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1. Working Title (not included in word count)
	

Unheard: An Online Exploration of Barriers to Support-Seeking Among Male Victims of Domestic Abuse.


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

This project will adopt a multi-method qualitative study, utilising an online questionnaire, combining both open and closed questions. A multi-method approach is necessary as this will provide the topic with both depth and breadth of understanding. Quantitative survey data will provide descriptive, statistical insight into general patterns of attitudes among UK adults regarding support-seeking among male victims, considering male perspectives alongside female perspectives on men’s self-seeking behaviours and why help is not always sought by males. Combining both open and closed questions provides a richer understanding of how self-seeking is perceived by those directly affected and of how women perceive this behaviour. This format aligns with thematic and content analysis approaches that recognise the value of integrating lived experiences and interpretative insights. 
	


3. Rationale and Background (approx. 300 words – include citations if required)
Domestic abuse remains a critical and pervasive public health issue in the United Kingdom. The Office for National Statistics (ONS) has stated that approximately 3.8 million adults aged 16 and over experienced domestic abuse in the year ending March 2025. This figure compromises an estimated 2.2 million females with a 9.1% prevalence and 1.5 million males with a 6.5% prevalence. These statistics demonstrate that whilst females experience a disproportionately higher severity and frequency of intimate partner violence, males represent a substantial and overlooked proportion of roughly 40% of all domestic abuse victims nationwide. 
Despite these high figures, a gap exists between the estimated prevalence of abuse and the actual rates of formal reporting or help-seeking among male victims. Research indicates that male victims are significantly less likely to engage with formal support systems, specialised help lines or criminal justice institutions. Previously, domestic abuse frameworks, statutory services and academic literature have been designed around placing all individuals into the same uniform groups with expectations that they each share the same experiences, thoughts and traits. Consequently, allowing male victims to remain “hidden” and “unheard” within the prevailing social welfare system, experiences unique structural and interpersonal challenges that prevent disclosure.
The rationale for this study stems from a critical gap in understanding how diverse victims navigate or are excluded from the UK’s support systems. The primary barriers include; socio-cultural stigma, whereby there is a strong adherence to traditional masculine norms, a fear of being disbelieved, or feelings of shame or embarrassment. Institutional gatekeeping, where there is a widespread perception that statutory domestic abuse services are solely structured for women, meaning that men are often left feeling excluded.
Whilst past research has provided deep insights, they have relied on small sample sizes, frequently under 50 participants. Drawn from pre-existing help-seeking channels such as shelter networks. Therefore, this data is not inclusive of victims who have never successfully accessed help. 
In using content analysis alongside thematic analysis this research will discover how and why these barriers manifest, ultimately designing gender-responsive intervention frameworks and improving frontline training for professionals. 
4. Aims and Objectives (approx. 200 words)
	Aim:
To evaluate the systematic, cultural and institutional barriers to support-seeking among UK domestic abuse victims (aged 18+) with a primary focus on the hidden experiences of male victims, by utilising a large-scale, multi-method qualitative framework. 
Objectives:
1. To identify and analyse the barriers preventing men seeking help and their experiences with formal services.
2. To explore how traditional masculinity contexts; shame and fear of not being believed, influences help-seeking decisions. 

Research questions:
· What structural, institutional and systematic barriers do male domestic abuse victims face when attempting to access UK support services?
· How do male victims describe and evaluate their interactions and qualitative experiences with formal support services?
· How do traditional constructs of masculinity, specifically shame and the fear of being disbelieved influence the disclosure decisions of male abuse victims?
· How do cultural expectations of self-reliance shape the help-seeking pathways of men experiencing domestic abuse?


