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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Men’s domestic violence and/or abuse (DVA) is a widespread social issue. Received 6 April 2024
Often, the men are fathers, and the victims are mothers and children. In Accepted 29 January 2025
Sweden, social workers are expected to involve these fathers in child KEYWORDS
protection investigations and work towards changing their behaviour. Fatherhood; child protection
Engaging fathers has proven to be a challenging task, however. This investigations; domestic
article highlights fathers’ experiences of interactions with social workers violence and/or abuse;
in the context of child protection investigations initiated as a result of masculinity

their DVA against the mothers of their children. What challenges does this

pose for the fathers and how does it affect their engagement in the

investigations? The analysis is based on qualitative data from semi-

structured interviews with seven fathers. Guided by a gender theoretical

framework linked to shame and social bonds, the fathers’ experiences are

organized in relation to three themes: Threatened fatherhood highlights

how DVA contributes to fathers violating moral ideals of good fatherhood,

which is linked to shame and a threat to their social bonds. Prejudged

fathers illuminates how fathers experience subordination in child protec-

tion investigations in relation to social workers, who are often female, and

their partners’ narratives of DVA, which challenge expected power struc-

tures and hegemonic masculinity ideals. Reclaiming a questioned father-

hood shows that when fathers adopt a subordinate position, they can

manage both shame and threats to their social bonds and are able to

engage in the investigations. Fathers’ engagement is facilitated when they

are met by social workers who demonstrate caring and non-judgemental

attitudes.

Introduction

Both in Sweden and other countries, men’s domestic violence and/or abuse (DVA) against women
has increasingly been condemned and has become a pressing gender-equality issue for both
societies and their institutions (Council of Europe 2011; United Nations 1993). Despite Sweden
being ranked as one of Europe’s most gender-equal countries (EIGE 2023), and extensive efforts
having been made to end men’s DV A against women, reported DVA is showing a tendency towards
an increase (Strid et al. 2023). The Swedish government has therefore directed its focus at the
perpetrators of DVA in prevention work (Skr. 2016/17:10). Recently, a provision was introduced in
the Social Services Act (SFS 2021:645) giving the social welfare boards the responsibility for working
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to change the behaviour of those who perpetrate DVA. In child protection investigations (hence-
forth ‘child investigations’ or ‘investigations’), social workers (SWs) are expected to involve those
who have committed DVA in order to investigate, assess, and offer prevention interventions
(National Board of Health and Welfare 2022).

Several Western studies addressing fathers” involvement in child investigations show that fathers
are often absent from these processes, and engaging fathers who commit DVA has proven to be
a particularly challenging task (Heward-Belle 2015; Scourfield, Smail, and Butler 2015). Mothers
have tended to be perceived as primary caregivers, while fathers are ascribed a more secondary role
and have been overlooked in many child investigations (Brandon, Philip, and Clifton 2019;
Campbell et al. 2015; Zanoni 2016). Fathers with a history of violent/abusive behaviour have
been viewed not only as a risk to children and mothers but also, at times, to professionals, which
has hindered SWs from involving them (Archer-Kuhn and de Villiers 2019; Heward-Belle 2015).
DVA appears to be a particularly sensitive issue in investigations, and SWs tend to reframe fathers’
domestic violence/abuse to make it less charged (Gronte, Mattsson, and Plantin 2023; Mattsson
2017). As a result, they have frequently failed both to hold fathers accountable for, and to help them
change, their abusive/violent behaviour (Archer-Kuhn and de Villiers 2019; Mattsson 2017).
However, we know less about fathers” experiences of child investigations and encounters with
SWs concerning their DVA, making it valuable to explore this specifically. Given the described
challenges in engaging fathers in investigations and the research gap, the purpose of this study is to
examine fathers’ experiences of interactions with SWs in child protection investigations that have
been initiated as a result of their DV A against the mothers of their children. What challenges does
this pose for the fathers and how does it affect their engagement in the investigations?

