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Survivors to Thrivers: Exploring Applied Theatre as a Co-Creative Space for Domestic Abuse Survivors and supportive professionals

Abstract 
This research project, From Survivors to Thrivers, explores the potential of participatory Applied Theatre as both a method of data collection and a vehicle for social intervention. In time, it should provide transformative support within the context of domestic abuse recovery. The findings should inform the design of Phase 2 which will be adaptive, person-centred interventions that promote resilience, agency, and community cohesion. 

Introduction 
The British Government’s Domestic Abuse Act (2021) marked a significant legislative shift in the perceived approach to supporting victims of domestic abuse. Enhanced legal protections and placing a statutory duty on local authorities were introduced. It made specific provision for enhanced support to survivors who have reached safe accommodation.

From Survivors to Thrivers is my response to this policy shift in the form of social research, using Augusto Boal’s Applied Theatre, to form data-gathering opportunities initially, and later, to establish fresh and supportive creative pathways (Boal, A 2002/3)

In 2020, more than 1.5 million women in England and Wales experienced domestic abuse (Women’s Grid, 2025). These figures do not simply represent numbers; they signify real lives badly affected by trauma and, possibly, some systemic failures in professional guidance and practice.

Ethics considerations
These will guide each workshop and all data collection methods to ensure participants’ emotional safety and gaining their informed consent. Their right to withdraw physical presence or information contributed, at any stage of the project without consequence, will be stated in clear, accessible language. As Hemuka and Morgan (2018) emphasise in their evaluation of The Phoenix Project, that ethical reassurance must be built into on-going participant communication.

Ethical research is not just procedural but relational and should be shaped by trust, consent, and mutual respect (Kara,H (2020). A balance should be reached between gathering honest, useful data and protecting participants from re-traumatisation or emotional distress. Survivors in refuge settings, particularly those newly removed from abusive environments, may be especially sensitive to external engagement. Their perspectives for this study would be contemporary and welcome, but their emotional safety must take precedence. 

Research will comply with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) (EU) 2016/679. This includes ensuring informed consent, participant anonymity where needed, and secure data storage. 

This research will also align with the University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s Research Ethics & Integrity Code of Practice (UWTSD, 2025), which outlines the requirement to minimise harm and ensure participant dignity, welfare, and autonomy. Facilitators and the researcher(s) will receive a preliminary, contemporary briefing in trauma-informed approaches and flexible engagement methods. 

Special consideration will be given to participant group dynamics; for example, only women will be invited to participate in Phase 1 and that includes only female researchers. Male professionals, or male survivors are not represented in the initial stage but could be welcomed to training during Phase 2.

Methodology and the specifics of Using Applied Theatre
This research engages Applied Theatre as both a practice-based mode of inquiry and a methodological framework. I chose Applied Theatre specifically, as this term refers to an extensive range of participatory performance practices, that take place in non-traditional settings, often involving groups whose voices are underrepresented (Nicholson, 2005). It is particularly well-suited to socially engaged research, enabling participants to explore complex personal and social issues through creative expression. The methodology integrates traditional qualitative approaches (e.g., interviews and observation) with contemporary, transformative, and participatory practices, consistent with arts-based research paradigms (Leavy, 2015).

Mixed methods of research incorporate creative activity as a catalyst for active participation in the study. The survivors’ gentle introduction to group activities will encourage them to socialise. The support professionals will immediately explore bigger issues and will be drawing on their relevant experiences of the social care system (Gersie, A and King, 1990).

I have included a preliminary timeframe as Appendix 1.

My research will employ several key forms of Applied Theatre; examples are outlined below. These are established methods for storytelling and for therapeutic practice (Boal A, 2002) and (Hemuka NJ, Dr Morgan A, 2018). 

Image Theatre (Boal A, 2002) invites participants to create static bodily images initially, in response to abstract concepts such as identity, fear, or resilience. These images can act as a starting point for reflection and discussion. Its non-verbal nature is particularly suitable for trauma-informed practice, offering an accessible way for participants to explore and communicate without requiring direct disclosure, or physical contact.

