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Starting from Scratch

Exploration of Housing and
Financial Services to Women
who Experience Domestic Violence

Research Parameters

Research commissioned by ADAPT clearly showed that the act of
leaving their partner was extremely difficult for women
experiencing abuse. Responsibilities to their family and marriage,
home ties, abuse and the associated effects, safety, and an
uncertain future were all issues to be faced when women

considered leaving home.

What was the research about?

The aim of the research was to examine the

effectiveness of services provided by Community

Welfare and Local Authority Housing in

responding to the needs of abused women,

from the perspective of both abused women'
and service providers. The objectives were:

* To explore the experiences of women who
have suffered abuse in terms of using
housing and community welfare senvices.

* To examine the extent to which senvices pro-
vided by housing and community welfare
departments are appropriate to abused
women and their children.

* To establish what these service providers see
as their specific role, if any, in dealing with
abused women.

* To highlight issues of practice and policy,
which need to be addressed.

Who took part?

involved in the delivery of community welfare
and local authority housing services.
Seventeen (17) abused women took part
These women had been imolved with either
ADAPT or Clarehaven services. Thirteen (13)

“When | had to start off, | had to

start from scratch”
women took part in focus groups, which lasted
1-2 hours. Fourteen (14) took part in an in-
depth interview of about 1-2 hours.

Eighteen (18) staff involved in housing or
community welfare services took part in a tele-
phone survey, lasting about 45 minutes. Of
these 18, eleven (11) were Community Welfare
Officers from the Mid-Westemn Health Board.

“| would do anything | could to save our
marriage, for us to be a family and all that...
for all the badness to go away.. and | was
being blamed in the meantime for everything...

everything was my fault you know™

Both the Task Force Report (1997) and
Women's Ald (1995) have emphasiscd the
extent and seriousness of domestic violence.
More recently in Limerick, 75% of women
attending workshops for those on a low income
said they knew someone in a viokent relation-
ship, and nearly 50% had experienced abuse
themselves”

' While the term "Women who have experienced abuse’ is the preferred one when refeming 10 women sunmvors
of domestic abuse, for ease of reading and to protect against repetition, the term ‘abused women' will be used

* Kirkwood, C (1993} Leaving Abusive Partners.
! PAUL Partnership (1998) Life on Low Income



Significance of Housing and
Community \Welfare Services

It is impossible to overestimate the importance of community welfare and housing services for an
abused woman, as she considers the options open to her in relation to leaving a partner who has
been violent to her. The response of the staff in these services is hugely significant in her decision,
and her safety in carrying through that decision. In reality the response of staff is mediated by policy,
codes of practice & priorities, knowledge of issues and attitudes of agency workers.

Finance needs
Control of finances d a fundamental

Housing and Financial Support

element in the domestic abuse experienced by
and 75% of described financial
On leaving home, women were subjected to
further financial strain as they coped with a
stitiade of " ds on a very tight
budget. Similar to the findings of Mulvey (1992)
and Power (1998), reliance on community wel-
fare officers was a direct outcome of leaving, for
women in this research.

Housing needs

Women in this research fielt they had nowhere
10 go upon leaving their partners. Fear and the
desire to build a new life for themselves and
their children meant that none of the women
wanted 1o stay in their family home.

Saiety and location were crucially important
to women. Refuges were an interim emergency
measure and the insecure nature of private
rented accommodation, and limitations of legal
remedies meant that they often saw local
authority housing as the only safe, long-term
accommodation option.

Housing and financial support were therefore
fundamental needs of women leaving home
because of domestic abuse. These needs left
them very dependant on the services of com-
munity welfare and housing departments to

assist them in securing a viable and safe future
for th ives and their child
There were similarities between the roles

Research Findings

One of the most significant findings from the research was the crucial importance of community
welfare & housing services to abused women. They address two of the most basic needs of all
humans - the need for shelter and the need for basic necessities such as food and clothes. These
needs are common to all of us but are particularly crucial for abused women so that they can have
the realistic possibility of a life away from their abuser.

