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Abstract
This study examines recent changes in Swedish regulations for child maintenance in relation to post-separation families with 
experiences of either intimate partner violence (IPV) or conflict. The reform limited the possibility to rely on the state for 
maintenance in cases of cooperation difficulties. For IPV cases, the Swedish Social Insurance Agency (SSIA) can function 
as an intermediary between parents, but such exceptions are made upon assessment and require disclosure of IPV. This study 
investigates consequences of the maintenance reform and the ways in which it may re-actualize conflict and IPV between 
separated parents. Data consist of 649 recorded phone calls (~ 55 h) to the SSIA concerning maintenance. Disclosures of 
post-separation conflict or IPV were found in 132 of these calls; these calls were analyzed using thematic analysis. The 
maintenance reform’s requirement to reinstate contact with a former partner can re-actualize experiences of parental conflict 
as well as IPV by (a) re-surfacing physical or psychological abuse; (b) continued or accelerated cooperative difficulties; (c) 
renewed financial control; and (d) ‘paper abuse’ and new possibilities to display diligence or exert camouflaged control. 
This can take the form of explicit acts of abuse, anxiety or concern caused by the renewed contact, or being forced to deal 
with difficult memories. We argue that the Swedish maintenance reform ignores the reality of parental conflicts and IPV by 
re-actualizing such experiences in a range of ways.

Keywords Child maintenance · Family policy · Intimate partner violence · Social insurance · Separation · Maintenance 
support

Introduction

Family policies promoting gender equality and parents’ 
shared responsibility for their children’s well-being typically 
presume that parents are able to cooperate with each other, 
even after their relationship has ended. In Sweden, this is 
pivotal in regulations and court decisions on custody (SFS 
1949:381, 6 chap. 5§), which are underpinned by parents’ 
shared legal responsibility and the assumption that children 
benefit from contact with both parents (Bill 2014/15:145; 
Blomqvist & Heimer, 2016). However, in cases where there 
are or have been occurrences of intimate partner violence 
(IPV), the assumption that parental cooperation is possible 

and desirable can be problematic due to the increased risk 
of violence that may follow due to increased opportunities 
and areas for contact between separated parents (Bruno, 
2018; Diesen, 2016; Eriksson, 2011; James-Hanman & Holt, 
2021).

A key area for contact between separated parents, in 
cases where custody is not shared equally, is child mainte-
nance (or child support). Regulations and arrangements vary 
between countries, but typically involve a regular transfer 
of a specified sum from the liable (non-resident) parent to 
the resident parent, in order to cover a share of the costs 
for the child. Arrangements requiring parents to coordinate 
maintenance payments may impose risks related to IPV 
(Cook et al., 2015; Pearson et al., 2001). The Swedish regu-
lations in this area have previously allowed parents to use the 
Swedish Social Insurance Agency (SSIA) – a government 
agency administrating various social insurance benefits – as 
an intermediary to avoid direct contact with the other parent 
about financial issues. In 2016, however, the maintenance 
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regulations were reformed to increase contact between sep-
arated parents and the current default arrangement is that 
parents agree on a suitable sum and manage the transfer 
themselves (Fernqvist, 2020). The SSIA currently handle 
maintenance transfers only in special circumstances, includ-
ing experiences of IPV, or when the liable parent refuses 
or is unable to pay directly to the resident parent. At the 
time of the reform, both legal experts and interest groups 
such as the National Organization for Women’s Shelters and 
Young Women's Shelters in Sweden (ROKS) argued that 
the new regulations could pose a risk for separated parents 
with previous experiences of abuse (Fernqvist, 2020). To 
date, there is little empirical knowledge about the impact 
of the regulations change on families and what problems its 
implementation have caused.

The aim of this article is to provide an understanding 
of the interplay between experiences of IPV and conflict 
on the one hand, and state welfare regulations and routines 
regarding child maintenance on the other hand. Specifically, 
we investigate how the child maintenance reform in Swe-
den in 2016 has contributed to maintaining or re-actualizing 
parental conflict and IPV post-separation. Previous research 
has acknowledged that although IPV may persist or even 
intensify after separation, this is an overlooked area associ-
ated with risk for women and children (Humphreys & Thiara 
2003; Brownridge, 2006), particularly in relation to child 
contact arrangements of various kinds (James-Hanman & 
Holt, 2021). Due to the emphasis on contact and cooperation 
between separated parents that is stipulated by the reform, 
it is likely to assume that this issue would have relevance in 
this context. By re-actualization, we refer to the risk of re-
occurring events, but also to experiences of fear, worry or 
discomfort. Re-actualization is therefore a somewhat broader 
concept than re-victimization, which refers to how an indi-
vidual may be subjected to violence post-separation and the 
psychological effects it may cause (Kuijpers et al., 2012).

By examining a large number of recorded phone calls to 
the SSIA, we investigate how parents describe their situation 
before, during and after the reform’s implementation, focus-
ing on descriptions of conflict and violence. We distinguish 
conflict from violence by defining the latter as marked by 
inequality and a notable power imbalance, while conflict 
rather refers to disagreements over specific topics. There is a 
risk that using the concept of conflict in an unreflected man-
ner could reduce the visibility of IPV (see also Brännvall, 
2016; Eriksson, 2011). The distinction between violence and 
conflict is however ‘empirically significant’ in this article 
since occurrence of IPV may allow for maintenance support 
eligibility, while features of conflict do not. Research on dis-
closures of IPV in naturalistic environments has suggested 
that vague descriptions relating to conflict, on which occur-
rence of violence may be inferred, are common when victims 
and perpetrators talk about their experiences (Greatbatch 

& Dingwall, 1999; Tennent & Weatherall, 2019). Since we 
draw on naturalistic talk in this study, we therefore view it 
as necessary to use both concepts to describe how certain 
events are framed in the data and to distinguish between 
situations that may be perceived as more threatening and 
perilous.

