relation to safety, Helena then 
described various positive factors of importance, such as 
the support at the shelter, having a place to stay, being able 
to stay together, and, even though it was sometimes intense, 
the chance to spend time together, and that this had helped 
her children to grow. Thus, safety and security at the shelter 
were valued by all the mothers as one of the most important 
factors in their children’s lives, that the children were safe 
and in a place that was free from violence. However, as pre-
viously mentioned this affected other aspects of life as well, 
and the security sometimes also meant isolation.

Isolation

Living in a shelter after fleeing violence often means that 
security has to be high, especially during the initial stages. 
Most of the women and children in this study were also 

support during the recruitment process, have also assisted 
in meeting the women’s and children’s need for support, 
safety, and well-being.

Analytical Procedure

Thematic analysis has been used to analyze the mothers’ 
narratives. This can be undertaken in different ways. In 
this study, Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six analytical steps 
have been used as a guide. These steps are: (1) familiar-
izing yourself with the data, (2) generating initial codes, 
(3) searching for themes, (4) reviewing themes, (5) defin-
ing and naming themes, and (6) producing the report. In 
the analysis of this work, the authors started the process of 
familiarizing themselves with the interviews by alternating 
between conducting the interviews and transcribing them; 
or, in other words, the researcher who did not conduct the 
interview transcribed it. All the transcripts were also read 
and re-read multiple times while generating the initial codes 
and searching for themes. As this study focuses specifically 
on the time spent at a domestic violence shelter, this meant 
focusing the analytical procedure and the thematization on 
the living situation when at the shelter.

Before writing the report of the analysis was written, the 
themes were named and reviewed by re-reading the tran-
scripts to make sure that they corresponded with the content 
of the interviews. Both authors took an active part in the 
analysis and, in order to validate the process, both authors 
reviewed the coding and theming, and discussed the find-
ings based on their analysis without any significant dis-
agreement. In the presentation of the results, each extract 
was chosen in relation to its depth and clarity, and to demon-
strate the multifaceted nature of the narratives, focusing on 
aspects such as safety or support. The results are discussed 
from a children’s rights perspective, as described above.

Findings

The aim of this study was to analyze mothers’ narratives 
about their children’s life situation while living at a domes-
tic violence shelter. The analysis resulted in seven themes: 
safety, isolation, a child-friendly environment, shared living 
space, social relations at the shelter, children’s health dur-
ing their stay, and support at the shelter, all of which were 
important for the children’s lives during their shelter stay. 
In the following, the themes and the multifaceted narratives 
on the children’s lives are presented from their mothers’ 
perspectives.
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A Child-Friendly Environment

The living environment at the shelters was mostly described 
in positive terms and the mothers spoke of a homely envi-
ronment where the children enjoyed their stay. One of the 
most important things highlighted for the children was that 
the accommodation was what can be understood as child 
friendly. Several different aspects of this child-friendly 
environment were described in the narratives. One example 
is given by Jacqueline, answering a question about whether 
they were missing anything at the shelter:

Well… No, I didn’t feel that at the shelter where we 
stayed. Because, I mean, it was still very homely. So, 
there was… of course you had your apartment, but 
there was still the possibility to sit… There was still a 
courtyard with a playhouse and sandbox and a swing 
and things like that, and a trampoline for the children. 
It was activities. There were plenty of activities aimed 
at the children, as well as the whole family.

Jacqueline emphasized that nothing was missing from the 
shelter where they stayed, but rather that there was every-
thing that children could possibly need. Firstly, she talked 
about the importance of homeliness, as mentioned earlier, 
then she mentioned the play areas, such as a playhouse and a 
trampoline for the children. She also highlighted activities, 
for both the children and the whole family, as something 
positive. A second example is from the interview with Ame-
lia, who was talking about her son’s experiences:

It was absolutely amazing. When we first got there, 
you asked about it earlier, there was a bed made for 
his age. There were clothes for both the baby and 
me, hygiene, that’s deodorant, shower, creams and… 
There were iPads, playrooms that would suit all ages 
so, what were you asking again? (Int: What the envi-
ronment was like and how it worked for him?) Yes, 
but it was very well adapted. There were high-chairs. 
It was well equipped. Then there was, there was stuff 
that people had left, so it was, maybe the high-chair 
was a bit rickety, maybe there was a hole in the bib, 
but there was still stuff. It felt welcoming that it was an 
adapted environment.

