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1. Working Title (not included in word count)
	
Unheard and Unsupported: An Exploration of Barriers to Help-Seeking Among Male Victims of Domestic Abuse in the United Kingdom. 


2. Project Type and Format (approx. 100 words)
	

	This project will adopt a mixed-methods research design using two anonymous online questionnaires. The primary questionnaire will be completed by men who identify as having experienced domestic abuse, while a shorter supplementary questionnaire will gather women’s perceptions of potential barriers affecting men’s disclosure and help-seeking. Both questionnaires will contain quantitative and qualitative questions. The quantitative component will use closed-ended questions to collect demographic information and identify patterns in reported barriers to help-seeking. Data will be analysed using descriptive statistics, including frequencies and percentages, and will provide contextual information rather than statistically generalisable findings. The qualitative component will use focused open-ended questions to explore experiences and perceptions of disclosure, help-seeking and formal support services. These responses will be analysed using reflexive thematic analysis.


3. Rationale and Background (approx. 300 words – include citations if required)
Domestic abuse remains a significant public health, social, and criminal justice concern within the United Kingdom. According to the Office for National Statistics (ONS, 2025), an estimated 3.8 million adults aged 16 years and over experienced domestic abuse in the year ending March 2025, including approximately 2.2million women (9.1%) and 1.5 million men (6.5%).  Although women continue to experience domestic abuse at higher rates and often with greater severity, the prevalence of male victimisation demonstrates the importance of examining men’s experiences and support needs.
Evidence suggests that some male victims face barriers to disclosure and formal support, including shame, fear of disbelief, stigma and expectations of self-reliance (Bates, 2020; Domestic Abuse Commissioner, 2024; SafeLives, 2021). Institutional factors may also influence engagement. Domestic abuse services have historically developed within a policy context strongly focused on violence against women and girls. While this focus remains essential, some male victims may perceive services as unsuitable or insufficiently responsive to their needs (ManKind Initiative, 2024; Respect, 2025). Importantly, perceived exclusion should not automatically be equated with an objective absence of provision, making it necessary to examine the relationship between actual service availability and men's perceptions of accessibility.
A significant gap remains regarding men who do not disclose abuse or engage with formal services as they may be less visible within existing research and service-based evidence. Existing evidence may disproportionately represent service-engaged populations, leaving the experiences of more hidden groups less understood. Further UK-based research is therefore required to examine how institutional barriers interact with masculinity, stigma and psychological factors to influence men's help-seeking pathways. This study addresses this gap through an anonymous online approach designed to provide participants with greater privacy and autonomy when describing potentially sensitive experiences.

4. Aims and Objectives (approx. 200 words)
	Aim:
To explore the systemic, cultural, psychological and institutional barriers to help-seeking among men aged 18 years and over who identify as having experiences domestic abuse in the UK with a focus on how masculinity, stigma, fear or disbelief and expectations of self-reliance shape disclosure decisions and experiences of formal support services. A supplementary female participant group will provide contextual perspectives on perceived barriers that may affect men’s disclosure and help-seeking.
Objectives:
1. To identify and critically examine the systemic and institutional barriers that prevent or discourage male victims of domestic abuse from accessing formal support services.
2. To explore and evaluate male victims’ experiences and perceptions of formal domestic abuse services, including factors that influence their engagement with, or disengagement from, available support. 
3. To examine how traditional constructions of masculinity, including shame and fear of being disbelieved, influence male victims’ decisions to disclose their experiences of domestic abuse and seek support.
4. To explore how cultural expectations of self-reliance and masculine identity shape the help-seeking pathways of men experiencing domestic abuse. 
Research questions:
· What systemic and institutional barriers do men who have experienced domestic abuse encounter when attempting to access formal support services in the UK?
· How do male victims describe and evaluate their experiences and interactions with formal domestic abuse support services?
· How do traditional constructions of masculinity, including shame and fear of being disbelieved, influence male victims' decisions to disclose domestic abuse and seek support?
· How do cultural expectations of self-reliance shape the help-seeking pathways of men experiencing domestic abuse?
The four research questions apply to the primary male participant group. Female participants will complete a supplementary perceptions questionnaire. Their responses will be used to provide contextual insight into perceived barriers affecting men’s disclosure and help-seeking and will not be treated as evidence of men’s lived experiences.



