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The concept of 'home' fundamentally shifts
after a child loses a parent to domestic
homicide

November 27 2023, by Ashwini Sakthiakumaran
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Many of us associate 'home' with feelings of stability, familiarity and
comfort.
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But for children who have experienced the murder of a parent—home
can mean the opposite, a place of trauma and the disruption of
everything once familiar.

On top of this, their concept of 'home' is often disrupted as they move to
a new caregiver's home, enter the foster care system or, in some cases,
live with the perpetrator.

Home can be complex and challenging for these children—who not only
have to potentially adjust to entering a new home environment—but also
go on a lifelong journey of re-framing and re-learning what home looks
like and means to them.

Previous research has highlighted the diverse perspectives and
experiences of children and young people following domestic
homicide—some were satisfied with where they went following the
trauma, while others had mixed feelings.

What the literature currently does not tell us is how children experience
home beyond the physical environment, the factors that contribute to
what home means to someone and the impact these factors have on their
life trajectory after their parent's death.

The new research explores how young people and adults bereaved by
domestic violence as a child experience their living arrangements.

What home means

Our interviewees felt that home was as much an emotional space as it
was physical. They also experienced home as a social, ever-evolving and
transient space during different phases of their lives.

Many described their own journey of unpacking unfamiliarity and
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discovering 'home' in different ways.

For example, one participant reflected on re-discovering home through
the lens of home being ever-evolving and taking different forms
throughout their lives.

"So even just reminding myself of where I came from, and what I've
been through, and whatever I've overcome in my life, even though it hits
hard. I also look at it and go, you know what, yeah, I did get through
that. And I did go through all these scenarios. And I went through that
abuse, and I went through that trauma."

'Losing everything you know'

We found a consistent theme of unfamiliarity when it came to feelings
about home and the home environment.

Interviewees lost their sense of familiarity and, in some cases, the
comfort they may have previously felt in relation to their home.

This sense of losing what 1s familiar often included a lack of
acknowledgement of the homicide itself and of the lives that the young
people lived before losing their parent.

Several participants talked about how they lost physical belongings that
connected them to their deceased parent which also contributed to this
feeling of unfamiliarity.

"Those memories, and those things that we valued most in our life, we
had to say goodbye to and no one really acknowledged that...not only

have you lost, you know, your mum, but you're also losing everything

you know."
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"We couldn't keep what we wanted, it was just the bare necessities...we
weren't in the mindset to process what we might want [to take with us]".

Some of the people we spoke to had been removed from their homes
and were moved to a new caregiver's home or went into the foster care
system. So as children, they were not only dealing with their own
traumatic grief of losing a parent, they were also navigating and trying to
fit into a new home environment.

Several talked of their experiences as a young person navigating a new
home environment and the common feeling of having to hide their
emotions as a way of adapting to the new space they found themselves
in.

"I've developed how to hide my emotions and I can really quickly change
my emotions within seconds.

"I guess I felt like that for a really long time. I didn't talk about any of
these things with anyone and there was so much kind of silence and
shame around the issue."

Young people having to hide their emotions in the new home
environment highlights the stigma around domestic homicide and the
internal turmoil that young people endure by feeling silenced.

While the physical new home environment could be a challenge for
children, the relationships inside that home really shaped the way they
processed the homicide and their loss, and who they became.

The varying dynamics between the caregiver and the child after the

domestic homicide led to different experiences of home by young
people.
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For example, one felt that the lack of acknowledgement of the domestic
homicide meant that nothing was addressed for them and they were
forced to pretend as though everything was fine when they didn't feel
that was the case.

Another felt that, even though home felt physically safe with their foster
family, the feelings of loneliness were still present because they weren't
able to raise the things they wanted to talk about.

Not being able to talk freely and openly about the things they wanted to
speak about was a common theme.

"No one in our family ever wanted to acknowledge that there was a
problem. Everyone just wanted to sweep it all under the rug. We didn't
air our dirty laundry. We didn't talk about anything. Everything was
peachy."

"I didn't really feel a sense of belonging anywhere, I guess, even though I
did have, you know, a foster family where I felt very safe. I think
because nobody was really talking about the things that I was sort of
feeling internally, and I wasn't able to talk about it. I just felt quite
alone."

These experiences of people we interviewed also highlight the
importance of supporting caregivers, who may be bereaved themselves.
How best to respond to children's emotions and grief after the homicide
and support them growing up are key questions that
caregivers—relatives and unrelated ones alike—can struggle with.

But with support and advice, trauma-informed caregivers will likely
create a home environment that feels more free and open for children
and young people. It can instill a sense of belonging within the new home
environment.
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Toward a sense of belonging

Speaking with people who experienced the murder of a parent as a child
helped to generate a number of suggestions that could help these
children move forward in the most positive way possible.

First, young people need opportunities to voice their views and wishes
about their home environment after the domestic homicide, and be
involved in decision-making regarding their living arrangements.

Second, caregivers need to be supported in connecting with and raising
children who are dealing with traumatic grief and stigma.

When caregivers are confronted with loss themselves, because they are
relatives or friends, they may need support for their own well-being too.

Finally, in addition to supporting caregivers, accountability of the service
system when placing children in care is a key factor in mitigating any
long-term negative implications for these young people.

The weight 'home' carries in relation to a child's journey of working
through traumatic grief, their sense of self and their relationships cannot
be underestimated.

A child's lived experience of domestic homicide is traumatic, frightening
and defining. By better understanding how these children define their
'home' we can work towards helping them find one that is stable,
familiar and comforting.

More information: Eva Alisic et al, Children and young people
bereaved by domestic homicide: A focus on Australia, University of
Melbourne (2023). DOI: 10.26188/24630690
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