In Amelia’s narrative, other examples emerge that demon-
strate what a child-friendly shelter can be. In this excerpt, 
material things that could be important for the experience 
were mentioned; for example, that there was a high-chair 
and a cot adapted to her son’s age, and that there were clothes 
for her child and herself upon their arrival. Although she 
mentioned that some of the stuff might have been broken or 

living with protected identities or secure personal informa-
tion, and in several cases they had not been able to leave the 
shelter at all at the beginning of their stay. However, their 
experiences varied, and in the following examples illustrate 
how the experience of isolation was described in the nar-
ratives. For example, in response to a question on how the 
escape and the move affected her children, Rebecca says:

Well, they weren’t feeling well at all. Because when 
we lived in the domestic violence shelter, we weren’t 
allowed to go out. We weren’t even allowed to look 
out of the window. That was the case for six months. 
We were indoors the whole time. And my children…
they didn’t understand anything. My daughter was 
only four when this happened and my other [child], I 
think she was a year old then. They didn’t understand 
what was happening.

Here, Rebecca described a situation of what can be under-
stood as total isolation for six months. She explained that, 
due to the high security risk, they were not allowed to go 
outside or even to look out of the window. She highlighted 
that her children did not understand what was happening 
and that the isolation had a negative effect on them, that they 
did not feel well at all. In contrast to this, Sofia described a 
different experience regarding isolation.

It’s a completely different environment. He adapted 
very well. It’s not like many people think, that you 
get locked up and it becomes like a prison, absolutely 
not like that. We’re able to take care of ourselves, we 
have our own apartment. We get support and tools [to 
handle life] here, but then we get… Because without 
this place, we would never have been able to start over 
otherwise.

Unlike Rebecca, Sofia explained that she did not experience 
their living situation as isolation or, in Erika’s words, as a 
prison. Instead, she described herself and her son as adapt-
ing well and that they had their own apartment where they 
could look after themselves. Like Helena, she also high-
lighted the importance of the support they received, and said 
that their stay at the shelter had helped them to start a new 
life. Hence, being forced to live in a domestic violence shel-
ter was described as affecting the children in different ways. 
For some, it became like a prison, without the opportunity to 
move freely in society or meet friends, while for others their 
time at the shelter was instead described as being, despite 
the isolation, a safe place to start a new life together.
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It’s a room where everything is. (Int: Okay.) Kitchen, 
bed, a table, so it’s very stressful. There’s no space to 
be on your own, just that space if one takes the bottom 
and the other takes the top part of the bed. It’s a bunk 
bed. Then there’s nothing [to do], so that’s why they 
try to find something else […] and you notice that it’s 
hard, and I notice that it’s stressful and wears on them 
sometimes too.

Margot was describing the one-room apartment in which she 
and her two children lived at the shelter and how it affected 
her children. The children shared a bunk bed, which is com-
mon for children at the shelters, and the bed was described 
as the only place where the children could have their own 
space. The small living space was described as stressful and 
that it gnawed at them, which is why the children tried to 
find something else to do. This “other thing” that Margot 
was talking about could mean, for example, visiting other 
children’s apartments in the shelter, or spending time in the 
shared living spaces.

