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1. Introduction

Purpose of the study

The purpose of this study is to increase understanding of the impact which calling the National Domestic Violence Helpline can have on an individual’s life.  Over 142,000 calls are made every year to the Helpline. Comic Relief, which is one of the funders of the Helpline, wanted to find out more about the circumstances which can lead to a call, and the positive action which women experiencing domestic violence take as a result of making that call.

This study is rooted in individual experiences, recorded through an on-line questionnaire and personal interviews. 47 women completed the on-line questionnaire; of the 47, 14 were interviewed by telephone for case studies.
The majority of respondents were located with the help of refuge workers; a minority completed the survey after seeing it advertised on either, the Women’s Aid, the Refuge or the Helpline website, or in Women’s Aid’s email bulletin. 
This research has been carried out by Cath Gregory Consulting, with interviews for case studies carried out by Nicola Banning, an independent researcher.
2.  What impact of the  National Domestic Violence Helpline on the lives of women experiencing domestic violence?  Key findings

The key findings from analysing 47 on-line questionnaires and 14 case studies are:

Women had been in relationships where domestic abuse took place for anything from two years up to thirty years before ringing the Helpline.

The reasons that respondents to the questionnaire gave, in their own words, for first calling the Helpline fell into closely related but distinct groups:

· Desperate - didn’t know what else to do; panicking - needed a place of safety, to escape, to get out (18)

· Information, advice, someone to talk to (12)

· Just been assaulted; scared to go home (7)

· Sick of what was happening in my relationship, wanted to know how to get out of this relationship, long term/ongoing experience of domestic abuse (6)

Having made the decision to ring, six key findings emerged about the impact of the Helpline on individuals’ lives. (Page numbers at the end of each section indicate where related case study extracts can be found.) 

1. How profoundly important the Helpline is for many respondents in making real change 
Over 89% of respondents to the questionnaire said that the Helpline had been either “Essential” or “Very important” to them in changing their situation. It was described variously as “vital”, “absolutely essential” and providing a “lifeline”. One individual said “The Helpline number saves lives”. (Page 5)
2. How calling the Helpline can change the caller’s thinking

As one respondent put it, “It was the beginning of things changing”. Over 83% of respondents agreed that they could change their situation they faced after first ringing the Helpline; over 88% agreed that there was other support/information/help available which they could now access. (Page 6)
3. How the call can lead to a decision to act, with life-changing results. 

The decision to act that callers take as a result of ringing the Helpline is critical. This decision can result in hugely significant longer term life changes. The two most frequently cited changes made as a result of calling the Helpline were: 

· “Moving to a refuge” 

· “Ending a violent relationship”

Both were reported by over 70% of respondents. (Page 7)

4. Being believed: how crucial the Helpline operator’s approach is to the caller. 
Being listened to, being believed, being understood and not being judged were all of critical importance. The overwhelming majority of these respondents received the kind of response they needed: they found that the Helpline staff were calming and reassuring, listened carefully, were well informed and offered practical options, help and information. (Page 9)
5. Connecting up: linking the caller to appropriate local services. 
For example, the Helpline will give callers options and assistance with:
· finding a safe house or a place in a refuge

· the practicalities of moving out, taking key documents

· contacts and information which will connect the caller to local social services, legal advice, family and other services
Over 81% of questionnaire respondents agreed that the information they received was “absolutely vital to me”; over 82% agreed that that the information they received had “enabled me to get the help I needed when I needed it”. (Page 10)
6. The value of a 24 hour, free number. 

Calls are often made late at night when women feel lonely and desperate, both before and after leaving the abusive relationship. Free calls are vital when access to and credit on phones are often controlled by the partner. Currently some but not all mobile network providers allow free calls to the Helpline.

Some women use the Helpline over a period of months/years, as a source of on-going support, comfort or information and because they don’t know where else to go when they are experiencing domestic violence; others use it as a source of informed, reliable support when they are enduring difficult times having left abusive partners. (Page 11)

A number of the women also commented in interviews on the value of having the Helpline, as it is one centralised place where they can go which fully understands the complexities surrounding domestic abuse. 

3. More about the Study

3.1 The work of the National Domestic Violence Helpline

The Helpline is staffed 24/7/365 jointly by Women’s Aid and Refuge operators, based in two locations.

In 2007-8 the Helpline answered 48,617 calls, received – and answered where necessary -22,814 voicemail messages, and responded to 1,600 emails
. 

Approximately 70% of calls are from female victims of domestic violence; the remaining 30% from family and friends and professionals assisting such victims.

Figures from the Women’s Aid Helpline Manager indicate that on average at least 15 women are referred to refuges each day; equating to 5475 referrals per year.

The specific roles of the Helpline are to:

· Meet the caller’s immediate safety needs; provide risk awareness and help them plan to avoid risk for them and their children 

· Help the caller think through the options available to them

· Refer the caller to a refuge, or other place of safety; provide other immediate practical help

· Signpost the caller to other services/information/support, as local as possible to the area they want to be in

The service does not aim to counsel callers, although counselling and listening skills are required. The line primarily provides a “gateway” helping to clarify the problem, build confidence and provide information to enable the caller to take safe, practical action and find local sources of support, both practical and emotional.

3.2 Methodology

Preparing the questionnaire and case studies

We discussed with senior managers from Refuge and Women’s Aid the role of the Helpline, how it works and how calls are dealt with. This helped us understand the key concerns of women calling the Helpline.

We then devised, piloted and posted an on-line questionnaire using the “SurveyMonkey” web software. The only criteria for completing the questionnaire were: being a woman who had used the Helpline, and who had suffered from domestic violence. To raise awareness, the survey was advertised on the Women’s Aid and Refuge websites; in the Women’s Aid on-line bulletin; by Comic Relief emailing direct to organisations they had sponsored; and through posters in refuges.

Survey respondents were asked whether they would be prepared to answer more detailed questions about their experience by phone. Nicola Banning, an experienced researcher, then interviewed 14 of the 47 respondents to produce detailed case studies. 

Contacting potential respondents

During February and March 2008, we made contact by telephone with a random sample of 109 organisations in the UK supporting women suffering from domestic violence. Contact details were obtained from Comic Relief’s databases and the Women’s Aid website directory of local organisations supporting victims of domestic violence. We also received ideas from Women’s Aid and Refuge for specific refuges to contact which might receive significant numbers of referrals from the Helpline.

Of the 109 organisations we contacted, 33 indicated that they were not able to identify suitable candidates; the remaining contacts were able to identify 43 women who had used the Helpline and were willing to complete the questionnaire. Typically women completed the questionnaire with a refuge worker who then input the details on-line.

Additionally four individuals who had seen the survey advertised on the Women’s Aid website/the on-line bulletin, volunteered to take part in the survey.

Responses from organisations whom we contacted tended to fall into four categories:

1] Organisations who know that they do have frequent referrals from the NDVH

2] Smaller organisations who have occasional referrals from the NDVH or who are unsure whether they have referrals.

3] Organisations who know that as a result of the way referrals come to them (e.g. via other local well established helplines) they are unlikely to have NDVH referrals

4] A minority of refuges did not keep records of the referral source and were unable to assist us.

Unless an organisation was clear at the outset that they do not have NDVH referrals, we sent them full details by email, and continued to maintain contact by phone every few days. Once we had a name we often needed to make multiple contacts, - typically taking from 10 days to three weeks - to chase that person to ensure that the whole process was followed through. This was despite the various awareness-raising communications from Comic Relief, Refuge and Women’s Aid.

Personal contact was the only effective way to generate a response from the organisations contacted. This was slow and painstaking, but necessary to ensure that we got the best possible results.

Refuge workers often made heroic efforts on our behalf: repeatedly asking or following up contacts who might give an interview. 

The difficulty we experienced in contacting substantial numbers of women who had suffered domestic violence and who had contacted the national Helpline can be put down to a number of factors:

· We were using refuges as our main contact route. 

· Women in refuges may find their experiences far too new and raw to wish to explore them in detail in a questionnaire, even with a DV worker

· Women in transition, moving out from a refuge are often very absorbed in all the changes and arrangements that they need to make for their new lives

· Former residents of refuges may wish to move on completely from their former lives and not want to maintain contact with any of the services they used.

· Some women who have left refuges return to previous partners

3.3 Case study extracts highlighting the Key Findings
In Section 2 we outlned the six key findings which emerge from this impact study. In this section we use the words of women who have used the Helpline to illustrate each finding in turn.  
3.3.1 Finding No 1:  How profoundly important the Helpline is for many respondents in making real change
As these case study extracts show, for many women in this study the Helpline played a key role in giving them the understanding, practical support and information they needed to start getting out of violent and dangerous domestic situations.

CS21

It’s the best thing in the world to me now to have that support.  I just can’t tell you, it makes me want to cry.  I say my key worker is my angel.  The Helpline is vital and it was a life and death situation at the time for me and my daughter.  It’s essential and vital and it all goes on behind closed doors.  If I can tell people how brilliant they are then I do.  There was a story the other day in Heat magazine about a Brookside actress who’d experienced domestic violence but at the end of the article there was no Helpline number.  I was so angry and I e-mailed them and said “Why isn’t there the Helpline number? You’re only telling half the story and you’re not offering women in that position any help.”

CS22

I think the Helpline is very valuable.  I think it’s really good it’s there for women who need it.  I often think that making that phone call was the first step to me making a new life.

CS12

If I didn’t have the Helpline I would probably be in the same situation still.  It just mattered that I could phone the Helpline because they really pointed me in the right direction.   I was speaking to someone who is a trained professional and who deals with it in a way that no one else would, not even a good friend, because these people at the Helpline they really know what they’re on about.  

I think it’s the sheer relief of knowing that there is a Helpline.  I just feel it’s great that the Domestic Violence Unit and the Helpline and Women’s Aid are all there.  I am glad there are places like this around for women and children like me to go to.  

CS31

The Helpline number saves lives.  It’s imperative it’s there.  They’ll point you in the right direction for help and be there for comfort.  They don’t judge you, and they don’t question you.  They let you talk, no one was ever probing me and they let you know you can take it all in your own time.  Their voices are soft and a comfort.  I’ve got a long way to go but I’m on the road.  I never thought this cycle would end but there is always a way out.  And if I can do it, anyone can do it.  

3.3.2 Finding No 2:  How calling the Helpline can change the caller’s thinking, “was the beginning of things changing”
This case study extract describes the critical moment of first ringing the Helpline. This contact enabled this woman to see her abusive situation for what it was, to “name” it: once she saw what was really happening to her, she was able to start to change it.

CS46

I was in an abusive relation for 21 years but didn’t recognise it as that because he was an alcoholic.  I thought his behaviour was because of the alcohol but now I realise it would have happened with or without the alcohol.   May be if I’d used the Helpline earlier I’d have realised. …..

It sounds really stupid but I still didn’t realise I was in an abusive relationship.  It wasn’t until after he stabbed me that I looked up `domestic abuse’ on the internet.  I realised it had gone on a long time but I still couldn’t accept it.  

Women experiencing domestic abuse need someone to understand them.  Women need to talk about their experiences to someone who really understands and quite often family don’t understand.  I was away from my husband when I was ringing the Helpline, because he’d been arrested, but I still really needed the Helpline.  

It’s about not being judged. It’s about being able to talk about how you really feel and to be able to say all the negative stuff that you feel ashamed of.  You inevitably start to blame yourself and think is this me?  They reassure you that this is what you do start to think when you’re in an abusive relationship, and that this is a part of the abuse cycle, so that was the bit that really helped me.  

I wasn’t getting help from anywhere/anyone else, so to get that support from the Helpline was invaluable.  There’s a part of you that thinks `this shouldn’t be happening’ but then it does.  The Helpline are non-judgemental and not many people out there are when it comes to domestic abuse.  

Having someone at the end of the phone as back up to support me really helped.  My family were great but it was the reinforcement and objectivity of the person on the end of the phone at the Helpline that really helped me.  I didn’t know them and yet they were totally there for me. 

The first phone call 

Initially the Police gave me the number for the Helpline.  When I phoned the first time I got a really good woman on the end of the phone.  I was still in denial then.  But when I came away from that phone call, I started to accept what had been happening for years.   

What helped was that she named it.  She named it as `domestic abuse’.  That really helped me.  I surprised myself that I was never able to label it beforehand.  I used to see adverts on the TV about domestic violence but I couldn’t relate it to myself.  I just thought his behaviour was to do with the alcoholism. 

That first call to the Helpline really got me thinking.  It was like somebody had switched the light on in my brain.  I’d heard people like my family saying; `His alcoholism was not an excuse’ but speaking to this woman at the Helpline, I realised that, it really wasn’t an excuse and she helped me to open my mind up to what was really happening. The first call was definitely the most productive because it set me thinking and once my thinking had changed, that was the beginning of things changing.  

3.3.3 Finding No 3:  How the call can lead to a decision to act, with 

life-changing results 

These case study extracts describe how the Helpline has helped women in desperately violent circumstances decide to act positively to escape the violence. They illustrate how fast supporting agencies can move to assist and to make the necessary facilities available.

CS31

I knew I couldn’t stay because I felt I wanted to die.  I couldn’t live no more with what was going on, and I had to get away and save my kids and myself.  She said I could go to a refuge if I wanted to and we talked about where I should go.  I was terrified because he told me he had people watching me.  The project phoned the refuge and rang me back in 20 minutes and asked me if I knew anyone where they were, and I didn’t so that was it.  

The refuge told me that I could come the same day, but the children were in school, so I left it till the next morning and we all went then.  It was so quick and so fast.  It’s a spur of the moment thing.  I moved so fast and it was the best thing I ever did.  I’ve only been here just over seven weeks.  I’ve given up my job and taken a career break from working in the civil service but I am going to go back to it.  For now, I just want to get myself together and focus on me and my kids.   

I wouldn’t have my kids without the Helpline.  I’d be in a mental hospital with a breakdown.  The whole family was breaking down.  Looking back on it, I think my kids would have ended up hating me if I had carried on and may be turned to crime.  If I’d stayed and constantly been taken for a ride, my girls would probably end up copying me, and my boys would think that’s how you are meant to treat a woman.  

CS35

As a result of phoning the Helpline and getting in touch with my Support Worker, in less than one week I was not living with my partner any more.  With the support of my Support Worker, I started to make clear decisions to rebuild my life and to make a life for myself and my child without my partner.

CS21

It started to happen about every four or five weeks. There was no screaming or shouting just these vicious acts.  My daughter loved him and he was a good looking man and very charming.  A few weeks later he broke my fingers and I can’t really remember why.   I remember I was in bed and I told him to “piss off”.  He grabbed my hand and broke my fingers and punched me in the face and my lip was cut open.  I went into hospital and my ribs were broken.  

I was distancing myself from it as there was no sense to it.  My parents are still together and I have never experienced anything like this in my life.  It was so alien to me and I just didn’t realise what was going on.  I just felt so sad.  I didn’t feel that it was my fault.  I knew it was his fault but I just couldn’t think about it properly.  I told one close friend and she contacted the domestic violent unit for me but I just left it and I didn’t pursue this – I wasn’t ready to.

The First Phone Call

The last time he attacked me was particularly nasty.  It was the first time that my daughter was there in the house.  He punched me and strangled me.  He bruised my neck and put a pillow over my face and said “I can kill you.”  I thought “What if she walked in?”

I rang the Helpline the next night.  I said to them “I don’t know why I’m phoning you but I know what’s going on is wrong.” I phoned at night when he was asleep in bed.  I got straight through at midnight and she said to me “this is not your fault”.  I didn’t think it was my fault, but I did feel very embarrassed that it had been happening.  She gave me the number of my local Women’s Aid refuge.  It was strange at the time, I realise I almost wasn’t taking it seriously but was almost blasé about it.  

Being an informed and sympathetic listener

The woman on the Helpline was fabulous straight away. She was so sweet, and said, “Don’t suffer in silence.  Even if you don’t do anything today that’s fine, we’re here for you.” I didn’t feel judged or stupid.  I think I was in shock for the year that it was happening.  It was so important that they were there.  My self-esteem was so low that what he did had become normal and they helped me to realise it could stop.  

Providing resources, signposting local support, practical information 
I phoned the local Women’s Aid the next day and spoke to the woman who became my key worker.  She said to me, “This is really serious and I’m really worried about you.”  I said, “Really?”  And she said, “Don’t you see? Anyone who has that much control over your life is a danger to you.  I’m taking on your case because I’m really worried about you.  It was a lightning flash and I thought “Shit, this is serious.” 

She had a meeting with Social Services and the Police and the Domestic Violence Unit where they talk about the most important cases, and I was one of those.  I met her two days later and I spoke to her every day.  She was brilliant with me.  After their meeting, they arranged to get my locks changed, gave me a solicitor to contact, I had a tracer installed in my home on my telephone.  If I hadn’t met her and spoken to her I think I would still be with him. 

These changes happened immediately.  I phoned the Helpline on the Tuesday.  I went to see my key worker on the Friday and I moved his stuff out on the Friday afternoon.  Then I went to stay with my mum and dad for a week.  My phone line had a tracer on it, so that all emergency calls were picked up urgently on my phone line and on my parents’ phone. 

It all happened six weeks ago and took a matter of days for the safety procedures to be set up. It was that quick.   

Legal processes 

I went on the Monday and got an injunction to stop him coming near me, my daughter and the house.

3.3.4 Finding No 4: Being believed: how crucial the Helpline operator’s approach is to the caller

Women calling the Helpline are accustomed to being psychologically isolated, lacking acknowledgement of what is happening to them. These case study extracts demonstrate how deeply they value the response of the Helpline operators; that they believe them, fully understand their situation and listen to them. 

CS21

I honestly thought that ringing them wasn’t going to help that much.  I thought it was going to be a bit namby-pamby but it wasn’t.  It was strong and supportive and factual.  I was shocked at how good they were without being overbearing and overpowering but they were also kind and strong. I needed to respect them, and I did.

I felt I needed someone to guide me in the right direction and tell me what movements I should make and where I could go.  I knew that I just couldn’t keep doing this anymore and it was wrong, but I didn’t know what else to do.  The Helpline reinforced everything for me that I knew deep down and it empowered me.  

It’s not just the emotional side it’s the practical side and they are there at the ground level and with the safety side and they cover everything.  They said that to me when I rang the Helpline, “We’ll help you with everything” and that’s what they did.  They realise that there are layers to something like domestic abuse.  I feel really safe now.  I couldn’t feel safer and that’s a huge shift. 

CS31

They were all good at listening.  When I usually speak to someone about this, I know they’re not really listening to me.  So when I phoned the Helpline they are really listening to me and it felt like a release.  I knew I could say what I wanted to say.  Finally someone was listening to me, because until then, it had only been my Doctor and then you only have a limited amount of time.  

CS40

Initially I talked to this woman and explained the situation and she knew exactly what was going on and she believed me. It makes me feel quite choked to say that.  That was so important to me, to be believed.  Being listened to and having the time to tell her what was going on and feeling that she understood me was so important.  She also said it was quite common that when women go to University husbands feel threatened and it was such a relief to hear that.

3.3.5 Finding No 5: Connecting up: linking the caller to appropriate local services 

These extracts show that for women who have courage and take the risk of ringing the Helpline, a key strength of the Helpline lies in providing accurate, up to date information connecting them quickly to a place of safety or other practical support.

CS35

I knew I had to find a way out of my relationship and was getting more sensitive to seeing things about domestic violence, say when I was at the GP surgery. I didn’t want to admit it, but I read there was a Helpline and I wanted to speak to someone face-to-face and find out about local services and how I could find some help.

They immediately gave me the name of an organisation close to where I live close.  It is part of my local area’s Housing organisation and it is specifically set up to help women experiencing domestic violence. They have Support Officers and I was able to see them regularly for over half a year. They made me realise that what I was experiencing was serious and that I needed to do something. Now I work with them in a voluntary capacity. 

When I spoke to the Helpline, I didn’t have to explain very much.  They listened to me and believed me and I just told them what it was I felt I wanted.  It was really a pretty short call but a very powerful one.  They gave me the local contact and I got in touch with them immediately and saw a Support Worker that same day. 

CS28

The Helpline for me was absolutely essential.  It was a way for me to get out of my situation and into a safe and supportive environment.  I could get advice, support and safety and that’s what I needed.  They told me that it was good that I had called them.  They asked me if it was safe for me to talk and it was, as I went to a phone box.  And they made me think about a plan.   They advised me to think practically, to think about practical things, like did I have some clothes, my ID and documents, some money and savings accounts?  

They told me about where I could go and about how I could have a refuge support worker, and they told me that may be I could get housing support, but that this was something that I could sort out with my key worker.  They also told me about how I could get help to get back into education and studying again, get support with working and help, if I needed it, with the legal situation.   He rented the flat and I paid him rent, so when I moved out I lost my home. 

