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Introduction

The dictionary definition of community is “a unified body of individuals” (Merriam-Webster, 2020). There are many types of communities, such as communities of wild animals, local communities, religious communities, professional communities, cultural communities or other identity that bands them together. Examples include a group of people with a common characteristics or interests living together within a larger society, a body of people with similar professional interests scattered through a larger society, or people with similar historical or cultural backgrounds, or similar political interests. It can also refer to interaction amongst individuals of any species, (i.e. humans, wolves etc.) in a common physical location.  Other identities can cumulate into a community such as the student community or the LGBTQ community (Kalman, 2000). 
 
The purpose of this report is to discuss the community within the Women’s Aid organisation in Swansea, focusing on two distinct development efforts within Women’s Aid. The Swansea Women’s Aid (SWA) community is a professional community made up of staff and volunteers, past and present, and the women who use their services. The community is united by their passion for helping women and children who have experienced abuse in the Swansea area and shared experiences of abuse. Swansea Women’s Aid have made many developments since their beginning, but this report will focus on the development of their safe houses for women and children, and their DAISE project. The report will discuss the cause behind these campaigns and the use of psychology, media and social communications to persuade the community of the message. The final part of the report will provide recommendations for how the work of Swansea Women’s Aid can be adapted for the digital world.  




Overview of the Women’s Aid community

Women’s Aid is a community of women who work or volunteer for the organisation or who use the services.  As the community has a shared passion for helping women, the community also includes people who have worked or volunteered for the services in the past.  Swansea Women’s Aid (SWA) is an organisation that helps women and their children who have experienced domestic violence. SWA was established in 1975 by two women who were survivors of domestic abuse. They worked together as community workers and decided they wanted to establish a Women’s Aid in Swansea. Swansea Women’s Aid code of conduct states that they are “committed to protect all women, young people and children who use its service, from abuse” (Swansea Women's Aid, 2018, p. 1). This includes all types of abuse, including neglect, psychological or emotional abuse, coercive control, physical abuse, sexual abuse, drug pushing, financial abuse or blackmail. A definition of abuse is “any action that intentionally harms or injures another person” (Medical Dictionary, 2020).
 
As an organisation, their main objective relates to raising awareness and educating individuals to help stop all forms of violence, domestic abuse and sexual violence. They aim to represent the needs of women and children affected by domestic abuse, by lobbying and campaigning as a way of making positive changes to policy, practice and service delivery. They further provide training opportunities to community and social group in order to raise better awareness of domestic abuse. 
Development Effort 1: Refuge for Women

When SWA was first set up, their first project was working with Swansea council in order to open up a refuge in Swansea. It took two years before a refuge opened up so they could house vulnerable women and children (Sanders, 2020). There are no records going back to 1975 to say how many people they helped in the early stages, but they had a four-bedroom refuge. According to Lynne Sanders, SWA CEO (2020) although there were four bedrooms, there were often two or three families in each bedroom. They helped on average six or seven women a week, and around seven to eight children. This works out at an average of 364 women and 416 children a year. On top of this, they also saw two to three women a week as part of the outreach services.
In 1986, SWA had one refuge a half-day drop-in centre for outreach support. At that time, they always had waiting lists and could not meet the needs of all the women seeking their support. They campaigned with the local authority for a second refuge, and in 1988, they were given another council house they could use. They also applied to the lottery to expand the outreach from half a day. This led to paid staff, as all staff were volunteers before this. In addition, they applied to the local authority for a children’s worker but were unsuccessful, so they applied to Children in Need and were granted the funding (Sanders, 2020). They later developed a Young Women’s service working with women aged 16-25 which was funded by Comic Relief. In the early stages, SWA kept afloat by continuously applying for funding and receiving grants, but in 2006, they won a tender for safe houses (Welsh Women's Aid, 2004). 
The cause for this campaign was to ensure that other women who had suffered abuse had somewhere they could go.  This was important as the founders of SWA had experienced abuse themselves, so they were able to empathise with the women in need of their service.  
The drive for continuing with funding bids for extra housing is due to the fact that so many people need their service.  Unfortunately, according to the Crime Survey for England and Wales (2019), 2.4 million adults experience domestic abuse in 2018. This is similar to figures recorded for the year before (Gov.UK, 2019).   
The recent nationwide lockdown as a reaction to the coronavirus pandemic has exacerbated the situation. According to results of a survey produced by Women’s Aid in April 2020, Covid-19 lockdown will have serious impacts on women and children experiencing domestic abuse.  The situation is expected to become so bad that they have called for coordinated government action.  Seventy-two percent of domestic abuse survivors who responded to the survey said that their abuser has more control over their life since lockdown. Furthermore, 67% of respondents currently facing abuse claimed that has become worse since Covid-19. Although Women’s Aid provide refuge for women and their children, 78% of respondents said that it’s harder to leave their abuser since lockdown. This could be due to being around Covid positive people in their places of work or being unable to stay with family or friends due to lockdown restrictions. Access to specialist support such as NHS counselling and trauma recovery has also been reduced due to lockdown. According to the survey, women experiencing domestic abuse are feeling trapped, as they are cut off from their usual network of support such as friends and colleagues.  Women who stay at home with their abusers due to both of them working from home, being on furlough, and/or self-isolating are now unable to put any distance between them and the abuser.  This is also the case for women who have escaped from their abusers as their former abusers now know where to find them as they are stuck at home.  Children are also suffering because childcare is less available than before lockdown, so children are unable to escape an abusive household.  Many women reported being fearful that if they became unwell with Covid, their children would be handed back to their abusive fathers. The findings of the survey are supported by similar organisations.  For instance, the National Domestic Abuse helpline reported that they received more than 40,000 calls during the first three months of the Covid-19 restrictions (Townsend, 2020). 
Acting CEO of Women’s Aid highlighted that the survey has shown a lack of protection for women experiencing abuse during lockdown, despite the best efforts made by Women’s Aid. Significant changes have been called for within government to address the survivor’s needs. 
Women’s Aid has long called for the Bill to deliver a safe child contact and family court system, stronger housing rights to enable survivors to escape an abuser, and equal protection and support for migrant women. As Covid-19 shuts down routes to safety and support, these reforms are more needed than ever (Norman cited in Women’s Aid Survivor Survey, 2020)

