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ABSTRACT

Purpose: Parents’ ability to mentalize/reflect on their close relations is an important aspect of parenting capacity. Child welfare services (CWS) could benefit from
assessing mentalizing capacity in fathers who have perpetrated family violence (FV) because it could inform the investigation about risk in relation to children’s
safety and felt security. We designed an interview guide based on parental reflective functioning (Slade, 2005) and tested it in CWS and support centers. We aimed to
investigate whether it was possible to code different aspects of reflective functioning (RF) according to the RF coding system and whether there were variations
between these RF aspects within and between fathers.

Methods: Fathers in contact with support services (n = 10) or involved in a CWS investigation (n = 8) were interviewed using the iRiSk interview, and RF levels were
coded in relation to (1) the child, (2) the father himself, (3) the other parent, and (4) family violence.

Results: Our results, although preliminary, suggest that it is possible to reliably code mentalization regarding different aspects of parenting and FV using the standard
RF coding system. RF levels were generally low and varied between aspects. Future studies should focus on corroborating this finding and its usefulness in CWS
investigative as well supportive work with family violence.

Conclusions: Fathers’ responses to mentalization-based questions can add useful information in assessments of risk and parenting capacity. Future studies should focus

on corroborating the finding and its usefulness in CWS investigative as well as supportive work with FV.

1. Introduction

Family violence causes severe insecurity in children and hampers
their ability to trust and rely on their parents (Gilbert et al., 2009; Lip-
pard & Nemeroff, 2020). Both being subjected to child abuse (CA; i.e.,
violence directed against the child) and being exposed to intimate
partner violence (IPV; i.e., a parent’s violence directed to the other
parent) are harmful to children (Maneta et al., 2017). From an attach-
ment perspective, the negative effects are understood to arise from the
insecurity of the child’s care relationship with one or both caregivers
(Cyr et al., 2010). When children are exposed to violence between
caregivers, they risk facing what in attachment theory is called fear
without solution (Hesse & Main, 2006; Lyons-Ruth & Jacobvitz, 2016).
The child is scared and thus in need of protection and support, but no
parent is available—one being threatening and the other being too upset
and afraid to serve as the child’s safe haven. Children of all ages need
both a secure base and a safe haven in order to achieve their develop-
mental tasks (Bowlby, 1969). Parenting depends, among other things,
on the ability to see children as independent persons with their own
desires and needs, but also, when necessary, on the ability to be “bigger,
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stronger, wiser, and kind” (Marvin et al., 2002, p. 120). The same
basically applies also between adults in close relationships, although the
attachment system is not activated as often, and close relationships
function optimally when they are mutual and equal (Mikulincer &
Shaver, 2016). In order to respond appropriately to another person’s
attachment signals one must be able not only to “read the signals”
cognitively but also to empathize with how the other person feels. Thus,
to mentalize is to make an effort to understand how a situation is
perceived from the other’s perspective, an ability that develops gradu-
ally during childhood and adolescence. In the present study we inves-
tigated whether the concept of mentalization is useful when
investigating the ability of fathers accused of family violence (FV) to
understand and empathize with their child and the child’s mother.

1.1. Investigating and supporting child victims of family violence

Studies of parenting skills in relation to FV have so far focused
mainly on the skills of mothers exposed to violence, much less on those
of violent fathers (Lamb et al., 2018). For a child to re-establish a safe
relationship with her/his violent father and be able to recover from
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associated mental health problems, it is important that the father has an
adequate parenting capacity, including the ability and willingness to
support his child in a rehabilitation process. Unfortunately, many vio-
lent fathers tend to believe that their children have not been signifi-
cantly affected by the violence (Salisbury et al., 2009), and thus that
there is no harm to repair (Lapierre et al., 2025). Most participants in
IPV intervention programs are fathers, but little is known about how
these programs affect fathers’ parenting practices (Zarling et al., 2025)
other than that attrition is high (Santirso et al., 2020). Mothers are most
frequently the victims in investigations of FV in child protection
(Alaggia et al., 2015). When it comes to child welfare services (CWS) in
Sweden, almost all (94%) of those seeking support for exposure to
violence are women (SALAR, 2024). Given the scarce knowledge about
fathers in child welfare services investigations (CWSIs) and in behavior
change programs, it is important for research to focus specifically on
fathers as perpetrators.

1.2. Risk assessment methods in child welfare services

Risk assessments within CWS, whether guided by structured in-
struments or not, tend to focus on the immediate danger (Vial et al.,
2020), and on the perpetrator’s current dangerousness, rather than on
long-term consequences such as child development over time. This is
unfortunate since long-term developmental risks are prominent and
related to serious symptoms and long-term dysfunctions among children
exposed to FV (Gilbert et al., 2009).

Fathers are not included in CWSIs to the same extent as mothers. The
reasons for fathers’ lack of participation in CWSIs vary. Some of them
cannot be reached (Alaggia et al., 2015), and in some countries, social
workers lack awareness regarding the importance of including fathers in
these investigations (Archer-Kuhn & de Villiers, 2019). Finally, fathers
who perpetrate FV form a heterogeneous group. Some can be threat-
ening or even physically violent, including toward those outside their
families, which can make social workers reluctant to engage with them
(Laird, 2014). Thus, when investigating perpetrators of FV in CWS, so-
cial workers need not only skills and confidence in working with these
fathers but also structured methods to assess their parenting capacity
(Olszowy et al., 2020). To our knowledge, no studies have examined
how best to structure and conduct investigative interviews with perpe-
trating fathers within a CWSI in relation to parenting capacity. Without
specific training and use of an interview guide CWS professionals can
find it difficult to talk about violent acts. A Swedish study of CWS pro-
fessionals’ conversations with male perpetrators of FV found that they
sometimes tended to avoid questions regarding violent behavior—either
out of fear or due to a general tendency to create a friendly atmosphere
in order to establish a relationship with the parent (Bruno & Eriksson,
2023). Lack of an adequate mentalizing capacity has been argued to be
the most important psychological mechanism underlying violent
behavior (Fonagy, 2004). Fonagy uses the term mind blind (i.e., non-
mentalizing) to describe a perpetrator’s mindset in relation to his
victim(s) (Fonagy, 2004). It is a challenge, especially in CWSIs, to
establish a working alliance with the father and still be able to obtain
relevant information regarding his reported violent behavior. This may
be one of the reasons behind the fact that CWS tend not to involve these
fathers very much (Castellano-Diaz et al., 2024; Scourfield, 2006). It is,
however, in the best interest of both the father and the family as a whole
to give their views on what has happened and to respond to the infor-
mation that others have provided to the authority. Also, it is in the best
interest of children and mothers that the CWSI include as complete in-
formation as possible so that appropriate assessment and intervention
can be developed.