3.3.6 Finding No 6:  The value of a 24 hour, free number

These case study extracts show that for an individual suffering from domestic abuse only a small window of time may be available in which to contact the Helpline. In such situations it is critical that a free connection is available whenever they ring, whether day or night.
CS46
The Helpline was invaluable to me - really it was.  With the Helpline I was able to ring at 3 am in the morning when I most needed to speak to someone and they were there.  I felt a lot of panic at night or if I heard a noise or someone banged a car door shut. I knew he was locked up, but that didn’t stop the fear which was still there. I would be unable to sleep and would be upset and crying and need someone to talk to and that’s when I would ring.  You can’t phone your family at 3 am when they have to get up for work the next day and you’re in a state of fear or panic.   Immediately after the call I calmed down enough to sleep again.   

CS9

The Police advised me to ring to the Helpline.  My partner had been arrested and they gave me the card and I just felt I’d make the phone call and hope to speak to someone who understood the situation.  I just took the advice of the Police.  I’d had enough.   I got through straight away and I found her very helpful.  She spoke to me and reassured me.   I called at night and I was very upset, but we talked for about half an hour and she calmed me. 

CS31
My Doctor knew everything and said to me, `you can’t do this any more.’  She gave me the Helpline number, and I had it for one week – and wherever I went after that I would see things to do with domestic violence, and this number kept appearing and I thought, `you’ve got to phone it`. 

I rang it in the middle of the night.  I’d kicked him out but I was terrified that he was going to break in or was already in the house.  I thought he gave me my keys too freely, and in the middle of the night I was searching for him.  I was so scared that he was in the house.  He’s hidden in the house before under my son’s bed. That time when my son walked in and saw him, he looked at him with scary eyes and made sure he didn’t let me know.  It had happened before, so I was terrified.  I had palpitations and I was searching the whole house.  

It was in the middle of the night that I spoke to them, and I felt bad because I was phoning so late but she still had the time to listen to me, and she asked me if I needed anything.  Usually people don’t see what I was going through, so they don’t understand it.  My friends all think he’s a nice person.  I used to think it was me and that may be I was the perpetrator and I was told by him to always believe it was my fault.  

CS42

I didn’t have credit on my phone and the good thing was I could ring it from my mobile free of charge.  He controlled the phones and he didn’t want me communicating with anyone.  He thought I had boyfriends, even though I didn’t, and so he’d take my phone to work.   That day he left it and I could phone the free phone number.  I think that’s really good that it’s a free phone number. I’ve not been back and I’ve been here [the Refuge] ever since. 

3.4 Issues arising from the interviews: areas for attention, consideration 

3.4.1 Some women interviewed, whilst very much supporting the aims of the Helpline, themselves reported unhelpful experiences. 

At its least helpful, two women reported speaking to helpers who were didactic, unfriendly and who did not help them. This appears to have happened when the callers spoke to a Helpline worker who did not have the ability to hold the balance needed between being supportive and informative, and giving direction.  

3.4.2 A slightly different point was made by a woman who flagged up her need for on-going therapeutic support, group meetings/therapy and counselling provision.  She felt that the Helpline supported women in crisis, but was not geared to the real need to support women who were dealing with the long-term and deep-rooted emotional fall-out of domestic abuse.   

3.4.3 Several of the women interviewed reported a sense of confusion about the sheer range of different services available, and because they were seeking help at a time of crisis and stress, they approached many support agencies and weren’t always clear about whether the support they received had come from the Helpline. 

4. Conclusions 

This study was commissioned to provide evidence of the value of the Helpline to women who have used it, and to increase understanding of its role in enabling them to make positive changes. 

The core role of the Helpline: building the capacity to act

From analysing the data from the questionnaire and case study interviews we conclude that the National DV Helpline has had, and is having, a profound and positive impact on the lives of many women suffering from domestic violence.

Calling the Helpline can start a sequence of changes in the mental attitude of callers: first, making callers feel heard and understood; secondly, enabling them to think differently, and thirdly, helping them realise that they have options and can take the decision to act, to change their domestic situation. 

Three capabilities or resources are fundamental to the Helpline achieving this core role:

1. Free accessiblility day and night, so that whenever the caller has an opportunity to use the Helpline, it is available.

2. Helpline operators who are skilled in handling individuals in crisis, who may be desperate and who may just have been assaulted. We found considerable evidence that the combination of listening, understanding and being non-judgemental helps women to feel more calm and reassured. They are then able to hear the clear, practical information and options which are offered, and can begin to make choices about action appropriate to their situation.

3. Callers can think differently about their situation when they realise there are safer, practical options for them to pursue. The Helpline can help them to find a place in a refuge, or plan to stay with friends or relatives; or give information on how to be safer staying in their own home. 

It is essential that the information which the Helpline provides is accurate, reliable and up to date. 

The speed and ease with which other services play their part in supporting a woman who decides to take action, will naturally have a big effect on their overall experience of moving out of a violent relationship. This study demonstrates that the Helpline acts as a catalyst in this process, often enabling practical support to be put in place very rapidly.

The support role of the Helpline

Although many women (75% of our respondents) make their first important change after ringing the Helpline once or twice, a substantial minority made three or several calls to the Helpline before making such a change.

It is clear from this and from comments made in interviews that in addition to its core catalyst role, (as a result of which women take profound, life-changing decisions),  the Helpline also fulfils a critical on-going support role, that of “someone to talk to”, both before and (for some women) after they leave the abusive relationship. 

5. Recommendations

Building the capacity to act

For all women confronted by domestic violence needing practical help and understanding, it is vital that the Helpline is fully equipped to carry out its core role: that of changing the caller’s thinking and building the caller’s capacity to act.

We recommend that sponsors do all that is possible to support the three fundamental aspects of operation which we conclude most helps callers build the capacity to act:

· Maintaining a 24 hour service; ensuring that all mobile networks mobile provide the service free

· Ensuring the highest standards of informed understanding, skill in listening and development of practical options from Helpline operators

· Being able to offer/arrange safe places to go, and provide local service information which is reliable, accurate and up to date

Implementing client feedback systems

We hope that Helpline managers and sponsors find the information provided by this report useful as an initial piece of user feedback. We also hope that they will use it a starting point for deepening their understanding of the impact of the Helpline. By building on it they can develop their understanding of the different types of client group using the Helpline, and can refine and improve the service they provide to those client groups.

We therefore recommend that the Helpline and its sponsors consider how they could obtain structured feedback on a regular and more extensive basis from some of their 48,000+ annual users.

We understand the difficulties of trying to track individuals in crisis, and would suggest instead that it might be possible through building relationships with some of the refuges most frequently used by the Helpline’s clients.

For example we could envisage nominated refuges putting in place a process to identify all the women with whom they work, who have also used the national Helpline; each of them could then be interviewed by a refuge/domestic violence worker in the course of their stay/contact. 

The on-line questionnaire from this study could be reviewed/amended and used as a common basis for interviews. This would provide ongoing material for feedback for the Helpline, to help develop and improve quality and services.

Understanding in more detail the various types of client group

This approach would monitor the experience of Helpline callers who move to a refuge, (who are the majority of the respondents interviewed in this study). But the overall level of calls dealt with (approx 133 a day), and evidence from the case studies, suggests that there is a large additional population who are using the Helpline for support, who may take many months or years to decide to make a change, or who may never use a refuge at all.

To capture feedback from this group, we suggest that an on-line survey accessed through one or both of the websites could be made available, tailored more closely to the experiences of the various different groups of Helpline users. 

We would like to conclude with a quote from one of the women interviewed as part of this study.

“..The Helpline was vital for me.  It was there.  It was accessible.  There was someone at the end of the phone.  I still feel stuck for words when I talk about how I feel about it.  It’s quite emotional for me thinking about it.  It’s life changing.  It’s changed my life.  Had I not phoned I could have been murdered and another domestic violence statistic.  It definitely turned my life around. 

…….Knowing that there is support and advice out there and women are able to access the support is so important.  It’s vital the Helpline is there and that phone numbers are up in schools, doctors surgeries and hospitals because it’s such a huge social problem.  You don’t have to be a victim and you can be a survivor and that’s what the Helpline turned me into.”
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Appendix 1: Findings from the on-line questionnaire
Findings from the on-line questionnaire

	Q2
 How did you get to know about the national DV Helpline?

Nearly one third of respondents (32.5%) found out from “Someone I knew”; almost as many (30%) 
found out from the Police. The website and phone book accounted for 15% and 12.5% of respondents respectively. 



	Q3 When did you first ring the national DV Helpline?

2004 – 2

2005 – 3

2006 – 8

2007 – 12

2008 – 18

	Q4 What response did you get when you first rang the Helpline?

Precisely two thirds of our respondents reported getting a Helpline worker when they first rang. A further 20% said that they got an automated message then a Helpline worker.

Only 13.3% reported getting an automated message then voicemail.



	Q5 If you ticked the last option of Q3 did the Helpline call you back when they said they would?



	Q6 Why did you first ring the Helpline?

Although some aspects overlapped in some responses to this question, the following emerged as the primary reasons for first ringing the Helpline:

1. Desperate - didn’t know what else to do; panicking - needed a place of safety, to escape, to 

      get out (18)

2. Information, advice, someone to talk to (12)

3. Just been assaulted; scared to go home (7)

4. Sick of what was happening in my relationship, wanted to know how to get out of this 

      relationship, long term/ongoing experience of domestic abuse (6)



	Q7 What was the main sort of help you wanted when you first rang?

Of seven types of help given as options, two were overwhelmingly the most frequently cited: “I didn’t 

know – I just wanted someone to talk to about my situation” (47.7%); and “Somewhere safe to go” 

(45.5%)



	Q8 What made you ring at that particular time? Was there anything that sparked it off?

Respondents were very clear about the immediate cause of ringing the Helpline. We have grouped the causes they cited by frequency. The main causes were:

1. Violence: including being severely assaulted; being locked in or being held hostage; being the subject of murder threats (12)

2. Been attacked and abused “for the last time”; had had enough ; ongoing domestic violence problems

3. Mental health concerns as a result of partner’s violence, verbal abuse or bullying: feeling desperate, frightened, isolated; one woman  wanting to bang her head on the wall to stop 

      herself thinking (8)

Also cited were:

4. Partner had been violent to the children or in the presence of the children and this was a new and frightening departure  (5)

5. Had left home, been thrown out or was at risk of homelessness  (4)

6. The opportunity presented itself – partner had gone out; a planned move  (3)



	Q9 We asked respondents how they felt after first ringing the Helpline by rating ten factors on a score of 1-6, where “1” means “I agree strongly” and “6” means “I disagree strongly”.

As perhaps can be expected after first ringing, there is a wide spread of responses in terms of how callers felt. We grouped responses in three clusters: 

1) Whether the caller felt relieved, safer and less isolated

The clearest response regarding any of the ten factors was that of feeling “Relieved”. Almost 70% of respondents agreed strongly or quite strongly that they were relieved to have called; only 4.7% said that they disagreed strongly or quite strongly.

In respect of feeling less isolated and feeling safer, fewer agree strongly or quite strongly with these statements: 55.8% and 47.7% respectively. 

However only 6.8% disagreed that they felt safer; and 9.3% disagreed that they felt less isolated.

2) Whether the caller felt more clear and decisive

Here there no obvious patterns emerged.

Over half the respondents agreed that they felt determined (rating 1, 2), whilst over 30% neither agreed 

nor disagreed here.

There is an almost even spread across the ratings in terms of respondents agreeing that they feel more confident after having called, but also in terms of feeling uncertain what to do, i.e. 

Rating

1,2

3,4

5,6

N/A

Feeling more confident

35.7%

33.3%

28.6%

2.4%

Feeling uncertain what to do

33.3%

26.2%

30.9%

9.5%

36.6% agreed strongly or quite strongly that they felt more clear and decisive, with 43.9% neither 

agreeing nor disagreeing here, (rating 3, 4).

3) Whether the caller felt they had made the situation worse

Responses to the statements “Felt I had made things worse by ringing” and felt “More frightened” were very similar: over half the respondents disagreed strongly or quite strongly; nearly 20% neither disagreed 

nor agreed with the statements. 

However a small minority
, 9.7% and 14.2% respectively, did agree strongly or quite strongly that for them the situation was worse after first ringing.

In respect of feeling more anxious than ever, 20% of respondents agreed strongly or quite strongly that 

they did feel more anxious than ever; 42.5% agreed strongly or quite strongly that they did not.



	Q10 We asked respondents what they thought after first ringing the Helpline, by rating several factors on 

a score of 1-6, where “1” means “I agree strongly” and “6” means “I disagree strongly”.

In contrast to the spread of response in respect of how callers felt after first ringing the Helpline, “what callers thought” elicited a very positive and concentrated set of responses.

Throughout our comments we have grouped ratings 1 and 2 together.

The responses to factors about safety were similar:

· 75% of respondents agreed that there was somewhere safe they could go; here 13.6% of respondents said this factor was “not applicable”

· Over 72% of respondents agreed that they now knew how to make things safer for them and their children; here 16.3% of respondents said this factor was “not applicable”

The most positive response in Q. 10 was to the factor “That someone understood my situation”, where 

over 90% of respondents agreed with the statement. 

Over 81% of respondents agreed that “Someone had listened to me and not judged me”.

In terms of changing the situation they faced 83.8% of respondents agreed they could; and over 88% agreed that there was other support/information/help available which they could get hold of. 

The least positive response in this question was in terms of respondents thinking that there were other 
ways of handling their situation. Over 55% agreed that there were, but over 27% neither agreed nor disagreed (when ratings 3 and 4 are grouped together). Over 9% said this factor was “not applicable”.



	Q11 How important was the Helpline to you in helping you change your situation?

Over 89% of respondents said that the Helpline had been either “Essential” or “Very important” to them 

in changing their situation. 

Only 4.3% said that it had been “Not at all” important to them.



	Q 12 What was the first important change you made, as a result of calling the Helpline?

· The most frequently cited first important change that respondents had made was to go either to a refuge or somewhere else safe: (39%)

· The next most frequently cited was having “Taken steps to reduce the risk to me and my children”: 19.5%. 

· A further 19.5% of respondents said that the first change they made was that they got in touch with other services they needed or to meet other people who could provide help. 

· For another 12.2%, the first important change they made as a result of calling the Helpline was that 

      they made a decision on their own, or made important decisions about their situation.



	Q13 How long did it take you to make this change after first calling the Helpline?

For more than four fifths of respondents, the first change they made as a result of contacting the Helpline was made very quickly, either the same day they rang the Helpline, (32.6%), or in a matter of days afterwards, (51.2%).

A further 14% however, took weeks or months, to make this first change.



	Q14 How many calls did you make to the Helpline before you made this change?

Half our respondents reported making just one call to the Helpline before they made this change. 

Nearly a quarter made two calls; whilst another quarter made three or several calls before making this 

first change.



	Q15 What were the three most important longer terms changes you have been able to make as a result 

of calling the Helpline?

The two most frequently cited longer term changes were “Moving to a Refuge” and “Ending a violent relationship”, both reported by over 70% of respondents. 

The next most frequently reported longer term change was “Improving the safety of my children”, cited 

by just over half the respondents.

“Starting legal proceedings” and “Living independently” were both reported by 22% of respondents as 

one of their three most important longer term changes.



	Q16 



	Q17 We asked respondents what they particularly remembered about using the Helpline, by rating 

several factors on a score of 1-6 where “1” means “I agree strongly” and “6” means “I disagree strongly”.

We have grouped responses to these factors in three clusters:

1. How the Helpline worker came across to the caller, their attitude, the impression given

Respondents scored Helpline workers very highly here. In particular, the highest rating in the whole questionnaire was given for the factor “They understood my situation, took me seriously”, with 91.3% 

agreeing with the statement, of which 78.3% agreed strongly.

90.7% agreed strongly or quite strongly that Helpline staff were calming and reassuring; and 88.4% of respondents agreed strongly or quite strongly that Helpline staff were “friendly”.

2. How the Helpline worker listened to and interacted with the caller

Here the ratings were almost as high: “They listened carefully” was rated (1) or (2) by 84.1% of 

respondents. 

“They were practical and to the point” was rated (1) or (2) by 83% of respondents; “They worked at my pace” was rated (1) or (2) by 81% of respondents.

3. What the Helpline worker achieved for the caller

In respect of what the Helpline worker was able to achieve for the caller, the ratings were slightly lower. 

78.1% agreed that Helpline staff could answer the questions they asked, and 72.7% of respondents 

agreed that they helped the caller to understand their options. 

Although 65.1% agreed that the Helpline worker had helped them understand and plan for risks in their situation, 18.6% neither agreed nor disagreed with the statement.

The lowest score received was for “They made me feel safe”: even here 62.5% agreed strongly or quite strongly with the statement; 27.5% neither agreed nor disagreed with the statement.



	Q18 Providing information about services on the ground, appropriate to the caller’s needs.

Respondents rated the statements on a score of 1-6 where “1” means “I agree strongly” and 6 means “I disagree strongly”. 

A significant majority found the information they received:

· “enabled me to get the help I needed when I needed it”: 82.3% of respondents agreed strongly 

or quite strongly with this statement

· “absolutely vital to me”: 81.8%, of respondents agreed strongly or quite strongly with this 

statement

· “appropriate for my needs”: 81.8%, of respondents agreed strongly or quite strongly with this statement

Just over three quarters of respondents agreed (rating at 1 or 2) that the information they had received was accurate and up to date. 9.5% of respondents said that this factor was “not applicable” to them. 

However, over 14% agreed quite strongly that the information they had received had been helpful, but 

not exactly what they wanted. 

4.8% agreed quite or very strongly that the Helpline had been unable to give them any information because there were no appropriate services available. 



	Q19 There were 19 detailed free text responses to the question: “Do you have any other comments about the Helpline and its impact on you?”

Three types of comment emerged:

· Those who were very satisfied with the Helpline, especially the sense of being understood and valued, given purpose and focus, as well as the information and options given

· Individuals who were profoundly grateful to the Helpline; one said “It saves lives”, another that “it changes lives for the better”; another that it was “a lifeline”. Another caller said that it was particularly valuable because it was available 24 hours to talk to

· Comments from those who were not satisfied. There were a small number of individual critical comments, which for information we give here in full:

· Sense of not being listened to, being judged

· Had problems accessing the service in the middle of night: the ansafone message was received for 1½ hours

· Numbers given were out of date

· Lack of response, follow up when individual had left a message 

· Need for a counselling service as well as for a practical help line



	Q20 In conclusion we asked whether interviewees would be prepared to talk in more detail to a researcher about their experiences.

21 of a total of 46 individuals who answered the question initially said that they would be willing to talk in more detail about their experiences. For various reasons, not all those interviews have taken place: however we have 14 detailed case studies as a result of telephone interviews with Helpline users. These 

are collated  in Appendix 2.




Appendix 2: Case studies

Introduction

This appendix consists of:

· 14 Case studies  (summary and full version)

· The interviewer’s commentary on the interviews:

About the interviews

Content from the interviews

Content from the interviews (identifying areas for change)

The process of conducting the interviews

Commentary by the interviewer 
1 About the interviews

· Fourteen women were interviewed over a six week period.

· Interviews were conducted by telephone taking approximately 30 minutes – 1 hour.  

· Interview structure was essentially the same for each woman and reflected the information ascertained from their survey.

· Detailed notes were taken during the interviews, transcribed and then e-mailed to Cath Gregory Consulting.  

· Women were briefed on the reason for the interviews and confidentiality was discussed.

· The women were reassured that they could choose to stop the interview/ask to move on if it felt too much.    

· All the women were given my telephone number post-interview in case they had any questions/further thoughts and wanted to get back to me. 

2 Content from the interviews 

· All the women described being in relationships where domestic abuse took place, for anything from two years up to thirty years.

· At its most helpful, women found the Helpline offered strong, non-judgemental support and practical options that respected their right to make their choices.  

· The Helpline can leave women feeling believed, knowing that the abuse is not their fault and gaining reassurance that their life does not need to continue with domestic abuse.  This may be the first time they have felt believed or felt heard. (e.g. CS 9)

· The Helpline is often an essential source of information about local support, services and refuges.  It can act to put woman in touch with a local safe house so that she has somewhere to go in a crisis.

· Some of the women used the Helpline once or several times, with those few significant calls serving as a catalyst for change. 

· Women are given practical advice on leaving, such as, collecting important documentation, or leaving their home while their husband is not present (eg. CS 22).  

· Having phoned the Helpline, women’s plans to leave the relationship may take a matter of hours, days, weeks or months.

· Other women use the Helpline over a period of months/years, as a source of on-going support, comfort or information and because they don’t know where else to go when they are experiencing domestic violence.