Parents” experiences of the social services child investigations

Studies of parents’ experiences of child investigations show that being reported and investigated is
emotionally stressful (Bekaert et al. 2021; Bouma et al. 2019; Ghaffar, Manby, and Race 2011;
Schreiber, Fuller, and Paceley 2013). Parents may feel fear that their children will be taken into care,
and shame at being labelled bad parents or associated with the social services. Several studies have
therefore emphasized the importance of SWs’ abilities to overcome parents’ fears and shame, in
order to successfully engage them (ibid). Several studies highlight the importance of parents feeling
that SWs take their stories seriously and that they are trying to develop an understanding of the
family situation to make adequate assessments (Bouma et al. 2019; Campbell et al. 2015; Schreiber,
Fuller, and Paceley 2013; Smithson and Gibson 2016). It is important for SWs not to become
entrenched in their initial assessments of the family based on reports that parents may consider to
be both deficient and/or incorrect (Bouma et al. 2019). Parents appreciate SWs expressing care for
them and their families by means of emotional and practical support (Ghaffar, Manby, and Race
2011; Schreiber, Fuller, and Paceley 2013; Smithson and Gibson 2016). Further, parents find
investigation processes particularly stressful if SWs fail to strike a balance between acknowledging
strengths and analysing risks in the family. SWs’ affirmation of parents’ abilities, for example their
ability to change certain behaviours, can increase parents’ morale and their motivation to seek help
and focus on their children’s needs (Ghaffar, Manby, and Race 2011).

Studies specifically addressing fathers’ experiences of the social services show that fathers
have positive experiences of receiving support and being treated with respect (Campbell
et al. 2015; Coakley 2013). However, several studies have highlighted negative experiences,
where fathers have felt mistrusted, ignored, and excluded based on their gender (Bekaert
et al. 2021; Campbell et al. 2015; Coakley 2013; Philip, Clifton, and Brandon 2019; Smith
and Humphreys 2019). Philip, Clifton, and Brandon (2019) found that fathers’ sensitivities
to gender differences, and their need to feel that they were being treated fairly, were
particularly prominent in cases involving DVA. Fathers perceived that social services
interventions following allegations of DVA were often both rapid and far-reaching, which
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could prevent their parenthood being taken seriously. This contributed to a feeling of being
isolated, which could then be difficult to break (ibid). Being marginalized in an investiga-
tion led some fathers to feel compelled to fight to become involved and to prove that they
could be good caregivers in relation to their children (Bekaert et al. 2021; Dominelli et al.
2010; Storhaug and Qien 2012). In a study by Campbell et al. (2015), fathers emphasized
the importance of being able to express their thoughts, feelings, and disagreements during
meetings, without being misunderstood or labelled as angry or abusive. It is therefore
particularly important for SWs to have non-judgemental attitudes and an ability to try to
understand in their interactions with fathers (Campbell et al. 2015; Coakley 2013; Dominelli
et al. 2010)

Method

The study is based on qualitative interviews with seven fathers who had been subject to child
investigations as a result of their DVA against the mothers of their children. Semi-structured
interviews were conducted and subsequently analysed using thematic analysis. The data were
collected by the first author between 2020 and 2022.

Procedure

To recruit fathers who had experiences of interactions with SWs in the context of child protection
investigations in relation to DVA, 32 counselling centres specializing in DV A across Sweden were
asked to provide written information about the study to fathers who: 1) had been involved in child
investigations as a result of their DVA against the mother of their children, and 2) had undergone
treatment targeting their violent/abusive behaviour. This strategy enabled us to recruit fathers who
had acknowledged their violent/abusive behaviour (i.e. were not in denial) and were able to reflect
on their experiences of the investigations. It should be stressed that the focus of the interviews was
directed at the fathers’ interactions with SWs during the investigation and not their experiences of
counselling.

The fathers were a difficult-to-recruit group of informants. In the end, four counselling centres
were together able to recruit a total of only seven fathers. This might partly be attributed to the
sensitive topics addressed in the study: the fathers’ DVA, and the scrutiny that their parenting
abilities are subject to in a child investigation. Additionally, data collection coincided with the
COVID-19 pandemic, which led counselling centres to close group treatments and to redirect
individual treatment to digital meetings, causing some clients to decline interventions until in-
person meetings were possible again. The informant base was therefore limited.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted, maintaining a flexible structure (Creswell and Poth
2017). The interviews focused on the investigation process, the fathers” experiences of interactions
with SW5s, and the emotions evoked by the investigations. Most of the fathers included in the study
were able to describe their experiences in a reflective manner. Several described both constructive
and problematic experiences of their interactions with SWs, while others mainly focused on
negative experiences involving feelings of shame, fear, or anger. The interviews lasted an average
of 56 minutes, and were recorded and transcribed verbatim. Four were conducted in person and
three via telephone.