Post‑separation Family Policies and Maintenance 
in Sweden

About 25% of all children aged 0–19 in Sweden have parents 
who are separated or divorced (ISF, 2019, p. 67). Separated 
parents with equally shared custody are not obliged to pay 
child maintenance in any form, but if the child lives with 
one of the parents more than 50% of the time, the resident 
parent is entitled to maintenance. The liable parent can either 
pay directly to the resident parent, or pay to the SSIA, who 
then pays the resident parent in the form of “maintenance 
support”. The maintenance support scheme facilitates and 
guarantees child maintenance, for instance if the liable par-
ent is unable or unwilling to pay. Despite the emphasis on 
equally distributed parental responsibilities post-separation, 
87% of the resident parents receiving maintenance support 
in Sweden over the past two decades have been women (ISF, 
2019). The total number of children within the SSIA main-
tenance scheme was 193 800 in 2017, but official numbers 
have decreased over time and were markedly reduced when 
the maintenance reform of 2016 came into effect (Fernqvist, 
2020; ISF, 2019), which was one of the reform’s central 
aims.

Maintenance transactions handled by the parents them-
selves often ensure higher compensation levels since it, 
unlike maintenance support via the SSIA, is based on the 
parents’ incomes. It can therefore be seen as more beneficial 
for the child. In addition to reducing the SSIA’s administra-
tive workload, the reform was motivated by parents’ shared 
maintenance and custody responsibility post-separation (Bill 
2014/15:145 p. 145). Prior to the reform, any parent could 
opt for maintenance support via the SSIA, without stating 
any particular reason. Previous studies have found that finan-
cial conflict, regarding e.g., maintenance arrangements, is a 
common area of conflict among separated parents in Swe-
den (Bergman & Rejmer, 2017) and it can be assumed that 
access to maintenance support would reduce such conflicts. 
It is therefore likely that this benefit also prior to the reform 
was mostly used by parents who experienced some level of 
conflict and therefore handled the maintenance transactions 
through a government agency rather than deal directly with 
each other.

However, with the 2016 reform this possibility was 
restricted. The regulations stipulate that if the liable par-
ent has paid maintenance to the SSIA for six consecutive 
months (from January 2022, this has been changed to twelve 
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months), the SSIA ceases to intervene and the parents must 
organize the transfer themselves. If the claimant can invoke 
“special reasons” – previous incidence of IPV being the 
most prominent one – the SSIA’s continued mediation of 
money transfers may be justified. This is assessed in each 
case, which means that parents will need to disclose having 
been subjected to abuse, and describe this abuse in sufficient 
detail for the SSIA to make a decision (Fernqvist, 2020).

The understanding that the SSIA provides protection has 
been central in debates on the maintenance reform. The fol-
lowing quote from our data illustrates how this works. Here, 
a case officer at the SSIA explains the “exception rule” to 
a mother who expresses worry about how renewed contact 
through the changing maintenance arrangements may lead 
to abuse:

So if you don’t get any maintenance directly from the 
other parent, which I suspect you don’t, and the child 
lives with you, you’ll get maintenance support from us. 
We’ll pay you and he’ll pay us. We are the protection. 
(SSIA case officer, call 132)

Procedures regarding maintenance support entail that 
case officers are in contact with both parents and that infor-
mation regarding e.g., claims of abuse have to be docu-
mented in a way that is accessible to both parents, which 
case officers have perceived as problematic (Fernqvist 2020). 
In addition, the special reason exception is not permanent, 
as cases need to be re-evaluated regularly. The 2016 reform 
stipulated a review every six months (the “six months rule”) 
(ISF, 2019) – whereby experiences of violence may need to 
be revisited – but this is currently undergoing change and 
from January 2022 this time span may vary between six 
months and four years (see Bill, 2020/21:203).

After the reform, IPV has thus been more palpable in the 
SSIA’s work routines, mainly because of the agency’s new 
task of assessing special reasons for approving maintenance 
support. The relative lack of discussion of IPV in the govern-
ment’s preparatory activities leading up to the reform sug-
gests that legislators did not expect so many special reason 
claims and may have underestimated how they would affect 
the case officers’ work. In general, case officers have little or 
no training or experience of dealing with family conflict or 
IPV, and an interview study has indicated that they experi-
ence their interaction with maintenance support claimants 
as more complex and difficult after the reform (Fernqvist, 
2020).

Defining and Contextualizing IPV: The Swedish Case

Internationally, the Nordic countries stand out in terms 
of equality-promoting policies (Bergqvist et al., 2007; 
Borchorst & Siim, 2008). Previous research has how-
ever highlighted that since Swedish family policies are 

grounded in an overarching discourse of gender equal-
ity, an unequal distribution of responsibilities, power 
imbalances or violence between parents may be obscured 
(Eriksson, 2011). This is sometimes referred to as “The 
Nordic paradox” (Korkmaz, 2021). Approximately 25% 
of Swedish women have experienced abuse at some point 
in their lifetime (Brå, 2014:8). In 2020, 23 200 cases of 
abuse were reported to the police by women and in 80% of 
these cases the abuser and the victim were acquaintances 
and estimations indicate that only one quarter of IPV cases 
are reported (Brå, 2009:12).

IPV is often defined as various forms of physical, psy-
chological, emotional, verbal, sexual and/or financial abuse 
between partners where the majority of victims worldwide 
are women (Lambert & Firestone, 2000, p. 56), although, 
about 12% of men report being abused by a woman (Hines 
& Douglas, 2009). The characteristics of men’s and women’s 
violence differ; while men’s violence often includes all the 
above mentioned parts of IPV women’s violence is fore-
most characterized by emotional and psychological abuse 
(Williams et al., 2008). Both female and male victims tend 
to experience feelings of shame. Yet, men also describe 
feelings of being ridiculed and demasculinized, feelings 
that might be understood in the light of public stereotypi-
cal attributes of masculinity (Brooks et al., 2020). Abuse 
and control may continue after the relationship has ended 
and can sometimes escalate following separation or divorce 
(Brännvall, 2016; Miller & Smolter, 2011). Women who 
have escaped from abusive relationships are a vulnerable 
group: about one-third report continuous abuse or harass-
ment one year after the separation (Humphreys & Thiara, 
2003).

