Conclusion
The overall aim of this project was to explore the views of professionals working in the violence against women, domestic abuse, and sexual violence (VAWDASV) sector on how the criminal justice system dealt with domestic abuse before, during and after the Covid-19 pandemic.
This final chapter will revisit the research objectives, then the chapter will summarise the findings and formulate a conclusion in relation to each objective. The importance of this research and the contribution of this research to those working in the VAWDASV sector will be discussed. This chapter will also make recommendations for further research and will discuss the limitations of this research along with suggestions for the managing the implementation of further research. This chapter will also have a personal reflection on the research journey undertaken. 

Research Objectives: Summary of findings and conclusions
1. Explore the different definitions of violence against women, domestic abuse and sexual violence (VAWDASV) and evaluate whether the VAWDASV Act (Wales, 2015) and the Domestic abuse bill (England and Wales, 2020) does enough to protect victims of domestic abuse.
This objective didn’t feature within the empirical research, however the literature review identified that there are several accepted definitions of domestic abuse that researchers use. These definitions include domestic abuse, intimate partner violence, gender-based violence and violence against women and girls.
The official definitions of domestic abuse (Home office 2013, 2021) recognise that people aged 16 and over regardless of their sexuality or gender can experience domestic abuse in any relationship. This is the legal definition used by the courts.
However, the definitions of gender-based violence and violence against women and girls recognise that types of violence such as female genital mutilation happen just because the victim is female. However, any type of violence against women and girls is seen as a violation of human rights. (UNHCR, 2021). 
The domestic abuse act (2021) recognises that domestic abuse is a violation of human rights and as a result has brought in extra protections to aid victims in navigating the criminal justice system but has criticisms that it doesn’t protect migrant victims of domestic abuse nor those who have offended as a direct result of domestic abuse (CWJ, 2021)
It is therefore, concluded that while the Home Office (2021) definition of domestic abuse is the legal definition in the UK, it doesn’t go far enough to protect all victims of domestic abuse.

2. Compare and contrast police arrests and CPS charging figures for domestic abuse related crimes between March 2020 and March 2021
This was another objective that didn’t feature directly within the empirical research, however, was briefly covered within the research questions which asks respondents to rate the response of the police before, during and after the pandemic.
The literature notes that prior to the first national lockdown, the police response to domestic abuse was poor, Walklate et al (2022) notes that domestic abuse was not seen as real police work and HMICFRS (2021) mentions that one victim of domestic abuse noted that the police response was better in 2020 than five years previously.
However, there were mixed results during the pandemic which are shown in the CPS (2022) data which says that in quarter one of 2020/2021 that there was a drop in successful prosecutions, but an increase in arrests during this period (ONS 2020). The literature also supports the CPS (2022) data which says that there was a 75% increase in successful prosecutions in quarter 2 of 2020/2021 which is supported by Walklate et al (2022) who says that initially the number of calls to the police declined but had returned to normal by May 2020.
The empirical research also notes the mixed messages, with respondents noting that police were still highly responsive to domestic abuse incidents with one noting “continual support regardless of covid-19 restrictions. Ongoing police investigations regardless of the low response rate from CPS due to lower staffing.”
In conclusion, the police response to domestic abuse has improved from prior to the pandemic, and initially during the pandemic the conviction rates dropped, however eventually increased, however the professional response noted that police were highly responsive.
3. Analyse the demand for VAWDASV services in England and Wales since March 2020
During this period the demand for VAWDASV services increased, however the actual increase varies between service, for instance, within Wales, The Live Fear Free Helpline reported a decrease in calls, however reported an increase in other services such as email, webchat, and text messaging (ONS 2020).
There was also a huge increase in the demand for community-based services within Wales and UK wide (ONS 2020). In Wales the increase was around 80% within the first few months of lockdown and many VAWDASV services expected an additional increase in demand from 6 months to a year post lockdown.
Refuges, on the other hand, experienced problems during this period, and while the referrals and demand for space was higher than pre-lockdown levels, refuges were not able to cope as some refuges had reduced the number of available beds (Speed et al 2020) and problems sourcing PPE for staff (ONS 2020) and some local authorities were using hotels to accommodate victims of domestic abuse.
This increase in the number of referrals in the literature is supported by the empirical research where half of the respondents noted an increase in referrals during lockdown and since the lockdown restrictions have lifted, 11 out of 16 respondents noted that they perceived an increase in the number of referrals. However, this research doesn’t distinguish whether the referrals are for community-based services or refuge services.
During lockdown, there also wasn’t much research done on the impact of lockdown on professionals working in the VAWDASV sector (van Gelder at al 2021). The empirical research touches on this theme with over half of respondents noting that they felt supported by their employer during the pandemic, however 6 respondents noted that they were not supported by their employer during the pandemic, with three comments mentioning the difficulty of working remotely for example “initially working from home was difficult and I felt unsupported as I adjusted to the different way of working as time went on I was given as desk etc to use at home, I had most of my support from colleagues not management.”
In conclusion, this research concluded that during the pandemic the demand for VAWDASV services in Wales had increased, however, this had come with challenges such as sourcing PPE. It has also been realised that the different way of working has had an impact on professionals, however, there hasn’t been much research in this area.
4. Evaluate the effectiveness of video conferencing and remote court hearings for VAWDASV cases in the criminal and family courts since March 2020
The literature review found that video and virtual hearings within the courts were seen as more efficient (HMICFRS 2021, HMCPSI 2021, Harker and Ryan 2022 and Valchev 2020) and found that virtual hearings would reduce a number of barriers that vulnerable people face when attending hearings (Valchev 2020).
However virtual hearings have also caused problems as some victims didn’t have access to the technology required to attend or did not get the levels of support required (Speed et al 2020).
The closures of the courts and suspension of jury trials has also led to long waiting lists with cases waiting any where from 6 months to a year to be heard at a crown court (Speed et al 2020, HMCPSI 2021 and House of Lords 2021).
The research supports the literature review as prior to the lockdown, 4 respondents rated the court system as poor or very poor, during the pandemic, however, 9 respondents rated the court system as poor or very poor during the pandemic and since lockdown restrictions lifted, the number of respondents who rated the courts as poor or very poor decreased to 8.
The comments reflected the literature provided support to Speed et al (2020), HMCPSI (2021) and House of Lords (2021), with one stating “mainly reflecting on family courts. Online courts were used and women not always having access to technology… Sexual abuse cases still very difficult to get to court and decriminalisation of sexual abuse still is in plain sight”.
It is therefore concluded that while professionals appreciate the benefits of virtual court hearings, there are still a number of barriers for vulnerable victims of domestic abuse to attend virtual hearings and the long waiting list after the suspension of jury trials is still traumatic to victims of domestic abuse.