The project received approval from the Swedish Ethical Review Authority (Ref/dnr 202,006,451).
The fathers received information about the purpose and procedure of the study both verbally and in
writing. They gave verbal informed consent at the beginning of the interview, which was docu-
mented by audio recording and subsequently transcribed. Pseudonyms were assigned to the fathers,
and their personal information was anonymized.
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Participation in interviews about DVA and child investigations may evoke memories and
negative emotions. To address this, the fathers were informed about the possibility of seeking
support or treatment to manage such feelings.

The interviewed fathers

The interviewed fathers were aged between 34 and 50, with an average age of 43. Six were employed;
one was unemployed. Five had a Swedish background and two had a background in other countries.
One of these had been born in a Nordic country and the other had a non-European background.
Four fathers were in a relationship with the partner they had subjected to DVA, while the remaining
three had separated.

Table showing the types of DVA the fathers reported having subjected their partners to, and the
interventions that resulted from the investigations.

Fathers DVA Interventions in connection with the
investigation
Jens Repeatedly struck partner in the back of the head. Family therapy and individual counselling
sessions (ICS).
Martin  Twisted partner’s hand resulting in injury. Threatening and loud ICS
conflicts. DVA victim shelter for the child and
partner.

Daniel Aggressive behaviour towards partner, including hitting and throwing Continued ICS.
objects, as well as threatening self-harm.
Carlos  Threatened to kill partner. Harmed partner by pushing and gripping her 1CS

neck. The child received individual counselling.
Henrik  Verbal abuse and hitting partner, resulting in black eye and swollen lip. Family therapy and ICS.
Patrik  Physically violent towards partner. Sought ICS on his own.
Simon  Did not account for his acts of DVA Not allowed contact with partner or child

during the investigation.

In relation to the DVA that initiated the investigation, several of the interviewed fathers described it
as having been mild. At the same time, we do not know how the abused mothers and children would
have described it, and it should be kept in mind that men tend to minimize their DVA (Boethius
2015; Gottzén 2013; Hearn 1998). Also, in Sweden, counselling centres for DVA offer voluntary
interventions. Counsellors at such centres have stated that their clients have primarily engaged in
so-called situational DV A, which has not led to physical harm, but which can still be harmful and
dangerous for the victims (Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare 2020). The knowledge
obtained in this study may thus be understood as knowledge about a specific group of men, who
show some degree of motivation for change, which is why they have contacted a counselling centre
for DVA that offers voluntary interventions.

Data analysis

The data have been analysed using a thematic analysis to identify central and meaningful patterns
(Braun and Clarke 2006, 2022). Thematic analysis is both systematic and flexible and consists of
several phases that involve coding and organizing the material and developing themes and sub-
themes. The study’s authors have continually discussed, reviewed, and jointly reorganized the
themes throughout the analytical process, and the development of themes has guided the theoretical
frameworks selected for the study, enhancing our understanding and analysis. In the first phase, the
recorded interviews were transcribed and then read repeatedly. Central and recurring patterns were
marked in the text. In the second phase, the data were semantically coded by naming text pieces that
were relevant and meaningful in relation to the study’s aim. Subsequently, themes were created by
searching for common denominators among the codes at an overarching level. The names of the
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themes were then changed as the analysis progressed and in line with chosen theory. The focus is
directed at highlighting how ideals of fatherhood, power relations, and shame influence fathers’
experiences of engaging in these meetings. The final themes which structure the analysis are:
Threatened fatherhood, prejudged fathers, and reclaiming a questioned fatherhood.

Limitations

The selection process captured fathers who primarily described the DVA they have committed as
mild and who have chosen to undergo treatment. The study is based solely on the fathers’
perspectives and does not include the viewpoints of those subjected to DVA or of SWs. Although
the number of informants is small, the empirical data provide important insights, supported by
a theoretical analysis that demonstrates the generalizability of the results.

Theoretical framework

The analysis is based on a social constructivist perspective that views parenthood and gender relations
as changeable and socially constructed via constant interactions in everyday life (West and Zimmerman
1987). Gender and parenthood are not something we are but something we actively, continuously, and
inevitably do in interpersonal encounters. We repeat and reproduce socially constructed ideas about
what is expected of men and women in different contexts, based on societal norms and structures, and
the gender order in which we find ourselves. This, in turn, contributes to shaping and reinforcing
gender differences (ibid.). Connell (2008, 1987) has argued that both masculinities and femininities
promote patriarchal structures in various ways. One can adopt different positions of masculinity, with
hegemonic masculinity constituting the dominant ideal that legitimizes patriarchy. Although few men
live up to hegemonic masculinity ideals, most men benefit from the privileges of patriarchy. Hegemonic
masculinity ideals prioritize dominance, strength, and independence, while traits such as vulnerability
and caregiving are understood as feminine and are often devalued or overlooked.