Sharing living space also means taking joint responsibil-
ity for activities such as cleaning. This was identified as a 
problem in the narratives, especially in cases where many 
families were described as sharing living spaces. Another 
example is when the apartment or room they were moving 
into had not been cleaned well enough between residents, 
as explained by Celine when asked what was important for 
her children:

Yes, it was the cleanliness, for example. It was because 
the apartment we ended up in wasn’t clean and then 
you become… when you’re in a situation like ours, 
every little thing becomes huge. […] I didn’t even 
want to cook there because it was so disgusting. And 
it was dirty everywhere. It wasn’t carefully taken care 
of. Like behind the bed, dust, disgusting [inaudible] 
by the bed. Yes, no, not something we were used to. 
Nor is it something that I think I should have to see 
when I’m in trauma, then it should at least look clean.

Celine talked about cleanliness, and how the small things, 
such as a dirty kitchen or dust behind the bed, become of 
great importance and something that one does not want to 
experience when in crisis or undergoing trauma. Sharing 
living spaces can thus be experienced as difficult and par-
ticularly stressful, but the solidarity and support that results 
from sharing living spaces with others who are in a similar 
situation was also described as positive.

rickety, this did not matter much. The important thing was 
that there were things for her and her child, and that the 
shelter felt welcoming.

In the examples above, a child-friendly living environ-
ment was highlighted, illustrated by different important 
aspects. In sum, material things, such as clothing and toys 
for the children, and play-friendly areas and activities, were 
highlighted as being of great importance for the children. 
However, activities were also mentioned as one of the things 
that were often lacking at the shelters, or that they were not 
available to the extent desired, as described by Malin below:

I would have liked there to be a bit more [in the way of 
activities] still. […] I think there were more activities 
at the beginning almost, [they] decreased a lot, there 
could have been some more “fikas.” I think, depend-
ing on the ages, you can adapt the activity according to 
the age and everything like that, so I think they could 
have been a little better at that. The women’s organi-
zation did some, but still not that much if I count how 
long I’ve been [here] […] I would have liked there to 
be a few more activities for the children.

In this case, Malin was describing the time she and her 
child spent at a shelter run by the municipality, and where 
the women’s organization helped by, among other things, 
arranging activities for the children. From Malin’s narrative, 
it becomes clear that it is not only important for there to be 
activities, but that these activities need to be adapted to the 
children’s age and situation, and that they need to be avail-
able regularly. This can be understood partly in light of the 
fact that the activities provided for the children make the 
isolated life more enjoyable and that it makes it easier for 
the mothers to go to various meetings; for example, with the 
police and social services. In addition, the children can pro-
cess their experiences through play, a subject that is further 
developed below, in the section on support.

Shared Living Space

As already mentioned, the living environment was generally 
described in positive terms, whether it consisted of shared 
accommodation or a single apartment. Five of the families 
also had experiences of living in different types of shelters, 
because they had lived in two or more different shelters. 
Sharing living spaces, such as a kitchen or living room, was 
also usually described as positive. It was seen as creating 
a sociable and supportive environment among the families. 
However, when the mothers talked about sharing living 
space with others, they highlighted that the living conditions 
sometimes felt cramped and that it could be difficult to find 
space to be on your own, as in Margot’s narrative:
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Because they started to feel that I was safe and then 
they felt safe, I think.

Rebecca described an intense time at the beginning of their 
stay, filled with meetings with the authorities, but during 
which the children gradually began to feel safer. This was 
something that was described as related to the mother’s state 
of mind. Thus, the relationship between mother and child 
was described as important for the children’s well-being, 
but the well-being of the mother herself was also important. 
If the mother feels safe, the children also feel safer and, as 
Cecilia pointed out, are able to be more independent.

Other Residents

As mentioned previously, living in a shelter can be experi-
enced as cramped if there are a lot of residents at the same 
time. In the narratives, however, the other residents were 
described as being very important to the children and their 
mothers, as the following two extracts illustrate. Firstly, 
in response to a question regarding what was best for her 
daughter Jacqueline answered:

I think, for her, it was that it was fun to be able to 
play with other children. Like that, she had great fun 
with the other children. I think exactly that… Then it 
was… The advantage was that she could be together 
with others, she got to play with other children, there 
were activities, we were safe. If one of us feels better, 
the other automatically feels better, to have that sup-
port after everything that had happened.