· Women need the 24 hour number to call as calls are often made late at night when women feel lonely and desperate. 

· Where it was available, women valued the number being free: (e.g. CS 42).  She described how her husband controlled the credit on her mobile and locked her in the house.  She had no credit on her phone and yet she was still able to call the Helpline and this enabled her to plan her escape.

· Many of the women comment on the value of having the Helpline, as it is one centralised place where they can go that fully understands the complexities surrounding domestic abuse (e.g. CS 35). 

· The Helpline often supports women to make a number of changes, for example, the practicalities of moving, finding a safe house or a place in a refuge, having contact/liasing with local services, providing legal advice/contracting a solicitor.

· Most of the women often felt unable to adequately put into words the value of the Helpline to them personally.  They struggled to communicate what it meant to them and to describe the depth of emotion or gratitude they felt.   

· Several of the women who have used the Helpline are now working with other women experiencing domestic abuse, or hoping to in the future.  One woman was proposing to run the London Marathon next year to raise money for the Helpline as a way of saying ‘thank you’ for the help she received. 

3 Content from the interviews – identifying areas for change 

· Three of the fourteen women reported unhelpful experiences. 

· At its least helpful, women spoke to helpers who were didactic, unfriendly and who did not help them (eg. CS28 or CS 17). This is the exception and appears to happen when women speak to a helper who may not have the interpersonal skills, sufficient training or adequate supervision required to undertake the role, holding the balance between being supportive and giving advice.  

· CS48 flagged up her need for on-going therapeutic support, group meetings/therapy and counselling provision.  She felt that the Helpline supported women in crisis from a particular sector of society, but had its limitations when it came to supporting women more able to financially support themselves who were dealing with the long-term emotional fall-out of domestic abuse.   

· Several of the women reported a sense of confusion about the sheer range of different services available, and because they were seeking help at a time of crisis and stress, they approached many support agencies and weren’t always clear about whether the support they received had come from the Helpline. 

4 The Process of conducting the interviews 

· Talking through their experiences brought back the traumatised feelings for some of the women.  We acknowledged this and discussed what might help the women get back into the present/what they were doing later/after the call and if they had support. 

· Many of the women remarked that the process of telling their story was a cathartic process.

· Several women wanted copies of their interview transcripts.  I sent these to them as a written document of their story.

· Many of the women liked being able to give something back ie. to help women or contribute to keeping the Helpline going.

· Those women that had not had positive experiences of using the Helpline remarked that they did not want their comments to jeopardise the good work of the Helpline, but hoped their feedback might help improve the service for other women.  

INTERVIEW 1 WITH:
CS 3

DATE:
11.04.08

SUMMARY

CS 3 is in her early thirties and was living with her partner for about six years in a rented flat in London.  After a few years of being together, they had a baby and her partner’s behaviour towards her worsened, becoming more controlling and intimidating.  She felt she needed to diffuse his aggression by leaving the home during outbursts giving him time calm down.  She was consistently threatened of the consequences if she were ever to remove her daughter from their home. 

During those six years, CS 3 and her partner became known to the Police. She called the Police several times during violent incidents and they referred her to the Helpline for support. She made numerous calls, the first of which was in 2005 and thinks she used the Helpline about 25 times.  After a violent incident when the Police were called, they told her and her partner, that if they were called to the address again for a domestic violence incident, matters would be taken out of CS 3’s hands and he would be arrested and charged by the Police. This is exactly what did happen. 

During Christmas 2006, there were outbursts and rows but CS 3 thought she could cope with it initially.  CS 3’s partner then threatened to kill her and attempted to strangle her.  She managed to escape and rang the Helpline.  CS 3 described feeling reassured and calmed, and was referred to an organisation called Communicare, who advised her to call the Police so that she could collect her baby with the safety of their assistance.

CS 3 did so and spent Christmas/New Year 2006 in guest house/hotel accommodation as there were such limited services accessible over the festive period.  CS 3 was finally offered a place in a refuge outside of London some distance from her partner and family, and has spent the last fifteen months living there. 

CS 3 now feels safer, stronger and more self-confident.  She has received some counselling and is waiting more sessions now.  CS 3 is looking to be re-housed but is determined that she will not move back into the old area where she lived and that her relationship with her former partner is over, and her life and her daughter’s, is all the better for it.

BACKGROUND

My life in my relationship was absolute hell.  It was about constant controlling, constant bullying, intimidation, violence and being isolated.  It went on for six years and we were living together for all of that time.  I fled several times but I always returned.  Then my daughter was born, and in order to diffuse the situations he would create if he was kicking off, I would leave our home and go out and visit friends.  Whenever I did that, he accused me of abandoning my child.  I didn’t like leaving her with him, but he threatened me if I took her.  

Things definitely got worse after I had my daughter, because he then took over controlling everything to do with me being a mother or a parent.  Everything I did was wrong, but he put on a great act in front of family and friends and they thought that he was a wonderful father.  If I dressed her, he would take off the clothes I’d dressed her in, and he would refuse to allow me to take her to the baby clubs because he had a racist attitude. He said that the people that went there all carried diseases.  

I’d rung the Helpline a few times during the relationship.  When you’ve called the Police, which I had, they come out and then they send you a letter a few days later if you’ve been the subject of a crime and they sent me some information about the Helpline.  I had to leave when the baby was 4 months old after a really violent attack when he was threatening to kill me.  

My friends and family weren’t aware of what was going on for a long time.  I was too ashamed to admit it.  When I left when my daughter was just four months old, I had a lot of pressure from them to return to him.  They all knew by then what had happened but he pursued me and then he promised every close friend of mine and every member of my family that he would never do anything to me again.  But they couldn’t take into account the mental abuse that I would still receive.  I went back to him, and after that there was another incident.  The Police were involved and they wrote to him and said if they were ever called again the whole situation would be out of my control and they would arrest him and that was ultimately what happened.  

Role of the Helpline 

It was over the Christmas period when I rang them again.  There had been arguments beforehand and I had told my family I was worried about it, but we all agreed that we’d forget it and that I could do something about it after Christmas.  They never knew the extent of what I was putting up with.  It was over Christmas that he tried to strangle me and he said he’d put a knife through my throat if I ever took the baby.  

I left the house and I went and sat in the park and didn’t know what to do.  After that, I went to my sister’s house but I was too scared to go back to the house and get my baby because of the murder threats.  So I rang the domestic violence Helpline and they listened to me and calmed me down.

Being an informed and sympathetic listener

I was so desperate I just needed someone to talk to.  I didn’t think very much.  I just needed to ring them.  I felt safe talking to them.   At home, I was being told I was mental by my partner and in a way I needed someone to tell me, “No you’re not.  It’s wrong what is happening. You’re not mental.” I needed someone to help me realise I was not mad and they really reassured me.   

I called the Helpline whenever I needed someone to talk to.  I didn’t have much courage and I was more frightened to leave him because of the consequences of what would happen.  I honestly thought he would kill me.  There were times before when I tried to pack a bag and he physically stopped me.  Another time friends came for me and he blew up and threw them out the house and when I rang the police he cut the cord on the phone.  

I was always very emotional during the calls.  I did find quite a bit of comfort from speaking to the women on the phone and a lot of comfort too.  The people I was talking to did have a good understanding of what I was saying and I knew that they were listening intently.  Generally after most conversations I felt calmer and more confident that things could get better.  I needed a lot of reassurance and they gave it to me. 

I probably rang it about twenty-five times altogether.   

Providing resources, signposting, practical information 

They put me on to an organisation called Communi-care.  They told me to call them and they listened to my story and insisted I call the Police.  I did and they came to my sister’s and escorted me back to the house to get my baby. The Police said to me, look you’re coming with us and he’s going to be arrested.  They went up to the flat, and my sister and I were locked in the panda car and he was taken away.  Then I was able to go in and take my daughter.  After that, I had his mum on the phone threatening it kill me. 

Resolving an immediate crisis

I found the Helpline very helpful.  If it wasn’t for them being there they wouldn’t have contacted the place where I am living now, and I might have had to have gone back to him.

Initially, I went to a hotel and then on to a guest house because it was over the Christmas period and services were very limited.  It was New Year and I was still finding it hard to get anything sorted.  I was in contact with the Helpline regularly about my situation for support when I was struggling.  They were trying to find me a place to go, and eventually, in the New Year they contacted a women’s refuge the other side of London and about twelve days later I came here.  

I did get the help when I rang the Helpline and they did find me a place in a refuge.  I left my home on the 26th December and I was staying in hotels/guest houses until 9th January when I moved in here.  During that time, I was like a cat on a hot tin roof and I felt permanently sick in the stomach. 

I always felt relieved whenever I spoke to anyone. I was very anxious over the holiday period and I had to leave endless messages and that was really frustrating.   It’s just that the timing was unfortunate.  I think if it hadn’t been Christmas, I’d have got much more support.  

The Helpline did give me advice.  They said that I could leave him but it’s easier said than done. It really is very hard.  I think there should be more direct and immediate help.  Women need help straight away, because if I’d been able to have somewhere to go that was safe then I could have got out a lot quicker.   

Other sources of support 
The Helpline was the main source of help apart from the help I received from the Police but really all they do is just give you a booklet.  I also had contact with Communi-care and they really helped me. 

Changes as a result of calling the Helpline 

The main thing was leaving him.  I left for the welfare and security of my daughter first and foremost, and my welfare too.  I’d been reduced to such a low ebb that if I allowed myself to go any further I wouldn’t have had the strength for my daughter and I couldn’t see a future staying in such an abusive situation.  

Life changes/moving on 

Life is much better for me and my daughter.  It’s safer.  It’s not as isolating mentally.  I’ve gained strength and I’ve recovered the self-confidence I’d lost.  That’s happened by being listened to and having support around me and really being told that I am not mad and that  I do deserve better and my daughter deserves a chance.  In the short term I had some counselling and now I am due for another course and am on the waiting list.

I moved to a safe house just outside of London and I’m hoping to stay here.  I know I’m not going back to him and I’m not moving back to that area.  Now I am trying to get re-housed and that is a nightmare.  It’s just a matter of waiting.  But I’m so happy to have found this place.  I’m doing alright and I’ve met a lot of different women.   

Value of the Helpline to you personally

I really don’t know how to put it in words.  It’s just immense really.  It’s a life saver in a way for me and for my daughter.  The only thing I’m thankful for now is that I got out when I did, when my daughter was young as I would not want her witnessing what was going on then.

INTERVIEW 2 WITH:
CS 9

DATE:
02.04.08

Note: CS 9’s experience is still raw for her and she did not want to speak in much detail.  The following account respects the degrees to which she felt comfortable speaking about her experience.  

SUMMARY

CS 9 is in her late forties and was in a relationship with her partner for about seven years.  CS 9 lived in a rented flat in a town in the south east of England for most of her life but did not live with her partner.  CS 9 described having a traumatic relationship with her partner during those years as her partner has mental health problems, is an alcoholic and self-harms.   She felt psychologically abused by his threats and self-harming and had a lot of contact with the Police who she found helpful. CS 9 also experienced physical violence from her partner with him throwing shoes at her, head-butting her and threatening to cut her face with a knife on many occasions. 

CS 9’s partner was arrested by the Police for his behaviour and instructed not to contact her whilst on bail.  He ignored this and arrived at CS 9’s flat threatening her.  He was re-arrested by the Police and they suggested that she contact the Helpline which she did in October 2007.  

She found her call to the Helpline reassuring.  Afterwards, CS 9 described feeling that someone actually cared about her and that may be she had some sort of purpose in life.  CS 9 was put in touch with an outreach work, via the Helpline, and found the support helpful.  She discussed moving to a refuge but did not want to leave her home, friends and community.  There were times when CS 9 spent time in a local refuge but returned home to attend to the running of her flat and to see her cat, which left her vulnerable to encounters with her partner. 

CS 9 finally moved to a new part of the county in February 2008 after her partner broke into her home.  The Police expressed concern about her continuing to live in the same area, and she was referred to a refuge in a large town in the south west of England.  She wants to rebuild some self-esteem and self-confidence and hopes to be able to have a relationship with a man in the future where she is respected.  CS 9 recognises she has had a pattern of abusive relationships with men and is looking to change this. 

BACKGROUND

My relationship and my life was a struggle for years.  I got into terrible debt and that was awful.  My ex-partner was an alcoholic and a self- harmer and he suffers from mental health issues.  If I refused to get him a drink then he’d threaten to self harm.  I was always threatened and bribed.  It was mostly psychological abuse and it put a lot of strain on the relationship.  There was no sex and no tender loving care between us.  I felt more like his carer, than his partner.  

All through the relationship I experienced the threats, but it got worse over the last four years.  I’ve got a breakdown of all the events.  I called the police if he self harmed and I also called the ambulance.  That happened well over a dozen times and it was frightening.  

I felt exhausted and drained but I also had mixed emotional feelings.  I had feelings of guilt that I could have stopped him doing it, or that may be I was the cause of it all.  I had feelings of loneliness and I didn’t want to be on my own.  He used to slash his wrists, his arms, his neck or stab himself in the chest. He was physically violent to me a couple of times and then he’d hurt himself afterwards because he felt so guilty.  He hit me round the head with a trainer and would head-butt me and he often held a knife to my cheek and threatened to cut me.  Then he’d cut himself and I’d call the ambulance.  That’s how it went.  On the last occasion I thought, `no I just can’t go on like this.’   

I rang them altogether may be two or three times before coming to the refuge.  At first I had contact with an outreach person who the Helpline put me in touch with. 

ROLE OF THE NATIONAL DOMESTIC VIOLENCE HELPLINE

Being an informed and sympathetic listener

The Police advised me to ring to the Helpline.  My partner had been arrested and they gave me the card and I just felt I’d make the phone call and hope to speak to someone who understood the situation.  I just took the advice of the Police.  I’d had enough.   I got through straight away and I found her very helpful.  She spoke to me and reassured me.   I called at night and I was very upset, but we talked for about half an hour and she calmed me. 

I did feel that someone actually cared about me and that may be I had some sort of purpose in life.  It was just comforting to hear her voice and explaining to me that it wasn’t my fault and that I was a nice person.  I didn’t have people telling me things like that in my life, and I had not heard anything like that for the last eight years.

Providing resources, signposting, practical information

She gave me the contact details of the outreach worker, and also told me someone would call me back to arrange a meeting with them, which they did.  We talked about what I wanted to do, but I didn’t want to go to the refuge.   I wanted to stay in my home.  I was living in my flat and he was not allowed to come to the flat.  The Police had arrested him and when he got bail, a condition was that he must not come near me or my flat, but he did. 

Thoughts/feelings having made the call 

Even now, it’s all mixed up and it hurts a lot to talk about it.  I said on the survey I felt determined having made the call but also more anxious than ever.  And that goes up and down.  Right now, I feel very low and my self-esteem is not good. I was determined after I’d made the call to end the relationship, but I was also anxious because I thought he’d come and get me and make my life more difficult because he knew where I lived, and I wanted to carry on living there.  

Sources of support support/information

The Police were always brilliant.  I rang the Helpline and I had my outreach worker, and then the people in the two refuges I went to were helpful too.   

Changes as a result of phoning the Helpline 

I didn’t see the outreach worker on a regular basis but may be once a month.  She was very nice to me and reassured me a lot and I saw her two or three times.  I also went to a meeting that they have for women like me and they would meet up and do activities like card making.  But I didn’t enjoy it.  They sat making cards and I wanted to talk about what had been going on. 

Moving to a refuge 

I first rang the Helpline in October 2007 and then I moved into this refuge in mid-February.  I needed to be safe.  The Police had put a panic alarm into my flat because he would just turn up and it wasn’t safe for me. But it was difficult to leave my home especially as I had to give up my cat and that broke my heart.  The Police were very helpful and they advised me not to return to my flat and to move to a refuge further away.  

The first refuge I moved to was too near to my home and he knew I went to my flat, because he’d watch it and I’d have to collect my mail and he knew I was there and then it wasn’t safe for me.  But it was hard to cut off.  I found it very difficult – it’s difficult to let go of living here for the last 28 years.  I am right outside of my comfort zone now and that’s hard.  

It took me nearly four months to move out of the area to this refuge but that was because of me – not because there wasn’t a place for me.  I just wasn’t ready to go and cut the ties, but I think if I had of been, I could have gone earlier.  

Counselling 

I am on the waiting list to receive counselling and hope I’ll be getting it soon.   

Making friends/socialising 

I’m usually good at meeting other people and I’m a friendly person.  It’s quite hard now meeting new people as I’ve lost friendships with all the people I’ve known in my old town.  Now, I’ve got to rebuild trust with people again.  It’s definitely helped me to meet other women here who’ve gone through similar things and it makes me feel that I’m not on my own.  

Outlook/the future 
Without the Helpline I would have still been in the same situation.  They were my lifeline.  I know I’ve still got a long way to go but with the help of the refuge I know I can work towards that.  I’d like to get my self-esteem back and some confidence to get a job and have more of a successful life.  

I’d like to be respected by men rather than being abused and treated wrongly by them.  I’ve never had respect from men.   I think more women should have the support of the Helpline because they are worthwhile and need helping.  I think some men experience domestic violence too but are too scared to come forward.  Everybody wants to be loved and relationships play a big part in our life and so we need to try and have good ones.   

INTERVIEW 3 WITH:
 CS 12

DATE:


08.04.08

SUMMARY

CS 12 is 38 years old with two young children under 10 years of age and one grown up daughter.  CS 12 was living in the Midlands in rented property with her two young children.  She was in a relationship with a man for about four years who had an alcohol and drugs problem and was a schizophrenic. 

CS 12 found her partner controlling and psychologically abusive. He became increasingly threatening to her over the years they were together, both verbally and physically.  Her partner would threaten her by hiding her kitchen knives around the house, so that when she went to the knife drawer to use one she would find that they had all disappeared.  This left her terrified and in a state of constant fear.   

One morning at 10 am her partner turned up at her house drunk and was attempting to break into her rented home.  CS 12 was concerned for her safety, her children’s and for the property which did not belong to her.  She called the Police who came and arrested him and who contacted Social Services as it was a `domestic’ incident. 

Social Services contacted CS 12 regarding her welfare and her children’s and enclosed a leaflet about the National Domestic Violence Helpline.  CS 12 rang the Helpline shortly after and received help and support about her situation.  

Within a week, CS 12 had packed up her belongings and left her home in the Midlands to move to the south east.  CS 12 moved to be closer to her grown up daughter and has now been in a refuge for the last seven months.  CS 12 is now looking to be re-housed and regaining her self-confidence.  CS 12 has joined a support group for women, is receiving counselling which she has found helpful and is considering becoming a volunteer in the future working with women who have experienced domestic violence.

Note: CS 12 indicated in her survey that she had phoned the Helpline in 2004 and 2008.  When interviewed CS 12 was unclear whether she had called the Helpline in 2004, and we discussed her most recent experience with the Helpline in 2007. 

BACKGROUND

My life was up and down before I made the call to the Helpline.  There were good times and bad times in my relationship.  Mostly, I couldn’t predict what was going to happen or how he was going to be and it was awful for me and my children.  My ex-partner was an alcoholic and he would drink and then he’d turn nasty.  He could be nice and then the next minute, really nasty.   He kept tabs on me and he didn’t want me to go out and he was very controlling.   We didn’t live together but we spent a lot of time together over the four years. 

He was controlling and it was mainly verbal abuse and he’d play mind games with me.  He was quite threatening in his behaviour towards me and would put a knife up to my face.  Or he’d hide knives around the house and I’d go to use a knife in the kitchen then all of sudden there were no knives in the drawer and I’d get really frightened of what was going to happen, or what he was going to do. 

My daughter had a dream that I was on a concrete slab in a morgue. She had that fear and was that scared and worried because she and her husband had come and rescued me before.  I thought I might end up dead as I was with someone who was a schizophrenic, an alcoholic and on drugs and heroine. I hated him for it but I was turning into someone I didn’t like because I was drinking with him just so that he didn’t drink so much and make things worse for me.  And that’s not like me.  

One morning I phoned the Police, because he was outside my house trying to break in and he was drunk and I was really scared.  I was in a rented property, and if he damaged it, I’d have to replace it and I couldn’t afford to, so I rang the Police and they came straight round.  They asked him to leave and ended up taking him away.  The Police were very good.  After that, I had letter from Social Services because if there are children involved, the Police let them know, even though they weren’t his children.  In with the letter there was a leaflet about domestic violence and that had the Helpline number with it.  Until then, I wasn’t aware of what help was out there for me.  I knew I could get help but wasn’t really sure about how.  