Although Connell (1987, 2008) emphasizes that there are different masculinity positions, which
are hierarchically arranged in relation to each other, an important point of departure for mascu-
linity is that it is superior to what is perceived and defined as feminine. One relevant concept in the
Swedish gender equality context, which provides strong discursive support for being a caring father
(Bergman and Hobson 2002; Plantin 2015), is the notion of hybrid masculinity. This concept
captures new forms of masculinities, in which increased emotionality and involved fatherhood are
valued (Bridges and Pascoe 2014). Hybrid masculinities involve men distancing themselves from
the hegemonic masculinity ideal by incorporating traits or behaviours that are typically considered
more feminine or less masculine, such as active and caring parenthood, as part of their masculine
identity. These forms of hybrid masculinities appear to be more egalitarian and less traditional, but
they are also problematic because they tend to conceal, legitimize, and maintain existing power
structures (ibid.). They thus risk consolidating symbolic and social boundaries and maintaining
social hierarchies, although they do so in historically new and ‘softer’ ways.

In this context, DVA can be understood as a transgression against these newer forms of hybrid
masculinities. DVA thus becomes a morally questionable act that conflicts with egalitarian mascu-
line ideals and is associated with feelings of shame (Boethius 2015; Gottzén 2013). Scheff and
Retzinger (2001) have argued that shame is one of the basic emotions of human beings and serves as
a moral compass. Shame is activated when the individual has transgressed moral boundaries in
a way that threatens the individual’s social bonds. This involves individuals seeing themselves
negatively through the eyes of others, as flawed and as having inherent defects, and therefore fearing
that their social networks will judge and distance themselves from them. Several researchers
distinguish the feeling of shame from that of guilt, with guilt relating to actions, whereas shame
is related to who one is (Leith and Baumeister 1998; Tangney 1995).
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Results
Threatened fatherhood

All fathers in the study described the child investigation processes in which they had been
involved as causing emotional strain. They felt shame, worry, and/or fear both initially and
during the investigation. The greatest fear that was mentioned by almost all of the fathers
was that the social services would limit their contacts with their children because they
risked being deemed to be incompetent fathers. The first investigation that Carlos (who had
been investigated twice) had been involved in had been initiated when he had threatened
and pushed his partner down onto the bed holding her neck tightly. He talked about his
first meeting with the SWs:

I feel ashamed. You are scared and worried. . . My son means everything to me; I don’t want to lose him, you
know. .../ .../ ... The first thing I said was: Please don’t take my son away from me.

Carlos had been afraid that the SWs would reproach him and make the judgement that he was
not a ‘good enough father’. Patrik had become the subject of an investigation when the police
had been called to the family’s apartment in connection with Patrik and the mother ‘using
violence against each other’, as Patrik described it. He shared his thoughts and feelings about
the investigation:

What I felt was that it was a very big shame for me, the whole situation. .../.../... You don’t know what you
can say. You feel like: am I going to prison? Are they going to take my children? What happens? A lot of
thoughts like that are going through your head, and I think many are afraid to sit there and open up too. What
can I say here without it all going straight to hell?

Both Patrik and Carlos were afraid and felt shame in connection with the investigations, but they
acted in different ways in their meetings with the SWs to prevent their children from being taken
into care. Carlos believed that he had a greater chance of keeping his child if he was ‘completely
open about everything’ and showed that he regretted his actions. Patrik, on the other hand, said that
his fear of the social services taking his children into care made him too afraid to discuss the DVA.
He therefore took a ‘passive’ stance during encounters with the SWs. Patrik was the only one of the
fathers in the study who described having handled meetings with the social services in this way. The
other fathers said that they had wanted to actively participate in the investigations that they were
involved in, which most of them did.