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

Domestic abuse against men is increasingly recognised as a hidden crisis in the United Kingdom. A landmark statutory report by the Domestic Abuse Commissioner (2025), entitled “Shifting the Scales”, underscores the vast scale of this issue, acknowledging that whilst domestic abuse remains highly prevalent, affecting an estimated 1 in 4 women and 1 in 7 men over their lifetimes, over 80% of all victims and survivors never interact with the criminal justice system or formal networks, This high prevalence highlights that a vast number of victims remain completely isolated from judicial and statutory support systems. 
Academic literature identifies an array of structural and systematic barriers that impede help-seeking. A primary obstacle is institutional gatekeeping and the historical positioning of domestic abuse services withing a gender-monolithic framework. Leading UK specialist charities, such as the Respect Men’s advice line (2025) and the ManKind Initiative (2024) report that statutory provisions are heavily viewed by male victims as exclusively female-centered. 
When men do attempt to interact with formal services, including healthcare providers, the police and legal systems the qualitative literature reveals highly mixed experiences. Systematic reviews by Lysova et al. (2022), note that male victims frequently encounter systematic revictimisation, including facing subtly professional biases, being treated as the primary perpetrator during initial police callouts, or experiences a lack of specialised housing and refuge options tailored for men. 
The psychological and cultural barriers to disclosure are deeply intertwined with traditional constructs of masculinity. As highlighted in policy briefs by the Domestic Abuse Commissioner (2024), societal expectations of male endurance, physical strength, and self-reliance create rigid internal barriers. Men often struggle to accept victim status because doing so directly contradicts dominant socio-cultural definitions of “manhood”.
Empirical work by Bates (2020) and research data from SafeLives (2021) emphasises that deep-seated feelings of shame and embarrassment are major drivers of non-disclosure. This shame is heavily intensified by an acute fear of not being believed. As men are socially conditioned to be protective and dominant, disclosing victimisation by an intimate partner exposes them to potential ridicule, professional discreditation and social isolation. Consequently, the literature indicates that a significant percentage of male survivors suffer in silence for years, internalising the trauma until a severe mental health crisis forces disclosure. 
	


6. Methodology / Project Approach (approx. 400 words)
	This study will use a mixed-methods qualitative approach within an interpretive framework. This framework is uniquely suited to capturing the complex, subjective lived experiences of domestic abuse survivors whilst providing structural organisation and scale to a large-sample dataset.  The research targets approximately 200 UK- based participants (18+, both male and female).
Data collection will utilise digital snowball sampling via social media networks. Initial recruitment advertisements containing the survey hyperlink will be broadcasted across online targeted platforms including Facebook community hubs and Reddit. To generate a robust chain-referral network from a large sample, the promotional graphics will instruct individuals to forward the survey onto other potential participants within their private networks via direct message or email. This will allow the study to access isolated individuals currently disconnected from formal institutional networks.
The research consists of an online questionnaire structured into two distinct, interactive components designed to gather both broad structural context and deep narrative insight. 
Closed-ended questions are used to capture demographic variables, such as age, gender and geographic region, measuring the presence of predefined help-seeking obstacles. These responses will primarily function as a sorting mechanism, to filter, group, and segment the large dataset. 
Open-ended questions will be used to provide unrestrictive narrative boxes, inviting participants to provide extensive, self-directed qualitative accounts of their personal interactions with formal services, experiences of societal stigma, and the internalised pressures influencing their help-seeking decisions. 
To enable me to manage and synthesise the large volume of text generated by 200 respondents, data analysis will proceed through two interconnected, systematic phases:
Descriptive content analysis being the first. This phase will be applied to the closed-ended data and short-form responses. It will systematically categorise, count and cross-reference the sample to map the structural profile of the participants. Allowing identification of the frequency of specific barriers. 
Reflexive thematic analysis is the second. Following Braun and Clarke’s six-phase framework, the extensive qualitative text within the sorted sub-groups will be inductively coded, this process will identify, analyse and report overarching patterns of meaning to explain the underlying socio-cultural, psychological and institutional mechanisms driving non-disclosure and shaping service experiences. 


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. Participation will be voluntary, with withdrawal permitted at any time. Informed consent will be required by participants. Data will be anonymised and stored securely in line with GPDR requirements. Given the questionnaire may involve some delicate experiences, signposting to appropriate support services will be provided. Care will be taken to protect participant well-being throughout the data collection and analysis, alongside ensuring care is taken to minimize coercion.
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