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Abstract
Domestic violence forces many families to flee to emergency accommodations. This article focuses on children’s experiences 
of schooling and life at confidential addresses, and to what extent their legal right to education in the face of domestic vio-
lence is safeguarded in practice. Data were collected from interviews with 20 children aged 6–16 with multiple relocations 
at Norwegian refuges for abused women. Interviews were coded using the constructive approach to grounded theory. Data 
were analyzed using Antonovsky’s theory and interpreted within the context of Norwegian and international law, examining 
the rights of children to education versus the legal rights of abusers. The findings indicate that children’s rights to education 
and a life without violence may be sacrificed in favor of due process for abusers. The article suggests concrete protective 
measures to help safeguard these rights, and calls on policymakers and support agencies worldwide to rethink their policies 
and practice.
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Introduction

Domestic violence forces many children, either alone or 
in the company of their non-abusive parent, to seek pro-
tection at emergency accommodations, both in Norway 
and worldwide. Emergency accommodations can have 
many forms and locations. Some children and mothers 
may seek temporary protection at the homes of trusted 
family or friends and may move to a different community 
or country (Hogan and O’Reilly, 2007). Others turn to 
refuges for abused women (Mullender et al., 2002; Øver-
lien, Jacobsen and Evang, 2009; Chanmugam, 2009). 
The Child Welfare Services (CWS) may separate chil-
dren from their abusive parent(s) and place them alone 
with foster families or at institutions. In extreme cases, 

the police may also, for safety reasons, relocate children, 
alone or together with their non-abusive parent, to an 
emergency accommodation (Odland, 2018). Some chil-
dren may be displaced multiple times to multiple emer-
gency accommodations and may seek protection repeat-
edly throughout their childhood. Reasons for multiple 
displacements can be complex; the available literature 
suggests they are mostly safety-related (Bracewell, 2017; 
Chanmugam, 2009; Øverlien et al., 2009). The majority 
of children may be able to relocate, either alone or with 
their non-abusive parent, to a permanent home away from 
the abuser after their stay in emergency accommodations. 
However, others may need the police to put stricter secu-
rity measures in place before they can move from their 
emergency accommodations. For example, they may need 
to move to secret addresses: what we call in this article 
confidential addresses. In scenarios where children are 
fleeing domestic violence, they will inevitably experience 
absence from school and/or preschool, owing to the high 
risk of abduction and harm by the abuser (Chanmugam, 
2009; Mullender et al., 2002). Limited research exists on 
the living conditions and school experiences, educational 
needs, and legal rights to education of children experi-
encing domestic violence. One reason may be that the 
high security measures surrounding this group of children 
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means they constitute a ‘hard-to-reach’ research popula-
tion. The present article focuses on the experiences of 
children who have undergone multiple relocations among 
refuges for abused women. It explores their perspectives 
on their living conditions and opportunities for schooling, 
and juxtaposes their experiences with an examination of 
how their right to protection and education is understood 
in theory and implemented in practice. Using empirical 
data from children, this article aims to answer the fol-
lowing questions: How do children experience multiple 
relocations at refuges for abused women as a result of 
domestic violence? What are their perceptions of school? 
How are their legal rights to protection and education 
safeguarded in practice?

The Norwegian Context

Refuges for Abused Women

Currently Norway has 45 refuges for abused women that 
cover the whole country. They are municipally operated, 
free-of-charge emergency accommodations for victims of 
intimate partner violence and their children up to age 18, 
when they are in need of protection. Most of the refuges 
have hidden addresses and all employ some security meas-
ures, such as safe doors with security cameras and round-
the-clock employees, including on weekends (Bufdir, 
2014–2019; Øverlien et al., 2009).

Security Measures

Various types of security measures exist, both low- and 
high- security measures. Low-security measures are open 
to victims without the need for a referral from other ser-
vices. These include the emergency accommodations at 
refuges for abused women. Norway also has two classes 
of high-security ‘confidential addresses’: Code 6 and 
Code 7. Code 6 addresses are termed ‘strictly confi-
dential’ and are not visible in the National Population 
Register, either to public authorities or private individu-
als. Code 7 addresses are termed ‘confidential’ and are 
visible to public authorities, but not private individu-
als (Folkeregisterloven [The Population Registry Law] 
§ 10–4, 1972; Beskyttelsesinstruksen [The Protection 
instruction Act], 1972, §4). Usually, it is the police who 
decide whether to adopt high-security measures in an 
individual case. The police also consider the suitability 
and needs of the person(s) being moved before a place-
ment decision is made (Eidheim, 2007). Placements at 
Code 6 and Code 7 addresses are one of the most seri-
ous security measures available. Other high-security 
measures include restraining orders; restraining orders 

combined with electronic monitoring to track the move-
ments of the abuser; a security alarm for the victim; and 
the imprisonment of the abuser (Beskyttelsesinstruksen 
[The Protection instruction Act] 1972, §4). In addition, 
the police employ a risk measurement tool called SARA 
(Spousal Assault Risk Assessment Guide) in domestic 
violence cases. It gives the police guidelines for initi-
ating action in domestic violence cases and preventing 
further violence (Politidirektoratet [Police directorate], 
2014; Kropp and Gibas, 2010). However, it focuses on 
adult violence and does not take into account the pres-
ence of children in the household; nonetheless, it can 
function as an indirect security measure for children 
(Thjømøe, 2017).