1.3. The importance of mentalization for parenting capacity

Empirical support for the association between mentalizing capacity
and violent behavior came originally from a study in which incarcerated
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violent offenders showed significantly lower mentalizing ability
compared to both non-criminal controls and patients with personality
disorder diagnoses (Levinson & Fonagy, 2004). Since then several
interview guides have been constructed to assess parents’ ability to
mentalize their child’s developmental needs, the most prominent being
the Parent Developmental Interview—Revised (PDI-R; Slade et al., 2004)
and the Working Model of the Child Interview (WMCI; Zeanah et al.,
1994). However, neither of these include questions regarding FV nor do
they include the background questions needed in a CWSI. Fonagy and
co-workers have subsequently developed a questionnaire to measure
parents’ mentalizing in relation to their children (PRFQ; Luyten et al.,
2017) to measure parental reflective functioning (PRF). Given the
relatively low concordance between interview- and self-reported PRF
(Anis et al., 2020; Arkle et al., 2023; Carlone et al., 2023), we report only
studies of reflective functioning that used interview measures.

By focusing on parents’ capacity to reflect on their own and their
children’s mental states, mentalization provides a pathway to under-
stand the degree to which parents make sense of, and use, communi-
cation regarding feelings, thoughts, and behaviors to tune into and act in
accordance with their child’s developmental needs (Slade, 2005; Slade,
Grienenberger, et al., 2005). It describes parents’ ability to adopt the
child’s perspective and comprehend themselves in relation to their
children as separate persons with individual needs within that rela-
tionship. As evidenced by a recent scoping review by Moreira et al.
(2024), studies of parents’ mentalization skills show a strong association
with child development and child mental health. Studies in this review
consistently showed that lower parental mentalization is associated with
higher risk for externalizing and internalizing symptoms in children.
Some studies showed that a high level of parental mentalization can
buffer against a parent’s own psychopathological symptoms, and it helps
parents guide their children in how to cope with stressors more effec-
tively. Thus, parental mentalization can moderate the transgenerational
transmission of psychopathology. Studies reported in Moreira et al.’s
(2024) review also found that the influence of fathers’ mentalization on
children differs significantly from mothers’ and suggested that more
studies are needed in order to better understand these differences.
Another recent study found that mentalizing was lower for fathers
compared to mothers (Ismair et al., 2025). Mentalization may thus be
helpful as part of an instrument to investigate developmental risks for
children subjected to FV. Perpetrators of FV with low levels of mental-
ization, especially when feelings of guilt, remorse, and responsibility are
lacking, may be high-risk parents in relation to children’s developmental
needs and physical health.

In the current study, we investigated whether responses to questions
in a semi-structured interview guide—designed to stimulate a reflective,
mentalizing stance in fathers who had perpetrated FV—could provide
useful information for investigating parental capacity in CWSIs. We also
investigated variation in fathers mentalizing; between fathers but also
within-variations for each father regarding different aspects of mental-
ization. Moreover, we investigated whether the questions constructed to
stimulate mentalization could contribute to a neutral conversational
climate and be perceived as non-accusive by fathers.

1.4. Examples of mentalization in relation to FV

Parents with well-functioning mentalizing capacity can set aside
their own perception of a situation and instead imagine how the child
may have experienced it, and say:

I knew that we were just fighting and that things would calm down,
but for him it was probably very scary. I remember that he pretended
to be asleep when I came in, and now I think that he must have been
very scared

The opposite are parents who believe that what they think and feel
are equivalent to external reality—what in mentalization theory is
referred to as psychic equivalence (Fonagy & Target, 1997), as
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exemplified in the following: “He always hides and refuses to come with me
when I pick him up from preschool; the staff think I'm a terrible parent who
doesn’t know how to handle my own kid.”.

In the state of psychic equivalence, parents have difficulties seeing
perspectives other than their own and perceive their own feelings as true
and fixed, without the means of questioning themselves or finding
alternative hypotheses. This lack of mentalization is how children
conceptualize relationships before they learn pretend play (Fonagy &
Target, 2007). When emotionally aroused, adults typically temporarily
“regress” to a state of psychic equivalence. However, if a person is
generally challenged in terms of mentalization capacity and emotion
regulation, it can become more difficult to regain a state of mind in
which mentalizing is again possible. This can lead to impulsive behavior
and, in the worst case, violence. A parent who, as in the first example
above, is able to mentalize adequately might continue by saying: “I think
my son wants to play and he thinks it’s a fun game, while I mostly just feel
stressed and a little stupid for not being able to handle the pickup from pre-
school as quickly as everyone else seems to be able to.” A parent stuck in
psychic equivalence might instead continue by saying: “He thinks it’s
even funnier when I get stressed and the staff kind of look down on me, you
know, turning their backs and acting very teacherly with the other children as
if to show me how it’s done. It’s such a pain.”.

1.5. Assessment of parental mentalization coded for reflective functioning

Several operationalizations of mentalization are well validated and
commonly used in both research and clinical contexts. The first oper-
ationalization was based on the Adult Attachment Interview (AAI), a
semi-structured interview designed to explore adults’ mental represen-
tations of relational experiences with their parents during childhood
(George et al., 1996). Responses are coded in a standardized way using a
coding manual. Seven of the 20 AAI questions are particularly relevant
for assessing mentalization; therefore, a separate reflective functioning
(RF) scale was later developed to specifically assess mentalizing capacity
(Fonagy et al., 1991; Fonagy et al., 1998). Although the RF scale was
developed specifically for coding mentalization in the AAI, its principles
can be, and have been, applied to other mentalization-focused in-
terviews (Fonagy et al., 1998).