5. Evaluate the future benefits of video conferencing for VAWDASV cases, MARAC, and other multi-agency partnerships within the criminal justice system
Since the introduction of video conferencing within MARAC and other multi-agency meetings, the literature notes several benefits which includes meetings being more efficient and provides adaptive safety plans for victims (Walklate et al 2021), However Price et al (2020) noted that conference calls had been trialled prior to the pandemic and found that these calls weren’t as effective and as a result had been discontinued. 
Virtual meetings allowed for more agencies to attend, especially when the meetings were arranged at the last minute (Baginsky and Manthorpe 2020 cited in Driscoll et al 2020), however MARAC was seen as a tick box exercise rather than a meaningful intervention, (Davis 2015).
However, the mixed responses to the MARAC process were reflected within the research with 7 respondents noting that the process was good or very good prior to the pandemic, during the pandemic, the numbers rating the MARAC process either good or very good had dropped to 5, but had increased to 6 when respondents were asked to rate the process after lockdown had lifted. For example, one comment noted “I think it took a while to settle into all agencies working online and found that a lot of agencies were reluctant to engage as much as they would around a table together. It was useful that the MARAC process could be adapted to be completed online and was needed at the time, but I think you miss out in inter-agency cooperation, getting to know colleagues and learning from each other’s knowledge by being online”
However, when respondents were asked if a virtual MARAC meeting was beneficial, 10 respondents said yes, with two comments noting “[it] can be easier to arrange” and “it makes it easier for attendance” 
The evidence from the literature review and the research has concluded that multi-agency meetings are more efficient when they are virtual and has allowed more agencies to engage with the process.

Recommendations
The conclusion based on objective 1 mentions that the current legal definition of domestic abuse does not go far enough to protect all victims of domestic abuse which includes migrant women, therefore one recommendation would be for the implementation of additional protections such as the ability to claim benefits so that that migrant women can access refuge. This recommendation would benefit this population by giving them somewhere safe to go when leaving the relationship and would put them on equal footing with UK nationals.
When it comes to conclusion 3, while it was noted that the demand for VAWDASV services was overall, higher compared to the same period pre-pandemic, the effect of this increase on staff well-being hasn’t been researched effectively, therefore a recommendation in this area would focus research and evaluate the well-being and support staff received from their employer during the pandemic and since restrictions have lifted. This recommendation will have the benefit of providing managers with an insight on how to best support staff during challenging times.
In relation to objective 4, the benefits of a virtual court hearing outweigh the challenges, however, the recommendation for this research would be to minimise any barriers to vulnerable victims of domestic abuse such as allowing vulnerable people to borrow technology from the courts to be able to take part or attending another venue such as the office of their VAWDASV support worker or their solicitor as this would ensure the safety of the victim and their ability to engage in the process.
The conclusion based on objective 5 was that a virtual MARAC or multi-agency meeting was beneficial and more efficient, however this wasn’t without problems, so the recommendation here would be to maintain virtual multi-agency meetings, but to also organise additional events such as training days face to face in order to build networks and facilitate multi-agency working. The benefits of this recommendation would be, firstly, that all agencies within a multi-agency team will have received the same training, but secondly, the partnerships and MARAC will maintain attendance levels when the meetings are held virtually.

Personal Reflection
The advice for students going forward would be to select a topic of interest. The researcher’s interests historically have been within the criminal justice system specifically related to domestic abuse and was employed in the VAWDASV sector during the pandemic. While it is a good idea to have a research objective at the start, the second piece of advice to students is to be open to changing it as the project develops.
While this project produced interesting results, the start of the project was difficult, despite the Covid-19 pandemic starting more than two years prior to the project start date, there was not much research conducted around the impact of the pandemic on domestic abuse.
However, upon starting to write the literature review chapter, it became clear that there were a number of studies available, and these studies helped to provide evidence to create an online survey.
When it came to sampling the survey went out via email to colleagues past and present and also within the newsletter sent out via Welsh Women’s Aid (see appendix), should the survey be repeated, the best results came from sending the survey link directly to respondents. However, this proved beneficial, in that the results could then be generalised to the South Wales area, with all but two respondents working within the South Wales Police force area.
Should the study be repeated, an online survey would be utilised again as while it helped with the analysis of results, it also provided anonymity and eliminated any potential researcher bias.
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