Several of the fathers” stories showed that they felt intense negative feelings regarding the conse-
quences of their violent/abusive acts — both that they would be judged to be bad parents and that their
relationships with their children would therefore be restricted. The fear and shame can partly be
understood on the basis of the gender equality discourse, which is not compatible with DVA against
women (Gottzén and Berggren 2021; Paivinen, Siltala, and Holma 2021). Partly it can be understood on
the basis of the political discourse on fatherhood in Sweden, which views the caring father as a desirable
masculinity ideal (Axelsson 2019; Johansson and Klinth 2008). Through their violent acts, the inter-
viewed fathers had challenged this idea of good fatherhood and crossed moral boundaries, something
that risks having a negative effect on their relationships with the SWs and their children. Based on Scheft
and Retzinger’s (2001) theories of shame, it is understandable that the fathers felt that there was an
imminent threat to their social bonds. They had broken norms of fatherhood and hybrid masculinity in
a way that risked their position as “good fathers. This generated feelings of shame, inadequacy, and
worthlessness in their encounters with SWs, something that can negatively affect the fathers’ engage-
ment in an investigation. However, the fathers’ stories showed that these challenges could also mean that
they wanted to participate, since the investigations might constitute an opportunity to challenge the
image of them as bearers of problematic masculinities and inadequate fathers.
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Prejudged fathers

A common theme in many of the fathers’ accounts was the feeling that while the mother’s story was
taken seriously and believed by the SWs, the fathers’ stories were overlooked and unheard, leading
the fathers to feel prejudged. For instance, Simon had an entirely negative experience of the SWs:

They showed no interest whatsoever in listening to what I had to say. They judged me right away. . . It was like
they just sided with whatever the mother said, and then it didn’t matter what the father said. If the mother said
it was like this, then that’s what it was like. In those respects, I think that even though roles are supposed to be
gender-neutral, in those respects, it’s still old-fashioned.

The above quote highlights a number of aspects that seem to have influenced Simon’s feeling of
being prejudged. These included the fact that the SW's, before meeting him, had already heard the
mother’s account of the DVA and, according to Simon, took her ‘side’. Simon also felt that the SWs
treated parents differently based on gender and had no interest in listening to his story. Instead, it
was the mother who was heard and believed, and who received support and protection from the
social services. He, as a father and presumed perpetrator, was dismissed and labelled as dangerous,
someone from whom his family needed protection. Simon explained that he coped with the SWs’
judgemental attitude by leaving an ongoing meeting and then no longer participating in the
investigation.

Martin recounted how it was his wife who contacted the social services as a result of the DVA she
claimed he had subjected her to. This resulted in her, and their child, being placed under protection,
while he was instructed not to contact them. Martin also felt ‘prejudged’, and the instructions from
the SWs, and their assumption that he had committed serious DVA, contributed to this feeling.
Martin’s experience was that the SWs set the agenda for what they would talk about and ‘dis-
regarded’ what he wanted to say. Martin emphasized that it is essential for SW's not only to listen to
the woman but also to:

.. listen to the man and not just have preconceived notions about what happened and exactly who is lying and
who is telling the truth.

Martin expressed feelings that the mother’s account had been given precedence by the SWs. Carlos
and Patrik also spoke about their encounters with SWs in a way that highlighted the importance of
gender aspects. Carlos talked about feeling ashamed about having harassed and repeatedly threa-
tened to kill the mother of his child. He believed that his DVA would be judged negatively by ‘all
women’, .. .all women hate you. Do you understand, all women together think that - Ugh!” Carlos
thus expressed a feeling of collective condemnation from women in general, which appeared to
make the encounter with female SWs a particularly shameful experience. Similarly, Patrik described
it as extremely shameful and difficult to meet female SWs because it was a woman that he ‘had
harmed”:

There’s a lot of shame that you feel, and you might have a bit of trouble opening up and stuff when you're
sitting there with the person you’ve been fighting with and two female SWs, you know. So, it was easier to talk
to Johan [therapistlwhom I went to... When it was at its most shameful, it was probably easier to talk to
a man.

Both Patrik and Carlos said that it would have been easier to talk to a male because they had
committed DVA against women. This might be interpreted as indicating that the shame and fear
about how the SWs would judge them is further intensified when they are women. At the same time,
both mentioned subsequently having treatment for their DVA with female therapists whom they
trusted. This suggests that it was not only the gender of the SWs that affected their interactions, but
also other factors. For example, the role of SWs as authority figures with the power to investigate
and assess the fathers’ parenting abilities might contribute to meetings with SWs feeling particularly
shameful compared to meetings with a therapist, who primarily had a therapeutic role. The
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significance of gender thus seems to be enhanced when there are clear power dynamics in the
encounter.