Originally described as a general ability, more recent studies have
shown that mentalization is dependent on context and relationship
(Ensink et al., 2014; Kullgard et al., 2013). Parenting-related mentali-
zation is usually assessed by applying either the RF scale or more general
principles from coding the AAI to interviews with parents. As previously
noted, two longer interview guides have been developed to assess
parenting capacity from a mentalizing perspective: the WMCI (Zeanah
et al., 1994) and the PDI-R (Slade et al., 2004). In the PDI-R, the original
RF scale is applied together with an addendum to code the parent’s
mentalization capacity, PRF (Slade, Bernbach, et al., 2005). A systematic
review has concluded that PRF is related to other measures of parenting
capacity (Stuhrmann et al., 2022).

The concept of mentalization may be helpful in CWS if it can be
addressed in a CWSI, as it may contribute important information not
included in other measures of parental capacity (Buttitta et al., 2019;
Charpentier Mora et al., 2023; Cooke et al., 2017; De Roo et al., 2019; Di
Renzo et al., 2020; Leén & Olhaberry, 2020; Nijssens et al., 2020). The
relevance of investigating fathers’ mentalizing ability is thus twofold. It
can confirm or nuance previous findings regarding mentalizing diffi-
culties as a precursor of violent behavior. It can also shed light on
mentalization as a potential risk to—or as a potential facilitator of—-
children’s rehabilitation. If mentalizing capacity can be investigated in
CWS, it may deepen understanding of the different forms of risk fathers
may pose to their children and of their motivation to change.

Information regarding PRF in parents involved in FV could help
guide CWS professionals to make better decisions in CWSIs.
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1.6. The present study

To sum up, given the well-established theoretical and empirical
value of RF for investigating and describing parental capacity, and the
lack of studies in a CWS context, we decided to investigate more closely
whether mentalization, operationalized as RF, can be meaningfully used
in the context of risk assessment for children with fathers who have
perpetrated FV. Building on prior studies based on measures of RF in
relation to specific situations or relationships (Ensink et al., 2014;
Kullgard et al., 2013; Moller et al., 2014; Rudden, 2017), we investigate
more specifically whether it is possible and meaningful to investigate RF
in relation to different aspects that are particularly relevant for fathers
who have perpetrated FV, in contrast to assessing global, e.g., general,
RF. We therefore decided to code four different aspects of RF in relation
to: (1) the child, (2) the father himself, (3) the childs mother, and (4) the
violence.

We added reflective questions to an existing interview guide for
parents, which is part of the iRiSk method (see Methods/Instruments).
The added questions aimed to obtain fathers’ way of mentalizing
different aspects of the family situation and the violence that had been
reported. We investigated whether it was possible to reliably code an-
swers in accordance with the RF manual. Given the low levels of general
RF found in prior studies of violent fathers, we investigated variations
between fathers as well as variations in how individual fathers scored on
different aspects of the family situation. Interviews conducted in CWSIs
present a particular challenge as there is a built-in power imbalance.
Therefore, we also tested the interview questions in a more “neutral”
context—support centers. We made explorative calculations on varia-
tions in RF between fathers of girls and boys respectively and variations
depending on their living situation.

Research questions

1. Can questions about the four aspects described above be coded ac-
cording to the standardized RF coding system, and is it feasible for
CWS professionals to administer the interview accordingly?

2. Do RF levels vary between fathers?

3. Do RF levels of individual fathers vary between the four identified
aspects?

4. Does the context in which mentalization capacity is examined (CWS/
support centers) impact the results?

2. Methods

CWS professionals conducted risk assessment interviews with fathers
who had been reported to have committed FV, using the interview guide
for parents, which is part of the iRiSk method (see Instruments),
developed by our research team.

2.1. Participants

Interviewers were recruited during a two-year period (September
2019 to July 2021) from four CWS agencies (eight interviewers) that had
participated in previous research projects on structured risk assessment
in CWS and two support centers (six interviewers) in different parts of
Sweden. Support centers are healthcare based and offer psychosocial
support and psychotherapy for people who have been subjected to or
have perpetrated violence in a current or previous relationship, as well
as for children and young people who have experienced violence in their
families. Support and treatment are tailored to the applicant’s needs, are
based on voluntary participation and personal motivation, and are free
of charge.

Fathers (n = 18) were recruited through a convenience selection. The
potential number of participants during the recruitment period is diffi-
cult to estimate. The largest CWS received several hundred reports
concerning CA and IPV, and the two support centers received approxi-
mately 200 fathers who had perpetrated IPV or CA during the
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recruitment period. We do not have documentation on which criteria
social workers and support services had for inviting or not inviting cli-
ents to participate in the study, nor do we have information on how
many declined an invitation to participate. CWS professionals and sup-
port services staff were instructed to interview fathers in cases where the
child or the child’s mother had reported IPV or CA and the child had
contact with the father. For background data on fathers and children, see
Table 1. We had information on the sex and ages of the fathers’ children
in 14 cases. Six of the children were girls and eight were boys. Their
average age was 4.96 years (SD = 3.74). One of the interviewers in
support centers was a psychologist and five were social workers. All
interviewers in CWS were social workers.

2.2. Procedure

Support services interviewers received a half day of instruction on
the structure of the interview (see Methods/Instruments) and the rules
for its administration. CWS professionals had a somewhat longer and
more varied experience of the interviews, having participated in a pre-
vious research project. All interviewers were introduced to the princi-
ples of RF coding and were instructed not to deviate from the questions
in the interview guide and to allow the interviewees to produce answers
to the questions themselves without asking additional leading questions.

Fathers gave written consent to participate in the study. They were
informed that the purpose of the questions was to illustrate how they
saw their relationship with their child and with the child’s development
and safety, and how they thought the child had been affected by the
events under investigation. They were also told that information from
the research interview would be similar to that obtained in a regular
CWSI. Before starting the interview, the professional read aloud an
introduction:

We want to get your view of how your child is doing and feeling and
what he/she needs to develop and feel safe. What you tell me will
help us understand your perspective, which in turn can improve your
child’s situation.

