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Introduction & Importance 
Perpetrators of abuse may use children and harm the relationship between the child and protective caregiver in order to 

control their partner and the entire household. The protective caregiver’s parenting is often compromised as safety 

concerns force them to prioritize the demands of the abuser. Knowledge of these dynamics will help advocates better 

understand the dynamic of the families they serve. It is also very important to remember that the abuser may be 

someone that the child loves. Make sure that you are not giving your personal opinion of the abuser to the child. 

Remember to refer to the abuser by their name or by the relation to the child.  

Effects on Caregiver’s Parenting 
Power and control tactics used by abusers may cause the following experiences for caregivers:  

The protective caregiver believes they are an inadequate caregiver. 

 Protective caregiver portrayed as an unfit because of children’s deficits by the abuser. 

 Fears having children taken away from them. 

 Frustrated in attempts to create structure or be consistent. 

 Children’s problems reflect their belief that they are a bad caregiver. 

The protective caregiver may lose respect of some or all their children. 

 Some children see the caregiver as the target of abuse. 

 Children disregard the caregivers parental authority - Don’t follow the protective caregiver’s rules. 

 Children may grow to devalue or be ashamed of caregiver. 

The protective caregiver may believe the abuser’s excuses for their abusive behavior. 

 Believes abuse is the caregivers fault and the caregiver tries to modify their behavior.  

 Feels guilty about the abuse effects on children. 

 Believes abuse is linked to alcohol or stress. 

 Believes abuse is culturally or religiously appropriate. 

 Believes men and boys should have more privileges and power in the family. 

The protective caregiver may change their parenting style in response to the abuser. 

 Too permissive or authoritarian. 

 Permissive-in response to authoritarian parenting of abuser. 

 Authoritarian-to try and keep children from annoying abuser. 

 Makes age-inappropriate or unreasonable demands on children -to calm abuser. 

 Afraid to use discipline -because the children have been through so much. 

 Left to do all the demanding parts of parenting while abuser engages in fun parts. 

The protective caregiver’s capacity to manage and cope from the abuse is prevented or overwhelmed. 

 Compromised caregiver’s capacity to care for children and provide for their daily needs. 

 Depression, anxiety, poor sleeping, etc. -To provide for their daily needs. 

 Denied right to use of birth control may result in many children born close together. 

 Denied financial support -To meet children’s basic needs for food etc. 

 Reactive rather than pro-active parenting, -responding to crisis not preventing problems. 
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The protective caregiver may use survival strategies with negative effects. 

 May use alcohol or use other substances. 

 May maltreat children physically or verbally. 

 May neglect children by leaving them with inadequate caretakers to get a break. 

 May avoid being at home or work double shifts. 

The bond between the child and protective caregiver may be compromised. 

 Children may be angry at caregiver for failing to protect them or evict abuser. 

 Caregiver prevented by abuser from comforting distressed child. 

 A child assumes parental role for caregiver. 

 Children anticipating their own OR their caregiver’s deportation or leaving may make the child anxious or may 

emotionally disengage to protect themselves from impending loss. 

The protective caregiver may become trapped in competition for children’s loyalties. 

 Abuser may force children into choosing sides. 

 Abuser may prevent communication and language with children and protective caregiver. 

 Abuser shapes child’s view of abuser as good, while portraying caregiver as bad. 

 Abuser may be seen as the fun caregiver who has no rules. 

 After separation, abuser may entice children to support the abuser’s bid for custody with promises of great life 

at their house. 

 Abuser may have more money and can offer more material goods and nicer home. 

Suggested Child-Related Needs 
On the next page is a chart to go through with the protective caregivers on their potential needs. This chart is not 

complete and may need to be adapted based on the people you are working with. Start by filling in the information of 

the agency and the contacts of specific people for each box. Then when you are working with the family and they 

identify a need you will have information ready and available for them. This can also be a way to do a warm referral if 

the person you are working with is uncomfortable calling the service provider on the phone or going to that agency. This 

resource can also help advocates start to look for and know which resources are available within their communities. 

(Refer to the New Advocate Manual: Know Your Community. You will need a login for this information.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://wi.coalitionmanager.org/Pages/CoalitionPublications.aspx
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Potential Needs Yes Where can I find this? 