IPV, both during the relationship and post-separation, 
may have long-term effects on both the abused party and 
on the children who in one way or another experience it. 
It has been argued that “experiencing” is a more appropri-
ate term than “witnessing” for describing how children are 
affected. Defining IPV as something that can be heard, felt 
and recalled in memory gives a richer and, some would 
argue, more accurate description of the consequences it may 
have for children even when they are not themselves directly 
subjected to violence (Eriksson, 2011; Överlien & Hydén, 
2009). In addition to commitments to gender equality, Swed-
ish policies often emphasize children’s rights. For instance, 
Sweden incorporated the United Nations Convention on the 
Right of the Child (CRC) in Swedish law in 2020 (McCall-
Smith, 2019; SFS 2018:119) and children who experience 
violence are regarded as crime victims according to the 
Swedish Social Services Act and the Criminal Injuries Act 
(Socialstyrelsen, 2016). However, scholars have argued that 
Swedish family policy still does not pay sufficient attention 
to how children experience parental abuse post-separation 
(Blomqvist & Heimer, 2016; Eriksson, 2011) and it remains 
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to be seen if or how the incorporation of the CRC will affect 
this.

Although financial abuse is often associated with other 
forms of IPV, it can also be defined as a specific form of 
spousal abuse (Adams et al., 2008) and is exerted, e.g., 
through one party’s control of jointly owned financial 
resources and/or through more direct violent acts such as 
depriving the other of money, basic resources. It has been 
argued that welfare schemes in general, including the han-
dling of child maintenance, may even facilitate economic 
abuse whereby perpetrators sustain their financial advan-
tage and undermine their ex-partners’ financial autonomy 
through the scheme’s design. Natalier (2018) notes, for 
example, that child maintenance processes and the withhold-
ing of support in Australia may be regarded as economic 
abuse facilitated by the welfare state. Several women in 
Natalier’s study described the lack of support payments as 
exercise of power, and that this form of abuse “undermined 
their ability to purchase food, housing, heating, child care, 
transport, education for themselves and their children, travel 
to maintain connections with family, holidays, clothes, medi-
cal care, and extra-curricular activities for their children” (p. 
131). Other research has also suggested that, although child 
maintenance schemes are designed to mitigate money trans-
fers between separated parents and reduce the risk of poverty 
for resident parents, they can instead increase the risk for 
financial insecurity and abuse (Fernqvist, 2020; Skinner & 
Davidson, 2009). A report published by the Swedish Social 
Insurance Inspectorate after the first year of the reform sug-
gests that child maintenance is a potential hotbed for conflict 
between separated parents; 61% of parents who applied for 
maintenance support after trying to handle the transactions 
themselves claimed that they were unable to cooperate, and 
of these, 29% claimed that cooperation efforts spurred new 
conflicts (ISF, 2019). It is of course difficult to say to what 
extent these numbers indicate abuse, but the increasing level 
of conflict as a consequence of the reform might be of rel-
evance in this context.

Methods

This study is a qualitative analysis of a large database of 
phone calls from parents to the SSIA customer service. The 
database comprises 2255 recorded calls regarding a range of 
family benefits (Flinkfeldt & Näsman, 2019); in this study we 
have examined all calls relating to child maintenance, which 
amounted to 649 calls (~ 55 h of audio data). The calls were 
recorded in 2016 and 2017, i.e., at the time when the reform 
was launched and many parents received letters inform-
ing them of the reform and that the SSIA would no longer 
function as an intermediary party. The recorded customer 
service line is the default mode of contact for parents with 

questions or objections relating to the reform. At the time of 
recording, the customer service for maintenance support was 
staffed by trained case officers, of which many had university 
degrees but little or no training specifically relating to IPV. 
Nine SSIA call-takers working with maintenance support 
gave written, informed consent to participating and all their 
calls were subsequently recorded without any pre-selection 
criteria. Callers were given oral information about the study 
in a pre-recorded message while waiting to be connected to 
a case officer and were encouraged to tell the case officer if 
they wished to be excluded. No additional personal informa-
tion (beyond what is mentioned in the calls) was collected 
and names, geographical references, etc. have been changed 
in all transcribed examples. The study has been approved by 
the Ethical Review Board in [Reference no. 2016/073].

Examining how clients describe their situation in natu-
rally occurring contacts with public authorities enables 
direct insight into situated meaning-making processes, as 
they unfold in real-life situations. Naturally occurring inter-
action is an underused data source for researching how social 
problems are constructed and dealt with, and can give unique 
insights into the problems that are treated as especially dif-
ficult or important in a particular context (Potter, 2002). In 
this case, it allows us to see which problems parents bring 
up when talking with the SSIA, and how they describe those 
problems to the case officer. While research interviews can 
generate rich accounts of a pre-specified topic, investigat-
ing naturally occurring descriptions generates knowledge on 
what information that is deemed relevant and what experi-
ences that surface as part of conducting institutional busi-
ness (Iversen et al., 2021).

Data were analyzed stepwise. First, the total batch of 649 
recorded phone calls was listened through and notes were 
made about call purpose, descriptions of violence or conflict, 
etc. One hundred thirty-two of the calls (~ 17 h) featured talk 
about conflict and/or violence before, during or after separa-
tion, and these were selected for further analysis and tran-
scribed in full. The average length of the calls in this ana-
lyzed subset was about 8 min, which was about 50% longer 
than the calls about maintenance support that did not feature 
talk about conflict or violence. The callers comprised 87 
women (75 resident mothers and 12 liable mothers) and 45 
men (10 resident fathers and 35 liable fathers). Both liable 
and resident parents addressed conflict in relation to pay-
ments, but although there were exceptions, resident moth-
ers in particular described events consistent with IPV, while 
liable fathers argued that they had to pay too high amounts 
or reported conflict regarding other aspects of the mainte-
nance arrangements (e.g. not being able to see the child).

