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“Women need to feel there is hope
for a better life — we are not just
what our abusers tell us we are.

| felt hopeless and suicidal ...
the support | received has stopped

me going mentally ‘mad’ and | feel
I'm not alone. I'm not suicidal and
| can see hope now”’
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Infroduction

As providers of frontline mental health services
for survivors of domestic abuse, we share an
understanding with the sector and partners,
including the criminal justice, health and housing,
of the consistent correlation between domestic
abuse and mental health trauma. Further, that
poor mental health has a detrimental impact on
the lives of domestic abuse survivors in a myriad
of ways, both practical and psychological.

However, discussions with commissioners,
funders, policy makers and legislators have shown
there is an awareness gap when it comes to the
debilitating and long-term impact of domestic
abuse on the mental health of survivors.

The unintended consequence
of this is being lived daily by
women survivors of domestic
abuse, with many ultimately
feeling they have no option but
to end their own lives.

This report has consolidated existing research
from charities and academics, as well as evidence
from over 20,000 women supported by Woman'’s
Trust. It highlights the urgent need for a national
policy response to ensure more women are

able to access life-changing and life-saving
counselling and therapy to address the emotional
and psychological damage caused by abusive
relationships.

About Woman's Trust

Woman'’s Trust is the leading mental

health charity with unrivalled experience
supporting tens of thousands of women and
children to overcome the trauma of domestic
abuse, by providing free and specialist counselling
and mental health support.

Established almost 30 years ago by women with
lived experience, we remain a women-led service
for women and their children in our community. Our
mission is to help any woman in London affected
by domestic abuse to overcome the mental and
emotional harm and rebuild her life. Our vision

is a world where all women have the specialist
resources they need, to prevent domestic abuse
damaging their future.

Our work and approach are underpinned by our
commitment to client-led, person-centred, holistic
and trauma-informed counselling and mental health
support. Our services are accredited by the British
Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy
(BACP) and the National Quality Standard by
Women's Aid Federation for England & Wales.

We work in a whole system approach to raise
awareness and improve understanding of the
impact of domestic abuse on women's and girls’
mental health, aiming to deliver systemic change
and improve outcomes for survivors.

In addition, we are committed to sharing our
expert knowledge and provide awareness raising
workshops and training for professionals and
front-line workers. We carry out research and
share practice-based evidence, amplifying women
survivors' voices and publishing briefings to
influence local and national government.

Woman’s Trust 3



Executive
summary

Y

1in4
women are
victims of

domestic
abuse

Y

1in 2 women
are seeking
mental health
support due
to domestic
abuse

Domestic abuse is a national public health emergency of epidemic
proportions, affecting over 4.3 million people aged over 16 in England
and Wales in their lifetime; 1 in 4 women and 1 in 7 men, as well as 1in 5
children, are victims of abuse.

The Domestic Abuse Act 2021 and Coercive Control 2015 legislation
recognised domestic abuse’s impact beyond physical abuse.

It highlighted the high prevalence of emotional and psychological abuse,
that leave survivors struggling with long-lasting and devastating mental
health trauma. It also recognised that children are both witnesses and
victims of domestic abuse.

This report provides an overview of the current research, legislative
and policy landscape, practice-based evidence and support services
available to women. It sheds light on the current gaps in support for
survivors. It also demonstrates how the limited awareness of, and
inadequate response to, the mental health impact of domestic abuse
perpetuates its harmful and often life-threatening outcomes.

In essence, it is a fundamental and largely
invisible killer of women.

Moreover, it amplifies women survivors’ voices and, by sharing Woman'’s
Trust's best-practice Therapeutic model, it provides an effective
response on how to best meet their needs and deliver positive impact for
survivors’ recovery and their lives.

4  Woman’s Trust
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Key Findings

4 )

Domestic abuse is a key driver of women'’s mental ill health,
self-harm and suicides:

@ 1in 2 women are seeking mental health ® 1in 12 of all women attempt suicide,

support due to domestic abuse (RCP, 2024). compared to 1 in 20 men, although more
men die by suicide than women
® There are more domestic abuse (McManus et al, 2016).

deaths by suicide than by homicide, with
at least 2 women's deaths by suicide aweek @ Self-harm hospital admissions for

(NPCC, 2023). girls and young women aged 10 to 24
are 3 times higher than boys and young men
@ Half of all suicide attempts by women (Public Health England, 2024).

are linked to domestic abuse
(City, University of London, 2022).