The impact of the abuse and the
importance of the services

Another important, finding from the research,
which cannot be underestimated, is the range and
level of abuse to which the women imvolved had
been subjected. This s not new information but the
danger is that, as such information becomes com-
monplace. it is not viewed with the ser it

The women interviewed struggled with these
issues in making their decisions about whether to
leave or stay Hence women coming 1o the commu-
nity welfare or housing services were coming in the
midst of a crisis, fearful of the implications of their
actions for themselves and their famili

The capacity of the services to respond

requires. Domestic abuse is a crime but it remains
one of the most under-reported crimes in our
SOty

The complexity of domestic abuse and its
impact on the women and children imvolved was
also highlighted in this research. The women were,
on the one hand very reluctant to leave their
homes. Yet on the other hand they could not
envisage a safe future in a home that had become

Domestic abuse and its effect on the women
involved had a direct impact on the capacity of the
women 10 use the services and the capacity of the
senvices 1o respond to their needs. On the one hand,
the women were attempting to deal with a major
crisis in their lives. a crisis underpinned by fear and
intimidation. The impact of this also presented
issues for service p & i d to
their needs in safety

In this contind, the research highlighted the

value of establishing a specialist service where staff
have the opportunity to build up a level of expertise
in relation 1o the issues involved Many of the
women interviewed had used the senvices of the

“1t'd be just like starting... ke a child
crawling. walking... it's not going to be easy.
and still a fear there for the children too... I'll
be looking over my shoulder ... that's the fear |
have... will | be safe. will my children be safe.”

Homeless Unit and found that to be a very positive
experience. Thev spoke positively of the under-
standing of stafl of their concems, the application
process and the outcome of that application.

One of the issues raised by many of those inter-
viewed - women and staff - was the need for clear



that & d at abused and
is widely available within the ity so that
evervone concemed can be clear as 1o the senvices

abused women. Where documentary evidence was
required it oflen caused difficulties for women who,
because of the emergency nature of their departure
from home, had not been able to take such docu-
with them. They could not retum, for

he
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lines in relation 1o dealing specifically with victims
of domestic abuse Present guidelines are more
genenic. Reference was made 1o the Homeless
Strategy’ and how it specifically names victims of
domestic  abuse within  its  definition of
homelessness
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safety reasons nor was it safe for them il a home
visil was made

services that address complementary needs and
must therefore work closely together if the needs of

"I just didn't move because | didn't think 'd
have anywhere else to go. and | didn't want to
be moving the children unless | was sure there

Staff also highlighted the potential role that was somewhere else 10 0o..."
training could play in enabling them to build up
Mdmmﬂmﬂ abused women are to be efiectively met The
flective and sup Homeless Unit has provided opportunities for these

in the most gven
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involved

The research highlights the fundamental impor-
tance of both the bousing and community welfare
services, not only as separate services but also as

CAnl e
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Recommendations

The recommendations put forward in this report draw on the experience and suggestions of the women
andthesewioepmviders,'lherewassimiﬁcantwerlapinﬂreidemandrecommendaﬁonscmningfmm
the women and those the service providers either recommended or put forward as existing practice.

Housing & Accormmodation
The Letting Priorities of Local Authorities need to
be reviewed to include abused women as a priority
target group for housing or re-housing, The level of
risk 10 abused women should be a key factor in
assessing their application.

There i a need to develop a range of housing &
accommodation options for abused women. This
Mﬂﬁwwm

The practice of asking abused women 10 apply
for 3 Maintenance Order as part of the process of
assessing their eligibility for social welfare can
undermine their safety and give their partners fur-
ther opportunities to intimidate them and exert con-
trol and power

Good Practice Guidelines
There is a need to put in place Good Practice

and, equally important, longterm per
housing

Where an abused woman is being offered long-
term housing, priority should be given to offering her
housing n a location where she will have maximum
support and will not be at risk of further abuse from
her partner.
| Uttimately we need o ask ourselves what

kind of society have we crealed where

violence agains! women is tolerated and

where abused women. rather than their

abusers are blamed for the abuse

There is a need to expand the existing housing
programme if Local Authorities are 1o respond effec-
tively to the range of housing and acx dat
needs in their areas, including the needs of abused
women This expansion needs 1o focus on the devel-
opment of small integrated housing schemes.
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needs 1o be ded to the ity based
service 5o that there is consistency of approach and
responsiveness regardiess of location.

