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Abstract 
 

Gaining an understanding of the difficulties that mothers encounter when forced to parent in the 

context of domestic violence is important, because women with dependents have a delineation of 

needs which is different from women without dependents. Women with children are more likely to 

suffer from domestic violence, find it harder to leave, and carry a heavier burden of guilt and shame.  

 

This research project was prompted by a lack of literature that looks specifically at the difficulties 

mothers face when parenting in the context of domestic violence. It is a qualitative study that 

conducts three in-depth semi-structured interviews with social work practitioners to find out how 

social workers perceived and understood these difficulties, and how they felt that domestic violence 

might impact on the mothering role. 

 

The findings of this research reveal that participants all strongly agreed that domestic violence does 

impact the mothering role, and that guilt is deeply imbedded in mothers who expose their children to 

domestic violence. Mothers were seen to suffer from multiple sources of abuse and were sometimes 

automatically equated with poor parenting practices because of their exposure to violence. However, 

mothers were also recognised for their strength, endurance, and ability to parent in times of extreme 

adversity.    
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of working alongside women with dependents in a refuge context. From this only one respondent 

expressed an interest in participating in the research process but was later found to not fit the criteria. 

This poor response rate prompted a series of phone calls and emails to be sent to agencies that 

specifically worked with domestic violence. Disappointingly, this also yielded poor results. Of the 11 

agencies targeted there were no respondents. It became apparent through this process that it was 

less about the volume of advertising and more about tapping into existing relationships in the field of 

study.  

 

Due to a lack of interest, I returned to the agency I had done a previous Massey University placement 

at and this time all the participants were recruited through a sample of convenience. All three 

participants in this research are female and middle-aged. One participant is European while the other 

two participants are Indian. All of the participants come from the same place of work and have a 

wealth of experience working in the field of domestic violence. As a researcher, I had tried to avoid 

recruiting participants that were known to me because of the many associated difficulties such as: the 

role of conflict that can happen when researcher perceives or responds to data from a perspective 

other than researcher, an inability to separate roles, the blurring of boundaries, mistrust established 

from the pre-existing relationship, confidentiality, and the risk of reporting something that is known 

prior (Henry, James, Chapman, & Francis, 2009).  

 

Creating a sharp dichotomy between the participants and the researcher was less of a concern for this 

research than the probability of an increased social desirability bias that can result when the 

researcher invests too much in the act of self-disclosure and rapport building. Navigating this was 

particularly problematic given that participants and researcher were already well known to each 

other. However, Henry et al. (2009) sees this as a strength and believes that data is rich in depth and 

breadth because time has not been wasted establishing a forum in which participants feel comfortable 

to open up.  

 

I have reflected on this process and found that interviewing participants known to me impacted the 

research in a number of ways: the research questions became more tailor-made to fit what I knew of 

the person, the more difficult questions were reshaped into milder and more palatable versions. The 

interview process was perhaps shortened due to a large body of time being invested in social 

lubricants such as catch-ups, updates and general conversation, and there were difficulties in 
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sixth chapter provides a conclusion and recommendations for future research in the area of positive body 

image and for social workers in this field of practice. 
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that consequent self-evaluations of upward social comparisons contribute toward BID and disordered eating. 

Further, Dittmar and Howard (2004) found that social comparison was more of a predictor of BID in younger 

women as older women tend to engage in social comparisons less. Similarly, recent research suggests that 

women accept and love their bodies more readily as they age (Tiggemann, 2015). Looking at this evidence, it 

is likely that age is a factor in relation to body image. 

 

Body image can also be understood in reference to human developmental stages, in particular the period of 

transition from childhood to adult, named adolescence. During adolescence, females are vulnerable to reward 

inducing stimuli such as peer acceptance and pressure, due to the different responses within the brain 

pathways compared to adults (Gluckman, Low & Franko, 2011). Increasing adolescent vulnerability further, 

they are often the target audience of social media advertising, namely the promotion of sexuality. Therefore, 

adolescents may be vulnerable for mimicking ideal image role models and celebrities, in order to gain peer 

acceptance. It is also important to note while adolescents are going through physical pubertal changes, they 

naturally gain approximately 50% of their adult body weight (Maxwell & Cole, 2012), moving them further 

away from the ideal appearance shape. During this time, adolescents become increasingly concerned about 

their appearance (Cash & Pruzinsky, 2002). New Zealand research confirms this widespread issue with three 

quarters of New Zealand European adolescent females experiencing BID and desire to be thinner (Talwar, 

Carter, & Gleaves, 2012).  

 

Research also shows that gender is a factor in BID as females are more likely to be dissatisfied with their bodies 

than males. McCabe et al. (2011) who studied body satisfaction among adolescents in eight different 

countries, found that overall females were less satisfied with their body image than males were. This may be 

due to the fact that females as young as five years internalise sociocultural messages about appearances more 

than males do (Dohnt & Tiggemann, 2006). Similarly, Treasure (2007) found that females are ten times more 

likely to have anorexia or bulimia nervosa than males due to social comparisons.  

 

Because of the importance society places on thinness, women feel pressure particularly from social media, 

peers and family to reduce their body to achieve the ideal. This Tripartite Model (media, peers and parents) 

provides an understanding of how these three primary core sources of influence contribute to BID (Tatangelo 

& Ricciardelli, 2013). Firstly, social media is rapidly changing with technology becoming more portable, 

interactive and pervasive, and increasingly becoming one of biggest influences of social comparisons today. 
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Given the emotional and physical health risks associated with BID, it is important for researchers to study body 

image and its effects, particularly among young women. Social workers employed in mental health services 

working with children and adolescents can continue to contribute toward the development of positive body 

image by: 1) educating people on feeling confident within their bodies despite the abundance of appearance 

norms in a Western society; 2) teaching media literacy skills so that individuals view ideal body images critically 

(Gattario, 2013); and 3) teaching mastery of the body as precedence over appearance. For instance, a positive 

self-esteem can be achieved by being good at sport, rather than focusing on the appearance of the body. 

Further, studies reveal that clinical social workers and other health professionals providing intervention to 

women with BID, show that psychotherapy based intervention using cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) and 

mindfulness are effective in improving body image (Barth, 2014; Collin-Donnelly, 2014; Jarry & Berardi, 2004). 

Similarly, media literacy training has shown to be an effective protection factor against BID (Gattario, 2013; 

Richardson & Paxton, 2010).  

 

Summary 

In summary, body image is a multi-faceted concept describing how young women perceive, feel, and think 

about their bodies. Studies show body image issues are common in Western societies where thin females are 

idealised. Feminist theories, Social Comparison theories, and the Tripartite model all help to understand 

positive body image and health among young women. A combination of personal, psycho-social, and socio-

political factors contributes to the development of body image including media, age, gender, culture and 

relationships with others. It is important for social workers and other professionals working with women to 

have an understanding of positive body image so that BID issues can be targeted. Subsequently, positive body 

image learning can be incorporated into prevention and intervention programmes to improve overall health 

and well-being for women.  
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