According to the gender order, women are expected to be subordinate to men, not
superior or dominant (Connell 1987). The fathers’ experience was that the mothers’ stories
were given precedence over their own, and that the SWs, often women, set the agenda for the
conversation and limited the space they had to speak. SWs have the power to intervene in
families and to assess fathers’ parenting abilities. This order disrupts the power dynamic
between men and women, giving the SWs power to question the fathers’ credibility. This may
be experienced as challenging for the fathers as it goes against hegemonic masculinity ideals,
according to which men are expected to be superior. The fathers subordinated gender
position during the investigation process might contribute to their feelings of being margin-
alized and mistrusted while the mothers were taken seriously. Similar experiences have been
described in previous studies on fathers’ experiences of being involved in child investigations
(Bekaert et al. 2021; Campbell et al. 2015; Philip, Clifton, and Brandon 2019; Smith and
Humphreys 2019). According to Scheff and Retzinger (2001), shame is evoked when indivi-
duals perceive that they are negatively valued in an encounter, irrespective of whether this is
in fact the case or is only a perception. When women are the dominant force in the
investigation situation, and represent the presumed condemnation of fathers, the situation
appears to be particularly shameful and difficult for fathers. In this context, the violation of
both the expected gender order and hegemonic masculinity ideals linked to DVA form a basis
for the shame experienced.

Reclaiming fatherhood

The fathers stressed the importance of SWs’ ability to provide support, empathy, and understanding
for them as individuals during the investigations. Carlos shared a positive experience, where he felt
that the SW genuinely cared about him, sensed his fears, and was able to reassure him:

It was like she really cared. .. ./... She could understand people. She sensed that I was terrified, so for her, the
most important thing was to, but we won’t do it. We won’t take him [the child]. She invested energy in that,
and the joy and warmth that made me. .. It was much easier to relax throughout the investigation because she
addressed my fear right away and said: you don’t need to worry. It felt good.

The above quote shows that despite Carlos’s initial fears of being judged, as a result of the SW’s
gender and his own DVA against a woman, the interaction need not necessarily be negative, since
this was instead dependent on how the SW treated him - in this case with understanding, care, and
a non-judgemental approach, with Carlos being assured that his parenting ability would not be
threatened in the way that he feared. In Carlos’s narrative, it is not just the SW’s actions that can be
interpreted as having significance for the development of the interaction, but also Carlos’s ability to
display vulnerability.

Henrik had consistently had positive experiences when meeting the SWs. The reason for the
investigation was that Henrik had been verbally abusive and had hit his wife, giving her a black eye
and swollen lip. Henrik explained that he had decided in advance to ‘just focus on himself” and his
behaviour and to not be judgemental about the SWs’ response:

I told them in broad strokes exactly what had happened. That it was my fault, that it was my responsibility that
we were sitting there at the table having a conversation. ... /... /... Almost immediately, they initiated
targeted interventions and focused on me, to break that behavior.

Henrik’s narrative can be interpreted as showing that he felt no need to resist but could rather take
responsibility for his behaviour and show that he wanted help. The well-being of the children was
his primary motive for seeking help. This can be interpreted as a result not only of the SW's response
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but also of Henrik’s ability to show his flaws and ask for help, which became significant in the
meeting.

When different fathers talked about what they wished to convey or had conveyed to the SWs,
a similar picture emerged. For several fathers, this had involved putting the DVA situation into
context regarding what happened and why. Although Jens felt that he had not been given the
opportunity to talk about this, he emphasized and admitted that he had made ‘mistakes” and that he
was motivated to change his violent/abusive behaviour:

I try to be honest about what has happened. I say - yes, I've made mistakes several times and I agree, it’s not
right. That’s not how you should treat anyone. So, what do I do with that because it’s me who has to work on it.

This might be understood as indicating that Jens, by showing regret and taking responsibility for the
DVA, was trying to find a point of entry into the conversation with the SWs, a way of being listened
to. Like several other fathers, Jens’s willingness to participate in the investigation and to receive help
for his behaviour was motivated by the thoughts of his children.

Carlos’s narrative shows even more explicitly why it is important to show regret:

I'm not just someone who does wrong and who is very much like this, yes, and it doesn’t matter. It’s not me,
but I'm very, this is something that I have a problem with and I'm doing something about it. I have to do
something about it because I don’t want my son to learn that’s how you do things.

