
 

 

 

 

 

Daughterhood to Motherhood: The Impacts of 
Childhood Exposure to Family 

Violence on Subsequent Mothering 
 
 
 
 

Submitted by 

 

Kathy Mendis 

BSW 

 

 

 

A thesis submitted in total fulfilment 

of the requirements for the degree of 

Master of Social Work 

 

 

 

School of Social Work and Social Policy 

Faculty of Health Sciences 

 

La Trobe University 

Bendigo Victoria 3550 

Australia 

 

October 2006 



Table of Contents 
 

List of Diagrams         v 

List of Abbreviations        vi 

Acknowledgements         vii 

Summary          viii 

Statement of Authorship        ix 

 

Chapter 1 Introduction        1 

1.1 Background         1 

1.2 Key Concepts         9 

 1.2.1 Family Violence       9 

 1.2.2 Mothering/Mothering Role/Mother     11 

 1.2.3 Child/Childhood       12 

1.3 The Significance of the Research      12 

1.4 Research Aims        14 

1.5 Organisation of the Thesis       15 

 

Chapter 2 Literature Review       16 

2.1 An Overview of the Impacts and Causes of  

Childhood Exposure to Family Violence     16 

2.2 Intervention and Childhood Victims of Family Violence   34 

 

Chapter 3 Methodology        37 

3.1 Methodological and Theoretical Issues     37 

3.1.1 Qualitative Approach       38 

3.1.2 Conceptual Framework      39 

3.1.3 Feminist Theory       40 

3.1.4 Feminist Methodology      41 

3.1.5 Narrative Inquiry       43 

3.1.6 Narrative Analysis       43 

3.2 The Research Methods       44 

3.2.1 Ethical Issues and Considerations     45 

3.2.2 Recruitment of Participants      47 

3.2.3 Data Collection       48 

 ii



3.2.4 Transcribing and Sorting of Data     55 

3.2.5 Coding and Preliminary Analysis     56 

3.2.6 Second Stage of Data Analysis     57 

3.2.7 Developing Credibility of the Research    59 

3.2.8 Limitations and Strengths of the Study    63 

 

Chapter 4 Findings        70 

4.1 Introduction         70 

4.2 Introduction of Women       73 

4.3 Theme 1 – Direct Consequences of Exposure to Family Violence  

in Childhood         75 

4.3.1 Enduring/Overcoming Adversity     76 

4.3.2 Mental Wellbeing       80 

 4.3.3 Moments of Epiphany       81 

 4.3.4 Significant Others       83 

 4.3.5 Learned Behaviours       84 

 4.3.6 Pursuing a Nurturing Role into Adulthood    85 

 4.3.7 The Need for Children      86 

 4.3.8 Indelible Memories       87 

4.4 Theme 2 – Development of Concepts in Light of Childhood   

Exposure to Family Violence       88 

 4.4.1 Conceptualising Family and Mothering    88 

4.4.2 Managing Intimate Relationships     89 

4.4.3 Re-Contextualising Own Parent/s’ Behaviours   91 

4.4.5 Socially Constructed Mothering Roles    93 

4.5 Theme 3 – Doing Mothering       94 

 4.5.1 Proactive Knowledge Seeking     95 

 4.5.2 Rejecting Own Parent/s’ Approaches to Child Rearing  95 

 4.5.3 Constant Reflections       97 

 4.5.4 Expectations of Own Children     98 

 4.5.5 Unconscious Impacts       99 

4.6 Overview of Key Findings       100 

 

 iii



Chapter 5 Discussion and Concluding Comments    101 

5.1 General Comments and Observations      103 

5.2 Challenges to the Cycle of Violence Hypothesis    104 

5.3 Long-Term Consequences for Emotional and Mental Wellbeing  108 

5.4 The Complicating Consequences of Childhood Memories and  

 Constancy of Reflections       111 

5.5 The Impacts of Concepts Formed about Family and Mothering  112 

5.6 Concluding Comments and Recommendations    114 

 