Children at Refuges for Abused Women

Detailed statistics about children living at women’s ref-
uges have been collected since 2003. An annual report 
is published by the Norwegian Directorate for Children, 
Youth and Family Affairs. In general, the number of chil-
dren living at refuges fluctuates between 1,200 and 2,000 
children per year. This is demonstrated in Fig. 1, which we 
developed based on the available refuge statistics. Con-
sistently, more than half of children at refuges have immi-
grant backgrounds. More than half are 13 or younger. The 
average refuge stay for a child is about a month; however, 
children with immigrant background have longer stays. As 
Fig. 1 shows, statistics on children with multiple refuge 
relocations are available from 2003, with an interruption 
between 2008 and 2013; this interruption notwithstanding, 
it is evident that children with multiple relocations have 
made up a stable proportion (11%–17%) of all children at 
refuges over the years, with the exception of 2007 (24%) 
and 2015 (23%). Children made multiple stays at the same 
or different refuges for safety reasons (Bufdir, 2014–2020; 
Selvik & Øverlien, 2014).

Fig. 1   Percentage of children with multiple refuge relocations, 2003–
2019
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School Attendance

Figures on schooling for and school attendance by children 
at refuges for abused women have been collected since 2014, 
showing an average interruption in schooling of about two 
weeks. Multiple refuge stays also led to the complete or par-
tial interruption of leisure activities (Bufdir, 2014–2019). The 
patterns of school attendance for children at refuges since 
the first year that such numbers were published show that 
the majority (about 50%) of school-aged children were able 
to continue attending the same school. However, for safety 
reasons, a very few children (less than 10%) continued at a 
different school, while a slight increase from 12%-17% expe-
rienced a partial interruption of their schooling in 2014–2019. 
Almost a quarter of the children were completely absent from 
during 2014–2016; however, a stable reduction from that level 
is apparent for 2017–2019 to less than 20% of school-aged 
children at the refuge (Bufdir, 2014–2020).

Children’s Rights to Protection and Education

Human rights are universal: they apply to everyone. Under 
the Norwegian Constitution, human rights must be safe-
guarded and respected (Grunnloven [the Norwegian Con-
stitution], 1814, § 2, § 92). Norway has ratified and incor-
porated selected international conventions, including the 
European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR), as Nor-
wegian law, and has given them higher rank than usual law, 
according to the lex superior principle. The UN Conven-
tion on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was incorporated 
into the Norwegian Human Rights Act of 2003 (act of 1 
August 2003 nr. 86), although the convention had already 
been ratified by Norway in 1991 (Menneskerettsloven [The 
Human Rights Act], 1999). In addition to the ECHR and 
the UNCRC, separate provisions in the Norwegian Educa-
tion Act (Opplæringslova) and the Preschool Act (Barneha-
geloven) further protect the right to education.

The Norwegian Constitution, the Education Act, and 
international conventions, including the UNCRC, all state 
that every child has unconditional right and duty to attend 
school. The best interest of the child shall always be a con-
sideration in all cases and decisions regarding children 
(UNCRC, article 3). Furthermore, children have the right 
to life and development (UNCRC, article 6), the right to be 
heard and the right to non-discrimination (UNCRC, article 
12), and the right to a life without violence (UNCRC, article 
19) (Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989, article 3, 
6, 12, 19). The Norwegian Constitution §104 (Grunnloven, 
1814, § 104) also provides for the right of children to have 
their integrity safeguarded. All these rights are interdepend-
ent and highly relevant for all children living at confidential 
addresses.

Previous Research

A number of studies on children living at refuges for abused 
women have reported that children describe their moves to 
refuges as sudden, abrupt, and at times incomprehensible 
(Mullender et al., 2002; Hogan & O’Reilly, 2007; Øverlien 
et al., 2009; Bracewell, 2017; Chanmugam, 2009). In these 
studies, children also spoke about a number of difficulties 
related to the moves: staying in touch with friends, feeling 
sad about leaving their home, possessions, and pets; sud-
den interruptions to close relationships; and feeling hatred 
toward the abuser as a result of repeatedly having to change 
refuges. Children also said that in many cases when making 
moves, whether planned or abrupt, they were not involved in 
the planning and decision-making process, or even informed 
of the decision to move in advance. Many of the children 
in these studies experienced a number of moves for safety 
and security reasons. In Øverlien (2012), children living at 
refuges narrated their perceptions of a ‘good’ life as a hope 
for an ‘ordinary life’, including such elements as going to 
school, playing and visiting friends, adults with jobs, dinner 
in secure homes, pets to cuddle. These narratives accord with 
earlier research on childhood studies that shows that children 
value social relations in their community and relate it to their 
sense of belonging (Fattore et al., 2009; Mayall, 2002). The 
children in Adams’ (2011) study also emphasized hobbies 
and playing with friends and family as important indicators 
of a ‘good’ childhood. A Finnish study by Nikupeteri et al. 
(2015) looked at the experience of children whose mothers 
were being stalked by their abusers. The children’s narratives 
in this study describe three overlapping forms of security 
(eroded, lost, and reconstructed) and underline degree of 
trust and extent of knowledge as two important elements.

Children who experience violence and have to take 
shelter at emergency accommodations such as women’s 
refuges inevitably experience disruption to their schooling, 
partly in response to increased risk of abduction or harm 
by the abuser (Bracewell, 2017; Chanmugam, 2009). The 
right to education is a fundamental part of safeguarding 
human dignity, sense of identity, and the opportunity to 
live as a free human being with the ability to take care 
of oneself and one’s family. According to Pomeroy and 
Garcia (2011), school is an important stabilizing arena 
for children during stressful circumstances. It can pro-
vide children experiencing violence with a protection and 
prevention arena (Nordtveit, 2016; Øverlien, 2015). Sev-
eral studies (Frederick & Goddard, 2010; Eriksson et al. 
2013; Nikupeteri et al., 2015; Overlien, 2015) point out 
the valuable role teachers can play in recognizing chil-
dren’s experiences of violence and providing them with 
help they need to rebuild a sense of security. Research has 
also shown that domestic violence can seriously impede 
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the learning process and optimal development. A meta-
analysis by Fry et al. (2018) of the relationship between 
childhood violence and educational outcomes showed that 
children who experienced any form of violence had a 13% 
predicted probability of not graduating from school. But 
school absence and change of schools can be an additional 
challenge, potentially causing knowledge gaps, missed 
instruction, and interrupted social relations (Chanmugam 
& Teasley, 2014; Frederick & Goddard, 2010; Koutselini 
& Valanidou, 2014; Stanley, 2011). Selvik and Øverlien 
(2014) highlighted three fundamental challenges chil-
dren with multiple refuge relocations face: prolonged and 
repeated experience of domestic violence, repeated disrup-
tions to relationships, and repeated disruptions to school 
and preschool attendance. Based on the available literature 
on domestic violence and children, they concluded that 
these children are at risk of developing social and psycho-
logical difficulties, may have limited access to resources 
that could help develop their resilience to violence, and 
may fail or drop out of school.

