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Abstract
Domestic abuse is a significant societal issue which costs society approximately £66 billion per year (Oliver et al., 2019), the majority of which is as a consequence of the harm, both physical and emotional, to survivors.This case study explores the key principles, policy and practice of the organisation, Women’s Aid. Findings highlight the life changing and life saving services that Women’s Aid provides to women and children in spite of the challenges it faces which have negatively impacted both survivors and staff. Key recommendations include the need for increased governmental funding, increased refuges space together with a breaking down of the barriers that many survivors face in accessing these and improved education and training for statutory services staff.
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Introduction
This case study seeks to explore the key principles of support, policy and practice of a non-profit charity called Women’s Aid which works to put an end to domestic abuse against women and children (Women’s Aid, 2018). A case study is defined by Heale and Twycross (2018) as a rigorous analysis about an individual, a group of individuals or an entity within a real-life context. Bryman (2016) explains that one of the key advantages of this research methodology is its collection of in-depth data by drawing on multiple sources. This case study was researched by investigating the history of Women’s Aid, government documents and legislation, official reports and data. It begins by providing statistical information as regards the incidence of domestic abuse in England and Wales. Key terms are defined before the work moves on to provide contextual information about Women’s Aid in terms of the date, reason and location of its establishment together with an explanation of how Women’s Aid has developed and has been influential in regards changes in legislation. The report concludes by summarising the key findings and providing recommendations for the future.











Main Body 
According to the Office of National Statistics (ONS) (2016), in a report ending March 2016, an estimated 2 million adults aged between 16 and 59 in England and Wales, had reported that they had been victims of domestic abuse over the preceding 12 months. According to the charity Living Without Abuse (2019) and The Femicide Census (2017), one in four women and one in six men will be affected by domestic abuse throughout their lifetime with this leading to, on average, 104 female murders a year and 30 male murders per year, some cases involving mothers killed by their sons. The Femicide Census (2018) reported that of the women killed in 2017, 20 were aged over 61 years. The aforementioned statistics on domestic abuse clearly draw attention to its gendered nature. Shelter (2002) reports that domestic abuse is the main contributing factor to homelessness with the Home Office approximating that the cost to the UK public services such as housing, social care, NHS and Criminal Justice, lies in the region of £66 billion per year in 2017 (Gov.UK, 2019; Oliver et al., 2019).  For the victims who experience domestic abuse, this typically is not a sequence of isolated occurrences but a pattern of control and behaviour which can last for many years, sometimes decennia. Between 2017 and 2018, it was estimated that approximately 1.8 million women alone were victims of domestic abuse (ONS, 2018).  Worryingly, this report also documented that there has been very little change in the prevalence of domestic abuse towards women since 2016 which highlights that there is still much to be done to tackle domestic abuse and its related crimes.
As regards the Welsh context, an exploration of domestic abuse data statistics comparing the numbers of incidents and offences leading to convictions documented the following: the combined number of domestic abuse related incidents and offences in Wales for year ending March 2017 was 66,704 which represented a slight increase from the year ending March 2016 figures which were 58,709. A further breakdown of these figures by police force area, specifically South Wales Police force, showed a combined number of domestic abuse related incidents and offences to be 33,382 for year ending March 2017 compared to 27,666 for the previous year. Whilst these figures support the ONS (2018) report, that domestic violence is on the increase, this could, by the same token be reflective of the fact that victims may be more willing to report the violence due to feeling that the allegations are being taken seriously resulting in more convictions.  That said, more than half of domestic abuse-related crimes that are documented by the police do not result in an arrest and a large percentage have evidential complications in progressing with prosecution. Evidential difficulties often relate to the victim not being prepared to support the prosecution. This demonstrates the challenges that are involved in examining domestic abuse related offences; this also highlights the importance of building a strong evidence-based case being built for the victim. Arguably, the aforementioned statistics can only offer a snapshot of the issue as domestic abuse is a hidden crime due to stigma and fear by many victims to speak out (ONS, 2019). This is particularly true in the case of older women who are the group that are least likely to leave their abusive partner and ask for help and as a result are largely absent from domestic abuse survey reports  (Penhale & Porritt, 2010) 
The United Kingdom Government defines domestic violence as ‘any incident of threatening behaviour, violence or abuse {psychological, physical, sexual, financial or emotional) between adults who are or have been, intimate partners or family members, regardless of gender or sexuality} (Home Office, 2005); this definition was later re defined as ‘any incident or pattern of controlling, coercive or threatening behaviour, violence or abuse by family members or partners’ by the Deputy Prime Minister of Britain, Nick Clegg in 2012 (Lancet, 2012). The most current definition stipulates that domestic violence includes “Any incident or pattern of incidents of controlling, coercive, threatening behaviour, violence or abuse between those aged 16 or over who are, or have been, intimate partners or family members regardless of gender or sexuality” (ONS,2018, p.4). Characterising domestic abuse as being predominantly physical overlooks other important areas of abusive behaviour (Barlow et al., 2018; Hester et al., 2017); as a consequence, in 2015, coercive control, which describes an abusive series of actions aimed at instilling fear and limiting a person’s autonomy, was made a criminal offence in its own right (Myhill & Hohl, 2016).  