This extract from Jacqueline shows that playing with 
other children and the feeling of friendship and connec-
tion was something that was experienced positively. And, 
once again, safety, support, activities, and the relationship 
between mother and child were mentioned: “If one of us 
feels better the other one automatically feels better.” Below, 
the emphasis on the children’s experiences shifts in focus, 
towards recovery, when Margot talked about what was par-
ticularly important for her children:

I notice that, when the children play together, they 
understand each other in a different way based on the 
fact that they have similar experiences and, unfortu-
nately, that the other children have also experienced 
violence. You notice it when they play, and they talk 
with the children at the shelter about things they’ve 
experienced, which they’ve never done with any of 
their other friends, so I feel that’s very important.

Social Relations at the Shelter

Another important aspect that emerged in the narratives was 
social relations at the shelter, their different meanings, and 
their impact on the children’s well-being at the shelter. This 
theme is divided into two sub-themes—the mother and the 
other residents.

Mother

The children’s relationship with their mother was described 
in all the interviews as positive and of great importance for 
the children’s life situation and well-being during their shel-
ter stay. Sometimes, however, the relationship was described 
as difficult, especially at first, but the more time that went by 
and the longer the mother and children spent together, along 
with support and the opportunity to process their trauma, the 
better the relationships were described as being. One exam-
ple was given by Cecilia when talking about the first week:

She became attached to me, some more. I guess that’s 
what changed. She became more attached to me, a bit 
like a band-aid, and a bit anxious, so when, if someone 
else shouted at her or scolded her, then she got very 
scared. But otherwise, she took it great. She thought 
it was exciting. I did, I was positive outwardly… 
“oh, now we’re going to go out and look at this city 
and we’re going to find all the new playgrounds and 
exciting parks and find all the fun that can be found 
here [spoken in a bright, happy voice].” […] So, she’s 
become more independent and learned to, uh, play on 
her own, but also to play with other children.

Cecilia described her daughter as becoming very attached to 
her at the beginning of their stay, in the sense of not wanting 
to leave her side. This situation appears repeatedly in the 
narratives; hence, it seems that, initially, the children could 
not cope with their mother leaving them to take a shower, 
go grocery shopping, or have a counseling session. This 
is described as changing, as in Cecilia’s narrative, as they 
spent time together, doing fun things, and having the oppor-
tunity to get used to the new situation at the shelter. Cecilia, 
like other mothers, also described her daughter as becoming 
more independent over time and learnning to cope better 
without her mother and with the situation at the shelter. The 
well-being of the mother herself is also important, as the 
example below, from Rebecca, shows.

A lot of things happened at the same time, with a lot 
of different authorities, while we lived there. That’s 
common, of course. Then it was, I don’t know how 
to explain it, but the children became braver, I think. 
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stopped. It went great and her stomach was better, 
and I’ve been able to stop using laxatives. Before, she 
might need an enema maybe once a month. I haven’t 
given a single one since I left. It hasn’t been necessary. 
[…] I’ve been able to get her used to milk protein again 
because that wasn’t the problem, it was stress. So she 
feels much better, both physically and mentally. And 
here she gets to play. We have a courtyard and there 
are other children, so she can play with them, however 
she wants, when she wants. Eh, and you can tell that 
she’s very happy.

Cecilia described the ways in which her daughter’s health 
changed after they left the violence, mainly in the sense 
that her bowels started to function as they should with-
out laxatives. She also pointed out that her daughter could 
start drinking milk proteins again, because her symptoms 
stemmed from the stress of living with violence. From this 
perspective, fleeing the violence and living at a domestic 
violence shelter makes children feel safe and their stress 
levels seem to reduce. This is in line with the other moth-
ers’ narratives, which show that, after the initial period at 
the shelter, which ranged from a couple of days to several 
weeks, the children became increasingly accustomed to 
their new existence at the shelter and that their anxiety, due, 
for example, to fear that their mother would disappear or 
die, and symptoms of trauma decreased, and they increas-
ingly began to seek contact with the staff and other resi-
dents. After a while, they also often began to talk about their 
experiences and ask questions about the future. However, 
according to the mothers, this was based on the shelter being 
a safe place and the children getting support from a chil-
dren’s councilor, or other adults, and having other children 
to share their experiences with, as Rebecca highlighted.