Salutogenic Theory and Sense of Coherence

The salutogenic theory argues that our capacity to stay 
strong and healthy in the face of stressful events greatly 
depends on the extent to which we have an inner sense of 
coherence (Antonovsky, 1987, 2012). The core components 
of this ‘sense of coherence’ are noteworthy when trying to 
understand the consequences of living conditions character-
ized by violence, fear, stress, instability, and unpredictabil-
ity. Sense of coherence (SOC) refers to an enduring attitude 
of individuals. It measures how they view life in stressful 
situations and how they recognize and use so-called general 
resistance resources (GRR) to preserve and improve their 
health. GRR can be internal or external; examples include 
money, intelligence, self‐esteem, preventive health orienta-
tion, social support and cultural capital, law articles. SOC 
has three components: comprehensibility, manageability and 
meaningfulness. These refer, respectively, to the sense that:

(1) 	 the stimuli deriving from one’s internal and exter-
nal environments in the course of living are struc-
tured, predictable, and explicable (comprehensibil-
ity); (2) the resources are available to one to meet 
the demands posed by these stimuli (manageabil-
ity); and (3) these demands are challenges, worthy 
of investment and engagement (meaningfulness) 
(Antonovsky, 1987, p. 19).

The theory suggests that individuals with these resources 
have a better chance of dealing with the challenges of life 
(Antonovsky, 2012). The findings of a systematic review by 

Eriksson and Lindrstöm (2007) on Antonovsky’s sense of 
coherence scale and its relation to quality of life correspond to 
the core of the Ottawa Charter for Health Promotion—that is, 
the process of enabling people to live a good life. The Ottawa 
Charter (1986) suggests that.

health promotion is the process of enabling people to 
increase control over, and to improve, their health. To 
reach a state of complete physical, mental and social 
well-being, an individual or group must be able to iden-
tify and to realize aspirations, to satisfy needs, and to 
change or cope with the environment (p. 17-21).

Eriksson and Lindström’s (2007) findings also implicate 
SOC as a health resource that influences quality of life, 
and show that SOC plays an important role as an internal 
resource for controlling life. According to Antonovsky 
(1987), the impact of social conditions on the health of indi-
viduals within a society explicitly points out the responsibil-
ity of society to create conditions that foster the strength to 
cope—that is, SOC.

Methodology

This article examines school experiences and living conditions 
of children with multiple relocations at refuges for abused 
women, as well as their legal rights to education, by drawing 
on empirical data with children.

Sample and Data Collection

The empirical data is drawn from the doctoral study, ‘A Child-
hood at Refuges,’ that studies Norwegian children with mul-
tiple refuge relocations, focusing on their school and refuge 
experiences, completed in 2018 at the Norwegian Centre for 
Violence and Traumatic Stress Studies, and the University of 
Bergen. The study focused on the school and refuge experi-
ences of children who had experienced multiple relocations 
among Norwegian women’s refuges. Eighteen refuges were 
randomly contacted, twelve were willing to participate in the 
research, and only five were active recruiters during the field-
work. Twenty children, with at least one earlier refuge stays, 
participated in the study, all between the ages of 6 and 16. 
They included seven boys and thirteen girls, recruited from 
five refuges for abused women in different cities in Norway. 
Sixteen of the children were of Asian background, two were of 
eastern European background, and two were of Nordic back-
ground. The data was gathered using semi-structured inter-
views while the children were living in safe places away from 
the abusers. The interviews were recorded and transcribed 
verbatim. All interviews were conducted by the first author, 
except for three conducted by the author’s PhD adviser (Caro-
lina Øverlien) during the period that the author was a student 
(2013–2018).
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Data Analysis and Theoretical Framework

Data was analyzed inductively and coded using Charmaz’s 
constructivist approach to grounded theory. In this study, the 
data was allowed to guide the choice of theoretical framework. 
Data was organized using qualitative data analysis software 
program (NVIVO 11). A line-by-line approach was used to 
code the data in short labels/naming segments. Focused codes 
were used to organize and sort frequent and significant ini-
tial codes, which were subsequently used to develop memos. 
Through memoing, the concepts of ‘insecure safety’ and 
‘stressful continuity’ emerged from the data. These concepts 
then guided the choice of Antonovsky’s salutogenic theory 
as a theoretical framework. Data was further understood in 
the context of national and international articles of law and 
conventions that safeguard the rights of children to educa-
tion, including the Norwegian Constitution, the Norwegian 
Education Act, the United Nations Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, and the UNCRC. In addition, the data was 
viewed through the lens of the security and protection meas-
ures available for these children, as well as the rights of abus-
ers to security and due process under the law, according to 
the Norwegian Constitution, the Norwegian Penal Code, the 
Norwegian Criminal Procedure Act, universal human rights 
law, and Case law both national and international.

Ethical Concerns

The present study was subject to standard ethics oversight by 
the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD) and followed 
the research ethics recommendations for the social sciences in 
Norway. Written consent from the mother was obtained, along 
with verbal consent from the child. Consent from the abuser 
was not required, since mothers and children come to refuges 
in secrecy without the abuser’s knowledge. For confidential-
ity, data were collected from several refuges and any person-
ally identifying information was anonymized or omitted. The 
nonverbal language of interview participants was evaluated 
to ensure continuous consent during the interview sessions 
(Schelbe et al., 2015).