5. Literature Overview (approx. 400 words - include citations)

Domestic abuse against men remains a comparatively hidden issue within the UK, despite increasing recognition of male victimisation. The Domestic Abuse Commissioner (2025), in Shifting the Scales, highlights the prevalence of domestic abuse and the substantial proportion of victims who do not engage with criminal justice or formal support systems. However, prevalence statistics must be interpreted critically. The gender symmetry debate demonstrates that although men and women may experience some similar forms of abuse, differences can exist in severity, coercive control, fear, physical harm and access to resources. Therefore, recognising male victimisation should not imply that men's experiences are identical to women's, but rather that gender may influence both experiences of abuse and subsequent help-seeking.
A key debate concerns whether formal services are genuinely inaccessible to male victims or whether they are perceived as inaccessible. Organisations including Respect (2025) and the ManKind Initiative (2024) have identified concerns regarding the visibility and availability of male-specific support. Taylor Lysova (2022) similarly reports experiences of professional disbelief, inappropriate institutional responses and limited access to male-specific accommodation. However, the existence of specialist provision means that perceived exclusion cannot automatically be equated with an objective absence of services. This distinction is important because services may technically exist while remaining psychologically or culturally inaccessible if men do not believe they will be recognised as legitimate victims. Consequently, help-seeking may be shaped by the interaction between service availability, institutional responses and men's expectations of support.
Masculinity provides an important theoretical framework for understanding these barriers. Hegemonic masculinity conceptualises dominant expectations of men as strong, independent, emotionally controlled and self-reliant. These expectations may conflict with the vulnerability associated with experiencing domestic abuse. Gender role conflict further suggests that psychological difficulties may arise when lived experiences contradict socially prescribed masculine roles. For male victims, acknowledging fear, dependence or victimisation may therefore create tension with established expectations of masculinity. Stigma theory provides a complementary perspective, highlighting how anticipated judgement may discourage disclosure. Bates (2020) and SafeLives (2021) identify shame and embarrassment as important influences on non-disclosure, while the Domestic Abuse Commissioner (2024) emphasises expectations of male self-reliance.
Nevertheless, masculinity should not be treated as a universal explanation for men's reluctance to seek help. Men do not experience masculine identity identically, and factors such as age, sexuality, socioeconomic circumstances and relationship context may influence individual experiences. Similarly, not all interactions with formal services are negative. This suggests that non-disclosure should be understood as the outcome of interacting cultural, psychological and institutional factors rather than individual unwillingness to seek assistance.
The literature therefore identifies a specific research gap. Men who do not disclose or engage in formal services may be less visible within existing research and service-based evidence. There is also a need for further UK-specific research examining how institutional experiences interact with masculinity, stigma and self-reliance. Anonymous online research may provide an opportunity to access such hidden populations, although its limitations must also be recognised. This study addresses these gaps by examining how male victims understand and negotiate interconnected barriers throughout their help-seeking pathways.
	