Women’s Aid is one of the leading charitable organisations, which works to eliminate domestic violence against women and children. Women’s Aid is a voluntary body that was founded in 1974 and was originally known as the National Women’s Aid Federation. It began with the vision of becoming the most prominent agency to end domestic violence against women and children within relationships and to become a sustainable organisation allowing for continual growth and development. This belief became their driving factor in creating their core strategies. They believe in representing and supporting their members on a worldwide level and aim to continually enhance understanding of survivors’ needs and their circumstances in order to be able to meet these needs in the best possible ways.  Women’s Aid believes that everyone has the human has the right to live in safety, be free from abuse and violence and recognises that society plays a key part in acknowledging and protecting this right. As such, Women’s Aid continues to seek to influence policies on a government and political level, in order to change public opinion on domestic violence to tackle the problem and enforce changes to legislation. Women’s Aid became largely responsible for initiating changes to laws and policies protecting women and children from domestic violence (Women’s Aid, 2019).
Women’s Aid has brought together over forty impartial refuge services and created a nationwide network offering safety to women and children subjected to violence or worry within the home environment with a dedicated provision for black and minority ethnic women, LGBT+ women and disabled women. Women’s Aid is also committed to reach out to older women, over the age of 45 years who, as mentioned above, seem less inclined to consider domestic abuse services as being relevant to their situation (Penhale & Porritt, 2010). Women’s Aid services include refuge accommodation, help lines and drop in and resettlement support including specialist children and young people services (Women’s Aid, 2018). Women’s Aid have also created an online support page specifically for children and young people, called The Hideout which provides child friendly information and support that can help the individuals understand what is happening to them, if they are survivors of abuse and how to tell someone or ask for help. This website also makes the child or young person feel safe by having the option to disguise that they have been on this page if they are fearful that they will be found out by the perpetrator. In addition, The Hideout offers a virtual visit to a refuge so should the child have to flee the violent home with a parent, then the child is already familiar with the refuge and it may be less of a daunting experience for them. This ties-in with Women’s Aid mission statement which is the belief that everyone has the right to live in safety and free from abuse and violence (Women’s Aid Federation of England, 2019). The Women’s Aid (2018a) and (2018b) reports documented that for very service user, there were 1.2 children, with 58.3% of service users having children and 6.6% of service users being pregnant. 
In Wales for example, there are currently thirty-eight offices which offer 24-hour helplines, refuge, community, drop in, outreach support and safe houses (Welsh Women’s Aid, 2019).Women’s Aid services include helping survivors and ensuring that they are believed when they admit they are being abused. They offer online chat services to enable to victim to talk to someone if they are not able to physically talk at that time. In addition, they provide survivors with handbooks which offer assistance with housing, safety planning and liaising with police officers and also support groups where the survivors can speak to other surviving women in the safety of a support group setting (Women’s Aid, 2019).  Referrals to domestic abuse services are documented to be typically made by police rather than directly by the victim (ONS, 2018). In some cases, it may be a close friend or family member that recognises the domestic violence. Women’s Aid recognise this and have devised a section within their Survivors Handbook online called I am worried about someone else. This section provides practical advice on how to support the victim both on an emotional and practical level, including where to go for help and advice and how to keep the individual safe as well as protecting the victim and their family (Women’s Aid, 2019). 
However, in terms of being able to access refuge services, this is not always without its difficulties since refuges usually rely upon state benefits to subsidize the accommodation element of their provision and not every service user is able to access these benefits, on account of, for example, imprecise immigration status which renders individuals as having ‘no recourse to public funds’ (NRPF) (Women’s Aid, 2017b; 2018b). The No Woman Turned Away (NWTA) project set up by Women’s Aid in 2015 from government funding has worked with many survivors of domestic abuse who have faced barriers in accessing safety for themselves and for their children because they have NRPF (NWTA, 2018). This of course leaves survivors at risk of further abuse, having to ‘sofa surf’ or even having to sleep rough while they wait for a refuge space to be found. From January 2017 to January 2018, 23.1% of women who were being supported by the NWTA initiative had NRPF (Women’s Aid, 2017b; 2018b). The NWTA (2018) report also found that professionals working in statutory services were often not adequately trained to be able to effectively support women and their children who were fleeing domestic abuse and did not always fulfil their duty of care towards them. Local housing and social services teams were overstretched; staff members were working with heavy caseloads and there were insufficient resources.                