Study Limitations

Some limitations of the study should be noted. Due to a lim-
ited sample size and difficulties in arranging follow-up inter-
views, the final coding level (theoretical coding) in grounded 
theory was not achieved. This level of coding can only be 
reached (Charmaz, 2014) through the process of theoretical 
sampling, in which further data is gathered from a large sam-
ple of information in follow-up interviews. Follow-up inter-
views were difficult to arrange with the children after they 
left the refuge.

Findings

Children living at refuges for abused women experienced 
changes to patterns of daily life as well as multiple relo-
cations. Some children moved to different refuges, others 
moved back and forth to the abuser, and a few, with the help 
of the police, moved to a different city or country or a Code 
6 address after their refuge stay. All children experienced a 
partial or complete absence from school and leisure activi-
ties. At the time of the interviews, for the majority of the 
children interviewed, their moves into and out of refuges 
had taken place over the course of years, weeks, or months. 
Some of the children’s abusers had received restraining 
orders; others were involved in ongoing legal proceedings 
and their children relocated to other refuges for security 
reasons while waiting to be interviewed by the police or 
testify in court. The CWS was involved in all of the cases. 
The abuser was the child’s biological father except for one 
case where the abuser was the stepfather. Across age groups, 
the children described similar experiences and understand-
ings of their living conditions. In the following section, we 
introduce the children in this article: Sigrund, age 8, and 
her brother Josef, age 6. Made three stays at the same ref-
uge during a one-year period. They were able to continue 
attending their regular school, after a one-week of absence. 
Neither were afraid of the abuser showing up at school. 
Nina, age 11. Made seven refuge stays at five different ref-
uges in different cities over a three-year period. She was 
completely absent from school during her first three refuge 
stays. She started at four new schools during the other four 
stays, spending no more than three months at each. She was 
afraid of the abuser showing up at school. No restraining 
order was placed on the abuser. Sara, age 16, and her sister 
Sina, age 13. The police followed high-security procedures 
and moved them with their mother to two refuges at differ-
ent cities within two weeks. They were completely absent 
from school. A restraining order was placed on the abuser 
with regard to their mother. Peter, age 11, and his sister 
Lucinda, age 11. Made five stays at the same refuge over 
the span of five years. They were able to continue attending 
their regular school after a few days of absence. Both were 
afraid of the abuser showing up at school. No restraining 
order was placed on the abuser. Camille, age 9. Made four 
refuge stays at two refuges in different cities. She stayed 
at the first for one year before moving to the second. She 
experienced partial absence from school and preschool. 
With the help of the police, she and her mother were sub-
sequently moved to a Code 6 address. No restraining order 
was placed on the abuser. Below, we present these children’s 
perceptions of living at refuges and attending school. The 
data is organized around two main themes: insecure safety 
and stressful continuity. In these sections we want to let the 
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voices of the children receive full attention. Therefore, we 
intentionally reserve for the Discussion section our analysis 
involving Antonovsky’s (1987) salutogenic theory and our 
in-depth examination of the children’s legal rights. We will, 
however, consider the perceptions of the children in light of 
what children have expressed in previous studies on domes-
tic violence, and vis-à-vis the legal rights to education and 
protective measures currently implemented and available in 
Norway.

Life at Refuges for Abused Women: Insecure Safety

In general, children expressed positive feelings about the 
refuge as a confidential address. When Sigrund (age 8) was 
asked to talk a little about what it was like to live at her 
refuge, she said, ‘It’s a bit like that fun, …. It’s very nice 
… to play, and go [on trips] with [name of an NGO] …. 
Play with many other things’. Sigrund rated play and par-
ticipating in various activities and having fun as the most 
important things for having a good experience at the refuge. 
The children we interviewed also expressed other positive 
aspects of living at the refuge: feeling safe and being able 
to relax for a while away from the violence; getting sup-
port through meeting others in the same situation; relief that 
their mother finally receiving help from refuge staff; making 
friends; and feeling seen by other adults. The above experi-
ences of living at the refuge are in line with experiences 
described by children in previous studies (Bracewell, 2017; 
Chanmugam, 2009; Øverlien et al., 2009). However, chil-
dren also described feelings of disappointment and impris-
onment while living at the refuge, owing to high security 
measures, insecurity, instability, and inconsistency stem-
ming from their multiple, abrupt relocations to escape abus-
ers. The emerging concept of ‘insecure safety’ describes the 
conditions these children experienced as a result of multiple 
refuge stays. This concept is based on the following three 
codes, which all influence one another:

Hiding in Constant Fear  When Nina (age 11) was asked why 
she had moved seven times among five different refuges over 
a period of three years, she answered:

... Because my dad found us all the time ... and he 
drove around us for us to be scared ... so we had to 
hide in a way, so we had to move all the time ... It was 
a bit tough ... because it was a whole new place and I 
knew nothing... It’s tougher than one would think ... 
to leave friends ... and leave a place you’ve been living 
at for a while ...

Here, Nina describes an upbringing with unpredictable 
disruptions and continually having to hide for fear of being 

found by the abuser. Her experience circles around re-estab-
lishing her life, making new friendships during each move, 
only to be uprooted and have to start over again. In addition, 
Nina’s experience points out challenges in several arenas: 
relationships with others (father and friends), the importance 
of agency and control, and safety and security (moving all 
the time). Children in Fattore et al. (2009) considered these 
elements as significant indicators in their understanding of 
a ‘good’ childhood. Nina described a network of resources 
that included friends, the physical environment (places she 
related to), and access to information. But living conditions 
for children who make multiple refuge stays may also disrupt 
their feelings of safety, security, and stability, as well as feel-
ings of intimacy in key relationships with caregivers, fam-
ily members, teachers and friends, etc. These relationships 
are considered by children in previous childhood studies as 
important to their sense of belonging (Adams, 2011; Mayall, 
2002). From a legal point of view, the state has a duty to take 
action to protect its citizens against abuse from other citizens 
in society. This was stated by the Norwegian Supreme Court 
(Rt-2013–588), as well as by the European Court of Human 
Rights in Strasbourg (application no. 100/1997/884/1096).