If the father denied any instance of CA or IPV, he was invited to

Table 1
Background data on fathers and children.
Variable Total Support CPS
sample Services
n (%) n (%) n (%)
Total sample 18 (100) 10 (56) 8 (44)
Sex of child
e Girl 6 (33) 2 (20) 4 (50)
e Boy 8 (45) 5 (50) 3(38)
e Information unavailable 4 (22) 3 (30) 1(12)
Age of child 4.96 (SD 4.50(SD1.90) 5.22(SD
3.74) 3.74)
Information unavailable 4 3 1
Child’s living situation
With both parents, together or 7 (39) 5 (50) 2 (25)
alternately
With mother only 2(11) 1(10) 1(13)
Foster care 5 (28) 1(10) 4 (50)
Information unavailable 4 (22) 3(30) 1(12)
Referral
Caregiver 5(28) 3(30) 2 (25)
Child Protective Services 5 (28) 2 (20) 3(38)
Police 2(11) 0(0) 2 (25)
Church of Sweden children’s 2(11) 2 (20) 0 (0)
programs
Information unavailable 4 (22) 3(30) 1(12)
Marital status of father
Married to child’s mother 5(28) 3 (30) 2 (25)
Single 4 (22) 1(10) 3(38)
In a new relationship 3(17) 2 (20) 1(12)
Information unavailable 6 (33) 4 (40) 2 (25)
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reflect on contradictory information: “We have information from [the
child’s mother/the child] about instances of [IPV/CA]. What do you
think about that?” This control question was included in order to prompt
the father’s mentalization capacity even when he disputed the alleged
events. The Swedish Ethical Review Authority approved the study (Dnr:
2019-03143).

Of the 18 interviews, 17 were conducted in a single session, and one
required two sessions. They averaged 1 h and 25 min in length, ranging
from 39 min to an outlier of 3 h and 29 min, with 16 completed in under
2 h. Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed, and coded indepen-
dently by two of the authors (MAS and CM), blinded for reviewers),
following the principles in the RF manual (see Instruments for additional
details, Fonagy et al., 1998). The coders were both certified RF coders
trained on AAI and PDI transcripts (Fonagy et al., 1998), and during
coding they were blinded to which organization conducted the in-
terviews. While it is recommended that inter-rater reliability statistics be
reported on at least 25% of interview samples coded for RF (Howard
Steele, personal communication), we choose to double-code all 18 in-
terviews to enhance reliability due to the exploratory nature of the
present study. RF was coded in relation to the four different aspects of
mentalization—(1) the child, (2) the father himself, (3) the other parent,
and (4) violence—and they were scored according to the RF manual.
Intraclass correlation (ICC; Cicchetti, 1994) ranged from fair for the self-
focused RF aspect (0.415) to good for the other aspects — child-focused
(0.646), other parent (0.686), violence (0.632).

It is crucial to administer the interview guide in a standardized way,
for example, by not offering more cues than provided by the manual
(Fonagy et al., 1998), as the conditions for prompting mentalizing
reflection need to be similar for all participants. When coding the
transcripts for RF, we therefore also paid attention to the interview style
of the interviewers. By using theoretical concepts describing common
conversational techniques such as “interpretative mirroring” (see
Nelson-Jones, 2015), we exploratorily assessed the feasibility of this
standardized way of administering the interview guide in the CWS
context.

In addition to coding RF, we also performed exploratory quantitative
analyses on the variation of RF between the different aspects coded for
each participant, as well as differences in RF levels between the fathers.

3. Instruments
3.1. Interview

The structured interview used to obtain information about RF is part
of a comprehensive child-centered model (iRiSk) for investigating risk
for children subjected to IPV and CA, consisting of questionnaires and
semi-structured interview guides for parents and children. Two of the
authors (AGB and OH) were involved in the development of the method.
The iRiSk method has been developed over 10 + years, and it is framed
in a practice-oriented research design. Evaluations of the implementa-
tion and use of the method in practice, conducted by our research team,
have been generally positive (Broberg et al., 2015; Iversen, 2018;
Wollter & Eriksson, 2025; Eriksson et al., 2020) . The interviews focus on
identifying risk and protective factors for children who have been
exposed to FV. For the purpose of this study, the first and last authors
added questions based on mentalization theory and established men-
talization interviews (WMCI, PDI) specifically designed to assess the
parent’s capacity to mentalize the impact of the violence on their child’s
development and well-being. Using the principles detailed in the RF
manual for how to elicit mentalizing (i.e., structured as demand ques-
tions, which are described in greater detail below), one of the certified
RF coders (CM) was consulted to ensure construct validity. The parent is
asked, for example: “Have there been any incidents in your family that
you think may have affected your child negatively? In what way do you
think your child has been affected?” Some questions were specifically
designed to investigate the fathers’ capacity to mentalize the impact of
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the violence on the child’s development and well-being, such as: “Can
you describe a situation where physical violence has occurred between
you and your child? How do you think that may have affected your
child?”.

RF was scored using the well-established coding procedure in the RF
manual (Bakermans-Kranenburg & van IJzendoorn, 2009; Fonagy et al.,
1998). RF coding is based on answers to demand questions, which are
formulated so that a lack of mentalizing will be apparent in the re-
sponses. Other questions, permit questions, can also provide information
about the interviewee’s propensity to mentalize, but demand questions
provide the structure and must always be coded for mentalization when
analyzing the interview transcript (Fonagy et al., 1998). Each answer to
a particular demand question is considered a coding unit and is rated for
RF. In deciding a particular RF score, the rater needs to consider the level
of mentalization demonstrated in the answer, i.e., whether the inter-
viewee reflects upon his own or others’ mental states in making sense of
interactions. The RF scale ranges from very low (RF —1), indicating
active rejection of reflection about inner life, to exceptional (RF 9),
indicating a sophisticated ability to reflect on mental states at multiple
levels/from multiple perspectives or in situations that are emotionally
stressful or complex. A normal or ordinary degree of mentalization is at
level 5. The RF manual also instructs the coder to note any signs of
mentalizing failure (e.g., psychic equivalence; see the RF manual for
more examples and details regarding different levels of mentalizing) and
thus rate such passages as RF 3 or less. In the RF (Fonagy et al., 1998),
coders are instructed to assess RF independently of each other to enable
a reliability check by using ICC calculations. However, due to the
exploratory nature of assessing RF on the four aspects described above,
the coders in the present study first discussed coder agreement for three
randomly selected interviews before continuing independent coding of
the rest of the interviews.