ROLE OF THE NATIONAL DOMESTIC VIOLENCE HELPLINE

Being an informed and sympathetic listener

When I first called the Helpline, I was chatting to a lady, and she said “calm down and tell me what’s wrong”.  I said, “I can’t leave the property” because I was so worried he’d come back and smash it up.  I did have a good listener and she was there for me and she did help me.  I had been anxious about calling but I really wanted to speak to someone and to get some good advice. 

Helping the caller think about different options

She listened to me and went through everything with me and put me in the right direction.  If I didn’t want to leave the property, then she advised me to get on the phone, do what I could to secure the property, ring the Police and alert them in case he turned up, and not to stand for anything if he did turn up.   She also discussed me leaving and finding a safe place to go with the children.  The police were really good then.   

I left the property and went to live with a friend, but I had to return home after a few days.  Within a week of calling the Helpline, I’d packed up my home and moved out of the area. 

Number of calls made to the Helpline 

I can’t remember how many calls I made to the Helpline that week, but it was a lot in that week.  I called them when I needed someone to talk when I was nervous and vulnerable. 

I often spoke to a taped message when I rang the Helpline and what I wanted was a person to speak to and I found that distressing.  They would always call me back, but sometimes that was a few hours later. 

I was getting confused also about who I was calling because there were so many numbers.  There was Women’s Aid, and the Domestic Violence Unit and my head was all in a spin and I wasn’t always sure who I’d spoken to.  

Thoughts/feelings after calling the Helpline 

I know that I didn’t feel judged by anyone when I rang the Helpline and that mattered to me.   I think I was just relieved, very relieved because I wanted to make a change in my life.  I wanted to have a good night’s sleep and I’d had so many nights where I was so scared that he’d turn up and break in, that any sound I heard, then I was awake.   

Resolving an immediate crisis

I was going to stay in the Midlands but I realised that was not going to be any good because my family live near my ex-partner.  It would have been pretty pointless as I might as well have stayed in the house if I hadn’t got completely out the area.  

The Helpline convinced me to do something about it.  The morning that I left my home, I phoned them and I said “I’m going today” but I didn’t have anywhere to go.  

I wasn’t aware that I could just get up and go and find somewhere to stay and move into a refuge.   I wasn’t aware of how easy it was because before I’d done it, it didn’t feel easy.  I stayed with my daughter for two nights and then within two days of leaving my home, I’d moved into a refuge and had found a family room somewhere safe for me and my children.  

The morning I left I was on the bus, and I saw my ex-boyfriend walking his dog.   I was so relieved to be going.  

Moving to the refuge/changes as a result of using the Helpline 

My daughter lives in the south east so I went to live with her.  Before that, I’d phoned the refuge near my old home and said is there any room where you are?  I took all my letters from everyone to the refuge so they could see the history.  I spoke to some lady and I said, “I’m like a lost soul, but my rock is my grown up daughter.”  I realised then that I couldn’t get through this without her help and I didn’t have the money to see her or my grandchildren if I wasn’t close to them, so that helped make up my mind about where to live.    I packed up my whole house in a weekend with the help of a couple of my friends.  

I’ve got no sofa or much furniture because so much of it he smashed up or it wasn’t any good.  I just took eight pairs of knickers when I left and all the children’s stuff that they needed.   

It’s been hard here at times.  It’s been so hard but I know that I won’t ever have to face it again.  I speak daily to the staff and I’ve now been here seven months and two days, and yes I’m counting.  

I gave up my three bedroom house to live here but I refuse to give up my mobile number and my SIM card.  When I first left home my ex-partner went to my brothers to try and find me and he now thinks I’m in xxx.  I am cagey when I answer the phone and he’s tried to contact me.  

When I first got here I felt there was a weight lifted off my shoulder and I could sleep properly.  Before that, I was so stressed my head hurt.  I was in the refuge a few days and I felt so overwhelmed, and then I cried and it all come out and I’m just feeling so much better now. 

Counselling

Once I’d moved into the refuge, they helped me realise that there was a problem with my anger and I’m not saying that all stems from my ex boyfriend.  I think I’m a better person now for addressing it.  My mum went through domestic violence with my father and there was no help back then.  I think because I’d vowed I’d never put up with it, I was really angry with myself when that’s what I did end up doing.

I am also have counselling and anger management myself because I get so angry with the thought of why he did it to me and let me down in the relationship.  I get so angry about that, that I stood it for that long.  

Other forms of help and support

I had a letter from Women’s Aid or from the Domestic Violence Unit, I’m not sure which, saying if I ever needed or wanted to talk, I could call them.  

Also, I had a letter off Social Services and they said, we’ve been informed by the Police there was a domestic incident at your house and your partner wants to see the children, but he didn’t tell them that they are not his children.  It was really good for me, as I got so annoyed and that did me good and I stood up for myself and I put that right.  

Important decisions as a result of phone calls

The main ones were deciding to move house, to get out of the relationship and not to put my children or myself through any more of it again.  

Value of the Helpline to self/and other women

If I didn’t have the Helpline I would probably be in the same situation still.  It just mattered that I could phone the Helpline because they really pointed me in the right direction.   I was speaking to someone who is a trained professional and who deals with it in a way that no one else would, not even a good friend, because these people at the Helpline they really know what they’re on about.  

I think it’s the sheer relief of knowing that there is a Helpline.  I just feel it’s great that the Domestic Violence Unit and the Helpline and Women’s Aid are all there.  I am glad there are places like this around for women and children like me to go to.  

The Future

The future feels brighter - a lot brighter.  Now I know I’ve done it once and I’ll never get in to that type of relationship again.  I’ll never get with a drinker again.  So it’s much brighter knowing that I’ve been given a chance to help myself and my children, and knowing that the children don’t have to go through it anymore, that makes me feel a stronger and better person.  I’ve faced lots of things in my life and now I know I don’t have to face that again.  

I am really starting again and feel really nervous.  As long as the kids are comfortable and have got things around them and they’ve got me and I’m safe, that’s what matters.  So I’m nervous and excited about the future.  My son is getting some help now because he’s got some problems.  For now, I’m just waiting to be housed and am planning getting a few things together.  

I might think about doing some work myself. I’m not sure yet what that might be but I do quite a lot at the refuge anyway.  I help out as much as I can.  I’ve read over fifty books since I’ve been in the refuge and they are mostly about domestic violence that women have gone through, so I’m learning more about it.

I might do something at my son’s school and help out.  I’ve also started going to a group as my health visitor was worried and she said I needed some self-confidence.  It’s a women’s group, and I go along and have a snack and a coffee and have a go on the computers.  We plan days out and it’s a good group of women and that’s helped me and brought a lot of my confidence back.  

INTERVIEW 4 WITH:
CS 17

DATE:


26.03.08

SUMMARY 

CS 17 has had a long history of experiencing domestic abuse in her two marriages spanning over thirty years.  She is in her mid-fifties with two grown up children and lives in a small village in Cornwall.  CS 17’s first husband was abusive towards her over a twenty year period.  She has now been married to her second husband for ten years and this too has been an abusive relationship throughout.  

Several years ago, CS 17 decided that she wanted to help women experiencing domestic abuse and so she contacted the Helpline and began training as a Helpline volunteer.  It soon became apparent to CS 17, that she was not in an emotionally healthy place to undertake this training as too many of her own issues were unresolved and so she did not complete the training.  CS 17 then tried various means of support, one-to-one counselling and couples counselling with limited degrees of success, as she felt the counsellors were not skilled to respond to the domestic abuse she was experiencing. 

CS 17 explained how long it has taken her to realise the impact of what she was (and still is) experiencing and to take the courage to ask for help.  CS 17 feels particularly isolated living in a rural part of Cornwall and without friends or family nearby to support her.  

She finally rang the Helpline in February 2008 and had hopes of being understood and heard, which was not met.  CS 17 described the woman she spoke to as loud and felt patronised by her responses.  CS 17 asked for a number for local support and was given a wrong number by the woman.  CS 17 described herself as someone who takes a long time to ask for help and therefore, found this response from the Helpline devastating.  CS 17 has been put off ever phoning the Helpline again. 

CS 17 is still in an abusive relationship which has now escalated into physical violence.  She is now receiving support from a Women’s Aid group and will shortly begin counselling which she now feels ready for.  For now, CS 17 wants to be heard and to have a safe place where the accusations and verbal violence she experiences on a daily basis can be heard and she can be helped to believe a different reality.  

BACKGROUND

My life hasn’t changed since making the call to the Helpline.  It took me a long time to pluck up the courage to make that call.  I had often thought that if I got desperate enough there would be some help for me somewhere to turn, and I thought the Helpline was the place.  

To be perfectly honest, I was married for 20 years in an abusive relationship for all of that time and I never got any help or support to cope.  People don’t ring the Helpline because they fancy it one day. It’s a very long process and it takes a lot to get to that point when you pick up the phone.  

My GP was excellent during my first marriage. He never said anything about the abuse, but he did encourage me to leave my husband.  He met me every two weeks and gave me steps I could take, and I think I was lucky to have him then.  I did leave my husband and I then had some time on my own until I met my second husband, and we started living together and then got married.   We have been married about ten years now. 

It was about two and a half years ago that I decided that there were a lot of problems in my current relationship and these were partly were because of what had gone on in my first marriage which I had not resolved.  I went to Women’s Aid to volunteer for training to work on the Helpline. I wanted to help other women, but it soon became obvious to me that it wasn’t ok for me to be doing that, and I had to address what was going on and I had to stop doing the training and get some help.  

I had some private counselling which was helpful to a degree.  I was encouraged to take steps to live my own life, but the more I did that, the worse the relationship became as I was finding some strength and he became more and more threatened.  

I managed to persuade my husband to go on a ‘Men in Relationships’ Programme and he agreed.  He thought they’d say, “It’s all her fault” but they didn’t.  It was mostly for men who have had court orders and it’s quite a long running programme with a significant commitment to it.  At that point, he wasn’t physically violent but he was really manipulative.  But he used the programme to find out what the boundaries were and found clever ways to control me even more.  Then the programme ran out of funding and we were left high and dry.  It’s almost worse starting something, developing some knowledge and understanding and then having it taken away from you. 

Hopes and Expectations of the Helpline 

I think I wanted someone to believe me. He’s very good at convincing me that everything is not his fault and that it’s all mine.  I wanted someone to tell me that I’m not nuts, and the men in white coats are not going to take me away – that’s one of his favourites and what he always tells me.  I wanted to try and explore whether I had any other options and what they might be.  Financially, I feel completely stuck. I was hoping they could give me some real idea of what the reality would be of leaving him.  What were the implications financially for me?  I also knew I was not ready to leave him.

First Phone call to the Helpline 

I can only describe the woman I spoke to as being very loud and that wasn’t helpful to me.  I didn’t feel she was actually listening to me or what I was saying.  When I asked her for advice about my financial situation she said, “You’re an intelligent woman. You can support yourself.  With all that energy going into him you could support yourself.  Just listen to yourself what do you sound like?”  I knew how I sounded.  I sounded pathetic, but I didn’t need her to tell me that.  It was the tone of her voice and the loudness.  It made me switch off and I thought, `I know you’re not supposed to be saying these things.’ 

One of the main things I wanted was a contact for someone I could speak to or visit locally.  I’d done some of the training to work with the Helpline but I hadn’t kept any of the details or paperwork about domestic violence because I’d had to dispose of everything.  I didn’t have a local number of the group and I really wanted that.  The woman I spoke to gave me the wrong number.  I found that really hard that she gave me the wrong number.  I just wonder how many women would have given up at that point?

I found it really bizarre treatment and I hope it was a one off and not the usual response that a woman calling the Helpline should expect.  Now I have rung the local group and I am trying to set up counselling with them. 

I would find it very hard to go back to the Helpline now.  It doesn’t seem like an option now for me.  

Other sources of support/information 

I wanted local support but I felt that to start with the Helpline was the only place I could turn.  We’ve been to Relate twice in the past and they didn’t pick up that there was an abuse issue.  I think my only option now is to get some counselling for me, to get some balance to what he is saying all the time and to learn to believe myself and trust myself more strongly.  

Local Group/Finding support/counselling 

Since contacting Women’s Aid, and speaking to a woman there, we have discussed whether counselling was a good idea for me.  It took a few weeks to arrange that meeting and I really hope that the counselling is now going to begin next week.  

I live in a rural area and am tucked away in a village. There are only three houses where we live and I don’t have much to do with the neighbours.  I think they hear the shouting and keep their heads down. It’s the sort of village where if you’ve got children at school or you’re in the WI you’re ok.  But we don’t socialise much because he will behave so embarrassingly with my friends, I’ve just had to cut off from them.  

I am in denial.  Even now I think to myself, he can’t help it.  And I can’t face it.   We are constantly having blow ups and rows and he has started to get physical with a lot of shoving me and pushing me.  Things are the worse they’ve ever been and I do feel really desperate.  

Now I know I need to find out what I can do for myself.  I feel really isolated from my family and friends and know I need to get some kind of proper help and support and back up. 

Closing thought/feedback to the Helpline 

I really hope that other women don’t have the same experience that I had when I phoned the Helpline.  It’s hard because I am the kind of person that doesn’t ask for help, doesn’t reach out, doesn’t reach out and then when I do and I get the kind of response I received, it’s devastating.  

INTERVIEW 5 WITH:
 CS 20

DATE:


2.04.08

SUMMARY 

CS 20 is in her 30s and was living with her partner in London during the late 1990s.  CS 20 found her partner jealous and controlling, isolating her from her family and friends.  In the early stages of their relationship, she experienced this as him showing love towards her.  CS 20 soon began to experience psychological abuse and later, both physical and sexual abuse in her relationship.  

CS 20 fell pregnant, during which time the abuse increased. She later had a baby girl who became her priority.  CS 20 continued to accept the behaviour until early in 2000, when her partner attacked her whilst her three month old baby was in the room.  He picked up her baby in the Moses basket and CS 20 described that as the moment when she knew she had to end the relationship as her innocent baby had become involved in the violence. 

CS 20 rang the Helpline number first thing in the morning around 6.30 am as soon as her partner left for work.  CS 20 describes ringing the Helpline as `life-changing’.   A Helpline worker explored CS 20’s options with her, offering her support, reassurance and a place in a refuge, asking CS 20 to think about it and call back.  The worker reassured CS 20 that if she wanted to leave that day whilst her partner was at work, she could do so.  CS 20 rang back and confirmed that she would leave with her daughter and received reassurance to her questions, such as, what is a refuge like? Who will be there? How does it work?  

CS 20 arranged for a friend to help her pack up her belongings and she and her daughter moved out that same day.  CS 20 stayed in a refuge for two months, during which time she realised that her vocation was to become a refuge worker and work with women who had experienced domestic violence.  CS 20 went through re-training at college and took voluntary placements in refuges until a permanent post became available.  CS 20 now runs a small refuge for seven women and eleven children and draws on her personal experience in her work.  

CS 20 is a passionate advocate of the Helpline and the role it plays in helping women escape violent relationships and saving lives. 

BACKGROUND

I met my ex-partner in1997 and when we first got together everything was great. There was always a cultural difference in our relationship as he was from the West Indies.  It then became evident that it was his way rather than my way and because I loved him I adhered to that.  We moved in together to a rented home at the end of 1997.  He was always quite controlling and he was jealous but that was all fine and I could cope with that, even though it was a volatile relationship.  

There were many incidents looking back.  I would go out and he wanted to know who I was with, where I was going and when I’d be back and he would question me if I ever got back late.  He isolated me from seeing my family and my friends and when we first moved in together, I thought it was because he wanted me to spend time with him so that was okay.  He didn’t like me wearing certain clothes and sometimes he just wouldn’t let me go out.  

I was working in catering at the time in a wine bar, and I always had to put on a front and pretend that everything was fine.  He attacked me and broke all my fingers and I’d often have bruises on me.  He mentally abused me and sexually too and would force me to have sex with him.  If I told him I didn’t want to have sex with him, he told me it was because I must be doing it with someone else.  Then I fell pregnant and I was thrilled.  

I’d had an ectopic pregnancy and so I thought I couldn’t have children.  Of course once I was pregnant, things got worse and he attacked me when I was driving and gave me a black eye because I’d said something that he didn’t like.  I was terrified and I got out of the car and ran down the road and ran away to stay with a friend when I was about six months pregnant.  So there were still a lot of incidents, not always physical but a lot of psychological abuse, about how ugly and unattractive I was.  

Then I had my daughter and completely fell in love with her and he didn’t matter anymore.   He criticised everything I did and he said everything that I did was wrong.  My friends were not allowed to visit me and not allowed to see her.  I had to struggle to get the health visitor in to see her.  I’d seen the domestic violence Helpline number up in the doctor’s surgery and I’d noted the number down.  He still smoked in the house and I didn’t want him to, so I would take my daughter upstairs.  I came downstairs with my daughter who was under three months old in her Moses basket and I asked him if I could watch something on TV and he said, `no’ and he shoved me.  He smashed the remote over my head and he picked up daughter and that was it.  Suddenly, my baby was involved and I knew he didn’t love her in the way I did.  I knew then I had to leave him.  I’d tolerated the abuse but now it wasn’t just about me, my innocent daughter was involved, and I had to stop it. 

THE ROLE OF THE NATIONAL DOMESTIC VIOLENCE HELPLINE 

Being an informed and sympathetic listener

It was February 2000 when I rang the number as soon as he left for work the next morning.  I blurted it all out to her and she informed me that there were places I could go to and to have a think about it.  I rang back in half an hour and said `yes, I want to go’.  

I found her reassuring and she was good at giving me the confidence to be able to do it.  I think one wrong word and I’d have ended up staying.  But she knew the right tone, the right words and she really empathised with me as well as giving me practical good advice.

It was very important to me that the Helpline was available 24  hours because I rang it at 6.30 am in the morning.  If it weren’t for the Helpline I don’t know what would have happened.  I didn’t realise at the time that I was going through domestic violence really but I explained it all and she said that’s what it was.  I was hit as a child and somehow saw violence as a demonstration of love and I’d been in an abusive relationship previously.  

I was reassured that what I was experiencing was not normal and that I did not need to go on living with it.  It wasn’t until I spoke to the Helpline that I realised that there was help and support and available.  As an intelligent woman, which I am, you think this can’t go on but it does, and you’re so ashamed of it that you lie. I lied to everyone who cared about me to hide the truth.  The first time I disclosed anything to my mum was when I left him.  

Providing resources, signposting, information, answers to questions

She listened to me and she also explained what I should expect going into a refuge.  I was a first time mum with a three month old daughter and I was very anxious and very concerned.  Where was I going?  What’s a refuge like?  Who will be there?  It is all about timing when you leave a violent relationship and I didn’t get time to plan it - I just had to leave right there and then.  

Resolving an immediate crisis

They found me a refuge the other side of London and I left that same day.  I realised that I only had until 4 or 5 pm that day so I had to act fast.  I called my friend and said I needed help, and then I called my mum and took my daughter to my mum’s.  My friend came round with a van and called in the help of some other friends and we packed my stuff up in their van and went.  I had support and I had lots of it from then on.   

Once I got to the refuge, it didn’t feel right and it wasn’t suitable for me.  The refuge was dirty but fortunately I didn’t stay there.  That was hard, as ok, I had domestic violence in my relationship but I’d moved from a nice house that I looked after into a dirty house and first impression matters and when women leave their home, and you walk into a refuge you need to be able to feel comfortable and feel that there’s a good vibe there.  

I was in the refuge for two years and now I’m a refuge worker.

Thoughts/feelings after phoning the Helpline 
I was adamant and determined that I wanted to leave – so determined.  I just thought I am making the right decision.  

Important decisions as a result of phoning the Helpline 

The big decisions were moving to the refuge and leaving my partner.  I had to protect my daughter and there was no way I ever wanted to bring her up in a violent household.  I knew that I needed to be healthy to be able to bring up my daughter and I could only get healthy if I left him.  

Hopes/expectations when phoning the Helpline 

I wanted someone to talk to and I wanted advice and I knew I had to speak to someone about it.  If she hadn’t given me that advice I might still be there.  I didn’t know what to expect and I didn’t expect to leave that quickly.  But she encouraged me and she said, `you can do it if you want to’, and she gave me the choices. 

Looking back/on reflection about the Helpline

The Helpline was vital for me.  It was there.  It was accessible.  There was someone at the end of the phone.  I still feel stuck for words when I talk about how I feel about it.  It’s quite emotional for me thinking about it.  It’s life changing.  It’s changed my life.  Had I not phoned I could have been murdered and another domestic violence statistic.  It definitely turned my life around. 

Once I’d been in the refuge I knew it was my vocation and that I wanted to work with women who’d experience domestic violence.  It took time, but a worker saw my passion and although it’s not easy to get into, I did youth work, and I studied and then I did a couple of placements and volunteered as a refuge worker for a while.  Then I got my job about two years ago running a small refuge for seven women and with spaces for eleven children.  