Advocacy for my children   

Advocacy for myself   

Change schools for my children   

Child Care   

Counseling for my children   

Counseling for my partner   

Counseling for other areas   

Counseling for trauma I experienced   

Domestic violence shelter   

Find a family doctor   

Find a job or to update job skills   

Find a place to live   

Get Public Assistance   

Go back to school myself   

Help with immigration matters   

Keep child in school of origin   

Lawyer or legal advice   

Learn new parenting skills and strategies   

Make a safety plan for me and my family   

Pay for a lawyer   

Respite care   
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Positive Messages for Caregivers 
Parenting is all too often compromised within abusive relationships. These effects on parenting result in a low capacity 

to provide care the way the protective caregiver sees fit. Often leading to judgement and criticism from the outside 

world. Below are positive parenting messages to remind caregivers of their capacity to provide care for their children. 

There are no perfect caregivers. 

 Everyone has their strengths and weaknesses as a caregiver. Sometimes we need a break. 

Caregivers can change the lives of their children for the better. 

 Although there may be times where everything seems hopeless, I am here for you and your family as a resource 

and as support. 

Single caregivers can be good caregivers too. 

 Children growing up in single caregiver households grow up to be healthy adults when they have love, support, 

and structure in their lives. 

Protective Caregivers can be good role models for their children. 

 Your children look to you for how to act in their environment, showing them you can change different behaviors 

can give them hope that they can too. 

Learning effective parenting ways is a life-long process. 

 As your child grows through different developmental stages you to will have to grow your parenting in this ever 

changing world.  

There are people to help if you need it. 

 Asking for help can be hard, but we will support you in your decisions to help your family as capably as we can. 

You can model and teach non-violent behaviors. 

 The best way to challenge the cycle of abuse is to continue to teach these methods of non-violent behavior and 

communication. 
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Working with Protective Caregiver’s in Crisis 
Working with protective caregivers and their families can be challenging working with the various dynamics and 

temperaments within them. Caregivers may have biases regarding their children, be defensive about their style of 

caregiving, and have opportunities to be better caregivers. We all know how it feels to be misunderstood, have difficulty 

admitting our shortcomings, have engaged in behaviors that we knew we should change, and have been a difficult 

person at some time. As advocates, it is crucial to keep the following in mind. (Refer to the New Advocate Manual Crisis 

Counseling and Safety Planning. You will need a login to get this information) 

Protective Caregivers 
 Are trauma survivors. 

 Love their children. 

 Can be stressed and overburdened by too many responsibilities and too few resources. 

 Are behaving in ways that helped them survive their experiences. 

 May be forced to defer their children’s needs out of necessity. 

 Have had their sense of competence and self-worth eroded by their abusers. 

 Have had their caregiving compromised by the abuser. 

 Their relationship with their children damaged by the abuser. 

 May be resistant or defensive to services because of their experiences. 

 May have coped with domestic violence by avoiding the impact of the abuse on their children. 

 May be afraid or uncomfortable talking to their children about the abuse. 

 May feel guilty about exposing their children to domestic violence. 

 May feel conflicted about the abuser’s role in their children’s lives. 

 May have experienced poor caregiving or abuse themselves as a child. 

 Will not always give care the way they do when they are in crisis. 

 Need time to cope with their experiences and to learn and relearn techniques. 

What Protective Caregiver’s May Need 
1. Restoration of the respect for their caregiving that the batterer has denied 
2. Recognition of their efforts to support and protect their children. 
3. Opportunities to heal from their own trauma. 
4. Opportunities to feel good about their relationship with their children. 
5. Support for challenging the values that their children have learned from the abuser. 

 

  

https://wi.coalitionmanager.org/Pages/CoalitionPublications.aspx
https://wi.coalitionmanager.org/Pages/CoalitionPublications.aspx
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How Advocates Can Connect with and Support Protective Caregiver’s 
 Ask the protective caregiver to help you understand their family dynamics 

 Ask the protective caregiver what resources they may need to support their children.  

 Find out about their previous experiences with professionals regarding their children by asking about what 
worked, what didn’t, and what they’d like you to do differently. 