Appendices           119 

Appendix 1   – Ethics Approval Notification      119 

Appendix 2   – Letters to Agencies Seeking Permission to Recruit  

Interview Participants       121 

Appendix 3   – Recruitment Advertisement – Poster     123 

Appendix 4   – Recruitment Advertisement – Pamphlet    124  

Appendix 5   – Information Letter for Participants     125 

Appendix 6   – Consent Form        128 

Appendix 7   – Interview Guide       130 

Appendix 8   – Passage of a Transcript with Emotional Content   131 

Appendix 9   – Example of Cleaning a Transcript     132 

Appendix 10 – Example of My Journal Entry     133 

 

References           134 

 iv



List of Diagrams 
 

Diagram 1: Links between Core Themes 71 

   

Diagram 2: The 17 Sub-Themes Belonging to Core Themes 72 

   

Diagram 3: Impacts on Mothering 102  

 

Diagram 4: Major Findings of the Impacts of Childhood Exposure to  

                   Family Violence on Subsequent Mothering                                          102 

 

 v



List of Abbreviations 
 

AASW  Australian Association of Social Workers 

 

ABS  Australian Bureau of Statistics 

 

AIHW  Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 

 

CYPA 89 Children and Young Persons Act 89 

 

DHS  Department of Human Services 

 

DVIRC Domestic Violence & Incest Resource Centre  

 

PADV  Partnerships Against Domestic Violence 

 

SAAP  Supported Accommodation Assistance Program 

 

SOCA  Survivors of Childhood Abuse  

 

WAFE  Women’s Aid Federation of England 

 

 vi



Acknowledgements 
 

I wish to express my deep appreciation to a number of special people who have assisted 

this project to become a reality. 

 

I thank my supervisor, Dr Jennifer Lehmann with deep gratitude for her guidance and 

support throughout my candidature. I have immensely benefited from her knowledge, 

insights and rigorous scholarship in developing my professional and personal skills. The 

precision and attention to detail with which she conducts her work inspired me to strive 

for the best with my study. I also wish to extend my thanks to my second supervisor, 

Associate Professor Martin Ryan for providing invaluable feedback on drafts of my work.  

 

Special appreciation is extended to the women who willingly shared their painful personal 

stories for this research. The findings of this study are a tribute to the strength of these 

women. It is our mutual hope that the effort that has gone into this project will benefit 

other women and children in the future.  

 

Finally, I owe thanks to my wonderful sons, Peter, Brian and Kennan, for laying the 

foundation for this project. If not for their positive natures, the research question of this 

study would not have been conceived. My children continue to be a prime source of 

inspiration, leading me to be optimistic about the futures of thousands of other abused 

children. 

 

This book is dedicated to my late father and aunt who inspired me with their intellectual 

knowledge and set me on the path to tertiary education.  

 

 vii



Summary 
 

Daughterhood to Motherhood: The Impacts of Childhood Exposure to 

Family Violence on Subsequent Mothering 

 
Research indicates children’s exposure to family violence results in long-term negative 

consequences, hindering social skill development and impacting on the ability to function 

as healthy, productive adults. Also, there exists a widely accepted theory, called the  

‘cycle of violence’, which hypothesises that children who have experienced violence at 

the hands of their parents tend to grow up to become violent parents themselves. Some 

evidence for this theory has been found following research with groups of abusive parents 

and people who have committed crimes. This study explores the specific impacts of 

childhood exposure to family violence on the subsequent mothering of a group of women 

drawn from the general population.  

 

A qualitative approach using a methodology that combined feminist and narrative 

approaches was used. Nine women who have been exposed to family violence in 

childhood including physical, emotional/psychological, sexual abuse and witness to 

violence between parents participated in interviews which explored their experiences of 

mothering. Each woman was interviewed twice to collect stories of childhood and of 

mothering experiences. These were analysed revealing that the women’s mothering was 

affected by their childhood exposure to family violence in several ways, ranging from 

direct emotional impacts to indirect impacts of conceptualisations formed in the light of 

childhood experiences. 

 

This study adds to the existing knowledge of the long-term impacts of childhood exposure 

to family violence by focussing specifically on subsequent mothering. The findings 

encourage social work and health care personnel to appreciate that women exposed to 

family violence in childhood have specific issues with their mothering and there is a need 

to address these issues. It also challenges the weight given to the cycle of violence theory 

in intervention and prevention strategies in child abuse and family violence sectors.  
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