Knowing that there is support and advice out there and women are able to access the support is so important.  It’s vital the Helpline is there and that phone numbers are up in schools, doctors surgeries and hospitals because it’s such a huge social problem.  You don’t have to be a victim and you can be a survivor and that’s what the Helpline turned me into.  

INTERVIEW 6 WITH:

CS 21

DATE:



26.03.08

SUMMARY

CS 21 was living in London with her partner of two years and her young daughter.  For the first year there was no domestic abuse and CS 21 described him as loving and charming and having a good relationship with her young daughter.  Within a matter of weeks of living together the first violent incident occurred.  

CS 21’s partner knocked a glass into her face causing bruising and swelling.  Some weeks later he bit her on her face.  These violent incidents occurred with a growing frequency always when her daughter was staying overnight with her father, including him breaking her fingers and her ribs and her having to attend hospital.  CS 21 was able to convince herself that they were accidents.  The final straw came when CS 21’s partner attacked her when her daughter was in the house.  He strangled her and was trying to suffocate her with a pillow and threatening to kill her.  

The next night CS 21 rang the Helpline.  She found the support she knows she needed and their help exceeded her expectations.  CS 21 thought that she might find it “namby pamby” but described it as strong, supportive and practical and she felt she respected their approach.  CS 21 was referred to a local Women’s Aid refuge and has found the support she has received incredibly valuable.  CS 21 says it can make her cry to think of the support she has received from her key worker at a practical and emotional level.

Having phoned the Helpline just six weeks ago and made contact with the local refuge, CS 21 made changes to her life within about four days.  When CS 21 rang the Helpline she was told, “We’ll help you with everything” and she says that’s what they did.  She temporarily moved out of her home with her daughter, moved her partner’s belongings out, had the locks changed, had an injunction placed on him coming near her/her daughter, sought legal advice and had a tracer put on her phone as a priority number for the emergency services.  

CS 21 now feels completely safe and knows that in time she may feel the need to receive some counselling. She believes passionately in the value of the Helpline, and she and her mother plan to run the London Marathon next year to raise money for the Helpline. 

BACKGROUND

I was with him for two years altogether.  The first year was fine but after that it built up and up and became worse and worse over the course of the next year of him living with me.  He moved in and one night about six weeks after he’d moved into my home, I came home late from a night out with friends.   He started asking me where I’d been? I was pouring myself a drink and as I went to take a drink, he pushed the glass into my face.  He said `it was an accident.’  I wasn’t cut but I had an absolutely huge bruise sticking out of my face.  Somehow I thought it was an accident and was able to believe him.  I really don’t know why now.  

Five weeks later we were having a disagreement and he was calling me gobby and saying, “You’re a gob-shite”.  That night he just bit my face and I had this great big lump horrible sticking out of my face.  I lied to so many people about what was going on. I’d tell them things like, I tripped over the Hoover and somehow I thought that I did trip over the Hoover.  He never did it when my daughter was here, only when she went to stay were her dad.

It started to happen about every four or five weeks. There was no screaming or shouting just these vicious acts.  My daughter loved him and he was a good looking man and very charming.  A few weeks later he broke my fingers and I can’t really remember why.   I remember I was in bed and I told him to “piss off”.  He grabbed my hand and broke my fingers and punched me in the face and my lip was cut open.  I went into hospital and my ribs were broken.  

I was distancing myself from it as there was no sense to it.  My parents are still together and I have never experienced anything like this in my life.  It was so alien to me and I just didn’t realise what was going on.  I just felt so sad.  I didn’t feel that it was my fault.  I knew it was his fault but I just couldn’t think about it properly.  I told one close friend and she contacted the domestic violent unit for me but I just left it and I didn’t pursue this – I wasn’t ready to.

THE ROLE OF THE NATIONAL DOMESTIC VIOLENCE HELPLINE

The First Phone Call

The last time he attacked me was particularly nasty.  It was the first time that my daughter was there in the house.  He punched me and strangled me.  He bruised my neck and put a pillow over my face and said “I can kill you.”  I thought `what if she walked in?’  

I rang the Helpline the next night.  I said to them “I don’t know why I’m phoning you but I know what’s going on is wrong.” I phoned at night when he was asleep in bed.  I got straight through at midnight and she said to me “this is not your fault”.  I didn’t think it was my fault, but I did feel very embarrassed that it had been happening.  She gave me the number of my local Women’s Aid refuge.  It was strange at the time, I realise I almost wasn’t taking it seriously but was almost blasé about it.  

Being an informed and sympathetic listener

The woman on the Helpline was fabulous straight away. She was so sweet, and said, “Don’t suffer in silence.  Even if you don’t do anything today that’s fine, we’re here for you.”  I didn’t feel judged or stupid.  I think I was in shock for the year that it was happening.   It was so important that they were there.  My self-esteem was so low that what he did became normal and they helped me to realise it could stop.  

Providing resources, signposting local support, practical information 
I phoned the local Women’s Aid the next day and spoke to the woman who became my key worker.  She said to me, “This is really serious and I’m really worried about you.”  I said, “Really?”  And she said, “Don’t you see? Anyone who has that much control over your life is a danger to you.  I’m taking on your case because I’m really worried about you.  It was a lightening flash and I thought “Shit, this is serious.” 

She had a meeting with Social Services and the Police and the Domestic Violence Unit where they talk about the most important cases, and I was one of those.  I met her two days later and I spoke to her every day.  She was brilliant with me.  After their meeting, they arranged to get my locks changed, gave me a solicitor to contact, I had a tracer installed in my home on my telephone.  If I hadn’t met her and spoken to her I think I would still be with him. 

These changes happened immediately.  I phoned the Helpline on the Tuesday.  I went to see my key worker on the Friday and I moved his stuff out on the Friday afternoon.  Then I went to stay with my mum and dad for a week.  My phone line had a tracer on it, so that all emergency calls were picked up urgently on my phone line and on my parents’ phone. 

It all happened six weeks ago and took a matter of days for the safety procedures to be set up. It was that quick.   

Legal processes 

I went on the Monday and got an injunction to stop him coming near me, my daughter and the house.

Talking about what had happened

I think telling people that cared about me was really important.  So telling my mum and dad and being honest about it was the start of that.  I wasn’t ashamed of it anymore and I did not think it was my fault. 

Hopes/Expectations of the Helpline 
I honestly thought that ringing them wasn’t going to help that much.  I thought it was going to be a bit namby pamby but it wasn’t.  It was strong and supportive and factual.  I was shocked at how good they were without being overbearing and overpowering but they were also kind and strong. I needed to respect them, and I did.  

Life changes/moving on 

My key worker asks what I want to do with my future. I know it’s early days for me and it’s all still very recent.  I need to sort stuff out properly but I have joined a computer course already.

My Mum and I are going to run the London Marathon next year to raise money for the Helpline because it’s so important and I want to do everything I can to help it – and say thank you for what it did for me.     

LOOKING BACK/ON REFLECTION 

Thoughts/Feelings having phoned the Helpline

I felt I needed someone to guide me in the right direction and tell me what movements I should make and where I could go.  I knew that I just couldn’t keep doing this anymore and it was wrong, but I didn’t know what else to do.  The Helpline reinforced everything for me that I knew deep down and it empowered me.  

Value of the Helpline to self/and other women

Even now, the Helpline is absolutely vital to me.  If anything happened at all to me and I needed them, they are there and they know that your self-esteem goes up and down.  It’s very important that they know that and my key worker can tell that just from my voice.  She’ll speak up for me and the Helpline did that for me too.  They sort of helped me when I wanted to talk about decision making in a positive way.  I trusted them and I knew that there was no benefit for them in what they were doing, but that they were there for me and doing this for me.  

Now I think, I stopped it as quick as I could and I got out, but the Helpline definitely helped me to do that.  

It’s not just the emotional side it’s the practical side and they are there at the ground level and with the safety side and they cover everything.  They said that to me when I rang the Helpline, “We’ll help you with everything” and that’s what they did.  They realise that there are layers to something like domestic abuse.  I feel really safe now.  I couldn’t feel safer and that’s a huge shift. 

It’s the best thing in the world to me now to have that support.  I just can’t tell you it makes me want to cry.  I say my key worker is my angel.  The Helpline is vital and it was a life and death situation at the time for me and my daughter.  It’s essential and vital and it all goes on behind closed doors.  If I can tell people how brilliant they are then I do.  There was a story the other day in Heat magazine about a Brookside actress who’d experienced domestic violence but at the end of the article there was no Helpline number.  I was so angry and I e-mailed them and said “Why isn’t there the Helpline number? You’re only telling half the story and you’re not offering women in that position any help.”

INTERVIEW 7 WITH:
CS 22

DATE:


31.03.08

SUMMARY

CS 22 is 23 and was living in London with her husband of five years and their two year old son.  CS 22 is Scottish and her husband is Turkish.  CS 22 had been experiencing domestic violence for most of that time and describes it as mostly psychological abuse, threats to take her son to Turkey, controlling behaviour, preventing her from socialising with friends and sexual abuse.

CS 22 arrived at a point whereby she knew that she wanted to leave her husband but felt she needed support with how she did this.  CS 22 was given the Helpline contact number by her mother who spoke to them first.  CS 22 then only made one phone call, but describes it as being `the first step towards making a new life’ for herself and her son.  She explained that she wanted to leave and was given practical and emotional support with doing so.

CS 22 was advised to collect relevant documentation e.g. passports, bank account details, her son’s birth certificates and get these ready for leaving.  CS 22 had planned to tell her husband that she was leaving him and discussed this with the Helpline.  The Helpline advised CS 22 that she might make herself more vulnerable to the abuse/actions of her husband if she did so, and highlighted how this was a particularly vulnerable time for women.  CS 22 found this information useful and feels that it helped to keep her and her son safer than they would otherwise have been. 

CS 22 initially stayed with her mother for a week, before moving into a refuge where she has been for the last four months.  CS 22 says her confidence is increasing, she is socialising more with other women and that she feels supported by the women and by her key worker. CS 22 has taken legal action, court orders to restrain her husband’s access to her and her son, and to prevent him from taking him out of the country.  CS 22 is planning to divorce her husband and issuing divorce proceedings.  

CS 22 is planning to return to full-time education, to study Social Sciences and would like to become a psychologist.  CS 22 feels that she is a young woman and has her whole life ahead of her and wants to build a safe and secure home for herself and her son.  

BACKGROUND

I was married and my husband was seven years older.  I’m Scottish and he’s Turkish.  We had one child who is now two years old.  There was domestic violence going on in the relationship and now that I’ve left and can think back, I realise that there were always signs of domestic violence.  He was always very controlling.  It was the simple things.  He didn’t want me to see my friends. He made me change my phone number so friends couldn’t reach me. He controlled the way I dressed, especially after my son was born.  There wasn’t much physical abuse but there was a lot of psychological abuse.  He was also financially controlling and he became sexual abusive. 

He’d threaten me and say that if I left him, he’d take my child to Turkey.  Also he didn’t want me studying either but I was strong and studied anyway.  He was very forceful and adamant that he didn’t want me to and he told me, if I carried on studying that I was a bad mum.  He would smash things up and he told my son that I didn’t love him and that I didn’t want him.  He punched the wall and would swear a lot.  He often had road rage too and would threaten to punch other people.  He generally showed complete disrespect for me and most others. 

I was with him for five years and it built up to constant domestic abuse in the end.  In 2006 we actually separated but he returned and the abuse got worse.  And that was when the sexual abuse started.  He was very forceful and threatening.  I found him very scary.  He was on the laptop and it was going slowly, so he smashed it into the Christmas tree and my son was in the room at the time.  It was like walking on egg shells, and it was terrifying.  He would call me bad names and in the last year or so, when ever he was nice to me, he’d then say that I’d have to repay him by having sex with him.  

ROLE OF THE NATIONAL DOMESTIC VIOLENCE HELPLINE

Being an informed and sympathetic listener

I first rang the Helpline in November 2007.  I decided I wanted to leave him but I just didn’t know the best way to do it.   I confided in my mum and she got hold of a leaflet with the number of the Helpline on it.  She phoned it first and then asked me to call them.   When I rang I told them that there was domestic violence in my relationship and that I wanted to leave but I asked, what should I do?  

It felt strange to talk to a complete stranger but it was nice too, to have someone to listen to me and to have some kind of real support available.  I found the person I spoke to very strong, they were sympathetic but they were also firm and made me realise that it was wrong what was happening, and that I didn’t need to put up with it and I thought they were positive and helpful.  They asked me if I had somewhere safe to go to, and I did, as I could stay with my mum.  Since then I have chosen to go on to a refuge and I’m still here. 

I really just wanted to confide in someone and see what someone else thought about my situation.  I know now, I was in shock.  They confirmed it was domestic violence and that it wasn’t right.  It was quite strange to hear that, because I think I’d been in denial.  My husband used to tell me that it was my fault and that all men were like him.  I found it positive that other people were confirming that it wasn’t acceptable what I’d experienced and that I didn’t need to continue to live like that.  

I think the person I spoke to was really good.  They were clear that what was happening wasn’t my fault and that I didn’t deserve to live my life like this and that it wasn’t acceptable for me to continue.  They confirmed that I’d be right to leave and take myself and my son away from my husband and said that no one needed to live like that.  It was so reassuring to hear that from someone else at that time.  I felt sure about going and I couldn’t wait to go but they helped me to do it safely for me and my son.  

I think the Helpline is very valuable.  I think it’s really good it’s there for women who need it.  I often think that making that phone call was the first step to me making a new life.  

Providing resources & practical information

I told them my plan - I was going to wait to tell my husband that I was going to leave him.  They said that if I did it that it way, it would put me in a lot more danger.  They explained that it’s a lot more dangerous for many women when they actually leave and I didn’t know that, and I wouldn’t have thought of it, and I’m so glad that I took their advice.  

I phoned them one evening and then the next day I packed all my stuff and left in the day when he was out at work.  They advised me to take my passport, benefit letters, my bank account details, my child’s birth certificate and so I packed all of those before I left and took them with me.  

They did ask me if I had anywhere safe to go and I said to my mum’s house.  Once they knew I was going there, they said I could call back at any time if I needed to.  I only called the Helpline the once.  It was all that I ever needed.  

It took one day from phoning the Helpline to moving out of my home and leaving my husband. 

Thoughts/Feelings having phoned the Helpline 

I was relieved.  I felt supported and that there was some kind of support out there that gave me strength to leave him.  It made me more determined, and I spoke to an absolute stranger and they affirmed for me that I was right to leave. 

Hopes/Expectations when calling the Helpline 

I really wanted advice on how to leave my husband and they gave me that.

ACTIONS TAKEN AS A RESULT OF PHONING THE HELPLINE 

Moving home/onto a refuge  

After I’d talked to the Helpline, I found the Women’s Aid details on-line and they referred me on to a refuge after I’d stayed with my mum for a week.  

I have now been in the refuge for about four and a half months.  I actually quite enjoy it here.  It’s nice to be around other women who are supportive and my confidence is coming back as I am making friends again.  The staff are really helpful and it’s a supportive place.

That first week he was sending me love poems and loads of missed calls and then he sent me a bouquet of flowers.  I started to feel pressured and I knew he’d turn up at my Mum’s and that would make it difficult for me. I went to the refuge then, and right after that he turned up at my Mum’s house and my mum reported him to the Police for harassment. 

Then he was sending psychological text messages blackmailing me saying `think what you’re doing to our son’.  It was getting too much and so I changed my sim card. He doesn’t know I’m staying here and he hasn’t breached his order so far. 

Housing – longer-term

The refuge is trying to arrange housing for me and my son. 

Legal Proceedings/Divorce
I contacted my local Women’s Aid organisation and they found me a refuge.  Since being in the refuge they have made sure that my benefits were working out OK and helped me to sort out my housing situation and I’ve now applied for a divorce. Women’s Aid do have their own solicitors and so I’ve now started divorce proceedings.

I have now set up contact so that my son sees his dad in a contact centre and the solicitors have dealt with that. 

Court Orders

I had a couple of court orders so that he cannot move my son from the country and I’m going through the courts at present.  

I have the support from my mum and from my key worker.  She has helped me with a lot of phone calls and with letter writing and making an appointment with the Housing Department and she’s made a lot of phone calls to the solicitors for me to find out how things are going.   I have found that helpful as there’s so much to do legally and with paperwork. 

Safer environment for self/children

There has been a lot to deal with since I’ve left him, and now I am feeling independent and that I can stand on my own two feet.  I felt really bad when I first left my husband because I was disrupting my son.  I’d found him a nice play school and he had his own room, but now we’re living in one room but he’s adapting really well and I’ve found him a lot of clubs to go to.  He was very young when it was all going on but I didn’t want him exposed to the things he saw or to grow up like that.  I think that’s really why I left, because I think he deserves better.  I used to tell his dad things like that, and he’d tell me to `shut up’.  I knew he was never going to change and I thought I needed to do something about it.  I never regretted leaving, never.  

Change of outlook/moving on 
He’s not making it easy for me.  I’d like my son and I to have a home and to build that up into a safe and secure environment.  I am going to continue with my education.  I’d like to start university this year and I’m studying at the moment with the Open University.  I started a short course on understanding children when son was nine months old but my husband tried to put a stop to it.  I carried on with the studying and I’m not going to waste it.  I’d like to become a full-time student and longer-term, I’d like to be a psychologist.  I’m doing Social Sciences at the moment and I’d like to be a role model for my son who is going to rely on me.  

I’m a woman, I’m only 23 and I have my whole life ahead of me.  I’d like to be a strong woman and stand on my own two feet and achieve everything for myself.  The most important thing is to get a happy home environment for my son.  I should be leaving the refuge in May and move into temporary accommodation.  Then hopefully I’ll bid for my own home though I know it could take a few years.  For now it’s just one step at a time. 

INTERVIEW 8 WITH:
CS 28

DATE:


25.03.08

SUMMARY

CS 28 is in her mid-twenties and had been living together with her partner in London for about five years without children.  CS 28’s partner rented his flat and CS 28 paid her partner rent.  She described her relationship as “unbearable” as her partner was controlling, dominating and physically, mentally and sexually abusing her.  CS 28 wanted to end the relationship permanently, but she did not know how to without making things worse for herself. 

CS 28 first rang the Helpline after discovering that her partner was having an affair and after she contracted a sexually transmitted disease.   This was the final straw as the physical consequences of contracting the STD made it impossible for CS 28 to ignore his behaviour anymore.  

CS 28 did not have a positive experience when she first called the Helpline.  She found the woman she spoke to abrupt and felt that she was not able to give her the time that she required.  She was also repeatedly advised to contact the Police but for reasons to do with her partner’s criminal history, she was not keen to notify the Police. CS 28 found this experience off putting and said she felt less confident in her abilities to change her situation as a result of making the call.

CS 28’s subsequent phone calls to the Helpline were all more positive.  She used it approximately 30 times over a period of months.  CS 28 wanted support to help her leave her partner and received this from the Helpline.  They helped her to formulate a plan to leave, advising on the practicalities, for example, hiding her clothes with a friend, gathering her ID and her documentation in a safe place, and offering her support on studying and housing, or legal matters, if required.

When she was ready to leave, CS 28 was offered a place in a refuge in London and is still there (March 2008).  CS 28 says her self-confidence has increased and she is working on her self-awareness, as she has had a pattern of abusive relationships and wants to break the pattern.   CS 28 is now planning to get her life back together, and resumes studying in October a course in journalism and anthropology.

BACKGROUND

I had been with my partner for about six years.  It was alright to start with being with him, but for about five of those years, the abuse was going on.  He was controlling me and putting me down all the time. Everything was my fault.  It got to a point where there was no communication between us, and I was trying to work out how I was going to end the relationship but I knew I needed support.  I was worried I would make thing worse.  

I’d found out that he was having an affair and that sparked a row.  I’d just had enough.  I was exhausted with the whole situation and mentally worn out.  I always tried to make excuses to myself about the way he behaved, but I know now it was all rubbish that I told myself.  I got to a point where I was facing the truth and knew I wanted to live a different life and I didn’t want to be a part of his no more.  I could only make that new life without him.  

I first made the call in December 2007 when I found out he was seeing someone else.  He gave me a sexually transmitted disease and that did not go down well.  Of course, he denied it and he said it was me and that I’d given it to him.  It was the final straw I think, because I couldn’t deny it – it was an STD and I had to deal with it physically because of what he’d done. I thought I was going mad and I had to get out of the relationship.  He got very physically violent and we were arguing and I ended up threatening him that I was going to leave.  He told me that I couldn’t and that I must get that out of my head and that we could sort it out.  Everything just hurt.  