4. Results

The quantitative analyses were conducted with a limited sample size
(N =18), therefore the results cannot be interpreted as conclusive. The
group comparisons on RF levels between fathers (research question 2)
and variation between the four aspects in individuals (research question
3), however, show tendencies and patterns that are worth further testing
in studies with larger samples. The fathers’ RF levels for each aspect did
not differ with the child’s sex or place of residence. There was no sig-
nificant correlation between the age of the child and the father’s RF level
on any aspect.

The first part of research question 1, whether the responses could
be assessed according to the standardized procedure for RF coding, was
confirmed as indicated by the ICC values. The number of questions and
the details provided by the respondents were also sufficiently compre-
hensive to form the assessment basis for RF coding. However, in pas-
sages where interviewees denied having used violence, it was sometimes
difficult to assess RF. In these passages, it is possible that the RF coding is
less reliable.

The second part of research question 1 concerned the feasibility of
the interview guide, with a specific focus on whether professionals’
interview style adhered to the standardized way of administering the
interview. We noted that some interviewers often used interpretive
mirroring, as illustrated in the following:

(#2): If you let him do this, do that [bring in the mail from the
mailbox], then he also knows exactly where it’s supposed to be. But if
you start arguing with him, he might start tearing things up and
throwing them around. //

So, a reaction // Yes. // to your, to your reaction. //

Ah, exactly, exactly. —.

We also noted that some interviewers used follow-up questions in a
way that was not specified in the interview guide. Yet others chose to
move along to the next question in the interview guide rather than
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encouraging the fathers to elaborate on their reflections.

The second research question was whether RF levels varied be-
tween fathers. While our findings are necessarily exploratory due to the
small sample size, the fathers could be placed into three groups
depending their RF for the different aspects: very low on all aspects (n =
9), greatly varied among aspects (n = 6), and close to ordinary on most
aspects (n = 3; Table 2). RF levels for the different aspects were child-
focused RF 4.5 (range 1-5), self-focused RF 4.0 (range 2-6), other
parent RF 2.0 (range 1-5), and violence RF 2.0 (range 0-4; Table 3). On
the violence aspect, no informant reached ordinary RF (RF = 5), and
only one informant obtained RF 5 on the other parent aspect.

As an example of very low child-focused RF (RF = 1), one father first
gave a vague description of the child sometimes freezing up, becoming
sad, very obstreperous, and angry.

(#22) Otherwise so.... Sometimes, you just have to yell and say now
you have to cut it out. That’s the way it is. It’s like... you don’t al-
ways have. Or the time, you know. And that, sometimes. I don’t
know if you have kids. But you, yeah, you have to adapt to the sit-
uation.... It’s impossible.

(#22) How do you think he feels when you’ve done that?
Sometimes he probably thinks that me and [mother’s name redac-
ted] are dumb [laughs a little]. // Yeah. // Other times, he probably
understands that he’s been naughty—we are talking about a kid
here.

The passage was rated RF 1 (absence of mentalizing) since the father
does not put himself in his son’s position but instead describes the sit-
uation solely from his own perspective and focuses on justifying his own
behavior. When explicitly asked about the child’s feelings, the father is
rather dismissive and does not seem to engage in his son’s perspective at
all.

Another quotation illustrates very low mentalization about the other
parent. #22 (RF = 1):

So, do you think she did that in everyone’s best interests at first, so to
speak?

No. Or, well, I don’t know, it is like that. You're asking the wrong
person.

No, but I'm asking her the same questions, but it is also interesting to
see what you say about each other

Did she do it in everyone’s best interest? I have no idea. You’ll have
to take it up with her.

No, I am asking you why you, what do you think?

Well... I don’t know. I can’t say off the top of my head, actually.

In this passage, the father avoids the invitation to imagine the
mother’s intentions, and the answer lacks all signs of explicit
mentalizing.

An example of ordinary child-focused RF, #2 (RF = 5):

Table 2
RF levels from both Child Welfare Services and support centers (n = 18).

Aspect (N)  Median  Variation Percentage of Percentage of
of RF levels  most frequently informants with
occurring RF score  ordinary (RF = 5) or
(RF level) higher RF (number)
Child- 4.5 1-5 22 (2) 50 (9)
focused
18)
Self- 4.0 2-6 394 17 (3)
focused
18)
Other 2.0 1-5 35(2) 6(1)
parent
an
Violence 2.0 0-4 33(2) 0(0)
(15)
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Table 3
RF levels of each father: four RF aspects and categorization of the fathers’ pro-
files or levels.

Informant  Child- Self- Other Violence  Median 1 = Near
focused focused parent ordinary

2 = High
variation
3 = Very
low

#2 5 6 5 - 5.00 1

#19 5 5 3 4 4.50 1

#20 5 4 4 1 4.00 1

#3 5 4 3 2 3.50 2

#4 5 4 2 2 3.00 2

#12 5 4 1 2 3.00 2

#13 5 3 2 3 3.00 2

#16 5 5 2 - 5.00 2

#18 5 3 3 3 3.00 2

#5 3 4 1 3 3.00 3

#6 3 3 1 2 2.50 3

#7 1 3 2 1 1.50 3

#8 3 4 2 - 3.00 3

#11 2 4 3 2 2.50 3

#1 2 2 1 0 1.50 3

#15 3 3 - 3 3.00 3

#21 4 2 1 1 1.50 3

#22 1 3 2 1 1.50 3

Median 4.5 4.0 2.0 2.0 3.0

Was child 1 present on these occasions?

Yes... yes, that’s true. Sometimes he was there.

How did he react to this?

Well, then he starts up. Not always, but he can get worried and start
to pull on his mom. Or pull on me, or like... and... and maybe he does
something he shouldn’t because...

In this passage, the father demonstrates a mentalizing understanding
of his son’s behavior (the pulling), as driven by the mental state of being
worried, which is in line with an ordinary level of mentalizing.