Forum Theatre is also derived from Boal’s work but allows participants to intervene in a scene and suggest or enact alternative outcomes. Participants witness what resembles their experiences and their own responses are incorporated into the scene. It is conducted by trained facilitators and acted out by professional performers. Participants are invited to replace the protagonist and to adjust the narrative.

Phase 1 is mainly a research project and is not seeking to provide instant solutions. However, Forum Theatre is an ideal environment to foster recognition and validation of lived experience. The resulting information will provide future support for survivors and training materials. During the Forum Theatre session(s) professionals may experience cathartic emotional processing that offers belated justification for their actions and responses in the workplace (Salas, 2006). 

Participants will be drawn from a range of organisations to enable triangulation of perspectives from both survivors and professionals. A cross-sectoral recruitment strategy, as outlined below, supports my aim to gain a comprehensive look at support provision in Phase 1.

· Two or more groups of women survivors currently in safe accommodation.
· Health and social care practitioners (e.g., NHS or local authority staff) involved in survivor support.
· Representatives from relevant Town, City, or County Councils.
· Coordinators of wellbeing and community-based arts or support projects.
· Professionals from organisations that assist with funding applications or strategic planning for charities.
· Project leaders from domestic abuse charities operating at regional or national levels.
· A representative from the Arts Council of Wales, to support potential dissemination and advocacy within the wider creative sector.

Limitations
Professionals may be hesitant to disclose potentially sensitive reflections on the limitations of past interventions. Asking one of them, for example, to disclose which support mechanisms failed to positively guide a survivor, could risk discomfort or reputational concern. Rifkin (2010) advises using “ethical lenses” in participatory research to critically assess power dynamics, intention, and outcome. This principle informs the design of open-ended, reflective questions that allow for candour without coercion or blame. 

There is a recognised risk of “research fatigue” or “questionnaire burnout” among survivors and professionals alike (Housing Rights, 2025). If participants perceive that their input will not lead to tangible outcomes, engagement may be reluctant or superficial. As Denscombe (2021) observes, “respondents who believe that their answers will make a difference are more likely to engage fully” (p. 217). Researchers must therefore communicate the project’s potential impact clearly, while managing expectations, or rooted cynicism, with integrity.

Ethical Precedents in Social Research
Ethical engagement requires flexibility in method: I will be offering options such as one-to-one interviews and anonymous feedback. This being an arts-based form of self- expression it should seem almost effortless to make contribute to this project.

Researchers should avoid false promises and instead adopt what Kara (2020) calls “soft outcomes” i.e. emotional validation, empowerment, and offer an opportunity to be heard, rather than guaranteeing any policy changes. 

Several precedents affirm the ethical use of Applied Theatre in research with survivors. The Phoenix Project, as mentioned previously for its inherent ethical considerations, specially uses Geese Theatre techniques. This demonstrated measurable improvement in participants’ confidence, mental health, and resilience (Hemuka & Morgan, 2018). Legislative Theatre, as used by Housing Rights (2025), enabled women with lived experience to co-create policy recommendations in collaboration with decision-makers, demonstrating how embodied performance can support democratic participation.

Projects such as All In Your Head (2020) and the TIME model by My Sisters’ Place (2023) underscore possibilities of accessibility and authenticity. Moreover, these initiatives validate the use of theatre practice not merely as potentially therapeutic, but as an ethical space, to develop survivors’ agency and voices, yet still be responsive to their trauma histories and adaptive to evolving needs.

Ultimately, this project will draw from such models to construct a safe, reflective, participant-led research framework that honours lived experience. As Rifkin (2010) reminds us; asking useful questions is an ethical act that enables us to reflect, clarify, and co-construct safe, meaningful engagement all those involved.

Data Collection
This will be multi-modal and therefore will likely need a small team of researchers. As Denscombe (2022, p.18) outlines in The Good Research Guide, researchers must have a clear understanding of the ethical, procedural, and methodological issues underpinning their approach. As Rifkin (2010) highlights, ethically grounded participatory practice requires continual negotiation and reflexivity, particularly when dealing with sensitive subjects such as trauma.

Observational field notes will be taken, during the Applied Theatre workshops, by the researchers. They will also gather additional insights, through engaging participants in small group discussions, and instigating some voluntary one-to-one interviews. Participants will be invited to complete a questionnaire, either in person or online, to support triangulation of findings.