N /

4 )
The lack of mental health support

for domestic abuse survivors has

. devastating consequences.
I married my school sweetheart. It

was an abusive relationship that lasted @ Out of every 10 domestic abuse survivors, 8
30 years. My husband controlled identify long-term counselling and mental health

every aspect of my life’ even When Support as their top priority need, yet Only 4
survivors are able to access support nationally

we had to have a baby. He kicked me,
(Domestic Abuse Commissioner, 2023).

belittled me and used to tell me |
was fat (I was size 10). After decades @ Of those referred to women's organisations

of abuse and control’ | came close for advocacy SUppOFt, 1in 3 survivors identify

to taking my life, I just didn't want to mental health needs and almost 1in 5 (18%)
report attempting suicide or suicidal ideation

(University of Warwick/Refuge,2021).

live anymore. | don't know where |

would be without the counselling and
therapy | received from WT. @ Incidents of self-harm linked to domestic abuse
and VAWG, including for women in prison and in
the community and for young women and girls,
are increasing (DHSC, 2024).

@ Due to gaps in mental health and counselling
services, Woman'’s Trust (2024) is only able to
provide support to 1 in 2 survivors referred to us.

N /
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The response of statutory
services, including mental
health, remains inadequate
and ineffective:

Despite the overwhelming demand for mental
health services and the correlation between
abuse and attempted suicide, survivors are not
considered a priority by statutory mental health
services.

More women affected by domestic abuse seek
help from health services than the police. Yet
most mental health practitioners and services
do not understand the dynamics of abuse or its
impact on mental health sufficiently, leading to
responses that are often not trauma-informed
and to no further referrals for much-needed
support.

Risk factors that affect women especially are
not recognised consistently, leaving women to
self-medicate, self-harm and attempt suicide
at higher levels than men or other women not
affected by domestic abuse.

Women survivors with added intersectional
identities, including black and minoritised,
LGBTQ+ and those with disabilities, face
additional barriers and challenges to accessing
support, resulting in re-traumatising women
and increased risk of further harm.

Young women and children affected by
domestic abuse face increased suicidal
thoughts and deaths, but are not understood
by professionals in care assessments or safety

/

planning.
/

Mental health support for A

survivors is not a priority
for policy-makers and
commissioners - nationally
or locally:

Despite evidence from the Domestic Abuse
Commissioner, the Domestic Abuse All Party
Parliamentary Group (APPG) inquiry; stakeholder
and survivor consultations, academic research;
the Women's Mental Health Strategy and
Taskforce, and the NHS England Long-term Plan;

@ The Home Office, London Mayor’s Office
for Policing and Crime (MOPAC) and local
authorities do not identify improving mental
health outcomes for women survivors of
domestic abuse as a priority in their latest
Domestic Abuse and VAWG Plans, nor
do they make any specific provisions for
delivering improvements.

@ The Department of Health and Social Care,
the National Health Service (NHS)
in England, NHS Trusts and Integrated Care
Boards do not identify women’s mental
health as a priority, nor the need to respond
to the impact of domestic abuse on their
increasing mental health needs.

@ The national Suicide Prevention Strategy
does not make specific recommendations
or provisions for addressing the high
prevalence of domestic abuse survivors'’
suicide attempts and self-harm, or deaths
by suicide.

J

“| felt hopeless and suicidal having nowhere to turn and no support or understanding of what | was
going through. We have come out of terrible situations often under someone else’s control. Women
need to feel there is hope for a better life, and we are not what our abusers have told us we are.

Abuse can drive you mad and the support | received has stopped me going mentally mad and | feel 'm
not alone, which is comforting. I'm very grateful for the help and understanding | received. I'm still not

fully ok, but I'm no longer suicidal and | can see hope now. “

6
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Recommendations
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Recommendations

We call on the Government to deliver these urgently needed systems
changes, to improve mental health outcomes and secure a more
positive future for women and children survivors of domestic abuse,
as part of its commitment to halve VAWG in the next decade.