I remember how happy they were. So, even though 
we were in this shelter […] it was like we weren’t 
after a few weeks. After two or three weeks, a month. 
Because we got, like… The children were free to cry 
at night. It wasn’t like it had to be quiet, quiet, but the 
children were free. It was really like they saw the chil-
dren and not just the adults. That’s what I love about 
shelter number one. And they taught [me] how to 
behave with the children. My girls grew tremendously 
there. Both mentally and with their health and all that. 
That’s how I remember it.

The development that Cecilia was talking about above was 
described by Rebecca in different terms, but the children’s 
development and their changed mood are similar. Over 
time, the children’s well-being changed for the better but, 
unlike Cecilia’s focus on the mother–child relationship, the 

In this extract, Margot not only talked about friendship, but 
also emphasized the importance of affinity and for the chil-
dren to be able to share their experiences with other children 
who have had similar experiences. To have other children 
around and to be able to play and talk to someone of the 
same age and with similar experiences was thus described as 
important, especially because it might not be so easy to talk 
to children without the experience of violence. Although it 
can be tough to share difficult experiences, Margot’s narra-
tive shows that it can help children to understand that there 
are others who have experienced similar things.

Even though, in most cases, the other residents were 
described in positive terms, as in the examples above, 
sometimes relations at the shelter were described as being 
difficult for the children. One example is given by Helena, 
answering a question about whether her children had made 
friends at the shelter:

Yes, there were a few. But it was very difficult, I also 
remember, because it felt like we didn’t fit in. And the 
children thought it was a lot of work. There were quite 
a few children there. I remember my oldest feeling 
very left out. She kind of didn’t get into the group. 
They thought it was very hard, actually. So sometimes 
we just kind of stayed in the room, but still you end 
up trying to socialize, but still she was rejected. She 
thought it was terrible. Yes, but there were quite a lot 
of children and they tried to fit in, but it was quite 
difficult.

Helena described one of her children as having difficulty 
making friends, and feeling left out. This was described as 
being very difficult for her daughter, and it also affected their 
everyday life at the shelter. Although the children were said 
to have tried to make friends, it did not work. Furthermore, 
it is important to highlight what a special situation a shelter 
stay is and that those who live there have fled violence and 
that they are generally still in the midst of trauma, still not 
yet having had the time to process their experiences.

Children’s Health During Their Stay

Research has shown that children’s health and safety are 
key reasons why mothers flee with their children to seek 
support at domestic violence shelters (Jonker et al., 2014). 
Their children’s health can therefore be understood as very 
important, but arriving at a shelter after being exposed to 
and/or growing up with violence is not easy, and it affects 
the children’s well-being, as Cecilia’s narrative shows.

It’s changed now. Two days after we moved [into the 
shelter], I removed the diaper. No accidents, she just 
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six, found it a little more difficult. It took quite a long 
time for her to build a relationship with the counselor. 
Although she enjoyed spending time with her, she 
mostly wanted to play and do other fun stuff with her 
when they had their sessions, but that [talking] also 
came in the end. So, it’s her they’ve got closest to or 
talk about their experiences with.

Margot had a daughter and a son of different ages, six and 
nine respectively, and she described the relationship with 
their counselor and the support she had given them as being 
very important. She explained that how the children related 
to the counselor and kind of support they were dependent on 
the children’s wishes as well as their age. In summary, the 
child counselor’s role was emphasized as being crucial for 
the children, giving them a chance to process their experi-
ences and to receive support during their stay at the shelter. 
However, not all the children were given this form of sup-
port; rather, it can be understood as depending on the capac-
ity of the shelter, as Helena’s narrative shows:

Then I wish there was more support for the children 
too, which might have helped my children a little any-
way, and maybe not have to start to self-harm like that. 
Even though she might have done it regardless.