Safety is a major issue for abused women
Community welfare officers can help enhance safety
by financing such flems as mobile phones, house
alarms, Court Order applications etc, where appro-
priate.

PFinancial abuse is ofien an ongoing part of
domestic abuse and lack of access 10 a reasonable
weekly can by limit the op avail
able t0 abused women. Community Welfare Officers
need to be aware of this ongoing dynamic and the
potential role they can play responding to the finan-
cial needs of abused women - whether or not they
leave the relationship.

Guidelines that service providers will follow in their
de of basic guidelines is pre-

including.

*+ Prioritizing the woman's safety and the safety of
her children in any decisions made and in how
information is recorded,

+ Taking time 1o listen 10 her in a non-judgmental
manner,

* Not seeking “evidence” or documentation that
may require her to put herself at further risk

+ Supporting her in making decisiops that seem
right and safe to her rather than imposing solu-

tions;

+ Informing her about services and supports avail-
able and linking her with these if that is what she
wants.

Information

Clear information needs to be publicly available on

the eligibility criteria and the process involved in
dying for both financial support and

dation/housing This information should make it

clear what applicants in general can epedt and

women and these should be brought to the atten-
tion of applicants who identify themselves as abused
women.

Staffing
Frontline and other relevant staff should complete
appropriate training in relation to domestic abuse.
This training should include understanding the
dynamics and effects of domestic abuse, carmying out

a risk assessment . developing an appro-
priate response and safe recording methods.
Additional staff &s required to allow individual

tion 1o how the needs of victims of domestic abuse
HEM

staff to give the necessary time needed to ksten 1o
abused women and assess thelr needs in a compre-
hensive manner.

“The option of assigning specialist staff, (similar to
the present assignment of specialist staff 1o the arca
of homelessness) 1o work in this area should be
explored This would allow them 1o develop a higher
level of expertise in dealing with this sensitne ke

e should be allocated to refuges and
support services 10 enable them 1o employ outreach
staff to provide ongoing support and aftercare 10

Interagency work

Better interagency co-operation is needed to mad-

mize the support available 10 abused women and

their children. The establishment of Local Area

Networks, as recommended in the Task Force

Report (1997) could provide the vehicle to make

this happen and lead to improved practice on many

levels, including:

+ Establishment of common good practice guide-
lines across agencies,

+ Staff being more aware of domestic abuse and
hence more likely 10 recognize signs of abuse in
women using their service;

+ Staffl in different organizations being better
informed on the services each offers. Thes should
lead to more effective referrals;

+ Staff being more conscious of holding the perpe-
m‘w and not umwum
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Public Awareness
Underpinning the findings from the research was
the need 1o i public of domest

abuse and to challenge the widespread tolerance,
which allows volence against women to continue
Ultimately we need to ask ourselves what kind of




Good Practice Guidelines

When working with women affected by domestic abuse.

Recognise that disclosure is much
more likely where a positive, trusting
relationship exists.

Regard all women as individuals
with unique reactions and coping
mechanisms.

Listen, believe, reassure, affirm and
support in a nonjudgemental way.

Give priority to immediate safety of the
women and her children.

Be honest about the bounds of
confidentiality and your professional role.

Recognise how difficult it is for women
to leave their family home and the
mixture of feelings they may have about
the situation and the perpetrator.

Remerﬁber you are in a prime position
to assert to the man that his abuse
is not acceptable.

Have information on services and
supports readily available and consult
with others working with the issue.
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