In order to detect the interplay between experiences of 
IPV and state welfare regulations and routines regarding 
child maintenance, it was important to also include calls 
where conflicts of various kinds were brought up. A reason 
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for this is that disclosing IPV is associated with a range of 
difficulties, so that abused victims (if raising the topic at all) 
may normalize or minimize their experiences (Greatbatch 
& Dingwall, 1999; Liang et al., 2005). Talking about IPV 
can invoke feelings of shame, self-blame or fear of being 
punished; IPV is sometimes considered a private family 
matter that should not be shared with outsiders; and victims 
may be discouraged by previous experiences of encounter-
ing disbelief or blame when disclosing IPV (Brooks et al., 
2020; Kennedy et al., 2021; Tennent & Weatherall, 2019). A 
more inclusive approach is therefore necessary when study-
ing naturalistic situations. Investigating talk about the full 
range of parental conflict that is visible in our data allows 
us to identify what experiences of conflictual situations that 
parents describe – including IPV – and how these relate to 
the child maintenance reform.

After forming the subset of 132 calls, transcripts were 
read through repeatedly and coded in the software program 
NVivo, in accordance with thematic analytic (TA) meth-
ods. TA is a theoretically flexible, descriptive approach 
identifying, analyzing and reporting patterned meaning in 
qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2021; Vaismoradi 
et al., 2013). The coding in the study was conducted in line 
with what Braun and Clarke (2021) call ‘reflexive’ thematic 
analysis – an unstructured approach focused on developing 
codes into themes that are underpinned by a central organ-
izing concept. The analysis involved a step-wise gathering 
of increasingly abstract categories, eventually forming four 
broader themes that related to what we conceptualized as 
re-actualization of conflict and IPV. Identifying, defining 
and naming the themes was a collaborative, iterative pro-
cess. The coding structure was repeatedly reviewed in the 
research team based on Braun and Clarke’s (2006, p. 91) 
recommendation that “[d]ata within themes should cohere 
together meaningfully, while there should be clear and iden-
tifiable distinctions between themes”.

Results

The analysis suggests that being required to reinstate contact 
with a former partner can re-actualize previous experiences 
of parental conflict as well as IPV. This can take the form 
of explicit acts of abuse, anxiety or concern about possible 
abuse caused by the renewed contact, or more indirectly 
being forced to deal with difficult memories as part of sup-
porting a request for continued maintenance support via the 
SSIA (to avoid contact with the other parent). The analytic 
process generated four themes that show different ways in 
which the maintenance reform contributes to maintaining or 
re-actualizing conflict and IPV (a) re-surfacing physical or 
psychological abuse; (b) continued or accelerated coopera-
tive difficulties; (c) renewed financial control; and (d) ‘paper 

abuse’ and new possibilities to display diligence or exert 
camouflaged control.

Re‑surfacing Physical or Psychological Abuse

In our data, some mothers (but no fathers) described direct 
contact with their former partner as associated with poten-
tial danger, mentioning physical and psychological violence 
including harassment and threats. This corresponds with pre-
vious research on women’s experiences of post-separation 
abuse (Brännvall, 2016; James-Hanman & Holt, 2021). For 
this group, interaction regarding maintenance can therefore 
be risky (Natalier, 2018). Some of the mothers described 
being afraid and cried when objecting to being forced to 
have direct contact with their former partner on a regular 
basis. In a few cases, the letter from the SSIA had spurred 
violent acts, but for the most part it was talk about fear and 
worry that made us see this as re-actualizing previous expe-
riences. In the following example, a mother had applied for 
maintenance support at the SSIA (thus requesting to use 
the agency as an intermediary), and this had induced abu-
sive behavior from the father. The example illustrates how 
maintenance-related issues can lead to increased contact and 
abuse, even when an intermediary agency steps in:

(1) On Friday my ex received a paper [from the SSIA] 
about maintenance. ((Sighs)) And all hell broke loose. 
He was here and banged on the door and yelled and 
sent texts to our thirteen-year-old about what a fucking 
awful person I am who has applied for maintenance. 
(Mother, call 2179)

Many calls were from parents who contacted the SSIA 
after having received a letter with information about the 
new regulations demanding them to interact directly with 
the other parent and to solve the financial transfer without 
SSIA’s mediation. Leaving a violent relationship is often a 
challenging process and victims seldom report abuse before 
they feel emotionally safe and cognitively separated from 
their former perpetrators (Kennedy et al., 2021; Rober et al., 
2006; Tennent & Weatherall, 2019, pp. 270–288). In line 
with this, perhaps, only a few of the mothers who described 
IPV provided detailed information about the former part-
ner’s violent behavior. By phrasing the forced contact as 
“unwise” or something that “does not work”, they appealed 
to the SSIA officers’ own judgment without demanding 
special treatment or making IPV experiences explicit. The 
following example shows a way in which this was done, 
and how it was only after the SSIA officer indicated that 
the request for continued maintenance support could not be 
granted that a history of IPV was brought up:

(2) It says there [in the letter from the SSIA] that my 
daughter’s dad and I will deal with [the maintenance] 
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ourselves and that it won’t be through you anymore, 
but I don’t agree with that. (...) He and I should have 
as little contact as possible, that’s best. (...) (SSIA 
officer: There must be special reasons if it is to con-
tinue to go through us.) Okay but then I have special 
reasons, because he’s threatened me before so I have 
reported him to the police. (Mother, call 1886)

