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· Undertake a critical evaluation of a Journal Article relevant to your discipline of study.
The chosen journal article is Help-seeking amongst women survivors of domestic violence: a qualitative study of pathways towards formal and informal support (Evans and Feder, 2014). This article aims to answer the question of how female survivors of domestic violence find help and which pathways of support are available to them. This is for both informal support such as family and friends and formal support such as professional services. This critical evaluation will provide a brief literature review in connection with the chosen article to identify any knowledge gaps that may not have been addressed within the authors’ writing.  In addition to this, further critical analysis will be discussed around the methodology chosen by the authors and their reliability and validity as well as any perceived strengths or weaknesses in their uses. Critical analysis of data is essential within evidence-based practice to be able to scrutinise the quality, credibility and applicability of findings prior to imbedding the ideas or findings of studies into everyday practice. This is particularly pertinent for domestic violence or abuse services where the health, wellbeing and safety of survivors and their families could be affected by the support they receive. 
Evans and Feder (2014) highlight in their background information or literature review that over three-quarters of women experiencing domestic violence or abuse disclose their experiences ‘at some point’. However, this may not be an accurate depiction of the volume of women who have experienced domestic violence or abuse and either not reported or not disclosed. This also does not recognise the demographic or cultural differences of survivors of domestic violence or abuse who may not necessarily recognise that this is what they have been through or are going through due to religious or cultural beliefs that may have been interwoven into their psyche as the norm (Hulley, et. al., 2022). With this in mind, the literature review that Evans and Feder (2014) have presented may not fully demonstrate the underreporting or non-disclosure of said abuse. This is in essence why they aim to highlight the uncertainties and barriers around women seeking support. Further research indicates that this non-disclosure may be due to the fear of judgement, stigma or delayed by fear of repercussions. There are also additional barriers for women of ethnic minorities or immigrant women to face including institutional racism, immigration laws, language barriers and lack of diversity of front-line staff which can all contribute to the survivor being reluctant or feel unable to gain much needed support. (Ting, 2010, Reina, Lohman & Maldonado, 2014 and Monterrosa, 2019).
Furthermore, the overall study highlights a small sample of women who have sought support, to address how or when they are able to access specialist services. However, not all survivors of domestic violence or abuse are women. The Crime Survey for England and Wales (2025) estimate that there 2.2 million females and 1.5 million males aged 16 years plus experience domestic violence and abuse within the previous year. It can also be acknowledged that the study was published in 2014, and thus there is an 11-year disparity in the possible figures. The point remains, however that there is also a large number of males also experiencing domestic violence or abuse which should not be dismissed with their experiences on support services being sought and used to gain a more accurate view of formal and informal support. Shelter Cymru (2026) state that while they acknowledge that men can be subjected to domestic violence or abuse, there is less specialist housing and support services for them to be able to escape their situations easily.  Evans and Felder (2014) go on to suggest that the majority of women do find a way to disclose their situation, usually through being supported via informal relationships which often leads to more formal support from specialist services. This statement needs to be clarified, while the women that they selected for their sample were all seeking support from professional services, non-reported cases will always exist, and this therefore may skew the data. Further data recording differences over the years and through differing police forces or support services can also affect accurate data collection. For example, the Crime Survey for England and Wales (2025) provide a disclaimer on their website stating ‘Police recorded crime data do not provide a measure of domestic abuse prevalence. Caution should be taken when comparing domestic abuse-related police recorded crime data with previous years because of changes in police recording practice’ (ONS Crime and Justice, 2025)
To enable a full critical evaluation of the chosen article, a brief overview is relevant to ensure clarity over what is being evaluated.  Evans and Feder (2014) analyse qualitative data through participant interviews of thirty-one women all of whom were seeking support from domestic abuse services. They were each interviewed twice in a period of five months to ‘explore their pathways to support and their experiences of barriers and facilitators to disclosure and help-seeking’ (Evans and Feder, 2014). In their conclusions, they argue that many of the women needed an additional person to support them with disclosures as well as highlighting that support services should be safely accessible with appropriate responses needed from health and social care professionals. The aim of the study seems to be to highlight how domestic violence or abuse services can improve their availability to survivors. They also highlight that the visibility of services needs to clear in order for people to know how and where to access support in their own time. 
As discussed, the methodology for the study was through interviews of a purposive sample who were recruited through the Psychological Advocacy Towards Healing (PATH) trail (Ferrari, et. al., 2018). Unfortunately, only gaining the sample of women from the aforementioned trial, would inevitably provide a sample of similar experiences of women gaining support which could contain a bias in the results. The overall sample, although small was confirmed to involve a range of demographics including age, ethnicity, socio-economic background and type of support that they had received. However, while there is clarification on numbers with regard to the diversity of the sample, it is noted in table 1 (see appendices) that the vast majority of participants were classified as white British with only 5 differing ethnicities. A further bias could also be established via the location of the two domestic violence and abuse services that the sample were sourced through, which both offered refuge accommodation and outreach support based in the south-west of England. 