The understanding that Carlos wanted to receive from the SWs seemed mainly to concern ‘who’ he
is, which was someone who understood that he has done wrong, who condemned and regretted his
violent/abusive behaviour, and who wanted to change it - so that the SWs would not limit his
contacts with his child, and because he wanted to be a good role model for his child. In this way, he
emphasized the image of the good father, that he is and wants to be.

The fathers’ narratives demonstrate that when they expose their flaws, show regret and accept
responsibility for the DVA, they also gain entry into the conversation with SWs. This might be
interpreted as the fathers subordinating themselves and adopting a form of hybrid masculinity. It
means that the fathers, in their encounters with the SWs, were distancing themselves from
traditional hegemonic ideals such as independence, strength and supremacy while instead embra-
cing increased emotionality and nurturing fatherhood in their gender performances and identities
(Bridges and Pascoe 2014). They did this by demonstrating vulnerability, seeking help, and by
placing their relationships with their children and the children’s well-being as central motives for
change. They also accepted being subordinate to both the SWs and the women’s narratives of DVA.
This form of masculinization became a way for the fathers to cope with both their shame and the
threat to their social bonds, i.e. the perceived condemnation of themselves as individuals.

By directing the focus at their regret for the immoral actions they have committed and their
desire for atonement, the men’s shame can instead take the form of guilt. This may mean that the
fathers then feel guilty about the acts of DVA rather than feeling shame about who they are as
individuals - perpetrators (Leith and Baumeister 1998; Scheff 2003; Tangney 1995). It thus becomes
a way for the fathers to make the SWs understand that DVA is not part of their personalities but is
rather something they have the will and ability to change. Through this process, the fathers perform
good fatherhood and legitimate masculinities while simultaneously distancing themselves from the
image of the stereotypical perpetrator of DVA. The threat to their social bonds and the risk of
having their relationships with their children restricted thus decrease simultaneously. By subordi-
nating and demonstrating values that contrast with the image of the stereotypical perpetrator of
violence, a process of reclamation is made possible for the fathers’ illegitimate masculinization, and
their questionable fatherhood, that the acts of DV A entailed. By showing that they care about their
children’s well-being and their relationships with their children, and by seeking and accepting help
to change their violent behaviour, the fathers are able to approach desirable ideals of fatherhood and
gender equality.



10 M. GRONTE ET AL.

Discussion

The aim of this study has been to examine fathers’ experiences of interactions with social workers in
child protection investigations that have been initiated as a result of their DV A against the mothers
of their children. What challenges does this pose for the fathers and how does it affect their
engagement in the investigations? The fathers’ experiences are analysed in relation to three themes;
Threatened fatherhood highlights how DVA contributes to fathers violating moral ideals of good
fatherhood, which is followed by shame and a threat to their social bonds. Prejudged fathers
illuminates how fathers experience subordination in child investigations in relation to SWs, who
are often female, and their female partners’ narratives of DVA, which challenge expected power
structures and hegemonic masculinity ideals. Reclaiming a questioned fatherhood shows that when
fathers adopt a subordinate position, they can manage both shame and threats to their social bonds
and are able to engage in the investigations. Fathers’ engagement is facilitated when they are met by
SWs who demonstrate care and non-judgemental attitudes.

The fathers’ accounts of their experiences raise important questions about the interaction between
the fathers and the SWs, and the challenges this interaction entails. The fathers’ accounts show that their
encounter with SWs evokes strong emotions, including shame and a fear that the social services might
restrict their relationships with their children, which can be interpreted as a threat to their fatherhood.
The encounters risks exposing a failed enactment of masculinity in which fatherhood is central. This
failure can be understood based on Scheff and Retzinger’s (2001) discussion of shame and the threat to
social bonds, which are evoked when an individual violates the moral boundaries of accepted behaviour.
This can produce both a hindrance and an opportunity in relation to fathers’ willingness to engage in
child investigations. Several of the fathers’ stories show that they wanted to engage in the investigations
to prove that they were good fathers despite their acts of DVA. This provides a point of entry for
conversations with the fathers. At the same time, it also produces tensions in the encounter between
fathers and SWs. In Sweden, witnessing DVA in one’s environment as a child, or living in an
environment in which DVA occurs, is defined as psychological child abuse. By making children
witnesses to DVA, fathers fail in their care because they are not taking responsibility for their children’s
safety (Eriksson 2003). This is something that SWs need to deal with, which is not easy.