Women’s Aid has a commitment to provide high quality services, not only to its service users but also to its staff. Women’s Aid respects and values the experiences of its staff and volunteers, providing direction and support to continually improve its practices and services. The work done by its staff and volunteers is of vital importance in assisting women and children; they are often a lifeline, providing a wide range of support which ranges from looking for refuge space to being advocates for the rights of domestic abuse survivors to the statutory services (NWTA, 2018). However, the Women’s Aid Annual Survey (2018) highlights staffing challenges, including difficulties with recruiting and retaining suitably qualified staff.  Fixed short-term contracts and feelings of uncertainty for the future, overburdened and stressful roles at times leading to burnout and antisocial working patterns all placed constraint on the organisation. Staff turnover was shown to have increased significantly which in turn led to unsettled staffing teams with a loss of expertise. Reduction in staffing levels also resulted in not as much time being available to survivors and to offer them long term therapeutic support. As can be seen, funding is a key challenge for Women’s Aid (Women’s Aid, 2019).
A large element of what Women’s Aid do is the Campaigning element where they lobby the government in an attempt to tackle the causes and consequences of domestic abuse; one of their main aims is to make Relationships and Sex Education part of the National Curriculum by the year 2020 with the aim of enabling the next generation to be aware of what is acceptable and normal behaviour. Campaigning is solely relied on by donations and sponsorships (Women’s Aid, 2019). 
The Cost of Freedom Report 2014, reported the findings from the first longitudinal study conducted, detailing how women and children rebuilt their lives following domestic violence during the years 2011 and 2014. The study highlighted difficulties that women faced when seeking to access information and how differences in lawful terminology and policy contents impacted on them (Sharp, & Klein, 2014). Following this, the Change That Lasts approach was introduced by Women’s Aid, an initiative comprised of three main schemes; Ask Me, Trusted Professional and Expert Voices, designed to raise awareness of domestic abuse and to enable survivors to access help and guidance wherever they choose to disclose the abuse thereby aiding them towards safety, freedom and independence. 
In the Survival and Beyond report (2017) by Women’s Aid, it was documented that one of the many challenges that Women’s Aid face was that their demand exceeded their capacity –60% of all referrals received in 2016/2017 were declined due to lack of refuge spaces. These challenges are a direct result of lack of funding as Women’s Aid solely relies on charitable donations and sponsors. In 2016, the UK Government pledged 12 million pounds funding towards a range of causes benefitting women, including £311,000 for the Standing Together against domestic violence as it was committed to tackling and putting an end to domestic violence in the UK (HM Government, 2018).  Despite the aforementioned, funding cuts and uncertainty remained one of the biggest challenging issues that Women’s Aid faced in 2017-2018, as documented in The Domestic Abuse Report from 2019 which highlighted how this had negatively impacted on the services Women’s Aid provide, such as closures of refuges and having to reduce or cut back on child services, thus breaking down the holistic service that they had set out to provide (Women’s Aid, 2019). 
















Conclusion
In summary it can be seen from the above that Women’s Aid provides a wide range of services and supports very high numbers of survivors of domestic abuse and their children. However, the evidence has also shown that many service users are not always able to access the support and the safety of a refuge space, with many facing not only multiple barriers to securing a place of safety but also significant difficulties in getting support from statutory services. Funding continues to be highlighted as a key challenge for the organisation and this has been shown to have a detrimental impact not only on the service users, but on staffing levels as well. Governmental funding is a necessity to ensure that Women’s Aid can continue with its mission statement of working towards a future where domestic abuse against women and children is not tolerated. Despite difficult economic times, Women’s Aid has continued to be resilient and continues in its work in combatting domestic violence. It delivers valuable work in educating and raising awareness of domestic abuse, offering support in times of crisis to survivors. Most importantly, Women’s Aid empowers survivors in travelling along the road to recovery and to a life that is free from domestic abuse.
The key recommendations emanating from the report are: 
· for the government to put in place a model of funding that is sustainable, thereby enabling Women’s Aid to meet demand for the services it offers and to retain its qualified staff; 
· to break down the barriers that many survivors face when trying to access safety, in particular, survivors who have no recourse to public funds should not be discriminated against and should be given fair access to support and services. 
· for more specialist training to be provided to professionals working in the statutory services in order to ensure that the protection of survivors lies at the heart of their work.
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