In a few instances, the mothers described the events in 
more detail, including references to persons, places and 
explicit violent actions. In the next example, however, the 
mother chose to disclose detailed information to the case 
officer after eleven minutes of talk, in order to support her 
claim. She described potentially life-threatening events as 
a background to her worry what would happen if they were 
to have contact with each other:

(3) He has been charged with damage and physical 
abuse, which means that I can’t be in the residence as 
usual (...) If I’m there at the same time I don’t know 
what will happen next time. We ended a long rela-
tionship with him throwing, we had a boat, he threw 
all my belongings worth over a hundred thousand 
into the water, and me. I swam in my clothes for an 
hour from the boat. Then I never came back when he 
was present of course. (Mother, call 2340)

In some cases, the mothers objected to the requirement 
regarding contact by referring to previous physical abuse 
in front of the children. They also supported these accounts 
by mentioning social service interventions intended to pro-
tect the children from the other parent. Even though the 
physical and psychological abuse happened in the past, 
the mothers did not trust their former partner and resisted 
further contact:

(4) Yeah, I’ve been exposed to physical abuse from 
my ex. Social services have been involved and such 
things. I don’t trust him completely either. Because 
this physical abuse has taken place... in front of the 
children too. (Mother, call 2305)

Having to deal directly with their former partner caused 
anxiety and concern. Mothers expressed fear, not only for 
their own safety but for their children’s, as in the example 
above. Some mothers talked about the need to protect their 
children from the father and calculated the potential risk 
of violence in relation to their own actions, sometimes 
suggesting that they would abstain from maintenance in 
order to avoid problems. Direct contact with the former 
partner was thereby framed as a risk in relation to intensi-
fied threats and abuse targeting not only themselves but 
also their children. According to one of the mothers “the 
most important thing is to spare the children from fighting 
and things” (Mother, call 1988, example 5).

The reform also seems to have spurred stalking behavior 
in some cases. The mothers in our data described recurrent 
threatening phone calls and text messages from their former 
partner. Some said that they did not report it to the police 
because they were unsure how it would affect the child. 
Sometimes the mothers pinned their hopes on support from 
the social services or the school welfare officer:

(6) I’ve received threats and nightly calls, but it [a 
police report] doesn’t benefit our daughter right now. 
It’s the second time he writes about me to our daugh-
ter and the counsellor at the school will probably deal 
with this in time but she [the daughter] is harmed by 
this you know and it’s only getting worse. (Mother, 
call 2179)

In conclusion, our data indicate that the reform in these 
cases has contributed to maintaining or re-actualizing fear 
of physical and/or psychological abuse or harassment. 
Although the financial transfer did not necessarily involve 
direct physical contact, there were cases where the liable 
parent intruded and threatened the resident parent as well 
as the child, or where the caller described anticipation and 
worry about such behaviors.

Continued or Accelerated Cooperative Difficulties

Another recurring theme in the calls –less clearly con-
nected to IPV but nevertheless relevant for understanding 
the consequences of the maintenance reform – was coopera-
tive difficulties that hindered parents to agree on a mainte-
nance amount or to manage financial transfers. The parents’ 
accounts were either focused on dislike or aversion linked 
to fear or anxiety, and they described the imposed contact 
as”tense”, “infected”, “strained”, or even”catastrophic”, 
saying that contact was “not possible”, “did not work” or 
pointing out that they “did not talk”. In light of example 
2, it is possible that some of the situations described actu-
ally involve some form of IPV, although this is not spelled 
out. Parents who were not on speaking terms found it very 
difficult to cooperate regarding maintenance and displayed 
resistance to the new regulations that forced them to have 
monthly financial contact with the other parent. For instance, 
one mother communicated that “me and their father don’t 
have any contact you know. I haven’t talked to him since 
April last year, the situation is tense” (Mother, call 1988, 
example 7) and another mother stated that “we barely talk 
to each other you know. Now this is disaster” (Mother, call 
1895, example 8).

Some parents sought to avoid contact with their former 
partner even though years had passed since the separation. 
They searched for ways to circumvent the conflicted situ-
ation, and in some cases also the risk of being exposed to 
verbal abuse or harassment. The situation with the former 
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partner was described as contaminated with previous nega-
tive experiences, making direct contact impossible. Even 
though the majority of IPV research has focused on men’s 
violence against women, there is a small body of research 
that has addressed and analyzed women’s violence against 
men, for instance showing that it is often psychological or 
verbal rather that physical (Williams et al., 2008). This can 
be seen in the following example, where a father resisted 
contact with his ex-partner, anticipating verbal abuse 
although they had been separated for nine years:

(9) Because I don’t want to answer her, that’s the 
way it is. It’s so infected. Has been even though it’s 
nine years ago, there has been a trial and there has 
been a settlement and like other things that I don’t 
want to. Yeah so. Like I don’t want all that taunting. 
(Father, call 2259)

In some cases, the parents were emotional, crying or 
sobbing, as they argued that they should not have to deal 
with the liable parent, sometimes also invoking worry or 
fear. In our data, only mothers displayed emotion in this 
way, but this of course does not mean that fathers did not 
experience similar emotions. This discrepancy might be 
explained by gendered norms about emotional expression 
(Addis & Mahalik, 2003) or that they in fact had not been 
exposed to violence. The following example features a 
mother who has called the SSIA after having received a 
letter about the change in regulations:

(10) It says that, oh sorry ((cries)), it says that I have 
to make an agreement with the other parent although 
I have sole custody of the children and it’s not pos-
sible! (...) ((cries)) I don’t know what to do? I’ve had 
sole custody for over a year and we haven’t spoken to 
each other and the children haven’t seen him in that 
time and he has the entire time said that he doesn’t 
want to pay because he thinks that I sit here and get 
lots of money like (...) And I can’t talk to him. It’s 
not possible to give even an inch of access to the 
family here. (Mother, call 1834).