Evans and Feder (2014) may have seen the purposive sample as individuals with their own set of individual experiences and disclosure stories with statistics and figures not necessarily needed in a qualitative study. Instead, the information they aim to generate should provide an in-depth understanding of the survivor’s stories of escape and the support they gained and experienced as well as the responses of those that they made disclosures to. The results of the study suggest that the chosen sample was for the convenience of the researcher who gained a wide variety of narratives from them. However, as the study concentrates on the help seeking survivor, they do not capture the viewpoints or gain an understanding of the barriers to disclosure of the survivor who has not gained the same support or made full disclosures possibly staying in the domestic violence or abusive relationship. While the credibility of the sample is not in question, it then may call into question the transferability of the findings and only highlight the experiences of those who gained support from a particular service and not that of survivors of domestic violence or abuse as a whole demographic.

The method of data capture was through two in-person guided interviews which were five months apart. The qualitative methodology of using a purposive sample provided an opportunity for the researchers to partake in in-depth analysis of the conversations with trust being gained to have open and honest conversations. This allowed for the researchers to gain valuable data that quantitative research would not have been able to capture. The locale of where the interviews were conducted also went a long way to establish rapport with the study participants, which were either situated in the refuge or in their own homes, for example to foster a feeling of safety. As all of the participants were women, a female researcher conducted the interviews who also, with permission, audio recorded them to enable ongoing analysis of the conversations and also prepare for the follow up interviews whereby if not for the recording, the information shared may have been lost, forgotten or misunderstood if in paper format only.
Nowell, et. al. (2017) align with Lincoln and Guba (1985) whereby they argue that qualitative research should be evaluated through the principles of credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability.  By conducting two interviews per participant over a five-month period, Evans and Feder (2014) increased the trustworthiness of their analysis, allowing narratives to be explored in depth. However, as the sample was small and from women already receiving support from specialist services, the transferability of the data to account for women who are still in the abusive relationship or have not sought support may not reflect their views or experiences, therefore care should be taken before widening these findings to larger groups. 

Evans and Feder (2014) collected the data and studied it through an interpretivist lens to develop a ‘narrative thematic analysis’ to code the data and discover the emerging themes. To ensure the interpretation was correct, double coding was used, and five themes were identified from the capture of the lived experiences of the participants. A thematic approach is widely seen as the most appropriate method for qualitative research as it allows for the researchers to identify common themes across a range of sample narratives (Sundler et al., 2019, Ahmed et al., 2025) However, as researchers are analysing the information, their unconscious bias can inevitably play a part in the scrutiny of the data that has been captured. Evans and Feder (2014) describe the analytical process, however, fail to provide information with regard to the mitigation of their own experiences or the reflexivity of the data. Further discussion around this in the journal article would have provided additional validity to the findings. Nowell et al. (2017) argue that for qualitative data to be recognised and valued, the researchers must be transparent and consistent in their data collection and analysis. They argue that a ‘purposeful approach to thematic analysis in order to systematize and increase the traceability and verification of the analysis’ is essential for the findings of a study to be seen as trustworthy data (Nowell et al., 2017). 

The traumatic events these women experienced may also have influenced their memories, with research suggesting that eyewitness testimony is not always accurate and can be vulnerable to factors such as stress and trauma. These memories may be susceptible to distortion, fragmentation or struggles with recall (Brewin, 2018). The study does not express any post-event diagnoses such as Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). However, studies have found that the rate of PTSD and Complex PTSD (CPTSD) in survivors of interpersonal violence by a partner or ex-partner is one of the most common mental health disorders recorded. (Kastello et al., 2015). Fernández -Fillol et al. (2021) have also argued that women who are survivors of interpersonal violence tend to seek support from specialised services who are equipped to manage the issues related with emotional regulation, self-esteem and resilience, which are all associated with CPTSD. This, therefore, could call into question the validity of the participants testimony which Evans and Feder (2014) have mitigated to the best of their ability by audio recording their interviews. Brewin, Andrews and Mickes (2020) argue that eyewitness memory is reconstructive, and that recollection of events can change over time and be influenced by stress, post-event information, and the conditions under which memories are recalled and as such the researchers aimed to make the participants feel comfortable and safe to share their stories. 