6. Methodology / Project Approach (approx. 400 words)
	This study will adopt a mixed-methods research design within an interpretive approach to the qualitative component. The design combines a quantitative component, consisting of closed-ended questionnaire items analysed descriptively, with a qualitative component consisting of open-ended responses analysed through reflexive thematic analysis. The purpose of combining these approaches is to provide descriptive contextual information about the participants and reported barriers while prioritising participants' subjective accounts of help-seeking and service experiences.
Approximately 60 UK-based male participants aged 18 years and over who identify as having experienced domestic abuse will be recruited to form the primary participant group. A supplementary group of approximately 40 females aged 18 years and over will also be invited to complete a shorter questionnaire exploring their perceptions of why men may experience barriers to disclosure and help-seeking. The female participant group is included to provide additional contextual perspectives rather than to represent men’s experiences. Female responses will therefore be analysed separately and will not be used as evidence of male lived experiences. 
Digital snowball sampling will be used through relevant online platforms, including Facebook communities and Reddit. This approach is appropriate for accessing potentially hidden populations who may be disconnected from formal services or reluctant to disclose abuse within institutional settings. Participants will be invited to share the study with potentially eligible individuals within their networks.
However, digital snowball sampling has significant limitations. Self-selection may result in greater participation from men who are comfortable discussing their experiences or have strong opinions about support services. Conversely, individuals experiencing greater isolation, technological exclusion or concerns about privacy may be less likely to participate. Recruitment through interconnected networks may also produce demographic similarities and overrepresentation of particular groups. Consequently, the findings will not be statistically generalisable to all male domestic abuse victims in the UK. Recruitment across multiple online communities and monitoring participant characteristics may broaden sample diversity, but these measures cannot eliminate sampling bias.
Data will be collected using two anonymous online questionnaires. The male questionnaire will contain demographic and closed-ended questions alongside four focused open-ended questions exploring disclosure, help-seeking, formal support services and any additional barriers participants consider relevant. The female questionnaire will contain demographic and closed-ended questions alongside three open-ended questions exploring perceptions of barriers affecting men’s disclosure, help-seeking and access to formal support.
 Closed-ended responses will be analysed using descriptive statistics, including frequencies and percentages, to identify patterns in reported barriers. This data will not be used to make population-level claims. The open-ended responses will be analysed using Braun and Clarke's six-phase approach to reflexive thematic analysis. This will involve familiarisation, coding, generating, and reviewing themes, defining, and naming themes, and producing the final analysis. Quantitative findings will provide contextual information that will be considered alongside the qualitative themes, allowing similarities and differences to be explored.
The theoretical interpretation will be informed primarily by Hegemonic Masculinity Theory, supported by Gender Role Conflict Theory and Stigma Theory. Hegemonic Masculinity Theory provides the overarching framework for examining how culturally dominant expectations of male strength, independence, emotional control, and self-reliance may influence perceptions of victimhood and willingness to seek support (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). Gender Role Conflict Theory provides a complementary perspective by considering the psychological tensions that may arise when men’s lived experiences conflict with socially prescribed masculine roles (O’Neil, 2008). Stigma Theory will further inform analysis of shame, anticipated judgement, stereotyping and fear of disbelief associated with disclosure (Link & Phelan, 2001). Together, these perspectives provide a conceptual framework for examining how cultural expectations and anticipated social consequences may interact with institutional barriers to shape disclosure and help-seeking among male victims of domestic abuse.


7. Ethical Considerations (approx. 100 words – required even if not working with participants)
	Ethical approval will be sought through the university ethics process due to the nature and content of this research. Researching domestic abuse presents complex ethical tensions between respecting participant autonomy, maintaining anonymity, and fulfilling safeguarding responsibilities. Asking participants to disclose potentially traumatic experiences may itself cause distress or increase risk, particularly where an abusive partner has access to their device or online activity. 

[bookmark: _Int_y2DBPY0C]Therefore, I will minimise foreseeable harm through clear pre-participation information, safety warnings, a quick-exit function, advice to complete the questionnaire privately and signposting to appropriate support services. Participants will be informed that, because the questionnaire is anonymous, they may withdraw at any point before submission, but their data cannot be withdrawn once submitted because individual responses cannot subsequently be identified. Safeguarding procedures will be established before data collection for disclosures involving immediate danger or children at risk. However, anonymity limits my ability to identify or directly intervene with an individual participant. This limitation will be clearly communicated and considered within the ethical justification for the research design.
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