Improve responses to meet women'’s needs

@ The Department of Health and Social Care,
the Home Office and the Department of
Education should undertake joint research to
improve data and analysis of the prevalence
and impact of domestic abuse on women'’s
and children’s mental health, self-harm,
suicide attempts and deaths, at a national
level.

@ The Home Office, Department of Health
and Office of National Statistics should
implement a national survey and database
of suicides capturing previous and current
domestic abuse and related forms of
violence, and implement Suicide Case
Reviews of all deaths by suicide linked to
domestic abuse, to identify improvements
across the whole system.

@ VAWG and mental health organisations to

implement an extensive accredited training
programme for front-line staff on the impact
of domestic abuse on mental health, self-
harm and suicidal ideation, and how best

to respond to survivors including women

and children, to improve outcomes and their
recovery from domestic abuse.

Woman's Trust to raise greater awareness of
the need for a specialist Therapeutic Model
for domestic abuse survivors, that embeds
a trauma-informed, person-led response

to women and girls’ mental health care

and recognises the dynamics and impact

of the abuse, multiple disadvantages and
intersectional identities.

OO

i

Improve responses
to meet women’s
needs
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6 6 “Long waits [for mental health services] have become normalised:
there were 345,000 referrals where people are waiting more than

a year for first contact with mental health services - a figure higher

than the entire population of Leicester”

Lord Darzi, July 2024

4 N N

Policy and commissioning Whole system approach
changes and partnership working
® The Home Office, Department of Health, NHS @ The Home Office and Department of Health,

England, London MOPAC, local authorities

and Integrated Care Boards should include
women'’s and girls’ mental health needs linked
to domestic abuse and VAWG as an explicit key
strategic priority and national emergency, with
action plans and funding, to deliver improved
outcomes in all central and local government
VAWG and health plans. ® MOPAC, working with Woman's Trust and
others should develop a London-wide
Blueprint for Women's and Girls Mental Health
across London, to address the issues and
improve outcomes for survivors.

working with Woman's Trust and others
should develop national partnerships with
both voluntary and statutory organisations,
based on a coordinated community response,
to address the challenges faced by women in
mental health services.

@ Government at central and local levels
(including the Department of Health, NHS
England and MOPAC) should invest in
specialist and ‘by and for' community-based

mental health services for survivors of @ Woman'’s Trust should work with the Crossing
domestic abuse, and additional funding for Pathways Programme and specialist
statutory mental health services, to enable community-based services, as well as local
all survivors, with a focus on women, young authorities, to develop improved referral
women and children, to access life-saving pathways and responses across diverse
support for their recovery from abuse. agencies including health, adult social

services, police and community
organisations.

@ We call for an urgent investment of at least
£27.5 million per year nationally for specialist
mental health support for women and girls who
are survivors of domestic abuse.

- /

Y
=

N

Policy and Whole system

commissioning
changes

approach and
partnership
working
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conclusion

With domestic abuse being declared a national emergency by the NPCC (July 2024), there is an
urgent need for better integrated and targeted services, with specialist domestic abuse provision
tailored towards women survivors.

A joined-up approach is vital, centred on collaborative partnerships and best-practice responses,
together with investment in the provision of specialist mental health services for women and children
survivors.

woman's
_Trust

Living
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mental health
response for
survivors of
domestic abuse

Q Read the Full Report:
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org.uk/living-without-
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Woman'’s Trust urges the new government and statutory agencies, working
with VAWG and health professionals, to make a number of system changes
to prevent the cycle of abuse and improve protection and mental health
outcomes for women. The recommendations highlight priority areas for
policy-makers aiming to galvanise action to respond to the gaps in both
understanding and service provision.

Without the right support for women as a priority group, the life-threatening
cycle of abuse and patchy overstretched services will persist. It is vital to
recognise the value of specialist services such as Woman'’s Trust for women
survivors and enable them to achieve long-term sustainability, together with
integrated, transparent data collection and information-sharing across the
whole system, rooted in cross-government policy recognition of the adverse
mental health effects of domestic abuse.