The third research question, whether there was variation between
the different RF aspects in the individual interviews, was answered
positively. A similar reservation as mentioned under research question 2
regarding the small sample size is relevant here. That said, in six in-
terviews (#3, 4, 12, 13, 16, 18) there was variation in RF levels related
to the different aspects (Table 3). The fathers showed the ability to
reflect on their children’s thoughts and feelings to a degree corre-
sponding with ordinary RF but had clear difficulties relating to the other
parent as even having an inner world. They also largely ignored
reflecting on their own as well as the mother’s thoughts and feelings
about the violence. The level of self-focused RF fell somewhere in be-
tween. An interview with one father provides an example of variation
between the different aspects. He demonstrated a sufficient RF level in
relation to his child (child-focused RF = 5) by describing difficulties in
dealing with stressful situations with his child. For example:

(#4): Because they—like I said. He can get quiet for no reason, not
knowing what it is about. And then of course you try to figure it out.
Because of course you don’t want him to be // Mm. // angry or sad
without knowing why.

In contrast, in relation to the child’s mother, the father demonstrated
difficulties in maintaining a mentalizing stance concerning her in-
tentions while discussing custody arrangements he was unhappy about:
(other parent RF = 2).

(#4) But if I understand it correctly, it has to do with that she
doesn’t know where they [the children] are, she has also
explicitly said that she does not want you to see them...

Yeah, so, her excuse is that she doesn’t—she wants—she’s afraid
there will be conflicts between // Yes // us. When the kids are there.
Yes
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That’s what it’s about according to her, but, ah—the real truth is that
she wants sole custody.

The fourth research question was whether fathers in contact with
CWS differed in average RF levels from those in contact with support
services. As noted above, the result is inconclusive due to the small
sample size. The only difference we found was that fathers whose chil-
dren were the subjects of CWSIs had a somewhat higher child-focused
RF (median = 5) than fathers in contact with support agencies (me-
dian = 3) (Tables 4 and 5).

5. Discussion

To our knowledge, our study is the first to investigate violence-
specific RF in fathers who have committed FV and a variation be-
tween different aspects of RF that indicates a potentially relevant way of
conceptualizing and identifying these aspects.

Because of difficulties recruiting participants, the number of fathers
is small, which necessarily restricts the conclusions we can draw.
However, as described in the Results section, we were able to give
preliminary answers to our research questions. Considering the scarce
empirical material available on this topic, we find it important to share
the results despite the limited number of participants.

5.1. Coding answers from RF questions

In line with Mohaupt and Duckert’s (2016) suggestion that “PRF
represents too general an index of mental processes linking IPV and
parenting” (p. 282), we used a four-category system for RF coding,
which yielded a more nuanced description of the fathers’ mentalizing
abilities. As discussed below, our results indeed indicate that the pro-
pensity for mentalizing varied with different relationships and in rela-
tion to the violence committed. Thus, an ability to identify the parents’
problems with mentalizing in a more detailed way is especially impor-
tant if the concept is to be used in, for example, CWS investigations.

Most fathers (n = 15) who participated in the study were able to fully
engage in the interview, and professionals, in CWS as well as support
centers, were largely able to administer the interviews so that RF levels
could be coded reliably from the answers generated by the set of men-
talizing questions. As intended, the demand questions provided the basis
for assessing the interviewees’ propensity for mentalization in relation
to four aspects: (1) the child, (2) the father himself, (3) the child’s
mother, and (4) the violence that had been reported.

The questions selected from other mentalization interviews were,
with minor exceptions, adequate for our purpose. In three cases, where
fathers completely denied having used violence, it was not possible to
assess RF regarding this aspect. With this exception, to be further dis-
cussed below under Strengths and Limitations, the number of questions
and the details in the answers were sufficiently rich to assess RF.

Table 4
RF levels of the different aspects at support services (n = 10).

Aspect (n) n, Variation of Percentage of Percentage of
median RF score most frequent RF  ordinary RF (5) or
score higher (number)
(RF score)
Child- 3.0 1-5 40 (4) 40 (4)
focused
10)
Self- 4.0 3-6 50 (4) 10 (1)
focused
10)
Other 2.0 1-5 44 (2) 11 (1)
parent
(C)]
Violence 2.0 0-3 50 (2) 0(0)
(8)
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Table 5
RF levels of the different aspects at Child Welfare Services (n = 8).

Aspect (N) Median  Variation  Percentage of most Percentage of
frequent RF score ordinary RF (5) or
(RF score) higher (number)
Child- 5.0 1-5 63 (5) 63 (5)
focused
(8)
Self- 3.5 3-6 100 (2, 3, 4, 5) 25 (2)
focused
(8)
Other 2.0 1-5 38 (1) 0 (0)
parent
(8)
Violence 1.0 0-3 43 (1) 0 (0)
@

5.2. Feasibility in administrating the interview guide

Some interviewers had difficulties adhering to the standardized
interview procedure. One problem, which challenged the RF coding in
some interviews, concerned interviewers posing too many or too few
follow-up questions. For instance, in the three interviews where fathers
completely denied that any violence had occurred, the interviewers did
not adhere to the manual, failing to ask the follow-up question stated
there: “We have information from [the child’s mother/the child] about
instances of [I[PV/CA]. What is your response to that?” This follow-up
question was designed to give the father a further opportunity to show
his mentalizing capacity when confronted with statements from other
family members.

Another problem was related to difficulties adhering to the pre-
scribed neutral interview style. Rather than giving interviewees ample
time to think and to formulate their own answers, some interviewers
tended to offer help by making suggestions or interpretations. Such
interpretative mirroring may disturb interviewees’ reflective processes
and thus make it difficult to investigate their mentalizing capacity.

Challenges with adhering to the manual may be due to the in-
terviewers’ ordinary roles when interviewing clients within support
centers or CWS, and it is a common challenge when using clinicians as
research interviewers (George et al., 1996). However, interviewer mis-
takes were not severe enough to threaten our results. Instead, we report
them because they are a well-known threat to the validity and reliability
of adult attachment (Hesse, 2016) and RF (Fonagy et al., 1998) coding,
and they are discussed in depth during training in both the AAI and the
PDI. Complicated decisions regarding issues that have long-time con-
sequences for both children and parents, such as child custody, must rely
on careful investigations using adequate methods. Insufficient training
in combination with a heavy workload are risk factors for over-
simplifying research-based constructs and how to measure them
(Hammarlund et al., 2022). A recommendation when training in-
terviewers in conducting interviews aimed at investigating RF is there-
fore to include role-plays, where interviewers can experience how it
feels to be interviewed as well as to practice how to conduct the in-
terviews properly.