While IPV is not explicitly mentioned here, several 
features – beyond crying – suggest that the situation was 
distressing and problematic for the family. For instance, 
the expression that it is not possible to “give even an inch” 
suggests that the mother anticipated that renewed contact 
regarding maintenance would lead to worse things (with 
the unspoken continuation “or he will take a mile”). In 
addition, the mother not only described lack of contact 
but also mentioned that the father had previously bluntly 
refused to give her any money. This could indicate a his-
tory of financial abuse, although the case officer in this 
case did not treat it that way.

Renewed Financial Control

A recurrent theme, particularly in the calls from mothers, 
was that their former partner did not pay at all, payed only 
partially or irregularly, or made deductions that they were 
not entitled to. Withholding (parts of) the maintenance lim-
its the resident parent’s possibilities to support the child, 
but also causes an overall less stable financial situation that 
can affect them in various ways – it can thus be a strategy 
to exert financial control over the other (Cook et al., 2015; 
Natalier, 2018). It should be noted here that in Sweden, as 
in many other countries, men earn more money on a struc-
tural level than women (SCB, 2021), which makes the matter 
substantially gendered. The regulatory change stipulating 
payment without the SSIA as an intermediary thus provides 
an opportunity for the liable parent to gain or maintain con-
trol, and possibly financial abuse, over the resident parent.

Parents in our data described not knowing if, how much, 
or when the liable parent would make the financial transfer, 
and highlighted this as stressful and problematic. Experi-
ences or anticipation of this were described in terms of 
worry or fear relating to financial insecurity:

(11) I’m very afraid that he won’t be able to... or that 
he pays the money that I should get. (...) I’ve tried 
to talk to him about maintenance and that we should 
be able to sort this out, but he doesn’t know what he 
makes a month. He doesn’t know if he can pay any-
thing. We don’t agree and it’s really not possible. 
(Mother, call 2261)

Contrasting with example 10 in the previous section, 
example 11 does not necessarily link irregular or with-
held payment to conscious or premeditated financial abuse 
(although the statement “we don’t agree” might imply that 
the issue in fact goes beyond being unable to pay). It is 
important to note that some of the cases in our data likely 
had to do with the liable parent’s negligence or inability to 
pay, rather than purposely withholding money as a form of 
abuse. The problems that resident parents described never-
theless point to some of the effects that the liable parent’s 
payment strategies can have on their lives, which illustrate 
the risk imposed by the reform’s implementation.

A clear pattern in our data was that the reform was seen as 
imposing additional financial strain, since the parents could 
not rely on their ex-partners’ payments. Some parents saw 
the SSIA’s intermediary role as a kind of insurance to avoid 
financial irregularities. Without this control system they 
suspected, or had experienced in the past, not receiving the 
monthly payment. In the next example, a father suggested 
that he had expected the mother to withhold his maintenance 
once the SSIA withdrew their engagement, and that she did 
this despite knowing the rules, once the SSIA no longer 
took a role of surveillance:”I haven’t received anything you 
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know. And I knew that it might be this way because perhaps 
she’s known about this too I guess? (…) Then there’s like no 
direct surveillance” (Father, call 1991, example 12).

In some instances, the resident parent had adapted to a 
situation where they would not receive payment from the 
liable parent. A recurrent theme was that the parents in 
our data seemed to adjust their understanding of the situ-
ation to their former partner’s understanding, presenting 
their financial reality as an acceptable, albeit aggravating, 
circumstance. This is in line with research saying that IPV 
victims tend to normalize their experiences and gradually 
see themselves from the perpetrator’s perspective and adapt 
to their motives (Lundgren, 2012). By taking their former 
partner’s perspective regarding maintenance, resident par-
ents might risk financial instability. Some mothers (but no 
fathers) in our data considered being “nice” and give their 
former partner repeated chances even though they suffered 
financially from doing so:

(13) We don’t have great communication. [Him not 
paying] puts me in a jam you know. Should I be nice 
and give him a chance and wait or what do I do? 
Because I’m sitting here without that money so to 
speak. (Mother, call 2211)

In a similar vein, a mother described losing out on main-
tenance after the separation, out of consideration for the 
father who claimed he would commit suicide otherwise. She 
explicated that “I didn’t apply right away… I didn’t know 
if he was serious, but he said, he screamed it once after 
we’d separated that if he’d be forced to pay maintenance he 
would fucking kill himself” (Mother, call 1988, example 
14). A threat to hurt oneself can be a form of psychological 
abuse and it can also be used for the purpose of control and 
manipulation (Humphreys & Thiara, 2003). In the example 
above, the mother adjusted to the father’s wishes by choos-
ing to not pursue any maintenance, neither from the SSIA 
nor directly from the father. The father’s threat thus had a 
direct effect on the mother’s financial situation.

Another issue that relates to financial control concerns the 
practical details of administering direct payments between 
the parents. Some parents described discomfort related to 
managing the financial transfer, and even giving out their 
bank account or the number to the mobile payment system 
was described as generating anxiety. Case officers have also 
noted that the conversion of maintenance, from a benefit 
distributed by the SSIA to direct payment between parents, 
has opened up new possibilities for harassment by the per-
petrator by e.g., paying irregularly or adding offensive and 
threatening remarks on the bank transaction. Aspects such 
as these suggest that procedures attached to the reform has 
facilitated a form of post separation abuse (Fernqvist, 2020; 
Natalier, 2018). The following example features the same 
mother as in example 14, who appealed to the SSIA officer, 

saying that she “begged” for them to continue administer-
ing her maintenance. In example 15 the mother subsided 
her request “it just makes my stomach lurch when I think 
about like leaving my bank details to him. (…) In the best 
of worlds I can get a letter from you where it continues as it 
has before” (Mother, call 1988, example 15).