The interviewed fathers described how they often felt prejudged, marginalized, and distrusted
when the mothers’ stories, and their potential needs for protection, were prioritized by the SWs.
Similar findings have emerged in previous studies (Bekaert et al. 2021; Campbell et al. 2015; Philip,
Clifton, and Brandon 2019). The shame of fathers, and the perceived condemnation, become
particularly tangible when fathers are met by female SWs (see also Bruno and Eriksson 2023).
Fathers’ experiences can be interpreted as a reaction to their masculine positions being challenged
and subordinated in the investigative process, which represents a deviation from the expected
power dynamic in gender relations. This presents a difficult balancing act for SWs, who in having
and representing a power position as women, risk challenging the fathers in such a way that they
become unwilling to participate in the investigation.

The solution lies in finding a way to create a relation/meeting between the SWs and the fathers
where it is possible for the fathers to deal with their shame and the threat to their social bonds. The
fathers’ narratives demonstrate that engaging in child investigations is challenging but possible,
even when they involve interactions with female SWs. This is facilitated both by fathers adopting
a more subordinate position and by SWs showing the ability to approach fathers with care and non-
judgemental attitudes. When fathers subordinate themselves and make SWs understand that DVA
does not define who they are, but can instead be understood as an immoral act that the fathers say
they both want to and can change, actions become separated from the self and shame instead takes
the form of guilt. Unlike shame, guilt can be constructive by directing the focus at changing actions
(Tangney 1995). This can be understood as fathers adopting a form of masculinity that places an
increased emphasis on emotionality and involved fatherhood (Bridges and Pascoe 2014). On the
one hand, this is not consistent with traditional hegemonic masculinity ideals, but it is nonetheless
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something that has become a desirable part of masculinity ideals in Sweden (Axelsson 2019;
Gottzén and Berggren 2021; Johansson and Klinth 2008; Pdivinen, Siltala, and Holma 2021).
However, this does not necessarily mean that men, in a broader perspective, are giving up their
advantaged position within the traditional gender order. Rather, it can be seen as a shift, within the
current power structure, towards a more flexible and caring position. Bridges and Pascoe (2014)
refer to this as hybrid masculinity and note that men who adopt such a masculinity have the
opportunity, in different situations, to choose to assume different subordinate, marginalized, or
more egalitarian positions, as they wish. In Sweden, for instance, this duality is evident at a more
aggregate level in the way that DVA remains a significant issue despite Sweden’s high degree of
gender equality. This has been referred to as the Nordic paradox (Gracia and Merlo 2016).

Parenthood emerges as a significant factor in fathers’ stories and serves as an arena in which they can
meet SWs and discuss violent/abusive behaviour. However, the path is not straightforward, since fathers’
ability to subordinate themselves in investigative situations, by expressing regret and a willingness to
change their violent/abusive behaviour, does not always necessarily lead to real and comprehensive
change. In other words, adopting hybrid masculinity can be a useful means for fathers to maintain an
intact masculine position and avoid being judged as incompetent fathers, and the associated risk of
losing parental access and rights, when DV A is exposed, shame is triggered, and their social bonds are
threatened.

Implications for practice

To address DVA, and thereby the fathers’ lack of caregiving capacity, while also engaging fathers in child
safety investigations, SWs are required to navigate a challenging balancing act. On one hand, SWs risk
causing fathers to feel so questioned that they disengage from the investigation, thereby reducing
opportunities to initiate interventions to stop the DVA. On the other hand, efforts to engage fathers
may lead SWs to inadvertently accept fathers’ renegotiations or minimizations of their DVA in relation
to the victims’ accounts, which risks contributing to the perpetuation of DVA (Gronte, Mattsson, and
Plantin 2023).

Fatherhood, and the ways SWs respond, can provide a means of engaging fathers and working
towards changing the behaviour of those who commit DVA. At the same time, SW's need to be attentive
to the risk that fathers may both downplay their DVA and adopt positions that may be perceived as
caring, egalitarian, and change-oriented even though their dominance - in the form of DVA - may
persist. SWs therefore need to ensure that fathers not only take responsibility for their DVA and
demonstrate a willingness to change during their interactions with them, but also actively work towards
this in relation to the victims. Otherwise, SWs may need to consider restricting fathers” parental access/
rights in relation to their children in order to prioritize the safety and well-being of both children and
mothers.
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