5.3. Levels of RF differed between fathers

Despite the small sample size, we found interesting variations in RF
levels between informants. Although the level of RF across the four as-
pects was generally low, which is in line with existing studies of men-
talization in fathers who have engaged in FV (RF = 3.08; 3.14, and 3.,40;
in Mohaupt & Duckert, 2016; Stover & Kiselica, 2014) we found
considerable differences between fathers. Nine were very low on all
aspects, six varied considerably between aspects, and only three were
close to ordinary on most aspects. Studies by Stover and colleagues on
abusive fathers found no association between general PRF with either
self-reported hostile-aggressive parenting (Stover & Kiselica, 2014) or
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observer-rated quality of interactions with the child (Stover & Coates,
2016). It remains to be seen whether a differentiated RF concept will
yield different results regarding the importance of RF in relation to
parenting behaviors. If so, it may have important implications not only
for the ongoing scientific discussion regarding whether it is meaningful
to sub-group fathers who commit FV or not (Alexander et al., 2022;
Johnson, 2006) but also when it comes to CWS decisions regarding how
to handle fathers who have committed IPV or/and CA.

5.4. Aspects of RF vary for individual fathers

In a third of our informants, RF for two aspects (the other parent and
violence) was considerably lower (RF = 1-3) than was child- and self-
focused RF (RF = 4-5). A possible explanation for these differences is
that talking about violence, and about the other parent, evokes more
difficult feelings (shame, guilt, anger) compared to talking about the
child and oneself. Brain imaging studies have demonstrated that affect
arousal tends to inhibit ability to mentalize (Luyten & Fonagy, 2015),
which is a possible explanation for this finding.

Interestingly, current research in the field of mentalization suggests
that it may be meaningful to investigate and conceptualize RF not only
as a global, or general, construct. Borelli et al. (2020) developed
“partner RF” based on the regular RF concept and defined it as “the
capacity to reflect on the thoughts and feelings of one’s partner and to
consider their roles in guiding behavior in one’s partner and oneself” (p.
1785). Using this measure, Goldstein et al. (2023) showed that a father’s
RF when talking specifically about the child’s mother was important for
both her psychological well-being and her parenting, and that it also
positively influenced self-regulation in their two-year-old children.
Their results also indicated that, compared to using a global RF measure,
an ordinary level (5) of a father’s specific partner RF was enough to have
positive effects on the mother’s well-being and parenting, as well as on
their child. It is reasonable to think that the opposite is also true—that
low partner RF can have negative effects on both mothers and children.
Our procedure for “breaking down” the assessment of RF into four
distinct aspects may thus be a useful approach for future studies in the
context of family violence. It would be particularly interesting to
examine whether RF that is specifically related to violence has predic-
tive value for child- and family-relevant outcomes, similar to that
observed for partner RF.

The identified RF patterns and group categorizations represent
exploratory observations within a small pilot sample and thus should not
be interpreted as established typologies. However, if confirmed in later
studies, a practical implication of how to make use of aspect-specific RF
is to let it inform CWS workers regarding how to proceed with a case. For
instance, a very low level of mentalization on all four RF aspects, in
combination with no signs of guilt or remorse, is a possible signal that
safety for victims must be the first and only priority, and that expecta-
tions for success of “talking cures” should be low (Exposito-Alvarez
et al., 2023; Perez-Ramirez et al., 2025). In cases of near ordinary, or
even ordinary, RF levels on most aspects, which was the case for three of
our 18 respondents, CWS workers could consider entering a dialogue
with the father about how to change attitudes and behavior and possibly
even include couple therapy, depending of course on how severe and
repeated the violence has been and other factors.

That children exposed to FV long for their fathers to understand the
impact the violence has had on their lives (i.e., for the fathers to men-
talize the violence) was documented in an interview study by Lamb et al.
(2018). An especially important issue that children talked about was
being able to decide the extent to which they wanted to spend time with
their fathers after FV, and whether the father was able to relate to the
mother in a friendly, non-violent, way (i.e., demonstrate mentalizing in
relation to the other parent). We know from other studies that children
who have been subjected to FV very seldom get the opportunity to try to
heal the relationship with their fathers because the fathers have never
spoken with them about either the violence or their relationship. Fathers
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with ordinary or close to ordinary levels of child- and mother-centered
RF could be candidates for father-child talks, under the supervision of
a therapist, about how violence has impacted the child and the child’s
relation to the father. Fathers with ordinary or close to ordinary levels of
self-focused RF could be candidates for group therapy arranged by
support centers for violent men.

5.5. The importance of the CWS context when investigating mentalization

Comparisons between fathers in CWS investigations and those in
support services are descriptive and hypothesis-generating rather than
inferential findings. Across the four aspects, the RF levels were similar
between fathers recruited through support services and CWSIs, with a
small possible difference in child-focused RF, which was scored “ordi-
nary” (RF = 5) in five of the eight CWS cases (63%) versus four of the 10
cases in support services (40%). One could have expected that fathers
who had enrolled in a support group, although more or less voluntarily,
should score higher than those recruited through CWS. The result, as
well as the general lack of differences we found, can of course be due to
spurious individual variations given the small sample size. Another
explanation can be that more was at stake for fathers involved in CWS
investigations compared to fathers in a support group. CWS-recruited
fathers therefore may have been more eager to present themselves as
favorably as possible, especially when talking about their children. We
know that men are rarely inclined to admit to violent acts in forensic
interviews (Meissner et al., 2021) and that in a family guidance context
they tend to avoid transparency about their violent acts (Bruno &
Eriksson, 2023). Limited reliability has been demonstrated in other
studies of mentalization regarding responses from individuals subjected
to investigation by the authorities (Sleed et al., 2021). Elevated affect
arousal may inhibit the capacity for mentalization (Luyten & Fonagy,
2015). Fathers in the CWS group therefore could be expected to expe-
rience the interview questions as more stressful or difficult to address
compared to fathers having contact with support centers. But RF levels
in interviews from support centers, where the fathers were enrolled
voluntarily in parenting-based interventions, were also generally low.
Thus, it is possible that settings did in fact not impact the interviews.