 Ask questions around their style of parenting or caregiving. 

 Find at least one thing about the protective caregiver that you respect, and use that to build your relationship 
with them. 

 Find out what’s important to them as a caregiver.  

 Connect with the protective caregiver around their own concerns about their children. 

 Share information about effects of domestic violence may help them feel less guilty and alone as a caregiver. 

 Identify and reinforce their strengths and successes as a caregiver.  

 Support their authority as a caregiver. 

 Help protective caregivers talk about their experiences and feelings with their children.  
o Conversations should be age-appropriate and no negative talk about the other caregiver.  

 Be a role model for positive interactions with children by modeling active & reflective listening and practice calm 
& compassionate problem solving. 

 Talk with protective caregivers and their children together from the very beginning. 

 Offer alternative parenting/caregiving techniques. 

 Build safety planning for the whole family into your first conversations with them. 

 Give choices, praise success and failures. 

 Approach each protective caregiver with an open mind and heart, and help them do the same with their 
children. 

Lessons for Advocates 
There are many good ways to care for children. How protective caregivers love their children differently does not mean 

they love them less. Remember, there is no one right way to be a caregiver. 

Understand that 

 Protective caregivers are the best experts on their own families. 

 We cannot expect more of protective caregivers than they are capable of at the present time. 

 We cannot help a protective caregiver if we cannot find a way to respect them. 

 If you want a protective caregiver to nurture their children, look for ways to nurture the protective caregiver. 

 What positive change means for that family. 

 Be aware of cultural differences in parenting and find the positives within their parenting style. 

 Be aware of differing educational backgrounds of the protective caregivers.  

Remember 

 Protective caregivers come to domestic violence and sexual assault programs for safety and support regarding 
battering, not to get caregiving advice. 

 Feeling unable to change is not the same as not caring. 

 When a protective caregiver is in crisis, it can be difficult to be the best caregiver they can be.  

 Protective caregivers may have good reasons for doing what they do, reasons that we may not be able to 
understand. 

 Things change, especially for families in crisis. The change you want to see now may happen over time. Plant the 
seeds and be patient. 

 Avoid creating toxic interactions and oversharing with other staff. 



Children & Youth Advocate Manual 
Section 4: Abuse Effects on Protective Caregiver’s Parenting 

Page 7 of 7 
 

Resources 
A Parent’s Self-Care and Self-Reflection the National Child Traumatic Stress Network tip sheet number 10 in the series. 
This one focusing on the importance of the caregiver to take care of themselves. 

Helping Children Thrive: Supporting Woman Abuse Survivors as Mothers (pg. 26-29) written for service providers 
assisting protective caregivers who have survived abuse. Material addresses the needs of abused protective caregivers, 
how abusers parent, how abusers affect family dynamics, effects of power and control tactics on protective caregivers, 
impact of abuse on children of different ages, guidance on parenting children exposed to violence, and strategies used 
by young people to cope with violence in their homes. 

Helping My Child: A Guide to Supporting Children Exposed to Domestic Violence (pg. 12-14) this guide is for protective 
caregivers who are targets of violence in a relationship. The goal of this resource is to support the protective caregiver 
so that they can support their children. Although there are some references to teens, the guide is directed, in particular, 
to children of 12 years and younger. 

The Needs of Children in Domestic Violence Shelters  (pg. 25) this is a toolkit to assist Domestic Violence agencies and 
other service providers to identify and respond to children exposed to domestic abuse. 

Please notify the Children & Youth Prevention & Outreach Coordinator, Cody Warner, if ANY of the 

links are no longer working. 

 

https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/children_domestic_violence_parents_self-care_and_self-reflection.pdf
http://www.lfcc.on.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Helping-Children-Thrive-Supporting-Woman-Abuse-Survivors-as-Mothers_-A-Resource-to-Support-Parenting.pdf
http://domesticpeace.ca/images/uploads/documents/HelpingMyChildGuide.pdf
https://childandfamilypolicy.duke.edu/pdfs/projects/CCFH_Toolkit.pdf
mailto:codyw@endabusewi.org?subject=CYAM%20Section%204:%20Abuse%20Effects%20on%20Protective%20Caregiver’s%20Parenting%20Broken%20Links