Not Being Involved in Planning the Moves  This was the case 
for children of all ages in the interviews, and included both 
planned and unplanned moves to refuges. When Sigrund 
(age 8) was asked if she knew she was moving to the refuge 
for a third time, she answered ‘No … I did not really know 
… but when mom said it I knew’. Many of the children, even 
those, like Sigrund, who had made several refuge stays, did 
not know that they would be entering the refuge before they 
were actually on the way. In part, this could have been for 
security and safety reasons. Nonetheless, such unexpected 
and repeated disruptions may shake children’s sense of sta-
bility and cause them to experience insecurity due to con-
stantly wondering whether they will be moving again. Other 
children in this study reported similar experiences; thus, they 
can have experienced little control, if any, over their day-to-
day lives. This may make it harder for them to settle down 
and feel secure, because they experience everyday life as 
unpredictable and unsafe. Like the children whose narra-
tives are reported in Nikupeteri et al. (2015), the children 
we interviewed identified extent of knowledge as one of two 
elements that helped them reconstruct a sense of security. 
They also reported not being included in the decision-mak-
ing process when the police became involved and the family 
situation was assessed using the SARA guidelines. Sara (age 
16), for example, seemed afraid after the police moved her 
and her family to a city she considered unsafe:

… I was in a way daddy’s girl [proud smile] I always 
travelled with him and stuff … so I kind of knew 
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where we had family and friends ... and the only 
place we didn’t have family or friends was [City 4] 
…. and I said yes to them [the police], but then the 
first option we got was [City 3] ... I just knew we 
couldn’t [move there] … But my mom was so scared 
of [City 1], so we had to move to [City 3] right away 
... And here we are, like when we are going out, I am 
very scared in case one of Dad’s brothers sees us, 
an uncle who could call Dad and say we are here ...

It is not always easy to involve children in advance in the 
process of moving to a refuge, given the risk involved if the 
abuser learns about the plans. Yet experiencing unexpected 
moves with no information provided may evoke feelings of 
instability, uncertainty, and high levels of stress in children 
and does little to support them in gaining control of their 
everyday life and gaining trust in the services around them. 
This includes trusting that their voices will be heard and that 
other services are making the right decisions on their behalf. 
Although Article 12 of the UNCRC states that children have 
the right to be heard, it is doubtful whether children who are 
moved to confidential addresses, as in Sara’s case, are in fact 
heard before the decision is made.

The Violence Does not End  Experiencing multiple displace-
ments can be demanding, especially when repeated efforts 
to flee violence do not put an end to the problem. As Nina 
(age 11) said, ‘… the goal was to get the apartment and 
start over again … When we somehow were moved to more 
refuges … it was like one … it shall always … continue 
somehow … that we will never [end]…’. For the children 
we studied, violence is not just a one-time experience but 
a part of their childhood: a repeated cycle of violence fol-
lowed by escape that they feel ‘shall always … continue 
somehow …’. It can be difficult for them to experience 
their life as stable, controllable, and manageable when the 
abuser is stalking them from one confidential address to 
another. Nikupeteri et al. (2015) found that stalking has a 
psychosocial, emotional, and physical impact on children 
when their mothers are stalked by a former partner. They 
describe children’s experiences of an atmosphere of fear 
and feelings of insecurity and point out that profession-
als across such fields as social and health services, law 
enforcement, and criminal justice should view the chil-
dren as victims in cases where mothers are stalked. Nina’s 
experience of being stalked by the abuser corresponds to 
a prolonged exposure to violence, because of the several 
displacements involved in fleeing over an extended period 
of time. According to earlier research on the consequences 
of domestic violence on children (Koutselini & Valanidou, 
2014; Øverlien, 2010; Stanley, 2011), such experiences can 
affect children’s mental health and well-being. They may 
also influence whether children feel their efforts to meet 

the demands and challenges of flight are meaningful, and 
whether they feel their engagement is worthwhile. From a 
legal perspective, Nina’s experiences constitute a breach 
in her right to a life without violence (UNCRC, article 19) 
and her right to the safeguarding of her integrity under the 
Norwegian Constitution (§104).

School Experiences: Stressful Continuity

Children in this study reported that it was good to return 
to school. However, they differentiated between the act of 
coming back to and being at school. The fact of physically 
coming back to school was itself a positive experience. 
It provided them with continuity in their everyday life. 
Peter (age 11) said, ‘It’s good to be there [school]… It 
was like nothing was changing….’ Camille (age 9), like 
a number of other children, said school activities pro-
vided her with an arena where she could forget outside 
things. She said, ‘Since I had so many activities I had 
just forgotten everything to do with the shelter…’. Others 
stressed that school gave them a return to normal, eve-
ryday activities such as playing with friends and doing 
schoolwork, which had a positive effect on controlling how 
much they thought about violence. We can conclude that 
coming back to school provided children with resources 
that increased their resilience to their experiences of 
domestic violence. These findings accord with previous 
research which indicates that school provides a stabilizing 
and preventive arena for children experiencing domestic 
violence (Garcia & Pomeroy, 2011; Øverlien, 2015; Nor-
dtveit, 2016). The majority of children in this study, how-
ever, also spoke about a feeling of overload from being at 
school after returning from a partial absence. This feeling 
differed among children and seems to be influenced by 
three factors. The first was the complexity of their liv-
ing conditions and the security measures needed for their 
safety. The second was whether they changed schools or 
returned to the same school. Third, children pointed to 
communication with their teacher as a decisive factor in 
how positive their experience of school was after their 
return. Children reported finding school challenging and 
exhausting in multiple ways and described it as offering 
what we term a ‘stressful continuity’. Three codes describe 
this ‘stressful continuity,’ which evolves out of feelings of 
overload evoked by being at school: unsynchronized teach-
ing, indecisive teacher communication, and the making 
and maintaining of friendships. All of the codes influence 
one another.