Within any study, ethical considerations must be made. In all cases, but particularly pertinent for survivors of domestic violence or abuse who could be considered a vulnerable population who, by participating, could also be at an increased risk of emotional or psychological harm. Providing the participants of the mitigation factors allows them to feel safe enough to participate openly and honestly in the study with a reassurance on how their information will be used and protected to keep the participants and their stories safe. Evans and Feder (2014) highlighted that they requested consent to be contacted for the participants via the PATH trial that they were involved in (Ferrari, et. al., 2018). The second stage of consent was informed consent of the participants in order for them to be interviewed, in person and audio recorded. This should provide the participants with clear information regarding the purpose of the study, the procedures and any perceived risks or benefits of participation. Alongside this clear withdrawal information should also be provided. This two-stage consent process demonstrates the researchers' commitment to respecting participant autonomy and adhering to ethical research principles. This is confirmed by the researchers emphasising that thirty-one women were recruited with an additional four who gave consent to be contacted but were unreachable. However, while the study clearly outlines the consent procedures, there is very little information with regard to the ongoing support that may be available to the participants who may have experienced distress due to recounting what could very well have been traumatic experiences. Due to the nature of the study, further consideration and discussion of safeguarding procedures and ongoing support pathways for the participants would have strengthened the studies ethical meticulousness. 
To ensure participant safety, researchers must adhere to GDPR (General Data Protection Regulation, 2018) and the Data Protection Act 2018 (The National Archives, 2018). With the sensitive nature of the participants narratives and the potential for further physical, emotional or psychological harm from abusers, the participants information must be kept safe which includes that the participants are taking part in the survey to minimise any former abusers becoming aware of the victim’s participation. Alongside this, the refuges and support services that were supporting the survivors will also have their own policies and procedures to protect their residents such as ‘The addresses are kept secret to protect the women who live there, and male visitors are not usually allowed’ (Shelter Cymru, 2026). To protect the participants further, there should be protocols in place to ensure that any possible disclosures of further abuse can be reported. This would include providing the information to participants so that they are aware of the procedures in place around the safeguarding of children or vulnerable adults as well as any limitations to confidentiality prior to agreeing to partake in the study or data collection takes place.  Due to the sensitive and possibly traumatic data being collected by the researchers, their wellbeing should also be prioritised. This can be through professional supervision, lone working and risk assessment procedures. Further vicarious trauma training can also support the researcher’s wellbeing.  The Office for Victims of Crime (2020) state that ‘work-related trauma exposure can occur from such experiences as listening to individual clients recount their victimization’ and therefore education and support for the researchers on vicarious trauma is relevant. While there is no mention in the journal article of the protocols that Evans and Feder (2014) had in place to protect either the researchers or the participants, they do state that they had ethics approval from the National Ethics Service, South-West committee (Evans and Feder (2014).  
Although there are limitations to the study, as discussed throughout, Evans and Feder (2014) validate their findings by using the qualitative methods. Using two interviews per participant allows for the build up of a trusting relationship between the participant and the researcher. This time apart allows for reflection for both participants and researchers to be able to home in on the depth of details that could be shared. It also allowed for participants to possibly adapt their perspective once the healing and support had started. This demonstrates the credibility of the data that has been captured as well as the integrity of the researchers in being sensitive to the difficult disclosures that are made. A further benefit of the study is the highlighting of how important early intervention can be ensuring that professionals understand the slow nature of disclosure which are often reiterated to professionals such as teachers, family support workers and healthcare professionals, among others. The research highlights the importance of professional curiosity, active listening and appropriate responses to disclosures, as negative experiences can discourage future help-seeking. Furthermore, the research also highlights that a multi-disciplinary approach is often required as survivors often need support with housing, health and social care services as well as legal support. This inter-connected approach of formal and informal support demonstrates how important and relevant the research findings still are despite the changes in technology, legislation and policy.
Within current practice of family support or social care settings, Evans and Feder’s (2014) findings are particularly pertinent. The study highlights that disclosure is often a multiple step process with informal support often leading to more formal support over a period of time. This supports the trauma informed approach whereby how the effects of trauma can affect a person, including their communication styles, behaviours, demeanour and decision making. Professionals should be adopting this trauma informed approach and keep in mind that the lack communication or disclosure is not necessarily due to a lack of engagement, but more likely to be a sign of trauma. This allows for relationship building which is essential for relationship-based practice allowing survivors to build their support network to reach more specialist services and more formal interventions. As discussed throughout, there are limitations to Evans and Feder’s (2014) research. Since the publication, there has been a significant evolution of legislation with the introduction of the Domestic Violence Disclosure Scheme in 2014, also known as Clares Law, which allows people to gain information on their current or former partner with relation to domestic violence or abuse. A further introduction of the Domestic Abuse Act, 2021 (The National Archives, 2021) also provides further protection for survivors of domestic violence or abuse. While the findings of the study are still relevant in today’s practice, it must be noted that there may now be additional ways for survivors of domestic violence or abuse to gain support. This could be via electronic means such as mobile telephone applications, increased awareness through social media campaigns and internet chatlines. Due to the development and growth of additional support services, the findings of this study may not be as relevant today compared to the support that may have been available in 2014. 
In conclusion, Evans and Feder’s, 2014 study provides a valuable insight into the help-seeking behaviours of women who have been affected by domestic violence or abuse. The methodology the researchers used and the data they retrieved via qualitative methods, provide a rich narrative of the support services that are available and the survivors journeys in reaching these. The study's findings contribute meaningfully to understanding the role of both informal and formal support networks and remain relevant to professionals working within health, social care and community services. As discussed, there are limitations to the study which relate to the minimal sampling, diversity, transferability and reflexivity. 
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