Even so, most mothers talked about their children’s 
improved health and described the support they received 
during their stay, especially from the child counselors who 
work at domestic violence shelters, as having been incred-
ibly important. As Helena’s narrative shows, there was also 
a desire for more support, especially from social services, 
who are the ones responsible for providing support to chil-
dren living in domestic violence shelters in Sweden, to help 
the children process their trauma.

Discussion

The aim of this article was to analyze mothers’ narratives 
about their children’s life situation while living at a domes-
tic violence shelter. The results show that safety is the most 
important thing and that this affects all other aspects of chil-
dren’s lives during their time at the shelter. For example, 
once they felt safe, their health started to improve and their 
relationship with their mother grew stronger, a finding that 
is in line with previous research (Fredland et al., 2014). 
Based on this, it can be seen that it is not just essential to 
remove the mothers and children from a home where they 
are exposed to violence, it is also important to make them 
feel safe in their new environment. As the UNCRC (United 
Nations, 1989) specifies, children have the right to grow up 

importance of a safe environment and support from those 
who were staying or working at the accommodation was 
made visible. In other words, feeling safe and, for example, 
being able to cry at night was described as crucial for the 
children’s well-being. Moreover, as previously discussed, 
receiving support from those who worked at the accom-
modation was described as important for the children, even 
though the support mentioned by Rebecca was aimed at her, 
the mother. The issue of support given to the children is dis-
cussed in detail below.

Support at the Shelter

In domestic violence shelters, the staff have different roles 
or duties, and among the voluntary organizations only a few 
people among the staff are employed, while others work as 
volunteers. In this section, the importance given to the staff 
who work at the shelters, as employees or volunteers, and 
the support they give are discussed. The first example is 
from Amelia’s narrative, as she answered a question about 
what had been the most important thing for her son:

Yes. Yes, but that they’re so happy to see him. Yes, but 
that… They’ve been so incredibly supportive. I think, 
he’s mostly, as I said, he’s been sitting there eating 
his cake and then they’ve been giving him fun toys, 
they’ve been happy to see him and they’re like that. 
I’ve understood that one could just as well have ended 
up somewhere where it’s a burden…“Okay, you have 
a kid too.” Like, [here] they’ve been caring… “How is 
you child? How are you?” So, if I feel good, the child 
also feels good.

In this extract, Amelia highlighted several different things, 
which also recur in the other mothers’ narratives, such as the 
importance of the positive and encouraging atmosphere to 
which the staff contribute, that the staff take time to sit down 
with the children and play or listen to what they have to 
say, but also that they care about the well-being of the chil-
dren as well as the mothers. The mothers also highlighted 
the importance of the child’s own support person or child 
counselor, a person often described as being very important 
for the children’s recovery process during their time at the 
shelter, as shown in Margot’s narrative.

They have their own counselor who they’ve become 
very close to and she’s meant a lot and they feel very 
safe with her and they’ve opened up to her. For my 
son, it was a little easier to open up, it happened faster 
because he understood a little bit more of the conse-
quences of talking, that it’s important for him and that 
it has consequences for his future. My daughter, who’s 
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at home can be one aspect of feeling safe. Therefore, there 
needs to be a welcoming and child-friendly environment, 
including furniture and toys that are adapted to the age of 
the child. A child-friendly environment also makes day-to-
day life at the shelter more bearable and might reduce the 
feeling of isolation and the prison-like aspects of life at a 
shelter. It can also facilitate the transition from violence to a 
new life without violence.

In addition, it is important to raise awareness about chil-
dren’s various ages, situations, different needs, coping strat-
egies, and recovery processes, and to adjust the domestic 
violence shelter environments and the support provided in 
relation to these. For example, some children need more 
support and time than others to recover from their experi-
ences, and some are quite introverted, while others act out. 
There is also the question of whether it is possible to create 
a system that protects these children and their mothers in 
such a way that they are able to live a life free from violence 
without being isolated in a shelter.