In order for Women’s Aid and branches of women’s Aid such as SWA to continue providing refuge for abused women and children, they urgently more government funding.  They are asking for £48.2m in emergency funding to help Women’s Aid local services to cope during the Covid-19 pandemic. 

This development effort has provided many abused women shelter, but the limited resources and funding mean that not every woman in need of safe accommodation is able to receive it.  

Development Effort 2: DAISE

Swansea Women’s Aid have developed other services for the Swansea community.  One of the services provided by SWA is Domestic Abuse, Information, Support and Empowerment project (DAISE plus). DAISE provides tailored, high quality provision and support to abused women in the Swansea community (Swansea Women's Aid, 2020).

Support and information provided through the DAISE project is offered on a one-to-one basis for women in the community who are experiencing domestic abuse, or have experienced it in the past.  This can be offered through appointment, but there is also an option to use their drop-in service. Emotional support is an important aspect of recovery, as a consequence of domestic abuse is that it can servery impact mental health (Sanderson, 2008).  However, people’s needs vary, so one-to-one is essential to meet individual needs.    

People using the DAISE Plus service are provided advice and support at a pace to suit them. DAISE Plus support workers are non-judgemental and provide a comfortable environment free from pressure.  “Our support workers are here to listen to you when you are ready to talk and can offer you practical and emotional support, they can also discuss options that may help improve your situation” Swansea Women’s Aid, 2020).  Support through DAISE involves creating a safety plan and to map positive steps forward, useful information and referrals to other relevant agencies. This is an important development as it helps abuse victims to access other types of support that they may need.  

Another important aspect of this development effort is the courses on offer through DAISE. These courses aim to help improve women’s self-esteem, help them to recognise signs of domestic abuse and to provide them with practical coping strategies. This is also a good opportunity to meet other members of the Women’s Aid community, and gain peer support from people with similar experiences.  Peer support is an important development in SWA as research shows that by using personal narratives and shared experiences, survivors of abuse are able to transform their experiences into form of power (Watson, 2019).


Recommendations for moving into the digital world 

The services Swansea Women’s Aid provide are invaluable to the women’s community who rely on them for help and support.  However, with lockdown restrictions, many services have to adapt to remote, digital services.  Some of the changes made during lockdown are likely to change for good, or be incorporated o to new way of working (BBC, 2020).  Counsellors at Swansea Women’s Aid are now giving clients the option to continue counselling remotely through Zoom. However, finding most clients are not familiar with this technology, some counsellors are offering live videos calls on WhatsApp (Polverino, 2020).  

Moving into remote working was a very uncertain time for both counsellors and clients as it was unclear how video calls would affect the therapeutic relationship.  However, many counsellors are claiming that most clients find online support just as effective and clients are still having a therapeutic relationship.  For many women, they are happy to be receiving some kind of treatment rather than suffering alone.

A major concern for most SWA counsellors is that there has been no education for providing support in this way, as lockdown happened with very little warning.  Many people in the SWA community, both service users and services providers, are feeling overwhelmed by what is currently going on in the world and are finding themselves in not such a good place. Rather than overwhelmed them any further, counsellors are asking if clients are familiar with Teams or Zoom, and if they are not, they will provide support on videocall via WhatsApp or just do it over the telephone.  Only a minority are opting for the telephone.  There is no talk within SWA at the moment about working face to face with the clients (Polverino, 2020). 

Based on this research, it is recommended that Swansea Women’s Aid advise clients on creating a safe and therapeutic environment at home, to receive the full benefit of the service when access support remotely. 

It is also recommended that SWA provides more education to counsellors and other support workers on best practice when supporting remotely.   
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