Unsynchronized Teaching  Children with multiple reloca-
tions among different refuges were subject to restrictive 
high-security measures that resulted in long periods of 
absence from school. Nina (age 11) attended four different 
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schools for short periods of about three months each. During 
this time, Nina might start studying a textbook chapter at one 
school, and leave another school in the middle of another 
chapter. When she was asked how she experienced the edu-
cational transitions between the four schools she attended 
while she was living in refuges, she described the following 
experience:

… the teacher [at the new school] did not do anything 
special because I do not think I said anything, but…, 
I am somehow, someone who … has had the highest 
grades in all subjects ... I tend to learn things pretty 
quickly … there was a thing that I did not get well in 
fifth [grade], it was fractions. ... and at the school I go to 
now [the fourth new school], … I told the teacher that I 
had not learned fractions because it was on the test so 
then she helped me extra with fractions and then I got 
extra worksheets … and then I was able to learn them ...

Nina’s school experience can be briefly summed up as 
‘unsynchronized teaching’. The information taught was, 
in Nina’s case, scattered among the different schools, and 
some aspects of mathematics (fractions) were missing from 
her instructions. Children in Nina’s situation may experi-
ence that newly taught information does not have a founda-
tion to build on. They may therefore develop ‘educational 
blackouts’ in their matrix of knowledge, which may in turn, 
according to a number of studies, result in learning difficul-
ties and possibly school dropout (Fry et al., 2018; Frederick 
& Goddard, 2010; Chanmugam & Teasley, 2014). Children 
as young as Josef (age 6) who continued to attend their reg-
ular school during their refuge stay had a clear notion of 
where they had difficulties in almost all of their subjects: ‘…
but math is not fun, arts and crafts are not fun,…and food 
and health, … and Norwegian and music’. Nina, however, 
was one of the few children in this study who felt she did 
well at school regardless of her difficult circumstances. It 
may have played a role that Nina was fortunate enough to 
have had a good basic educational foundation from a few 
stable years of schooling before her cycle of fleeing domestic 
violence began. Her experience underlines how important it 
is for teachers to have a handle on the synchrony of educa-
tion for both older and younger pupils in their classes who 
have experiences of fleeing violence. Disrupted schooling as 
the consequence of multiple moves will therefore, by default, 
constitute a breach in the right to education.

Indecisive Teacher Communication  Almost all the children 
we interviewed said they communicated with their teacher 
very little or not at all about their domestic situation, their 
life at the refuge, or their educational and security needs. 
The majority thought that their teachers did come to know 
of their situation at some point, but chose not to talk about 

it with them. When we asked Sigrund (age 8) what it was 
like to return to school after being absent for two weeks, she 
offered the following interesting description: ‘[it was] … just 
like when I was sick [smiling] and I came back to school’. 
No one asked about the reason she was absent: neither the 
teacher nor her classmates. But it was not easy for Sigrund to 
start a conversation about it either, as she worried about the 
consequences: ‘… If anyone can hear it from the door of the 
class! … So I do not like that because they are going to say 
“do your mom and dad live apart ?! and that I do not like 
… because … it’s not funny …’. Talking about their thoughts 
and worries does not come automatically to children like 
Sigrund. If teachers do not initiate such conversations, these 
children’s thoughts may never come up at school. Moreover, 
as in Sigrund’s case, children who do not know what the 
teacher thinks of their situation may develop a perception that 
the teacher does not want to talk to them, or perhaps that their 
situation is not serious or important. Such perceptions are in 
themselves serious, as according to Øverlien (2015), these 
children need contact with stable, secure, and predictable 
adults who can offer them support and structure in their cha-
otic life situation. This is especially important when children 
feel stressed about the abuser potentially finding and harm-
ing them at school, and no restrictions (such as restraining 
orders) have been placed on the abuser. In addition, a lack 
of dialogue between teacher and child might give teachers 
little chance of understanding how best to accommodate the 
child’s needs at school. Children described having difficulty 
concentrating in class and not always being able to follow 
the lesson or hand in homework on time. Lucinda (age 11) 
spoke about her experiences with homework, ‘[it is] …not 
that I do not like to do homework, I do! But…, it is a little dif-
ficult to do the homework after all that has happened’. These 
difficulties stemmed from their thoughts of safety, secrecy, 
and insecurity, or flashbacks to the violence. Children in this 
study point to teachers as important resources who can help 
support them in regaining or recovering feelings of security 
by accommodating their fears, stability by providing them 
with a predictable school day, and mastery by giving them 
schoolwork and activities that they are able to manage. In this 
way, teachers can help children strengthen their resilience to 
their experiences of violence and, according to Nikupeteri 
et al. (2015) and Øverlien (2015), can fulfill their significant 
role in reconstructing and strengthening children’s security 
and education. Furthermore, the Norwegian Education Act 
(Opplæringslova [The Norwegian Education Act], 1998, § 
1–1, 5 para) states that the purpose of education is for chil-
dren to develop knowledge and attitudes to master their lives, 
so that they can participate in work and in the community. 
Furthermore, it follows from Article 29 of the UNCRC that:

… children’s education should help them fully 
develop their personalities, talents and abilities. It 
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should teach them to understand their own rights, 
and to respect other people’s rights, cultures and 
differences. It should help them to live peacefully 
and protect the environment …. (Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, 1989, article 29)

When children are forced to live at confidential addresses, 
and thus hide their identities, they are less able to ‘fully 
develop their personalities, talents and abilities’ (Convention 
on the Rights of the Child, 1989, article 29).