Another caveat in interpreting the general lack of differences be-
tween groups was that we do not have information regarding the
recruitment processes. Thus, we do not know if the way of approaching
potential participants or the percentage of acceptance was the same in
the two groups. If it was lower in the CWS group, it could be that those
who did agree to participate are not as representative of their group as
are those recruited through support centers. Future studies should make
sure to include enough data regarding the fathers’ backgrounds and
their reasons for having contact with CWS, as well as the recruitment
processes in both groups.

By introducing RF questions in a CWSI, we added a component that
opens possibilities for understanding how parents think about issues
related to violence. Using RF questions cannot eliminate the risk that
parents might conceal violent acts they have perpetrated; professionals
can still be manipulated by interviewees’ verbal moves in the conver-
sation in order to avoid addressing violence. Still, if interviewing ac-
cording to the structured interview protocol, the RF questions will
decrease the risk of being misled by an interviewee’s avoiding agenda.
Proper training of professionals in administrating and interpreting RF
questions, as described above, is essential to minimize the risk of
collusion.

5.6. Strengths and limitations

This is the first, and thus a preliminary, study of different aspects of
RF in relation FV. Our major contribution is to have introduced a new
method of investigating RF in fathers who have committed FV and to
show that different aspects of RF can be coded reliably, which indicates a
potentially relevant way of conceptualizing and identifying these
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aspects.

Limitations are related to sample size, the fact that recruitment of
participants was not monitored, and a lack of background information
about the fathers. Moreover, interviewers may have recruited partici-
pants who were generally cooperative. If so, this can affect generaliza-
tion of our results.

5.7. Methodological considerations

Answers from fathers may have been influenced by the fact that
reflective questions were sparse in sections in this early version of the
interview guide, specifically, those addressing RF regarding the father
himself and RF regarding the other parent. However, as previously
discussed, while we did observe some challenges related to adminis-
tration of the interview guide, we found that RF coding of the interview
material was feasible.

Interviews conducted within CWS are, in contrast to the support
services, an exercise of authority and as such present a particular chal-
lenge as there is a built-in power imbalance. There were, however, fa-
thers who denied that they had been violent in both interview contexts
and similar difficulties in coding RF for violence (CWS n = 1; support
services n = 2). We do not know whether these fathers lacked the ca-
pacity to reflect about violence or if they had other reasons for claiming
innocence. In any event for future use of the interview, it is crucial that
interviewers be trained to highlight the importance of asking the
intended follow-up questions when they interview fathers who deny
having been violent.

Inter-rater reliability for fathers’ self-focused RF was somewhat
lower than for the other RF aspects. While the fathers’ answers were
generally coded according to the aspect targeted by the question, this
was not always a clear-cut decision (e.g., responses addressing one
specific aspect sometimes also, or even mainly, included reflections
about other aspects). Such overlaps may have affected ICC, particularly
for RF regarding the father himself, since such reflections often occurred
when answering questions about the other parent, the child, or the
violence. Future studies should therefore include discussions between
coders in order to reach consensus on how to handle this issue before
coding and conducting ICC ratings.

5.7.1. Clinical implications

The interview guide for parents, developed as part of the iRiSk
method, was feasible to use, and it was possible to code the answers to
the mentalization questions for the different aspects of RF. Thus, the
interview has potential to add important information to CSW decisions
in cases of FV. In cases of low levels of mentalization in combination
with serious violence, RF-based questions can be especially important,
enabling CWS workers to strike a balance between safety measures and
therapeutic interventions.

5.8. Future studies

Future studies should pay attention to the difficulties associated with
clinicians as interviewers, since a neutral interview style is necessary in
order to get reliable and valid responses from interview subjects. A study
of the coding system based on a larger sample of informants from sup-
port centers and CWS is also warranted. Given that it is possible to
reliably code specific aspects of FV-related RF, the next step is to further
study the validity of these aspects, for example, by controlling context as
well as independent information regarding type and degree of violence.
It would also be of value to study how a focus on mentalization informs
CWSIs. For example, does information regarding FV-related RF
contribute to the analysis of parenting capacity? And can FV-related RF
add useful information regarding tailoring specific interventions? This is
probably best studied using interviews with CWS practitioners.

Meta-analyses as well as systematic reviews of therapeutic in-
terventions directed to perpetrators of IPV show that (i) attrition is a
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serious problem, (ii) there are positive effects comparing pre- to post-
levels of different aspects, but (iii) the overall effect sizes are small,
especially when it comes to recidivism of violence, and finally, (iv) novel
treatments such as acceptance and commitment therapy and cognitive
behavioral therapy work better than the Duluth program which, at least
in the USA, has been the most well-known and practiced program
(Babcock et al., 2000; Karakurt et al., 2019; Mora-Pelegrin et al., 2025;
Punzo & Velotti, 2026). Babcock et al. (2000) go so far as to claim, “It is
now well established that Duluth interventions are not highly effective
in stopping IPV recidivism. Going forward, researchers no longer need to
use a no-treatment control in RCT’s. Rather they can use the Duluth
curriculum as the treatment as usual control condition” (p. 15). Given
the scale of men’s violence against women, and the urgency of coming
up with more effective treatments, authors of the reviews presented
above point to the need for new types of treatment. Mora-Pelegrin et al.
(2025) conclude that “training in emotion recognition and regulation
[is] among the approaches associated with major improvements in
outcomes” (p. 3), and that “positive effects of treatment were partially
mediated by changes in emotion regulation ability” (p. 13).

6. Conclusions

It was feasible to conduct the structured interview with RF questions
with fathers in support centers as well as CWSIs. It was possible to
reliably code the fathers’ responses according to the RF coding system
and to code RF for different FV-related aspects. This differentiation
revealed variation between aspects in individuals. Our results related to
differentiation are relevant both to recent developments in the
conceptualization and operationalization of mentalization theory and to
practical implications for investigative and intervention work related to
family violence in CWS contexts.
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