The authenticity and relevance of Forum Theatre will be ensured through co-creation with staff members who have lived experience, supported by scriptwriters and facilitators. (Ethical safeguards within this process will help mitigate the risk of misrepresentation and emotional trauma.) The supportive professionals will be encouraged to commit to the research by reconsidering the narrative that the script explores. 

Photographic or video documentation may be excluded from Phase One completely, due to safeguarding risks for survivors who may face ongoing threat. Discretion will apply to professionals who request anonymity. However, photographic primary research would be a useful tool for dissemination when Phase 2’s training workshops have been finalised and due consent is given.

[bookmark: _Hlk204106857]Potential for Continued Research and Projects 
This research proposal lays the groundwork for longer-term initiatives that embed Applied Theatre into the fabric of support services. A key projected outcome is the encouragement of support organisations to seek approval, and subsequent funding, for ongoing, trauma-informed Applied Theatre workshops. This will help build more general awareness in health and social care about how these empowering workshops can foster the reclaiming of agency, building resilience through creative expression (Hemuka & Morgan, 2018 and Housing Rights, 2025).

I am advocating for a determined shift toward creative, reflexive research practices that challenge traditional positivist paradigms. Helen Kara (2020) work highlights the potential of combining imaginative methodologies with rigorous evaluation to generate rich, practice-based knowledge. This approach aligns closely with my current project’s emphasis on experiential, participatory methods and offers scope for future research to bridge narrative inquiry and policy development.

Aligned with contemporary evaluation frameworks such as the Most Significant Change, (People Speak Up, 2024) future interpretations of my project could incorporate periodic case studies to assess participant transformations. Applied Theatres proven therapeutic interventions would provide valuable evidence of its effectiveness, when used, for qualitative and quantitative research.

Follow-up studies and Phase 2 of this project may address the concept of ‘blameless’ reflection advocated by Jennifer Moon (2004). This approach, particularly suited to emotionally sensitive research, could underpin a broader range of training within health and social care.
Impact
My research project has the potential to generate transformative data that directly informs the design of focused, arts-based interventions. By documenting and disseminating survivor and practitioner experiences, the research could contribute to responsive and holistic support models. A key ambition for this is to amplify the voices of those who need help and to challenge assumptions about what constitutes effective care for them.

The wider impact of this research project will depend on its adaptability. If others can see the potential of this model, its planning can be modified for each diverse community and setting. It would offer new opportunities for co-designed strategies, enabling participants not only to contribute to the research but to shape its outcomes and delivery. This participatory ethos aligns with that of emancipatory research and supports the creation of arts-based social change. As expressed by the Emancipatory Research and Vulnerability Collective, effective research should “foreground and centre lived experiences, the body, and experiential learning as a means of knowledge-making” (ERAV, 2024). This project embodies that philosophy, seeking to address both practical needs and structural gaps in survivor support (Wales Arts Health & Well-being Network (2025).

Conclusion
My research project responds to the recent imperative for trauma-informed approaches to the persistent and devastating impacts of domestic abuse. While recent policy developments signal progress, initiatives such as the 2024 “Elimination of Violence Against Women” campaign in the Welsh Senedd underscore the enduring prevalence of gender-based violence and the limitations of conventional support strategies.

By putting survivor voices as the central focus and incorporating Applied Theatre, this project captures experiential knowledge and lived experience for Phase 1. These are translated into interventions that prioritise emotional safety in Phase 2. The new range of transformative and progressive workshops will lead to a continuation of this social research project and future strategic collaborations.

Appendices below:
1. Proposed Timeline
2. Questionnaires
3. Bibliography


Appendix 1: Proposed Timeline
Projects involving participatory workshops, ethics approval, and trauma-informed facilitation may typically span 12 months. This allows enough breathing room for sensitive planning and unpredictable delays, especially when working with vulnerable groups and busy professionals (Kara, H, 2015) and (Fancourt, D, 2017)

The first two months, the focus is on preparation to include gaining ethical approval UWTSD and relevant participant groups, recruiting participants, researchers and facilitators, and finalising the workshop designs and venues for Image Theatre with facilitators.