The Making and Maintaining of Friendships  Children who 
live at refuge may not be always allowed, or may fear, to 
share their life stories with others. Many of the children in 
this study sometimes felt the need to tell ‘white lies’, some-
thing that could also help explain why they may have strug-
gled to make new friends or experienced the loss of old 
friendships. As Sina (age 13) said, ‘[I] … haven’t told the 
truth, now almost all my friends will … end the relationship 
with me …’. Experiences like this may lead children like 
Sina to feel isolated at school. Unable to be themselves with 
others, they may be prevented from developing new rela-
tionships based on feelings of trust and honesty. Children as 
young as Josef (age 6) were conscious of this situation and 
had strategies to maintain secrecy around their life at the 
refuge. When Josef was asked what he said when his school 
friends asked him where he lived, he said ‘I do not say much 
… No … Sometimes when I speak … When I have said it 
[where I live] to so many, I just pass them [my friends] by’. 
Josef’s strategy was thus to say as little as possible, but that 
was not so easy for a young child. When he felt that he might 
have said more than what he should, his next strategy was 
to just walk past his friends and ignore their questions. In 
addition, changing schools may also lead children to feel 
continually caught between losing old classmates and feeling 
left out around new ones, who may already have established 
friendships that do not easily admit newcomers. Sina and 
Josef are just a few of many children with similar experi-
ences. Such experiences may prevent them from building 
new relationships that could compensate for old lost ones 
and provide them with future continuity. Earlier research on 
children living in refuges shows that children who were able 
to attend school hesitated to form close friendships there, 
because they found it difficult to trust others, and feared gos-
sip (Buckley et al., 2007; Hogan & O’Reilly, 2007; Chan-
mugam, 2009). However, such relationships are also sources 
of social support, and important for attaining continuity 
and strengthening resilience in everyday life. Furthermore, 
children have the right to development (UNCRC, article 6), 
which requires interaction with other children or caregivers 
such as teachers and close family members. If the placement 

of children at confidential addresses deprives them of such 
relationships, this may constitute a breach in their right to 
development.

Discussion

The life conditions of the children in this study, character-
ized by a life with many involuntary displacements, being 
restricted in their freedom of movement and choices, los-
ing friends, and not going to school, all stand in opposition 
to what children have identified in earlier childhood and 
refuge research as significant indicators for their under-
standing of a ‘good’ childhood (Adams, 2011; Fattore 
et al., 2009; Mayall, 2002; Øverlien, 2012). Using the core 
components of Antonovsky’s salutogenic theory – ‘sense 
of coherence’ (SOC) – to understand the consequences of 
the living conditions typical for the children of this study, 
the sections below will reflect upon their experiences 
through the following three questions. First, how do they 
make sense of and understand their continuous displace-
ments (the comprehensive element)? The children them-
selves described these displacements as disappointing, 
overloading, fearful, isolating, and confusing. Antonovs-
ky’s work (1987) suggests that their residential and edu-
cational instability, relational discontinuity, and living in 
hiding because of unsafety bring feelings of unpredictabil-
ity and inexplicability to both their internal and external 
environments. Their overall unstructured living condi-
tions, characterized by not knowing when or where their 
next move will be, may complicate their experience of a 
sustainable stability which is built on feelings of safety, 
control, and feelings of place and relational belonging to a 
safe home and a school environment. Consequently, chil-
dren may experience difficulties understanding the logic 
behind their continuous experiences of unattainable safety 
and thus be unable to experience coherence in their every-
day life (incomprehensibility). Second, what resources do 
they feel are at their disposal to help meet the demands of 
living at confidential addresses, and what GRRs do they 
identify (the manageable element)? Children in this study 
described having mixed feelings towards the resources 
available to help them meet the demands of living at a 
refuge, or, later, at a confidential address. They identi-
fied five resources: the police, their school, their teacher, 
their friends, and places they were familiar with. However, 
when children are continually displaced, elements of these 
resources may also change (new teachers, schools, refuges, 
or police contacts), making it difficult for them to recog-
nize and learn how to use these GRRs to preserve and 
improve their health. Teachers can be important external 
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resources who can support children in regaining various 
internal resistance resources (Antonovsky, 1987). Contin-
ual relocation, however, may rob children of the chance to 
identify teachers as important GRRs who can help them 
rebuild their sense of security. In other cases, police may 
move a family to a new refuge or confidential address 
because the abuser has discovered their whereabouts. In 
such cases, children may feel that they are not protected 
by the police and that the abuser is invincible, as they 
are constantly being moved to places of ‘insecure safety’. 
Thereby, they may gradually lose their feeling of security, 
which, in line with Antonovsky (1987), is an important 
internal resistance resource that can aid in experiencing a 
sense of coherence and in turn help preserve and improve 
health. Friends are also important external resistance 
resources (Antonovsky, 2012). Constantly having to tell 
‘white lies’, however, and leaving friends and places where 
they have been living for some time, also prevents children 
from building new relationships that might provide them 
with future relational continuity and social support in their 
disrupted lives. As seen above, these children’s living con-
ditions offer few or no possibilities to regain or develop 
the necessary GRRs to protect their sense of coherence, 
which in turn is important for attaining ‘a good quality of 
life’, as addressed in the Ottawa Charter (1986). Third, do 
they perceive the challenge of displacements under threats 
of violence as worth the investment of energy, or as a bur-
den they would rather avoid (the meaningful element)? 
The fact of being unable to end their experiences of flee-
ing the violence seems to bring feelings of confusion and 
frustration, especially when safety cannot be guaranteed 
even at the refuge or when protected by the police. The 
salutogenic theory (Antonovsky, 1987) suggests that pro-
longed exposure to violence (i.e. because of the multiple 
displacements involved in fleeing from domestic violence 
over extended periods of time) can affect whether chil-
dren feel their efforts to meet the demands and challenges 
of flight are meaningful, and their engagement is worth-
while. The psychological aspect, and the burden it entails 
for children to live in hiding and be deprived of conti-
nuity, control, and predictability in their everyday lives, 
may also reinforce their feeling that their battle against 
their living conditions is not worthy of investment and 
engagement (is meaningless). We can conclude that the 
experiences of the children in this study contradict the core 
components of the salutogenic concept of SOC and are of 
great concern, because they create schools that provide 
a stressful continuity instead of a stabilizing arena, and 
give children an everyday life grounded in insecure safety. 
There are thus reasons to be concerned about the mental 
health, wellbeing, and future education of children who 
are forced repeatedly to flee their homes in response to 
domestic violence.

