
Domestic Abuse and it’s impact on Pregnant Mothers, 
Unborn and Newborn Children






Hidden 
Harm

There is an increased recognition of the impact 
of domestic abuse on children and young 
people.

This impact can cause significant harm, 
physically and emotionally and has a massive 
impact on life chances.

One in seven (14.2 per cent) 
children and young people under 
the age of 18 will have lived with 
domestic violence at some point 
in their childhood.






Domestic 
Abuse Bill

The new Domestic Abuse Bill recognises:
Children who live in a home where 
domestic abuse takes place recognised 
as victims in their own right rather than 
witnesses for the first time. The Bill will 
recognise a child who sees or hears, or 
experiences the effects of, domestic 
abuse and is related to the person being 
abused or the perpetrator is also to be 
regarded as a victim of domestic abuse.






For some women domestic Abuse appears 
to begin or significantly escalate during 
pregnancy.
The risk of baby dying during pregnancy or 
birth are between 2–2.5 times higher when 
domestic abuse occurs

For others it seemingly stops, however it is 
important to note that in these cases what 
we see is a brief cessations in the more 
overt, physical forms of abusive behavior 
which generally resumes after baby is born.

Domestic Abuse and 
Pregnancy






Domestic Abuse and 
Pregnancy

The emotional and physical abuse 
perpetrated towards mother during 
pregnancy as well as the impact on mothers 
mental health, 
stress levels, 
safety, 
security, 
living conditions, 
support networks, 
adverse coping mechanisms 
all have an impact on the development and 
survival of baby and it’s life chances.






Domestic 
Abuse and 

Developmental 
Harm

Because domestic abuse raises women’s stress levels, they produce a 
high level of the ‘stress hormone’ cortisol. This is the hormone that 
enables our body to ready itself to respond to danger, and that triggers 
our ‘fight or flight’ response.

Neuroscientific research suggests that antenatal stressors leading to 
exposure of high levels of cortisol in utero have a significant impact on 
brain development and important systems of the body (metabolic, 
cardiovascular, immune, reproductive and central nervous system). 

When these systems are disrupted in foetal and early infant 
development, cortisol levels remain higher than average across 
childhood. 

This finding offers some insight into why children exposed to violence 
in utero and in early childhood might be more vulnerable to difficulties 
in managing emotion, in responding well in social interactions, and a 
range of health difficulties.

However it is important to remember this does not 
occur in all children and many babies and children 
who experience trauma recover well. Social 
environment seem to be the key predictors of how 
they recover after this kind of experience of domestic 
abuse. 






Possible 
Risks to 
Children 
who 
experience 
Domestic 
Abuse

• Trauma responses
• Depression and anxiety, PTSD, Suicide, Self Harm
• Behavioural Problems

Mental Health difficulties as children and adults

• stress linked: heart disease, strokes, cancer, eating difficulties
• Risk linked: more likely to engage in risky behaviours that 

increase risk injury

Physical Health Problems

• Underachievement
• Concentration issues
• Early drop out

Educational Problems

• Risk of future domestic abuse relationships as victim of 
perpetrator

• Worries of not being a good enough parent

Problems with future adult relationships






Possible 
Risks to 
Children 
who 
experience 
Domestic 
Abuse

• Problems making and keeping friends
• Social skills and communication difficulties
• Hostile family relationships, estrangement

Problems in relationships with friends 
and family

• Child abuse, Neglect, Child Homicide
• Child Sexual Exploitation and grooming
• Bullying and being bullied

Other violence and abuse

• Particularly if others in family are
• Vulnerable to grooming for crime and gang 

involvement

Involvement in Crime

• Drugs (street & prescription), Alcohol

Substance misuse






Impact of Domestic 
Abuse on Mother
• Domestic abuse in pregnancy can reduce 

women’s sense of parental competence, 
because of the way that abuse undermines 
our sense of self-efficacy

• For a woman experiencing domestic abuse, 
being constantly belittled has a significant 
impact on maternal confidence. In addition, 
domestic abusers often specifically target 
women’s mothering, often explicitly 
commenting that they will not be good 
parents

• Because we live in a culture that suggests 
that women are natural carers, and that 
mothering is instinctive and linked closely 
to femininity, being a good mother and 
being a good woman are often conflated. 






Impact of Domestic 
Abuse on Mother

• The gender based nature of domestic abuse 
undermines women as women and as 
mothers, and this is often a further tool used 
by abusers. By attacking their ability to 
mother, and by undermining their early 
bonding with their unborn babies, abusers 
are also attacking their victim’s sense of 
being a good enough woman. 

• They may start to feel like ‘unnatural’ 
women. This can further compound feelings 
of being trapped in the relationship (“who 
else would have me”), can undermine 
women’s sense of wellbeing, and can 
impact on self-esteem and mental health.






It is important to remember that, 
whilst the mother-infant relationship 
can be disrupted by domestic abuse. 

It has also been identified that it is 
the most important factor in 
children’s recovery from domestic 
abuse. 

Releasing mothers from any feelings 
of guilt or feeling not-good-enough 
as parents, supporting them to 
enhance their relationship with their 
child, and enabling both mother and 
baby to recover is therefore a central 
intervention for families after 
domestic abuse.






Support and Recovery

“We know abuse works 
through isolation. 
Recovery works through 
reconnection, solidarity 
with other women and 
knowing that you’re not 
alone.” 

Janet McDermott, 
Women’s Aid 
National 
Conference, 2018






Key elements 
of good 
support for 
mothers and 
babies who 
have 
experienced 
Domestic 
Abuse

• helping women to restore, 
rebuild or start up 
relationships with 
supportive, non-abusive 
friends and family.

Building connection 
and networks:

• helping women to 
recognise they are not alone, 
that other women share 
their experiences, and that 
together they can create 
communities that can 
produce change and resist 
abuse.

Building Solidarity:






Key elements 
of good 
support for 
mothers and 
babies who 
have 
experienced 
Domestic 
Abuse

• women with babies (and 
perhaps other children) who 
have experienced domestic 
abuse face a range of 
significant stressors. 

• They need support and 
understanding, to empower 
them to enjoy their 
relationships with their babies, 
and recover from abuse.  

• Helping women to heal from 
the guilt and trauma of their 
experiences understand what 
healthy relationships should 
be and build a better future 
with their children.

Support:






Key elements 
of good 
support for 
mothers and 
babies who 
have 
experienced 
Domestic 
Abuse

• When things do go wrong in mother child 
relationships, it is important to understand 
this in the context of domestic abuse, as well 
as perhaps other socioeconomic stressors. 

• It is not helpful to hold women responsible 
for the impact of abuse on them and on 
their babies. 

Contextualisation and reduction of 
victim blaming:






Key elements 
of good 
support for 
mothers and 
babies who 
have 
experienced 
Domestic 
Abuse

• Our role is to unpick victim blaming, and 
ensure women are not re-abused and re-
traumatised by services that are supposed 
to help women, but tend to see them as 
‘failing to protect’ their children. 

• We need to challenge the idea of ‘failure to 
protect’ consistently. The victims generally 
have not failed. 

• Maintain the visibility of the perpetrator. 

Contextualisation and reduction of 
victim blaming:
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