Sometimes I was afraid.  Sometimes I wasn’t.  I just accepted it because it felt normal.   But deep down, I knew I couldn’t live the life I wanted with him around.  The scary thing is that it was only unbearable when I faced it – when I faced the truth and realised what I was living with. 

ROLE OF HELPLINE

The first call 

The first time I called I spoke to someone who was quite short with me and she really put me off.  It might have been that she was a bit of an older lady, but she was a bit sharp and blunt with me and that put me off.  I wasn’t going to ring back after that.  I don’t know why, but that first time, she couldn’t speak to me for very long because it wasn’t an emergency situation. She said I should I call the police, and I couldn’t do that. I don’t know why she was like that because the other times I called, it was not like that at all and I could speak for as long as I needed.  I know that I didn’t feel good about that first call.  I felt it was personal and she didn’t like me.  

She told me I could tell the Police but I really didn’t want to do that.  He had a reputation with the Police and I just thought I’d make everything worse for myself if I got the Police involved.   Because of what she was saying, I thought may be I couldn’t do this and it left me a bit unsure and nervous.  She didn’t feel sincere to me and that put me off.  I don’t know if may be she didn’t have the right training but all the other people I have spoken to were always nice to me and gave me time. 

Being an informed and sympathetic listener

Apart from that woman, they were always very nice and reassuring when I called and I felt very relaxed and good speaking to them. I’ve spoken to them many times, probably more than thirty times over a period of couple of months and mostly needing support with what I was doing.  It was mostly in the morning that I’d call, when I was trying to find out things I should be doing.  I knew that when I moved, I did not want to be near him but also, I didn’t want to be isolated from other parts of my life and my friend.  I wanted to study again and wanted to be near college so I didn’t want to disrupt my life more than I needed to.  

Providing resources, signposting, practical information 

The Helpline for me was absolutely essential.  It was a way for me to get out of my situation and into a safe and supportive environment.  I could get advice, support and safety and that’s what I needed.  They told me that it was good that I had called them.  They asked me if it was safe for me to talk and it was, as I went to a phone box.  And they made me think about a plan.   They advised me to think practically, to think about practical things, like did I have some clothes, my ID and documents, some money and savings accounts?  

Moving to a refuge/leaving home

They told me about where I could go and about how I could have a refuge support worker, and they told me that may be I could get housing support, but that this was something that I could sort out with my key worker.  They also told me about how I could I get help to get back into education and studying again, get support with working and help, if I needed it, with the legal situation.   He rented the flat and I paid him rent, so when I moved out I lost my home. 

I’d been planning it all for a while.  My friend had had contact with the Helpline herself, so gave me the number because she knew how they’d helped her.  My friend said I should think about where I wanted to live as the Helpline would ask me that when thinking about which refuge to contact.  

I started taking clothes to my friend’s house to get ready and when a couple of months later I was found a safe place to go, I was ready to leave.   I know that he knew there was something up – but he couldn’t put his finger on what it was and he didn’t actually know what I was planning. 

Thoughts/feelings after phoning the Helpline 

Mostly, I felt relieved.  I was still a bit anxious because I didn’t know what was going to happen in the future but I felt I was supported.  I felt hope and somehow I felt that something good was going to come out of what I’d done.  I thought it was going to end and it would not always be like this, and I was going to get a life for myself.   I had support and security from the Helpline and that counted for a lot.  I knew that if I was going to be on my own and do something about my situation that I would have to be the one that actually did it – the Helpline helped me to believe that I actually could do it.

The hardest bit was actually leaving for good.  Because I knew that once I’d left, I couldn’t go back to him.  I knew it was over.  There was no going back and he would not be happy about it.  Considering, he took it quite well.  I didn’t change my number for a bit and I thought he was going to threaten and intimidate me and although he did at first, it wasn’t that bad.  It’s nice knowing that there were professionals who could help me and who could give me advice.  

Life changes as a result of ringing the Helpline – Counselling 

There were things in my own life that I realised I needed to look at.  I needed to find out something about myself and about why I’d got into an abusive relationship.  This was not the first time it had happened as I had an abusive relationship before him.  There was a pattern, and I was not going to repeat it.  I had to get strong for myself and know what I wanted to do and then stick to it. 

I started to plan and put a plan in place to get out of my relationship. I was giving myself a new life.  I had to change my thought processes and I have had time to think and work out what I need now.  I have support now and have been in the refuge for about four or five weeks.  First it was hard.  I didn’t get on with the people.  It was difficult to get used to sharing and living in a house with other women going through something similar. It’s uncomfortable at times and it’s been a real eye opener.  

LOOKING BACK/ON REFLECTION 

I am now more disciplined and I have definitely got more confidence.  I am having more of a life too and working towards being an independent woman.  Before I was studying marketing and business studies and I wanted to set up my own business.  But now, I’m just going to try and find myself some work, sort out my housing situation and I am going back to studying in October this year to study journalism and anthropology at college.  

I also feel more courageous because I stuck to what I set out to do.  I was wavering and I didn’t feel strong but I did just stick to it and that was the best thing I could have ever done.

If I’d stayed, I think I would have become even more trapped, more used to it and may be I would have got pregnant too as I had had a pregnancy scare before I moved into the refuge. Now I think if that had happened, he would have had even more power over me and that would have been an awful start for a child. 

The Helpline enabled me to change and make a change for myself, and start the process of moving on.  I had to have support to do what I needed to do and that’s what helped me get out of my situation.  Once I’d called them, I felt I’d started the ball rolling and it was all helpful and progressive from then on.  But I had to make that first important step and if it hadn’t been there, I wouldn’t have had the support I needed.  The thought that I could actually leave him grew stronger and so did my self-belief after I had rung them. 

I think the Helpline is essential for women and it’s really valuable especially for foreign women.  There are people living here who don’t know anyone – or speak the language well and they really need it because I think it’s even worse for them being in an abusive relationship and I’ve seen that a lot since I’ve been in the refuge.  

INTERVIEW 9 WITH: 
CS 31

DATE:


17.03.08

SUMMARY

CS 31 is married with four children under the age of 11 and living in London.  She has been married for five years and described experiencing domestic abuse for most of that time.  CS 31 says the abuse has always been psychological and emotional abuse, taking the form of humiliation, name calling, being told she is worthless and also her husband having multiple affairs.   She described feeling “battered by his mouth”.

CS 31 describes feeling crazy and as though her life was over at the time of making the call to the Helpline.  She was not coping and had taken a career break from her job within the Civil Service at that time.  CS 31 was on anti-depressants and sleeping tablets and seeing her GP regularly who knew about the abuse.  Her GP gave her the number for the Helpline.  CS 31 describes then seeing information/posters about domestic abuse with the Helpline number everywhere after that point, and realised she had to ring the number. 

CS 31 rang the number three times in January this year and having done so, was referred to a local project that could help her.  She was given details of a refuge where she could move to and packed up her belongings and four children, and within 24 hours had left the family home.  CS 31 is still in the refuge (March) and has moved to another part of London and is now making sense of what has happened over the last five years.  

CS 31 feels safer and is receiving counselling. Her children are having the help of a family support worker and this is helping them too.  CS 31 describes being able to breathe again and “having her children back” and feels that her life has started again.  CS 31 feels that the Helpline saved her life and described it as “imperative” for women.   She found the practical support vital but the experience of being listened to, particularly powerful.  

BACKGROUND

Before I phoned the Helpline, I thought I was going crazy.  I thought my whole word had ended.  I had no energy or effort in me.  I couldn’t try to do anything because I’d had all the life sucked out of me.  But even saying that now, I know I would have done anything to make my husband want me.  I thought there was nothing I could do.  I was exhausted from exhaustion and I started doubting myself.  He told me it was my fault and I believed it.  I felt I was a bad person.  I don’t know how yet to say, “I’m a good person” as I’ve only been here two months.  

I felt I was the cause of every drama at home and I was the reason why he did what he did to me.  I have four kids and I tried to make him happy first.  They would suffer because I put him before them and myself.  My doctor advised me of the Helpline number and said that if I didn’t do something, I’d make myself ill.  I was already on medication, anti-depressants and on Temazepam to help me sleep.  And it was all because I never got the respect from him.  It was constantly, “You’re worthless” and how I was to blame for everything.  There was nothing good about me.   Anything good was down to him. Anything bad that happened, that was always about me.   

Then he started on my children.  He never complemented my children. He just squashed my son who was only four at the time and didn’t understand.  My son is an emotional wreck now.  Now my eldest daughter, who’s 11 years old has a complex as my husband had a thing about her being fat, and would tell her to run up and down the stairs.   His last comment to me over the phone was that my daughter is a big fat ugly pig.  You just can’t disrespect people’s children like that, and I thought how can you disrespect a child like that at just 11 years old?  And that was the main reason that I rang the Helpline. 

He gave me sexually transmitted diseases too.  It was never physical abuse - not once, but his mouth alone was like he was battering me daily.  If I didn’t do what he wanted, then I was cursed and I still don’t understand that.  He told me it was because I moaned too much and that was why he goes and sees other women and I got to a point when I didn’t know what else to do.  It’s only now when I’ve come here to the refuge that and I really realise what I went through.

I’d catch him in women’s houses in his boxers and he’d still say, `If I don’t see him doing it with another woman then I can’t prove a thing’.  He said I was wicked and evil.  It was madness, and I was more frustrated and angry than frightened.   I don’t know what hold he had over me, but I had to do what he wanted me to do but he didn’t have to hit me to make me do it.  I was so used to him destroying me.  He’d say no other man would be interested in me or would only want to use me.  

First Phone Call 

My Doctor knew everything and said to me, `you can’t do this any more.’  She gave me the Helpline number, and I had it for one week – and wherever I went after that I would see things to do with domestic violence, and this number kept appearing and I thought, `you’ve got to phone it`. 

I rang it in the middle of the night.  I’d kicked him out but I was terrified that he was going to break in or was already in the house.  I thought he gave me my keys too freely, and in the middle of the night I was searching for him.  I was so scared that he was in the house.  He’s hidden in the house before under my son’s bed. That time when my son walked in and saw him, he looked at him with scary eyes and made sure he didn’t let me know.  It had happened before, so I was terrified.  I had palpitations and I was searching the whole house.  

In the end, I locked myself in the loo with the phone and I phoned them.  They told me about a number of a local project that would help and told me to phone that number.  I did, it but the number wasn’t working.  So the next day I rang again and they gave me a different number and they went through my different options with me.

They said I could go through the project for help and support.  They also told me I could have security put around my home, but I knew by then that I had to get a way from him and leave the home.   I couldn’t be in that house anymore. 

ROLE OF THE HELPLINE

Providing resources, signposting & practical information 

The second time I called, I’d rang from the phone box as I was so scared and didn’t know if he knew or not, as I’d started to receive strange phone calls.  They gave me the information but then I lost it because I was in such a state.  

When I phoned the third time, they gave me a number for the project again and went over my options again with me, which were to secure my home, get the Police involved, get put through to some solicitors and to receive information about other agencies.  When I rang the project the Helpline recommended, they put me straight on to the refuge and within 24 hours I was out.    

Being an informed and sympathetic listener

They were all good at listening.  When I usually speak to someone about this, I know they’re not really listening to me.  So when I phoned the Helpline they are really listening to me and it felt like a release.  I knew I could say what I wanted to say.  Finally someone was listening to me, because until then, it had only been my Doctor and then you only have a limited amount of time.  

So they were nice to me. The words that I remember were, “You’re not to blame”.  It was like music to my ears because I thought it’s all my fault and I am ripping my family apart.  I told her everything, even the stuff that I did that wasn’t so nice, as I’d shout at him as I was so angry and I was so frustrated.   It was like I had another child. 

Although they gave me practical help, the thing I remember most is that they found time for me.  They made me feel like I wasn’t being a pest or annoying somebody.  I felt like my voice was being heard. They saved my life.  And they bought me back to my children and my family. 

24 hour Helpline 

It was in the middle of the night that I spoke to them, and I felt bad because I was phoning so late but she still had the time to listen to me, and she asked me if I needed anything.  Usually people don’t see what I was going through, so they don’t understand it.  My friends all think he’s a nice person.  I used to think it was me and that may be I was the perpetrator and I was told by him to always believe it was my fault.  

Thoughts/feelings after phoning the Helpline 

I was still afraid after I’d made the call because I was still in the same place.  I was still in the house and everything was the same except, I had made the call.  When I rang it my heart was beating and pounding, and I kept thinking, `is this the right thing to do?’  I was scared. You want someone to tell you to do it but you have to do it on your own.  You’re telling a stranger everything about yourself and that’s really scary.  But the woman I spoke to, she made me feel so much at ease.  I phoned and put the phone down the first time, and then I phoned again.  My family now say they’re so proud of me, because they thought my life was over.  I couldn’t see it so clearly and had to find my own way out. 

ACTIONS TAKEN AS A RESULT OF PHONING THE HELPLINE 

Moving Home/Refuge 

I knew I couldn’t stay because I felt I wanted to die.  I couldn’t live no more with what was going on, and I had to get away and save my kids and myself.  She said I could go to a refuge if I wanted to and we talked about where I should go.  I was terrified because he told me he had people watching me.  The project phoned the refuge and rang me back in 20 minutes and asked me if I knew anyone where they were, and I didn’t so that was it.  

The refuge told me that I could come the same day, but the children were in school, so I left it till the next morning and we all went then.  It was so quick and so fast.  It’s a spur of the moment thing.  I moved so fast and it was the best thing I ever did.  I’ve only been here just over seven weeks.  I’ve given up my job and taken a career break from working in the civil service but I am going to go back to it.  For now, I just want to get myself together and focus on me and my kids.   

Improved relationships with children 
I wouldn’t have my kids without the Helpline.  I’d be in a mental hospital with a breakdown.  The whole family was breaking down.  Looking back on it, I think my kids would have ended up hating me if I had carried on and may be turned to crime.  If I’d stayed and constantly been taken for a ride, my girls would probably end up copying me, and my boys would think that’s how you are meant to treat a woman.  

My eldest daughter and I now get on so well.  She said told me that every time we would break up and get back together, she would laugh at me, and just walk away.  She told me, she’d say to herself “there she goes again, same old, same old.”  She knew he’d be nice to me for two or three days and then it would all happen again, and that was coming from my 11 year old daughter. 

Life changes/moving on 

I can breathe again now, and my life is not over.  I have never seen my kids so happy and we are getting on so much better together.  I’ve found my kids again, that’s the best thing.  I want to spend time making them happy.  It’s so lovely now to go to the park with them and do more together as a family.  I’ve got my children back and I appreciate them and I didn’t before.  I know where they’re at with their school work and their education now and I can see their different personalities coming through.  

The future 

I’m not having any contact with my husband since I moved out.  I’ve changed my mobile number and his kids haven’t seen him.  I know he’ll make me change my mind and I can’t afford to break the separation from him.   It’s not like I don’t love him anymore, but now I’m using my head not my heart.   I’m going to stay in the refuge and the children are having mini counselling sessions with the family support worker, and we can take our time to sort ourselves out.  We’re healing a bit.  I’m going through counselling for myself.  

Reflections on the role of the Helpline

I might not be alive right now because there were so many times that I would hit my head against the wall.  I might not be alive because it was all so painful and I couldn’t take much more of it – or I might have killed him.  I don’t know what would have happened. 

The Helpline number saves lives.  It’s imperative it’s there.  They’ll point you in the right direction for help and be there for comfort.  They don’t judge you, and they don’t question you.  They let you talk, no one was ever probing me and they let you know you can take it all in your own time.  Their voices are soft and a comfort.  I’ve got a long way to go but I’m on the road.  I never thought this cycle would end but there is always a way out.  And if I can do it, anyone can do it.  
INTERVIEW 10 WITH 

CS 35

DATE: 



12.03.08

SUMMARY

CS 35 had been in her relationship with her partner for four years and they had a two year old son together.   CS 35 is not a British citizen and had lived with her partner in Europe for about two years, before moving to the UK to live together in London, shortly before her son was born.  CS 35 experienced both physical and emotional abuse from her partner, who was controlling and paranoid in his behaviour.   Shortly before CS 35 rang the Helpline for the first and only time, she described her relationship at home as getting `completely out of control’ as his controlling behaviour, paranoia and threats increased.

CS 35’s partner became more physically violent towards her and threatened her that she was going to become his first murder victim.  CS 35 believed him and was terrified.  Without really admitting it to herself, she had become more conscious of information about domestic violence in the GP surgery or on posters.  She rang the Helpline having got the telephone number from something she read and knew she needed help as it had been going on for over a year.  

She asked for a local source of information and support in her area which she was given.  CS 35 knew that she needed to be able to meet with someone face to face in her locality, rather than speak to someone over the telephone.   The Helpline immediately put her in touch with a local housing organisation close to her home where she received practical support, emotional support and counselling.  

Within five days of having rung the Helpline, CS 35 had moved out from her partner and set up a new home with her son who is now much happier.  CS 35 has grown clearer about her own needs in any future relationship with a man.  CS 35 now works as a volunteer with the organisation that supported her.  She believes that had she been in her home country, she may have had more knowledge of resources for women, but coming to the UK the Helpline was the only place she felt that she could turn to.  

BACKGROUND

I had been living in a suburb of London for about two years with my partner and my son.  Things at home were getting out of hand with the abuse.  It was mainly emotional abuse and psychological threats but also physical violence too.  I got to the point where I knew that I couldn’t let it continue.  My partner was very controlling.  He was paranoid and he didn’t trust me. 

We have a son and my son was with a child minder while I was at work. A week before I made the call to the Helpline, my son came home and was sick. My partner was paranoid it was something the childminder had done.  I thought she was doing a brilliant job but he said, “My son is not going back to her” and he wrote a letter to the Police complaining about her.  I said “I don’t agree”.  But he did keep our son at home and he wrote to the Police.  I gave my statement which went against his and that was when he became very threatening to me, and he threatened me very hard.  He told me, “You will be my first murder victim”.  I was very scared and I believed he was telling the truth.   That was when I knew I had to get help. 

ROLE OF THE NATIONAL DOMESTIC VIOLENCE HELPLINE

The First Phone Call

I knew I had to find a way out of my relationship and was getting more sensitive to seeing things about domestic violence, say when I was at the GP surgery.  I didn’t want to admit it, but I read there was a Helpline and I wanted to speak to someone face-to-face and find out about local services and how I could find some help.

They immediately gave me the name of an organisation close to where I live close.  It is part of my local area’s Housing organisation and it is specifically set up to help women experiencing domestic violence.    They have Support Officers and I was able to see them regularly for over half a year.  They made me realise that what I was experiencing was serious and that I needed to do something.  Now I work with them in a voluntary capacity. 

When I spoke to the Helpline, I didn’t have to explain very much.  They listened to me and believed me and I just told them what it was I felt I wanted.  It was really a pretty short call but a very powerful one.  They gave me the local contact and I got in touch with them immediately and saw a Support Worker that same day. 

Thoughts/Feelings having phoned the Helpline 

I felt relief and more confident and a lot happened in a really short space of time having made that call.  I was still living with my partner at the time though, so making that call did not help me to feel safer straight away.   That came later, once I had moved out.  

I know that I was relieved that I made that first step and phoned the Helpline.  Then I phoned the local organisation and I saw them that same day.  Five days later I was not living with my partner anymore.  Yes, I was very relieved.  

ACTIONS TAKEN AS A RESULT OF PHONING THE HELPLINE 

Getting Support

I knew I needed to get support and help for myself and my son.  I needed to speak to someone who really understood about domestic violence.  I was not having that conversation with any friends or family.  Also, I didn’t want to speak to anyone only on the phone – I knew I needed face-to-face contact.   It’s all so complicated but the Helpline provided me with exactly what I needed by giving me the local number. 

Moving Home

As a result of phoning the Helpline and getting in touch with my Support Worker, in less than one week I was not living with my partner any more.  With the support of my Support Worker, I started to make clear decisions to rebuild my life and to make a life for myself and my child without my partner.  

At that time, we had been looking to move apartments, and they advised me to find one and make sure I signed the contract in my name only.  I found an apartment for my son and me within the same area and that’s when I started to feel safer.   

Contacting the Police 

My Support Worker advised me to contact the Police and report the abuse which I did.   

Receiving Counselling 

The organisation provided me with counselling which was so helpful and allowed me to rethink my life.  

Change of Outlook 
Since making that call, I have got out of a terrifying and abusive relationship.  I have a new home with my son and he is much happier.  I know he was only 2 years old at the time but he was feeling the tension and he saw the physical abuse going on.  But it also made it difficult to leave because I didn’t want to take him away from his father.  Through the support and counselling I’ve received, I’ve come to understand that it is better that he is safe with one parent, than unsafe with two.

I have been learning to build up a life independently.  Now it’s just about me and my son.  At a personal level, I have become much more conscious of how I want any new relationship to be and I am thinking more consciously about that and about my needs.   