Implications for Policy and Practice

It is of great importance to deepen the knowledge of what 
a stay at a domestic violence shelter means for children 
exposed to violence in order to develop the support and pro-
tection provided based on children’s needs and rights as vic-
tims of crime. The knowledge gained from this study shows 
that the support given by women’s organizations, shelters, 
and the authorities is crucial (e.g. Theobald et al., 2021). 
However, the support given needs to be child centered and 
adapted to individual children’s needs, experiences, and 
wishes. Other important aspects highlighted in the narra-
tives are, for example, that the accommodation is clean, and 
that there are play areas and activities for the children. Also, 
the availability of staff, adaptations to provide the most suit-
able accommodation for each specific family, and adapta-
tions relating to security level are important because these 
can vary between families. These features can create condi-
tions for reducing discomfort, fear, and security risks for 
children in connection with a stay at a domestic violence 
shelter.

A lot of changes related to policy have been made in 
Sweden in attempts to improve the circumstances of chil-
dren with experience of domestic violence. Two of the big-
gest changes involve adopting the UNCRC into Swedish 
legislation in 2020, and the addition of the crime “Violation 
of a child’s integrity” (Sw. Barnfridsbrott) in 2021. These 
steps are vitally important, but more is still needed for those 
children living in shelters. Policymakers all over the world 
need to acknowledge children’s experiences by stipulating 
the rights that children have when living in shelters; for 
example, to receive support for themselves, to receive an 

in a safe environment free from violence. As discussed fur-
ther below, safety in this case does not only involve formal 
safety precautions such as alarms, locked doors, or bullet-
proof windows. It is also about feeling at home and being 
given support.

The support provided for children, for example by having 
a councilor or a volunteer worker to talk to with or with-
out words, was described as being, after safety, the most 
important aspect of their stay. The mothers identified the 
shelters’ child councilors or contact workers as being the 
most important individuals for the children during their stay. 
Other social relationships that were described as important 
for the children were those with other children or families 
at the shelter. The support the mother received was also 
described as crucial for the children’s health; in other words, 
the well-being of the mother will, in turn, help her children 
to process their experiences. Furthermore, as Fredland et al. 
(2014) also highlight, if the children also receive support, 
their feelings are described as developing from panic and 
fear at the beginning of their stay to becoming communica-
tive and feeling safer after a couple of weeks.

Previous research has also shown that children them-
selves appreciate having structured counseling (e.g. Bowyer 
et al., 2015; Øverlien, 2011). In line with Article 19 of the 
UNCRC (United Nations, 1989), the states that have signed 
the convention have a responsibility not only to act to pro-
tect children from violence, but also have a responsibility 
to make sure that children who have experienced violence 
receive support to process their experiences. In relation to 
domestic violence in Sweden, a lot of attention has been 
directed towards the mother, while the children have been 
seen as simply accompanying her (National Board of Health 
and Welfare, 2020), rather than being given protection and 
support in their own right. This does not mean that shelters 
have not offered support to children, but such support has 
not been guaranteed or legally protected. This is probably 
about to change due to legislative changes in recent years, 
under which children’s status as victims has increased.

The mothers also said that the living environment was 
important—that it felt like a home and that there were play 
areas and activities for the children—especially considering 
the isolation that living in domestic violence shelters often 
entails. Previous research has reported similar results, high-
lighting the importance of play areas, outdoor space, and 
structured activities for children (Chanmugam, 2011; Øver-
lien, 2011). The provision of play areas and the opportunity 
to join structured activities can be important for children’s 
development and should be understood as part of their right 
to education and development, especially because they are 
almost never able to leave the shelter for leisure activities 
or to attend preschool or school (e.g. Chanmugam, 2011; 
Vass & Haj-Yahia, 2020). Also, as described above, feeling 
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