These changes can in the long-run help alleviate the pressures on the NHS,
ease the burden on the sustainability of the VAWG sector and put an end to
the postcode lottery of service provision.

Furthermore, for impactful and sustainable change to be achieved,
prevention, together with appropriate recovery and mental health support,
needs to be embedded across the system.

Without immediate and tangible action by government, millions of women
and girls will continue to suffer in silence and alone. We cannot continue

to stand by while women are living without hope and with so many sadly
ending their lives due to domestic abuse.

Woman's Trust 9
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What works: the Woman’s Trust
Therapeutic model

Appendix

Our therapeutic services include one-to-one counselling,
therapeutic groups, specialist groups for young women

and girls aged 16 to 24, and mother and children’s groups,
as well as peer-led support groups. We deliver our services in
women and girl only spaces, including our Women'’s Centre,

in the community and online.

Our approach is centred on principles routed in women's lived experience

of violence and abuse they have experienced because they are women:

Specialist ‘person-led’ counselling and
therapeutic services informed by in-depth
understanding of the long-term mental health and
emotional impacts of domestic abuse. We enable
women to make their own choices and decisions
through their journey. Our approach recognises
the impact of the perpetrator’s behaviour on
survivors and supports them to understand the
resulting trauma.

We meet her where
she is at, including offering
her one-to-one counselling,
therapeutic groups and
psychoeducational
workshops. Our flexible
support in person, online
or hybrid access, responds
to her changing needs.

We engage women at our
dedicated Women's Centre
in central London, regional
London hubs and online.

MEET HER
WHERE SHE
IS AT

SAFE SPACE
(WOMEN ONLY)

INTERSECTONAL

PERSON-LED

Trauma-informed approach, rooted in
our specialist expertise in understanding the
dynamics of domestic abuse and its devastating
and often long-lasting effects on women’s mental
health, their lives and that of their children. Our
services are accredited by the British Association
for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP) and
National Quality Standard of Community Services
by Women'’s Aid Federation for England & Wales.

Holistic response,
recognising the whole
person and her diverse
needs, such as housing,
financial, legal, children
and family, by providing
her with independent, free
and confidential mental
health responses and
advocacy. We workina
whole system approach
with multiple statutory and
voluntary agencies to ensure
that together we provide
wraparound support.

TRAUMA
INFORMED

HOLISTIC
(WHOLE PERSON
AND SYSTEM)

[ Woman'’s Trust Therapeutic model ]

A safe space, both psychological and
physical, through women-only specialist
services, for women to discuss their experiences
openly and without fear of being judged, to
process their thoughts and to understand,
express and learn to manage their feelings and
reactions with the help of our specially trained
therapists.

Intersectional and accessible services
regardless of race, religion, class, ability or
culture, taking an intersectional approach
and responding to women facing multiple
disadvantages. Our counsellors reflect the
communities we serve and we aim to respond to
her needs, including from black and minoritised
groups, diverse languages and lived experience.

10 Woman'’s Trust
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Woman'’s Trust Whole System Approach

We work in a whole system approach to raise awareness and improve understanding of the impact of
domestic abuse and VAWG on women’s and girls’ mental health, aiming to deliver systems change and
improve outcomes

for survivors.

We engage with voluntary and statutory sector partners, working in partnership to develop frameworks
and responses to meet the needs of women and girls. These include providing specialist counselling and
mental health support in partnership, to:

@ Women with housing needs, both those in refuges and those in community-based accommodation

@ Young women and girls aged 16 to 25 who have experienced or are at risk of experiencing domestic
abuse, with additional needs such as care leavers, excluded from education, in contact with criminal
justice system and youth offending teams, facing exploitation and gang-related activities.

We provide awareness raising workshops and training for stakeholders, professionals and front-line
workers across voluntary and statutory agencies, on mental health, suicidal ideation and improving
responses and mental health outcomes for women and girls who are survivors of domestic abuse and
other related forms of abuse and VAWG.

“The space has
been so healing for me. This
is the first time | have discussed my
experiences and | no longer feel so afraid
to express myself. In a way, | have found
my voice again. Since beginning counselling,
| have been able to re-engage with my

friends and family, and communicate my

needs better”

Woman supported by Woman's Trust
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