I now volunteer for the organisation that helped me get away from a violent relationship, so I can use my experience to help other women who are experiencing domestic violence.  

Closing thoughts on the role of the Helpline 

For me, the first important step was to get out of that abusive relationship and the Helpline helped.  It’s so important to have that one centralised place where you can go and get help.  I don’t think I would have known where to go locally otherwise.  I’m just not sure where else I could have gone for help and I think I would have been stuck.  With the Helpline, you know it’s specifically about domestic violence and so for me that was important.   I would have been stuck otherwise.  I had only been living in the UK for less than two years, so I think may be in my own country I would have been more aware of resources/support available. 

INTERVIEW 11 WITH 
CS 40

DATE: 



05.03.08

SUMMARY

CS 40 is a married woman with two young children under 10.  She lives in the South East and has been married for about 10 years.  She is still married to her husband but has initiated divorce proceedings and is hoping that this will soon be finalised.  CS 40 experienced some physical violence in her relationship but predominantly experienced psychological abuse and threats.  CS 40 was aware of the impact of the relationship on the well-being of her children and noticed that they became withdrawn.  

CS 40 first rang the Helpline in July 2006 but realises that she had been experiencing domestic abuse for years in the form of verbal aggression and psychological threats towards her and the children.   Her worst fear was that her husband would kill her, himself and the children.  CS 40 called the Police following an incident of verbal aggression which lasted hours which was the final straw.  CS 40 found the Police unsupportive and was shocked that two male Police Officers arrived at the house.  

CS 40 rang the Helpline and explained her experience and found immense relief in having her story believed.  CS 40 made several phone calls to the Helpline for emotional support and practical support.  CS 40 was able to make a plan to leave and file for divorce.  The Helpline provided essential practical information for CS 40 such as, a checklist of important documentation she should store somewhere safe eg. children’s birth certificates and car documents.

CS 40 has now moved back into their family home.  Her divorce is being processed and her children are much happier at school.  CS 40 is now studying at University for a Social Sciences degree and feels happier, more optimistic and safer.  

BACKGROUND

My life was unbearable, frightening and confusing.  It was like being in a constant state of panic and I had to be on red alert treading on egg shells.  I was frightened of my husband, frightened of the arguments and frightened of his accusations.  I did not wanting him shouting in front of the kids.  I thought we could negotiate and sort things out but he wasn’t capable of that.   

I was frightened of his shouting and it got to a stage where I was in more and more physical danger. Emotionally I was a wreck and although there had been some physical violence, I thought it was going to escalate.   I hate it that I always play down the physical violence and I’m shocked to find I still do that.  But mostly, it was verbal aggression and psychological threats which were very threatening.

Looking back, it had always been a bad relationship but things were in a worse state since July 2006.  Really I’d been in a state since summer 2005.  He used to make a lot of threats to me about what would happen to the children.  He didn’t want us to split up and he would say that he would disappear and never pay me any money.  Also, I thought the boys needed a Dad.  He would threaten me saying that he would sabotage my university course as a Social Worker.  He would accuse me of abusing the children physically and neglecting them – and he almost convinced me that it was possible that it would be proven and I would be in trouble and the children would be taken into care.   

It was a Sunday morning when I rang the Helpline first and I was just in a hopeless situation. I felt I’d exhausted every possible solution to make things better and I was in a hopeless, desperate situation.   It was almost like I was going made absolutely mad and losing the plot.   I contacted the Police then on a Saturday evening in July 2006.  I’d been away with my children at my sister’s for the summer holidays and the situation was the same when we got back.  

There was an incident and he was just going on and on at me, arguing right in my face so aggressively for a few hours.  I was drained with it all.  I went into the downstairs loo and rang the Police.   Their response was, `Well, he hasn’t hit you’.   They did come round and he was very clever.  He accused me of being drunk and was shouting at me saying, “You’re wasting police time.”  My husband went upstairs to wake up children to say, “Have I hit your mum?” and they let him do that.   So I left the house that evening.  The Police said one of us had to go and he wouldn’t.   The Police said, “One of you will end up being arrested” and because I didn’t want a criminal record I left, and I went to his mum’s house.  

THE ROLE OF THE NATIONAL DOMESTIC VIOLENCE HELPLINE

The First Phone Call

I’d got the Helpline number from the Police they gave me a card with the Helpline number on it and also put me in touch with Women’s Aid.  

I called the Helpline when I stayed at his mum’s house.  I think I called the helpline, 3 or fours times after that first call in July 2006 

Initially I talked to this woman and explained the situation and she knew exactly what was going on and she believed me. It makes me feel quite choked to say that.  That was so important to me, to be believed.  Being listened to and having the time to tell her what was going on and feeling that she understood me was so important.  She also said it was quite common that when women go to University husbands feel threatened and it was such a relief to hear that. 

Thoughts/feelings following the first call
When I made the call it was a Sunday morning and I felt a big sense of relief and without being too over the top, I felt calm. Someone out there is going to listen to me and it’s not me being this crazy lady and they understand that there are women in similar situations and it was just a huge relief.  I can’t express how much of a relief that was. That was really quite important.  The first phone call was definitely the most important.   Although my sisters did know what was happening they don’t live close to me.  I had one or two friends who would listen to me but they are limited in what they can do.  Women’s Aid helped me out too – they gave me practical advice and listened to me lots as did my sisters too.

It’s invaluable to have that Helpline.  It is so important to have that link there.  My experience of the Police was not good or reassuring.  You don’t always have family or friends and sometimes calling that number is so reassuring and really it is the only place you can go.  

Subsequent phone calls 

The Helpline provided me with practical advice that I would not have thought of.  They suggested I get all the documentation sorted such as, the children’s birth certificates, our bank details and car documents.  I think they gave me a checklist – and I was able to gather it all and begin to leave it at my friend’s house.  

I did need emotional support but in a way I didn’t feel emotionally my stuff was as worthy – but that’s about me and my stuff.  Certainly, the Helpline people never gave me any reason to think that.  I just know that there were a lot of women out there in a worse situation than me.   

They were always very supportive and they did give me emotional support and reassurance.  They also pointed me in the direction of a solicitor. 

ACTIONS TAKEN AS A RESULT OF PHONING THE HELPLINE 

Moving Home 

I needed to leave him and phoning the Helpline confirmed this for me.  It made me think I needed to make a plan and get out of the relationship alive.  I thought he would kill me, or himself and the children.  I decided I needed to keep calm and play a game that everything was OK.  It gave me more stress in one way, but it also gave me breathing space and time to think things through.  It was very much a strategic move.

It took five months to leave.  I left the house with the children and my car loaded up with the basic stuff in December of that year. I did have an offer to go to a refuge with the children but my sister had moved house and I moved in briefly with her.  Longer term, I moved back into the family home.

Legal Proceedings/Divorce

During that time I was trying to set up our move and think of ways to split up and I thought I’d be able to talk to him about it and may be go to Relate.  But in November I finally petitioned him with divorce whilst still living with him.  I was very frightened and I kept putting off the solicitor saying “now is not the right time”.  I needed courage but I also needed to make him aware “I don’t want to live with you anymore” but I wanted to do it gently because I didn’t want to face the backlash. 

Life changes/moving on 

Not having him around on a daily basis is the biggest change.   The mood in our house completely changed and both children are doing so much better at school.  Everyone tells me they’re happier particularly their teachers.   They are like different children more open and chatty. Before the youngest one wouldn’t even make eye contact with people because he was so afraid - now he’s outspoken, lively and happy.  It’s like a personality change and that has to be down to their different living environment.  

Change of outlook

It was certainly messy initially but now I feel very optimistic and a lot lighter.  It sounds like a cliché, but the trees are greener and the skies are bluer when you come out of a situation like that.  Emotionally, I still feel I’m not sorted and that I am still healing, but I am a lot better.  I am much more optimistic and the changes have been dramatic.  I am happier, more content.  I’m also skint but that doesn’t matter.  I feel safer – but I’m still concerned and I do have to be on my guard – I’m just not as scared as I once was.  

Unfortunately, we are not divorced yet but it is going through but he wants to fight it every step of the way, even now.

I’m still studying.  I’ve changed my course to a Social Sciences degree as I realised this was not the time for me to be studying to be a Social Worker.  It was all too raw and close to my experience and I needed a different course that would offer me something different and I lam loving it. 

INTERVIEW 12 WITH
CS 42

DATE:



10.03.08

SUMMARY

CS 42 is in her early 20s and had been with her husband for four and a half year and married for three of those years.  She has one four year old daughter.   CS 42 lived in the north east with her family.  CS 42 had not experienced any domestic abuse up until the day before they got married.  It came as a shock to her and she had not previously believed that she was marrying a violent man.  Their wedding was a quiet affair with none of her family present and only his parents as witnesses, which she now recognises as part of his controlling manner. 

CS 42 has no idea what sparked the abuse but believes that it is likely he kept it hidden until he knew that he was about to marry her.  CS 42 described her life with him as “scary, stressful, horrible and depressing.”  Initially the abuse was mental abuse, psychological threats and name calling.  Then the physical abuse began including hitting, hair pulling, knife attacks and locking her in the house for days.   CS 42’s husband moved them from an urban area to a quiet rural village without any shops and only a limited bus service.  CS 42 had no car and limited access to her mobile/phone line as this was controlled by her husband. 

CS 42 had had contact with the Police who had referred her to the Helpline.  Following a visit to hospital after CS 42’s husband had attacked her with a knife, she arrived at hospital bleeding from knife cuts to her arms and legs.  The hospital refused to believe her claims that she had slipped on broken glass and contacted the Police who made an arrest.  CS 42 later dropped the charges as her husband threatened to harm both her and her family.

CS 42 was given the Helpline number by the Police and phoned it four times before being able to leave her husband for good in January this year.   Her husband locked her in the house for two weeks prior to her managing to escape through a window.  She and her daughter have been living in a refuge in a city in the north east since January this year.  She is now planning to begin divorce proceedings.  The experience is still very recent for CS 42 and she remains in a state of anxiety and panic. 

BACKGROUND

My life was scary, stressful, horrible and depressing.  Mainly he would mentally abuse me, call me names, threaten me and my daughter, my Nanna and my family. There was physical abuse too.  It went on for three years, and started the day before we got married.  We were together 4.5 years altogether, and I have no idea what triggered the abuse unless it was hidden and always there underneath, only showing itself when he thought he’d got me.   I didn’t know that then but I’m thinking about it now.  

We got married, and it was a very quiet wedding.  None of my family were invited because he didn’t want them there, just his parents.  I thought it was odd but I didn’t realise then that it was all about the controlling because he didn’t like me to have contact with my friends and family. 

If he went too far he’d apologise and make lots of false promises like he’d get some counselling and we’d work at it, and I’d believe him and then he’d convince me that it was all my fault and that may be I was going mad and it was all in my head.  

The First Phone Call

I’d known about the Helpline for a while and the Police had given me the card.  I’d cut out the phone number and thrown the rest of the card away, in case he found it.   One time the Police had come and arrested him because he’d slashed my arms and legs and he had to take me to hospital and I had tried to convince the hospital staff it wasn’t him.   I told them I’d slipped on some glass but they didn’t believe me.  

After that, when he was at the Police Station, I rang the Helpline and went to the refuge and stayed there for three days.  But after that I went home, because he was allowed one phone call, and he used it to phone me and said if I pressed charges he’d find me and he threatened my family and my Nanna.   So I went back to him. 

Subsequent Phone Calls 

I was locked in the house.  He had gone out at 5 am in the morning and locked me in the house. This went on for two weeks.  Every day he left with the key and did not get back until midnight.   I was terrified and going mad.  After two weeks, I managed to find a key that opened one of the windows and I got out and rang the Helpline and went to the refuge.  

I rang the Helpline about three times before I left and each time I was offered a place in a refuge. The thing is apart from once, I never got there because he would come home early or I didn’t have time to get out and catch the bus and not bump into him or his mates.  

I wanted to go straight to the refuge, but every attempt got stopped by my husband although he didn’t know that’s what I was doing at the time.  I would call whenever I had the opportunity, usually early morning or in the afternoon depending on when my husband was out.  

The fourth time I rang (the last time) my sister was staying with us.  He didn’t want her there but she had problems in her relationship and Social Services dropped her off at my house.  He didn’t like it at all.  He got worked up easily, he was shouting at me all the time, he wouldn’t let me go to sleep, he was threatening me and my sister could hear it all.  He wouldn’t let me sleep - threatening and mouthing off and was pulling my hair and knocking me about.  When he’d gone, I found a key to the window and we got out of that window, I rang the Helpline and they rang me back with the details of the Refuge and I came straight here.  

Free Helpline Number 

I didn’t have credit on my phone and the good thing was I could ring it from my mobile free of charge.  He controlled the phones and he didn’t want me communicating with anyone.  He thought I had boyfriends, even though I didn’t, and so he’d take my phone to work.   That day he left it and I could phone the free phone number.  I think that’s really good that it’s a free phone number. I’ve not been back and I’ve been here ever since. 

ROLE OF HELPLINE

Providing resources/resolving immediate crisis

When I rang the Helpline, they asked me what had happened and made me tell them.  They asked me if it was safe to talk and if it was safe to leave the house now.   They also asked me, where did I want to go?  I’m not that far away from him but I asked for the refuge to be close by deliberately because I knew he would think I’d gone back to my family’s home city.  That’s exactly what he did do, because he’d send me texts saying “I’ve been watching you at X refuge” and I’d think `no you haven’t you liar, because I’m not there’. 

I always got a good response from the women at the Helpline.  They never turned me down or turned me away.  They were always quick to ring me back or give me advice and let me know about what support was available.  Often when I was trying to leave, I had very little time to get out of the house and away from him before he got back, and they would always get back to me within about 15 minutes and let me know if they had a refuge place available for me.  

I’d start off in a right state and say to them, “I’ve got an hour to get out of the house and get on the bus.”  And they would call me straight back.  I was on that bus within an hour with somewhere safe to go.  They always responded to the urgency.

Being listened to/being heard

I found it really scary ringing the Helpline.  When you’re going through all that, you think that people are going to judge you and be thinking “why are you letting it all happen?”  You think it’s all your fault.  I was in the refuge for two weeks before I could even start to open up.  They leave you to it and let it come out in your own time.  

On the Helpline they’re not pushy at all, just there for you.    The hardest part is actually going and leaving.   The Helpline is important because I knew I could always rely on it and if I did go back to him ever I know I can go back to the Helpline in the future and they’d never refuse me.  It’s always there for me if I need it. 

Thoughts/feelings after the phonecall

I didn’t start to feel safe until I got to the refuge because I was in such a panic.  I needed to be in the refuge to start to feel safe.  But I did feel clearer and knew what I had to do, to leave and get out, but the hardest thing is leaving – it took such a lot to do that.    I did suffer from panic attacks and I am still suffering now.  The panic really kicked in when I was trying to leave.  The Helpline were good because they are really calm. My experience was positive.  They were calm and reassuring and they tried really hard to keep me calm but it’s not easy when you’re so frightened. 

Other sources of support 

The Helpline and the refuge were the main places for support.  Social Services were no help.  

ACTIONS TAKEN AS A RESULT OF PHONING THE HELPLINE 

Location (past and present)/Moving out of home

I was living in a village when I made the call.  I had to walk a mile and a half to the nearest bus stop.  If I took my daughter to nursery, it was a three mile walk.  I was cut off and I had no friends and family in the area.   He did not allow me to have contact with friends and family and he really hated my sister being with us.

Now I am back living in the city and that feels right.  

Changes as a result of ringing the Helpline

Having rung the Helpline I made a big change that day because I left home within an hour and went straight to the refuge.  

I am changing my life and I’m staying in the refuge and I feel safer.  

I am also going to go through with a divorce.  A support worker come with me to a meeting about this as I can get panicky and can’t breath.  I am going through an injunction to keep him away from me and the Helpline provide a support worker and that helps me too, to keep me calm if I get into a state of panic.

It’s unbelievable being here and listening to other women.  All the men say the same things – it’s as if they all came out the same pot.  

Hopes/expectations of the Helpline
You wish it would be a magic number and there was a magic wand and someone could wave it and everything would be ok. But it can’t happen like that.  I wish it were easier but it is hard.

 In the circumstances, I think the Helpline did everything they could for me. They really wanted me to move further away from my husband but I deliberately asked to stay locally as I knew he would look for me in my home city and he did. 

Length of time it took between calling the Helpline and making the change

I made my first call to the Helpline in 2005.  I left in 2008 Jan this year.

In 2006, I rang the Helpline and got a place in a refuge. I left for 3 days but he was with my Nanna and threatening me and her, so I returned.  

Reflections on using the Helpline

The Helpline has really made me get my life back on track.  I now know who I am and what I am and that feels good.  Before I met my husband, I was a happy kind of person and I feel great now – much stronger and more confident.

My daughter is loads happier and a bit more settled.  There were problems at first and it was hard to start with when she wanted her Dad, but now things are much better.  

On the value of the Helpline to other women experiencing domestic abuse
I would not have been able to cope without the helpline.  If I hadn’t had the helpline, I don’t know what I’d have done or where I could have gone for help. There’s nowhere.  I know he was getting violent again, pulling my hair, pushing me around and that it always gets worse.  May be I would have rung the police or stuck it out for a few more days being locked up in the house, I don’t know.  

There are refuges for people my age for 18-25 yr old but you can’t take your kids there and there was no way I was leaving my daughter.  I think the Helpline is the only place to turn to if you’re experiencing domestic abuse and if you need help and you’ve got children.  

INTERVIEW 13 WITH

CS 46

DATE OF INTERVIEW:
03.03.08

SUMMARY

CS 46 is a married woman with two grown up children living in Scotland.  She had been married for over 20 years and describes having lived in an abusive relationship with an alcoholic for all of that time.   CS 46 did not perceive herself to be in an abusive relationship until she had contact with the National Domestic Violence Helpline in 2004 when she came to understand more about domestic abuse.  

In February 2004, she was stabbed four times by her husband and both she and her teenage son were hospitalised for their injuries.  She sought support and advice from the Helpline over a four year period and describes it as “invaluable”.  Her husband was arrested and sentenced for 18 months.  CS 46 needed the on-going support of the Helpline during legal proceedings as this was a particularly stressful episode.  She subsequently moved home with her children, received counselling and has now started a support group for women who have experienced domestic violence. 

BACKGROUND

I was in an abusive relation(ship) for 21 years but didn’t recognise it as that because he was an alcoholic.  I thought his behaviour was because of the alcohol but now I realise it would have happened with or without the alcohol.   May be if I’d used the Helpline earlier I’d have realised. He used to trash the house regularly and smash everything up and frighten me and my two children.  He was very controlling and bore grudges for decades and never ever forgave anything I did.  There was little physical violence, up until the last six months that we were together, but those last six months were horrendous and the violence had started by then.   

I’d say “I’ll end our marriage if you don’t get some help.”  He was attempting to get help and because of that I stayed.  But as his threats and the violence got worse I told him the marriage was over and I didn’t want to stay with him anymore.  He realised I wasn’t going to have him back and I got him to leave our home. He told me he was going to kill me and had warned me.  

One night he threw a brick through the window and climbed in.  I was on the phone at the time to the police at the time because I was scared he was outside and they said; “We can’t come right now” and that was when he smashed the window and broke in.  I said; “It’s too late - he’s here already”.  He stabbed me four times and was about to stab me a fifth time but my son intervened and was also cut with the knife.  The Police came immediately and were able to arrest him on the spot and call an ambulance for us.   I was hospitalised as was my son.  

It sounds really stupid but I still didn’t realise I was in an abusive relationship.  It wasn’t until after he stabbed me that I looked up `domestic abuse’ on the internet.  I realised it had gone on a long time but I still couldn’t accept it. 

THE ROLE OF THE NATIONAL DOMESTIC VIOLENCE HELPLINE 

Listening Process/Being Heard

Women experiencing domestic abuse need someone to understand them.  Women need to talk about their experiences to someone who really understands and quite often family don’t understand.  I was away from my husband when I was ringing the Helpline, because he’d been arrested, or was in prison for most of that time, but I still really needed the Helpline.  

It’s about not being judged. It’s about being able to talk about how you really feel and to be able to say all the negative stuff that you feel ashamed of.  You inevitably start to blame yourself and think is this me?  They reassure you that this is what you do start to think when you’re in an abusive relationship, and that this is a part of the abuse cycle, so that was the bit that really helped me.  

I wasn’t getting help from anywhere/anyone else, so to get that support from the Helpline was invaluable.  There’s a part of you that thinks `this shouldn’t be happening’ but then it does.  The Helpline are non-judgemental and not many people out there are when it comes to domestic abuse.  