In sum, our data shed light on the range of ways in which 
the reform can contribute, directly or indirectly, to finan-
cial insecurity and increased risk for financial abuse. Being 
forced to interact with the other parent can cause anxiety 
both regarding the financial situation and the contact in 
itself. It provides the liable parent with an opportunity to 
impose (or threat to impose) financial instability on the resi-
dent parent, or to pressure them to accept a smaller or more 
irregular sum. These problems can be difficult for the SSIA 
to spot, as they are used to dealing with parents’ inability to 
pay based on his/her financial situation, which is treated as 
distinct from IPV.

“Paper Abuse” and New Possibilities to Display 
Diligence or Exert Camouflaged Control

The final theme illustrates how dealings with the SSIA (and 
likely other public authorities) can provide an opportunity 
for the liable parent to display diligence. This can be impor-
tant since a parent’s ability and interest in cooperating with 
the other parent post separation is highly valued in Swed-
ish legislation and practice regarding custody and rights of 
access. It has been reported that mothers who, as a protective 
measure in relation to a violent father, restricts access to the 
child can be fined or even lose custody since her actions 
are perceived as unwillingness to comply with the norms 
of cooperation (Diesen, 2016). Reversely, demonstrating 
compliance with these norms can favor the parent in cus-
tody disputes. It is therefore reasonable to assume that non-
resident parents (mostly fathers) may benefit from presenting 
themselves as willing to adapt to increased levels of contact 
to ensure proper payments of maintenance, as ordained by 
the reform.

In our data, parents who described conflict but neverthe-
less wanted to manage maintenance without interference of 
the SSIA overall presented themselves as the responsible, 
trustworthy and lawful person in the conflict, arguing that 
they, but not the other parent, were willing to follow the 
new regulations. Presenting oneself in this way might work 
in favor of a decision by the SSIA that the parents should 
indeed be able to manage maintenance without SSIA inter-
ference. We identified instances in our data where this dili-
gent self-presentation might work to camouflage controlling 
behavior. In the example below, the father first stated that he, 
but not the mother, wanted to cooperate as he did not want to 
place any administrative ‘burden’ on the SSIA:
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(16) What I just want to know here really, it’s a couple 
of things. She wants to go through the Social Insurance 
Agency. I don’t want to burden the Social Insurance 
Agency really. I want to have the possibility to make, 
of course, this [a deduction] when he’s with me (...) 
So she says “no but I want to do it all at the Social 
Insurance Agency”. I mean, what gives her the right 
to decide? (...) The boy is a bit worried, a bit of a 
mommy’s boy right now. So there were a lot of things 
that happened and it was messy. I finally was forced to 
threaten her [the mother], for the boy’s sake. (Father, 
call 2294)

It can be noted that the father, in this example, mentioned 
that his position was motivated partly by being able to make 
deductions for time when he took care of their son (which 
is only possible if the financial transfer is not managed by 
SSIA). He also openly questioned the mother’s right to 
decide and described himself as being forced to threaten the 
mother. This aligns with how perpetrators tend to externalize 
the reason for their actions; it is not their fault but someone 
else’s, typically their (ex-) partner’s (Lundgren, 2012, p. 
57). The mother’s resistance to having direct contact with 
the father in this case could – as the father suggests – very 
well be a strategy to prevent the father from making deduc-
tions that he is entitled to make. In light of the mentioned 
threats, however, it is possible that the mother tries to avoid 
direct contact with a previous perpetrator, in which case the 
father’s claims could be part of, or work to facilitate, further 
abuse.

Instances such as this provide the SSIA case officers with 
a delicate problem. They are on the one hand presented with 
the story of a trustworthy citizen who claims being willing 
to pay maintenance, whereas they are on the other hand pre-
sented with a story that suggests that abusive or controlling 
behavior might be an issue. Previous research has shown 
that the reform has made case officers more aware of what 
impact economic abuse might have on (primarily) resident 
parents. One challenging aspect is the fact that case officers 
are prohibited by law to refuse a liable parent to pay directly 
to a resident parent, even in cases where the case officer has 
reason to suspect that there is an impending risk of abuse 
(Fernqvist, 2020). Unless special reasons have been invoked 
by one of the parents (usually the resident parent), the pro-
cess will continue towards direct payments.

A related problem has to do with the opportunity to 
manipulate public authorities in order to cause problems 
for the resident parent, which has been conceptualized as 
‘paper abuse’ (Miller & Smolter, 2011). In one call, a mother 
had worked up a large debt to the SSIA since her ex-partner 
had applied for maintenance support without her knowledge, 
and had then for a considerable time hidden the letters and 
bills the SSIA sent to the mother. The father thus used the 

SSIA to put the mother in a financially difficult situation. 
The following example illustrates another way in which the 
resident parent’s maintenance arrangements with the SSIA 
can be hijacked by the liable parent in cases of IPV. Here, a 
mother has called to explain that during a previous call with 
the SSIA officer, her former partner sat next to her, forcing 
her to lie and make false statements in his favor:

(17) Because when Margareta [an SSIA officer] called 
he was sitting right beside me and then I had to say 
that. I was forced to say yes because he was sitting 
right next to me and for him this maintenance was a 
disaster, to think he would even pay at all. (Mother, 
call 1879)

The mother here claims that her previously supplied 
information, i.e., that her former partner had moved back in 
with her and their child, was false. The use of administrative 
procedures, on false premises, made the agency cancel the 
maintenance support, leaving the mother in a difficult finan-
cial situation. In the analyzed call the mother was questioned 
and asked to provide evidence to assure the SSIA officer of 
the legitimacy of her renewed maintenance support claim.

In sum, the analyses in this section have brought attention 
to the ways in which the SSIA can be manipulated as part of 
an abusive process. The new maintenance regulations have 
provided liable parents with an opportunity to exert abuse; if 
payments are made in an orderly fashion and the liable par-
ent claims to be willing to make them directly to the resident 
parent, this opens up a window for further contact, which in 
turn may re-actualize IPV for the resident parent.