Months three and four will involve facilitators delivering trauma-informed workshops using Applied Theatre, engaging separate groups of survivors and professionals. Data collection will run alongside these sessions, gathering reflections, looking at facilitator notes, and gaining essential feedback.

In month five the project will move into analysis, identifying recurring themes and highlighting strengths and gaps in current survivor support systems.

Month six will be dedicated to developing strategies based on those findings. The aim is for adaptive, survivor-led approaches, and exploring fresh ideas for their implementation.

From month nine onwards, Phase 2 will start with the planning of therapeutic workshops. After they have run their course, feedback will evaluate the outcomes. 

Proposals can be made for further, more expansive research into arts in healthcare.





Appendix 2: Questions for Providers of Support for Survivors of Domestic Abuse
The following forms part of a research project about how Applied Theatre workshops could be tailored to offer updated support for survivors of domestic violence.

Please think back to your experiences of providing practical help to women who have left abusive relationships and are being housed in safe accommodation. Please answer with a view to providing information that could form effective support in the future.

1. Access: Would you say that support was accessible, easy to find and useful to survivors in the past? Is it more so, now? 
What experiences are you basing these answers on? 
What would you like this research project to be most aware of in response to questions about accessibility to support?
2. Helpfulness: Would you say that the support available in the past was helpful to the survivors and specific to their needs? 
What worked well? What was missing? Is it more helpful now, or not? 
What would you like this research to be most aware of in response to this?
3. Emotional Care: In the past did the help given support the women’s emotional health and mental wellbeing? What worked well? What was missing? What is being offered now to encourage mental and social resilience?
What would you like this research to be most aware of in response to this?
4. Practical Aid: Did the support offered help find alternative housing, promote jobhunting or offer relevant practical help, in the past? What worked well? What was missing? How is provision for this different now? What would you like this research to be most aware of in response to this?
5. Personalisation: Was the support in the past tailored to meet individual needs? If so, how was this done? Has that changed much now and if so, how? What would you like this research to be most aware of in response to this?
6. What is being offered now to encourage mental and social resilience for the survivors?
7. Follow-Up: In the past were you able to follow up on a survivor’s progress in their new life? If so, was the information used to support them effectively? If so, how? If not, why not? Are things very different now? Please indicate how the need for follow-up support is accessed now, remotely, visits, email etc. What would you like this research to be most aware of in response to the subject of follow-ups?
8. Further enquiries: Given the nature of what is being discussed here, in a future research project what would you like to see asked of other professionals supporting survivors of domestic abuse (who are now living in safe accommodation?) What would you like to see asked of the survivors themselves?
9. Nominate another participant: Please suggest at least one other person who should be a participant in this research project.
10. Do you have any questions or suggestions for this project:


Appendix 3: Questions for Survivors of Domestic Abuse
The following forms part of a research project about how Applied Theatre workshops could be tailored to offer updated support for survivors of domestic violence.

Please think back to your experiences of when you moved into safe accommodation. Please answer the following with a view to it helping provide effective ongoing support for those who find themselves in the same situation.

1. Access: Was it easy to find and use support services after moving into safe accommodation? What would you like this research to be most aware of in response to this question?
2. Effectiveness: What support was most helpful? What did you need but didn’t receive? What would you like this research to be most aware of in response to this question?
3. Emotional Support: Did the services address emotional challenges and help you feel secure? What would you like this research to be most aware of in response to this question?
4. Practical Needs: Did they signpost you on how to get help with housing, job hunting, or other practical needs? What would you like this research to be most aware of in response to this question?
5. Individual Needs: Was the support tailored to your personal circumstances? What would you like this research to be most aware of in response to this question?
6. Ongoing Support: After leaving safe accommodation, did you feel the follow-up supported you and helped with your ongoing needs? What would you like this research to be most aware of in response to this question?
7. Further enquiries: Given the nature of what is being discussed here, in a future research project what would you like to see asked of professionals supporting survivors of domestic abuse (who are now living in safe accommodation?) What do you think might be relevant to ask other survivors?
8. Nominate another participant: Please suggest at least one other person who should be a participant in this research project.
9. Do you have any questions, or suggestions for this project:
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