Having someone at the end of the phone as back up to support me really helped.  My family were great but it was the reinforcement and objectivity of the person on the end of the phone at the Helpline that really helped me.  I didn’t know them and yet they were totally there for me. 

The first phone call 

Initially the Police gave me the number for the Helpline.  When I phoned the first time I got a really good woman on the end of the phone.  I was still in denial then.  But when I came away from that phone call, I started to accept what had been happening for years.   

What helped was that she named it.  She named it as `domestic abuse’.  That really helped me.  I surprised myself that I was never able to label it beforehand.  I used to see adverts on the TV about domestic violence but I couldn’t relate it to myself.  I just thought his behaviour was to do with the alcoholism. 

That first call to the Helpline really got me thinking.  It was like somebody had switched the light on in my brain.  I’d heard people like my family saying; `His alcoholism was not an excuse’ but speaking to this woman at the Helpline, I realised that, it really wasn’t an excuse and she helped me to open my mind up to what was really happening. The first call was definitely the most productive because it set me thinking and once my thinking had changed, that was the beginning of things changing.  

CHANGES AS A RESULT OF USING THE HELPLINE

Finding inner strength/resilience

I had been in Al-anon for a number of years, so I always was able to work through difficult issues and I knew it began with me but the Helpline kick started me into doing other things for myself.   It allowed me to go and get help for myself to find out more about domestic abuse, to read books and articles on the internet and to understand what had happened to me.  I did not want to be in that position again or for him to talk me back around and over the years he’d done that many times.  Finding out more helped me to really enforce the strength within me to hold on to the fact that this time it was `the end’.  It took for him to stab me for me to see that.  

My husband was in jail but he still had access to me.  I knew I needed to stay strong and not contact him and the Helpline helped me to do so. The Police told him not to contact me but they couldn’t stop the letters he would write.  The letters were really helpful to me because I could see that he wasn’t sorry for what he’d done to me and they were proof of this to me.  Although I wanted him to be sorry, he just wasn’t. 

The Helpline allowed me to go on, and instead of putting efforts into thinking, `how can I help him?’ it became about `how can I help myself and my family?’

SUBSEQUENT PHONECALLS TO THE HELPLINE

24 Hour Helpline 

The Helpline was invaluable to me - really it was.  With the Helpline I was able to ring at 3 am in the morning when I most needed to speak to someone and they were there.  I felt a lot of panic at night or if I heard a noise or someone banged a car door shut. I knew he was locked up, but that didn’t stop the fear which was still there. I would be unable to sleep and would be upset and crying and need someone to talk to and that’s when I would ring.  You can’t phone your family at 3 am when they have to get up for work the next day and you’re in a state of fear or panic.   Immediately after the call I calmed down enough to sleep again.  

When I eventually moved out of the family home I felt a lot safer. I had a flat upstairs so he couldn’t break in through a window.  About a year after I’d first made the call and after I’d move home, I started having flashbacks and one of them felt worse than the actual event when he stabbed me.  I was reliving the experience and I felt I was going off my head.  I picked up the phone to the Helpline and I just cried.  I couldn’t even speak for about 10 minutes as I was just hysterically crying.  When I calmed down the women, said that what I was experiencing was very common and explained that now I was safe I was starting to deal with what had happened, whereas before it was blocked out because I was unable to deal with it.  It really helped to hear her say that, because I was feeling bad and thinking `I should be over it by now.’  For her to say, `it was quite common’ was so important to me.

Providing on-going support 

My son’s school were unsupportive and I couldn’t cope with that on top of everything else.  My son needed support at this time because of his experience and instead of that the school threatened to suspend him.  He was upset and this was just weeks before the court case and I still cannot believe how insensitive they were.  

The Helpline empowered me with the strength to fight back and argue our case. They took me as a person who needed help and support through a crisis but they did not treat me as a victim and that is a very important thing.  I did not want to be a victim I wanted to be able to move on and the Helpline helped me to do that.

No matter when I needed the help I could phone them.  I could stay positive during the day but I was feeling the strain and at night it would surface then.  I needed to move jobs because I didn’t want him to harass me at work and we needed to move house too.  I had the court case to deal with and after all that he only got 18 months. So we had a relatively short time to get ourselves together.  I think in a lot of ways the Helpline helped me to regain my self-worth again.

OTHER SOURCES OF SUPPORT OR INFORMATION 

The Helpline was the main source of information support and they referred me to Women’s Aid.   What I most wanted was a group to work with other women who’d experienced domestic violence and no one was able to offer that.  I found a worker who’d experienced domestic violence and had a one to one session with her over eight weeks.  

There isn’t really much help for women experiencing domestic abuse. Where I think the Helpline is invaluable is its open 24 hours because otherwise there is nothing.  Believe me I looked at all areas because I was determined to get better and this wasn’t going to drag me down. 

When I think of the support he got in contrast to me and my children – he had counselling provided and a new home when he came out of prison.  I had to pay for counselling and wait months to get on a list and I just had to do it all myself.  The doctor gave me a list of names to call but no one was holding my hand helping me.  I had to do it all myself.  I had to fight tooth and nail to get a house on a filthy estate and it was in a terrible state.  

ACTIONS TAKEN AFTER PHONING THE HELPLINE

Moving Home 

Finding a new home is very difficult.  Women’s Aid were saying; “It is very difficult to get re-housed” and they were negative about my prospects, but I was determined.  Eventually because my husband was getting out of jail and I was terrified of staying in the home we’d owned together, I had the Police round to put bars on the window because I knew that he would not have left us alone.  

Even after we moved he got our new address and found us within two days.  The difference then was that we were in our own home and not a home we had shared together.  He got out in August and in January he broke into the marital home and absolutely wrecked it.  He’d been given certain items during our break up and he put some items back so that I would know it was him who had broken in.  He broke in three times within a matter of weeks. 

The police alarmed our new home and them doing this is like gold-dust.  They told him the house was wired to the Police Station and that if he came to the house they would be there in minutes. We never had any bother from him after that.  

I think there is a misconception about domestic abuse and people think it’s just a case of leaving but it can feel even more dangerous when you leave.  When you’re there you feel you can control what is happening more than you can when you leave.   When you leave you feel exposed, almost as though you are waiting for them. 

Support during legal proceedings

There was not a great deal of other support for me.  When the trial was on Witness Support were very good but as soon as sentenced is passed you are left on your own again.  Criminal Justice is not there for the victim.  He told a pack of lies and I was left feeling worthless.  I phoned the Helpline after the trial because how I was treated was such a raw area for me.  

I didn’t have a lawyer because my case was taken on behalf of the Police, so you feel really helpless and I was left voiceless.  I was only allowed to say my feelings about the attack, not about what was going on in the court and throughout the legal proceedings I was always conscious that this man was still controlling me. 

I needed somewhere to dump the anger and rage I felt about the court case.  I needed to be able to speak to someone about it and say; `How dare they?’  I could not believe that what I’d experienced was due process and I really needed the support of the Helpline then.

LIMITATIONS OF THE HELPLINE

The Helpline if they had one fault, I would say it was trying too hard. Because sometimes there is no answer.  For example, when you need a home that’s safe and you don’t have any money and no one will provide you with one.  They need to recognise that it’s more frustrating to be asked; “Have you tried this or that?”  I’d tried it all.  They want to help you but sometimes there isn’t anything they can do other than listen to you.  

ACTIONS TAKEN AS A RESULT OF USING THE HELPLINE

I’ve now helped to start a group for women who have experienced domestic abuse.  We meet up once a week on a Friday morning and all the women have appreciated it.
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SUMMARY 

CS 48 was married with three children living in London with her family.  She was in a violent relationship for 18 years and married for 13 of those years.  The violence progressed from what she described as “the odd slap” to sexual abuse which ultimately became unbearable.  CS 48 eventually talked to a friend who encouraged her to find practical and emotional support and get out of the marriage.  CS 48 is now divorced and living in a small rural town in East Anglia.  Her children live with her but her husband has 50/50 access to them.  

CS 48 rang the Helpline whilst she was already receiving counselling from Relate.  She was independently seeing a Counsellor helping her to explore her relationship and the abuse she was experiencing.  CS 48 had already began the process of `making sense of the abuse’ and describes the call to the Helpline as “not being pivotal” to her at that point in her life.  

Thereafter, CS 48 used the Helpline more than 20 times at various points of distress.  She has called at many times of the day or night and found the 24 hour nature of the Helpline useful to a degree particularly at calming her down when she has nowhere else to turn.   

CS 48 also thinks that the Helpline has its limitations.  She sees it as an excellent resource for women in a crisis situation, who need a safe space to go or a refuge.  However, she feels that in her particular circumstances, she would have found it useful if it had a secondary function. CS 48 wanted a 24 hour Helpline that would provide therapeutic counselling support.  She also would have welcomed networking opportunities with other women, peer groups and social gatherings for women who have experienced domestic violence and this resource is not available.

BACKGROUND 

I was living in London in a violent relationship for 18 years and married for 13 of those years.  Initially, the violence was not terrible.  It was a slap across the face once a year.  But he was always controlling and had tantrums.  That said, 80 per cent of the time he was a nice person.  I felt if he hit me it was my fault and that I had mismanaged him.  It got bad over the last couple of years, particularly after he was made redundant.  He thought I was having an affair even though I wasn’t.  He would keep me awake at night.  He was bruising me, pulling me around and not letting me go to sleep.  He was hounding me and forcing me into sex, sometimes as much as four times a day and it sounds stupid now but I’d do it.  I thought if I had sex with him, it would stop him from hounding me.  Sex became abusive and he wanted to experiment sexually more and more and it was always very controlling.  

Eventually, I did have a pivotal conversation with a friend and former health professional.  I showed him some of the bruises and he said, “I want you to go and see your GP and talk to them, find yourself a divorce lawyer and get yourself a good counsellor.”  That was when I realised that I was going to do all three. 

ROLE OF THE NATIONAL DOMESTIC VIOLENCE HELPLINE 

I got myself a counsellor and had begun to talk about what was happening and then another friend said, “Look at the Women s Aid website”.  What I actually wanted was to find other women in the same boat.  I felt, and still feel to some degree, like an alien species.  I wanted to feel like I was not alone.  

The Helpline has calmed me down nearly always.  So the Helpline helped me get through the immediate emotional crisis and calming me down did help.  But right from the start of phoning the helpline I felt that they give practical and immediate help to women with housing issues.  I think the Helpline is specifically for low income women in need of practical information. But I actually wanted a Helpline.  I was suicidal and have been on and off over the last three years and I wanted dedicated and specific help, both emotional and therapeutic help rather than just practical help.  To be honest, I have never found it. 

I didn’t need a refuge and so I had one Women’s Aid worker say, “So you’re safe now.  He’s not there and you’ve got a roof over your head and Social Services are involved.  So what do you need us for?”  I said, “I need emotional support.”  Taking someone away from a violent partner and saying, “well the hitting has stopped now and so you’re OK” is not enough as that is just the tip of the iceberg.  

I think a lot of women whose primary role is safeguarding their children are just not getting the emotional support they need.  I think of myself a bit like Terry Waite emerging from the cellar, you’re blinking and so much has changed and your whole life picture is different.  You’re being reborn and you literally have to learn to walk again.  It is so very debilitating.  There is a lot of talk about the rehabilitation of offenders of domestic violence but they don’t talk about the rehabilitation of victims and that’s what I needed.  

I did go to a Survivor’s Programme run by Women’s Aid which was good but you’re encouraged not to acknowledge other members of the group if you bump into them outside of the group which makes sense, of course.  But there was no follow up from an emotional point of view.  

Practical issues become so difficult, like sorting out insurance, getting service providers like BT to acknowledge that although your husband’s name has appeared on the bill for years, you have paid the bill and you are still credit worthy.  I think that’s an advocacy issue and women could do with a lot more support with that. 

24 Hour Helpline

I phoned the Helpline when it was hard for me at 11 pm at night.  I had been to my GP, I was on anti-depressants and Social Services were being extremely difficult to deal with and aggressive, as were CAFCASS the court appointed guardians.  They advocate 50-50 shared care between a couple and they kept saying to me that they needed even worse examples of domestic violence in order to believe me that I had a case for my children not going to my husband.  I felt marginalised and disbelieved.  

I needed emotional support and I often phoned late in the evening.  Then I’d feel guilty thinking that someone else needed the Helpline and I’d be thinking, `well where are they going to sleep tonight?’  Sometimes they would say, “What can we do to help?”  I had a psychotherapist at that time, but it felt appropriate to call the Helpline because they are the people that are there and really know about the issue.

I most wanted reassurance that I was not alone and that other women had gone through it.  Social Services can be so difficult and that is common.  Now I’ve found the research that supports that.  CAFCASS are known not to have a good reputation in cases of domestic violence and it would have helped to hear that kind of information from the Helpline too.  

Subsequent Phone calls and Limitations of the Helpline 

I made many more than 10 calls probably more than 20 even, but less than 50.   Most of them were desperate pleas for help at any time of the day and night, often when I was exhausted at the end of the day.  Most have been disappointing and not really given me what I needed. I don’t phone them much anymore.  I know now to say them, “I’m not coping well and I just need someone to talk to.”  Normally they say, “that’s fine”.  But it’s not their strongest skill.  

I rang one day and left a message phone asking them to call me and was given assurance they would call back.   I needed some low cost counselling in my area.  No one called me back. Two days later I got an anonymous leaflet without a compliment slip and no note or anything.  But it was addressed to me and included a leaflet for low cost counselling service 20 miles away.  I was feeling suicidal at that time and that was very poor.   

I think it’s usual for women to go into a help-seeking mode as women become desperately help-seeking and go into a scatter gun approach.  Then the support services think, `what’s the point helping her because she’s asked for help so many other places already’.  I have got so angry on one occasion with the Helpline and screamed at one of the workers whose attitude was, `You’re safe.  What can we do?  You’re fine.’  They think Social Services are on board, but Social Services are not a cuddly pro-women’s organisation.  

OTHER FORMS OF SUPPORT 

I think the Women’s Aid website is brilliant and also the BBC website.  The website has more help on it than the Helpline offer.  

Relate 

I went to Relate and their policy is that they will not provide couples counselling when there has been violence.  Within 15 minutes he admitted his violence and was referred to an adult psychotherapist. 

Relate were very good at helping me to come to terms with what had happened. Without them I would still be thinking that it is all my fault and asking myself, what am I doing wrong that is making my husband beat me?  Coming to terms with it happened over a long period of counselling.  On the Helpline, they are not counsellors and I wish there was a Helpline Counselling capacity. 

And I had Relate counselling for six months whilst still living with my husband.  I told my husband and he said `fine’.   I said I wasn’t going to discuss the content of the sessions with him and he assumed I wasn’t going again. In fact I went for six months without him knowing.  He said then it was a third person in our marriage and he didn’t like way I’d started having boundaries.  Relate counselling was the thing that really helped me.  

Supportive Workplace

I also had a supportive boss, a male boss who was misogynistic at pay reviews, but who gave me an hour a week to go to see my counsellor.  Once a month he’d say `is it still useful?’ and I’d say `yes’ and that was all he needed to know.  

GP

GPs are a good port of call.  When I was bruised my GP was brilliant.  She took photographic evidence, she phoned me several times over the following days and weeks to see if I was dealing with this and getting the help I needed.  

What would you have found helpful?  What kind of support was it that you most wanted from the Helpline?  

I wanted empathetic listening as the Helpline is really The Samaritans for battered wives.   You can phone The Samaritans sobbing and hyper-ventilating and they are there for you, they can’t identify themselves and you don’t get any continuity.  I do think the Women’s Aid Helpline could give something much more focussed than that.   

I think they need a refuge Helpline offering practical support and immediate action for women in need.  But they also need a therapeutic counselling line – where you can go through the counselling process and it to be open 24 hours.  There are some Samaritan staff who are specialised in domestic violence but you need a referral system and having face to face referrals would also be good.  

I think what you need is a brainstorming session between Relate, The Samaritans and Women’s Aid about what they could each do because those are the support services that have helped me most.  Relate is not really a charity as it does charge.  They are very good and they put me on the right lines.  You get continuity and human contact.  The Samaritans are great in a crisis but you don’t get the face to face contact.  Women’s Aid is great in a practical crisis but not when you need therapeutic support.  

I know I can’t indiscriminately ask for help but I think there is a limited usefulness in the Helpline as it is.  It’s long term counselling and group therapy that I needed.  Counselling I know is very expensive but setting up groups for women and having coffee morning is not – it could even be a fund raiser.  I’d go to a safe venue for that. I don’t think you even need a facilitator.  But now where I live, I feel marginalised in a small parochial white rural middle-class dominated community in East Anglia.  I can’t do that here.  It would work in central London but it’s not going to work in a small rural town where I live.  

Being believed is terribly important.  I was really reproached by Social Services for never going to the Police.  If I’d known there was someone I could go to and say, “This is what happened last night”, that would help.  What are the police going to do?  Most women want it to stop not for their husbands to leave.  The Police are just not the right vehicle for dealing with this issue.  

It would be a vast task for Women’s Aid but advice such as, keeping a diary if it’s safe to, would be useful.  I had access to a computer at work.  My husband did discover a list of things he’d done to me and he belittled the list.  He said, “It didn’t matter and bought me flowers”.  To have some sort of database or website where incidents/offences against you were logged would be a help especially if you knew it was secure and no one else was going to look at it.  It could serve as a record if things worsened because your memory does distort and forgets.  It’s just not there that kind of support.  

I think it’s a terrible shame that something that has such a good website (and the Women’s Aid website is excellent) and where there is such an obvious need, the Helpline just isn’t able to support women as they could do.  Even when you speak to local workers I sense it is all a bit bureaucratic, and there isn’t a drop-in kind of approach.  I’d like something less formal and with less connection with the refuge and for it to be more about the therapeutic aspect/emotional support.

MAKING CHANGES/ MOVING HOME

First of all I saw my GP who was so helpful.  I also saw a divorce lawyer who put me off the idea of divorcing because it was all going to be so dreadful.  

After six months of counselling I realised I was staying in this marriage for the children and then I had to analyse that.  It was a negative role model for them to see.  They were all under the age of 10 and were all acting out in different ways.  My daughter was showing signs of food problems and becoming body conscious and the boys were behaving violently and had reading problems.  So I looked at the negative impact on them. 

My husband and I were on holiday with the children and he got aggressive in front of some friends.  I started to make the peace and he just gave me a look that absolutely terrified me.   I realised what he could reduce me to with one look.  I said after that I wanted a divorce and he said he’d have counselling.  He went on a Perpetrator Programme and had to leave the house for six months but came back within two days.  Then the school contact me and said they suspected sexual abuse in the children.  That’s when Social Services got involved. 

Emotionally then I just had to switch off.  I didn’t really surface for six months. I had to sell the family home, relocate our home and move the children 100 miles away.  I bought a new house and then he reneged on our deal, which was that he would pay half the mortgage. It was so crippling financially and as I was self-employed I didn’t pay my tax bill for 18 months and now I have problems with the Inland Revenue.

Finally, I conceded shared care of the children 50/50.  It’s a long story but I was sexually abused myself as a child.  Therefore I was regarded as not being a reliable witness.  My childhood was investigated and everything was dragged up – it was awful.  

Currently, the new school are saying that the children need therapeutic care.   My husband has insisted that no referral for therapeutic care can happen without his consent.  I know he knows that if they are in a long term therapeutic relationship, they will be more likely to express the truth of what has taken place.  

For years I kept a lid on it all.  I had three children.  I worked full-time and had many close friendships.  It was only the most perceptive people who said afterwards, “We’re not surprised”.   To this day there are people who were best friends who think that I am maligning this lovely man and that is hard to take.  We are now divorced and although I now feel considerably better I do still have black days.  

CLOSING COMMENTS

I imagine I am particularly unusual because most educated middle-class women would just not put up with what I did, but I did, because of my history.  Many lower income women don’t have the resources that I had at my disposal.  I wish that Women’s Aid and the Helpline were much, much better resourced and could help women much more.  

I would be really upset if all the good things that I know that Women’s Aid and the Helpline do were damaged as a result of anything I said to you.  Even if all they do is provide a refuge and a safe place for women - that’s great and it must continue.  I just have experience of knowing what else could be provided and what a huge gap there is in terms of the kind of provision of therapeutic support and group therapy/group meetings for women who have/are experiencing domestic abuse which could offer something deeper and much needed.  

� Statistics from discussion with Women’s Aid NDVH Manager – results from interrogation of Helpline call monitoring database for April 2006 – March 2007


� Question 1 is the unique code number


� Insufficient data to be useful here


� Because of the N/A responses to these factors, the actual numbers here are small: 4 and 6 respectively


� Insufficient data to be useful


� We have not here commented on the final factor regarding information – as more detail is available in question 18