Discussion

By thematically analyzing how separated parents who 
called the SSIA about maintenance described experiences 
of conflict and IPV when dealing with the other parent, our 
analysis has highlighted a range of negative consequences 
of recent changes in maintenance support regulations in 
Sweden. Although the analytic approach does not allow us 
to generalize regarding the extent of the problems identi-
fied, it is clear from our results that increasing demands for 
parental contact post-separation may lead to new conflicts 
and resident parents and children may be put at risk of con-
trolling behavior, threats, harassment, and violence from 
the liable parent. These observations have clear parallels in 
international research (see Cook et al., 2015; Natalier, 2018) 
and illustrate how the handling of child maintenance may 
become an arena for exerting intimate abuse post-separation 
in the Swedish welfare state. The normative and legal pres-
sure to actively maintain contact and cooperate with the 
other parent post-separation – that underpinned the main-
tenance reform in 2016 – has been criticized by women’s 
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advocate groups as well as IPV researchers, who have argued 
that such demands may increase risk and suffering for IPV 
victims. Where IPV is a concern, the maintenance regula-
tions still allow for the SSIA to function as an intermediary 
so that parents can avoid contact with each other. However, 
our analysis suggests that these matters are not as clear-cut 
as the legislation presumes, and the regulations themselves 
may re-actualize conflict and IPV in a range of ways.

For all identified themes in our data, worry or fear was 
raised in relation to renewed violence or conflict. It is thus 
not only explicit acts of violence that re-actualize these expe-
riences, but the very possibility of forced contact can induce 
re-traumatization and generate anxiety about the future. In 
cases of IPV this re-actualization can incorporate (a) diffi-
cult memories, re-traumatization, and re-victimization; (b) 
renewed threats and various forms of violence; (c) concern, 
worry or anticipation of threats or violence. All these aspects 
may contribute to creating an “atmosphere of fear” (James-
Hanman & Holt, 2021: 1). The study thus confirms previous 
findings on post-separation abuse (e.g. James-Hanman & 
Holt, 2021; Humphreys & Thiara 2003; Brownridge, 2006) 
but also highlights how such issues may be linked to the 
organization of welfare schemes such as maintenance sup-
port. It is important to emphasize that re-actualization, as 
we have discussed it here, can occur regardless of whether 
the SSIA subsequently assesses the case as an instance of 
IPV and steps in as an intermediary, as our analysis has 
pointed at how initiating the bureaucratic process is itself 
a sensitive matter and that parents with experiences of IPV 
or conflict react strongly to the communication letters from 
the SSIA. The possibility for the SSIA to make an exception 
to the default rule that parents should manage maintenance 
themselves is thus insufficient for avoiding the problems laid 
out in this article, since such an exception is made upon 
request and follows an investigation process which in itself 
may re-actualize violence or conflict. Although work rou-
tines may have changed since the data were collected during 
the implementation of the reform, the legislation relating 
to ‘special reasons’ eligibility for maintenance support is 
largely unmodified, suggesting that the problem remains.

Although our data do not allow for analysis of what 
happens further on in these cases our results highlight 
what has previously been called ‘the six months rule’ as 
particularly problematic. This is because this rule states 
that each case will be reviewed at specific time intervals 
(this time frame has been six months, but after heavy criti-
cism, this was changed and will from 2022 onwards range 
from six months up to four years, see Bill, 2020/21:203), 
meaning that parents with experience of IPV need to sub-
ject to renewed assessment on a regular basis. This, in 
turn, means that experiences may need to be revisited 
and that it is impossible to ensure escaping forced direct 

contact with the other parent. It is thus not unlikely that 
some resident parents will avoid applying for maintenance 
support from the SSIA despite not receiving any main-
tenance from the other parent. It is beyond the scope for 
this study to investigate this further, but the risk has been 
addressed in the public evaluation of the reform (ISF, 
2019). The maintenance reform might therefore restrict 
the possibilities for parents with a history of IPV (but also 
serious conflicts) to get the child maintenance to which 
they are eligible, which in the end may affect the welfare 
of both parents and children. Jeopardizing children’s rights 
to maintenance is problematic in several respects, not least 
in relation to the recent incorporation of the CRC in Swed-
ish legislation. Given the problems of the maintenance 
reform related to both IPV and conflict, it can therefore be 
questioned whether the benefits of the reform outweigh the 
negative consequences for these groups.

A final point of discussion is that the reform has made 
it necessary for SSIA case officers to distinguish between 
IPV and conflict in order to assess eligibility for mainte-
nance support on the basis of IPV. The analyzed service 
calls constitute the first point of contact with the SSIA 
and therefore have an important gatekeeping function. To 
qualify for maintenance support, parents need to describe 
their experiences to the SSIA officer. Meanwhile, previous 
research has suggested that disclosing IPV in an institu-
tional setting is not straight-forwardly done and that vague 
descriptions making violence inferentially available (e.g., 
describing conflict in more general terms) are recurrently 
used by both victims and perpetrators (Greatbatch & Ding-
wall, 1999; Tennent & Weatherall, 2019). While we see it 
as important to not confuse conflict and IPV, we thus also 
acknowledge that some of the descriptions of conflict in 
the analyzed calls may reflect situations of IPV without 
this being made explicit (and vice versa). It is a limitation 
of the study’s naturally occurring data that it is not pos-
sible to ask further questions to verify or delve into the 
experiences described. Meanwhile, this very fact contrib-
utes insight into the difficulty of the case officers’ task of 
assessing the validity of the callers’ claims based on such 
vague descriptions. In the legislative works that laid the 
foundation for the maintenance reform, IPV was treated as 
straight-forwardly detectable, but our findings suggest this 
to be an over-simplification of how IPV is experienced and 
communicated. How IPV and conflict are distinguished 
from each other in naturalistic interactions is therefore an 
important question for further research, as well as policy 
and capacity building in welfare institutions.
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