Based on how present legislation is designed, it is debat-
able whether the content of civil rights such as the right 
to education and a life without violence are safeguarded in 
the existing protection measures. Confidential addresses are 
one of several security measures that are implemented when 
there are weighty reasons for this type of protection. The 
ways that children at refuges experience school, and how the 
breaches may occur in their right to education, have trans-
ferable value to all children living at confidential addresses, 
whether they are placed there by their parents, the police, or 
Child Welfare Services. The problem thus applies to all chil-
dren and it is therefore important to include all children who 
live at confidential addresses, regardless of who made the 
placement or what class of confidential address is involved.

The act of placing children at a refuge or confidential 
addresses in itself constitutes a recognition of the threatening 
situation they are subject to. The state has an active duty to 
protect its citizens against abuse from other citizens in soci-
ety. In today’s legal system, however, due process protec-
tions for the abuser are also well established; these include 
the presumption of innocence and the principle of legality 
(Grunnloven [The Norwegian Constitution], 1814, § 96) and 
the right to a fair trial and contradiction (ECHR, article 6; 
Grunnloven [The Norwegian Constitution], 1814, § 95). As 
a result, there is a high threshold for implementing security 
measures that would limit the liberty of an abuser. Gener-
ally, there are strict requirements for meeting the burden of 
proof, and it follows clearly from the Norwegian Criminal 
Procedure Act (Straffeprosessloven [Norwegian Criminal 
Procedure Act], 1981, § 170 a) that a coercive measure can 
only be used when there is a sufficient reason to do so. It is 
reasonable to believe in some cases that abusers break their 
restraining orders. For this reason, restraining orders alone 
are not sufficient protection for people placed at confidential 
addresses. Despite the fact that the electronic monitoring 
system was implemented in 2013 (Riksadvokaten [the Direc-
tor of Public Prosecutions], 2019, p. 1), the arrangement has 
infrequently been imposed on perpetrators (review of public 
case law). This reinforces the impression that a perpetrator’s 
right to security takes precedence over a child’s right to edu-
cation and a life without violence. In cases where the elec-
tronic monitoring system has been used, it has proven to be a 
very effective security measure (Riksadvokaten [the Director 
of Public Prosecutions], 2019). On the other hand, any deci-
sion to impose a restraining order with electronic monitoring 
requires a court order before it can take effect, which in turn 
may mean a delay in its intended effect: protecting the vic-
tim. Meanwhile, the victims, as shown in our case studies, 
may have to live in hiding. One reason for the minimal use of 
electronic monitoring may be the lack of immediate means 
to enforce it. It seems reasonable to believe that the police 
will prefer to use other security measures that they have 
the authority to enforce immediately, including traditional 
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restraining orders, security alarms, or confidential addresses 
for victims. In the most serious cases, the police will ask the 
court for permission to keep the perpetrator in custody while 
awaiting a hearing. The police are able to enforce these secu-
rity measures immediately, because they are considered to 
be preventive measures, not penal measures, which require 
that the objective and subjective conditions for culpability 
are met. While security measures that are considered to be 
penal require a court ruling, preventive measures require 
only an administrative decision. Norway employs two kinds 
of restraining orders: a besøksforbud, considered a preven-
tive measure, and a kontaktforbud considered a penal meas-
ure (Ot. Prp. nr. 25., 2008–2009, p. 13). This affects the 
ability of the police to enforce the measures. By contrast, 
no such distinction is made in Sweden, where a restraining 
order in general is considered to be a preventive measure 
(Ot. Prp. nr. 25., 2008–2009, p. 11).

Furthermore, keeping a child-centered perspective in 
mind, a restraining order with electronic monitoring can 
be considered as a relatively mild intervention toward the 
abuser as compared to placing children in hiding at a con-
fidential address. The ‘best interests of the child’ and their 
rights to legal certainty and education should therefore take 
precedence over the perpetrator’s right to privacy. From this 
perspective, the police should have the authority to impose 
electronic monitoring on the perpetrator if a restraining 
order is violated. Another proposal would be to establish 
express court proceedings that could authorize police to 
enforce effective security measures immediately, while the 
abuser awaits a hearing. This would safeguard the abuser’s 
right to legal certainty while protecting children and giving 
them continuity in their daily life.

Concluding Remarks

It is important to acknowledge that confidential addresses 
can be a necessary measure in cases that involve children 
experiencing violence. However, it is necessary to find alter-
native security measures that shift the burden from victims 
to abusers. Doing so would strengthen children’s general 
resistance resources by giving them security and continuity 
in their everyday lives, network, and environments, whereas 
the status quo constitutes a rights breach and raises multi-
ple concerns regarding children’s mental health, wellbeing, 
and educational outcomes. It is therefore urgent to highlight 
and emphasize civil rights, such as the right to education 
and a life free from violence, when protective measures are 
chosen. In this way, society becomes salutogenic, not only 
through its health services, law articles, and regulations, 
but also in generally functioning to embrace the rights of 
children under the UNCRC and their right to a good quality 

of life. Further research is needed worldwide to expand the 
literature on this group of children.
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