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What is the purpose of the Briefing 
Note series?
The IS has developed an Elected Members Briefing Series to help elected members keep apace with key 
issues affecting local government.

Some Briefing Notes will be directly produced by IS staff but we will also publish material from as wide a 
range of public bodies, commentators and observers of public services as possible. 

We will use the IS website and Elected Member e-Bulletin to publicise and provide access to the Briefing 
Notes. All Briefing Notes in the series can be accessed at www.improvementservice.org.uk/elected-
members-briefing-notes.html

About this Briefing Note
This briefing is one in a series of elected member briefings raising awareness of the different forms 
of violence against women and highlighting some of the good practice around Scotland. It has been 
produced in partnership with Scottish Women’s Aid and the National Violence Against Women Network.

http://www.improvementservice.org.uk/elected-members-briefing-notes.html
http://www.improvementservice.org.uk/elected-members-briefing-notes.html
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What is the issue?
“We have always been clear that there is no place for domestic abuse in Scotland, and 
tackling it is a top priority for the Scottish Government.”

Alex Neil, Health Secretary, October 2015

Domestic abuse is persistent and controlling behaviour by a partner or ex-partner which causes physical, 
sexual and/or emotional harm. It is common but often concealed. In most cases, it is experienced by 
women and children and is perpetrated by men.1 According to the Council of Europe, between one in 
three and one in five women will experience domestic abuse in the course of her lifetime.

It is hard to establish the exact scale of the problem, but police figures gives us some indication of the 
extent of the issue in Scottish society today. There were 60,080 incidents of domestic abuse recorded by 
the police in Scotland in 2012-13. Eighty percent of these involved a female victim and male perpetrator. 
There were 11 domestic homicides recorded during this period.2 These figures relate only to incidents 
reported to the police and a recent study by the Equality and Human Rights Commission highlights that 
much domestic abuse is never reported, and under-reporting is a particular issue in women from religious 
and ethnic minority communities. In light of this, it is fair to say that domestic abuse remains a very 
significant and large scale social problem in Scotland.

Domestic abuse is not an isolated incident, not a ‘one off’, nor is it a fight or an argument between two 
people who are equal in a relationship. Rather it is a pattern of surveillance and domination by one 
partner over the other, where fear is not just a by-product but a central tactic used by the perpetrator. 
Within this pattern of behaviour, physical violence can be non-existent, regular and ‘low level’ or serious 
and sustained. Women also often experience high levels of sexual violence and financial control. Women 
(and their children) are sometimes killed by a partner or ex-partner, with the point of leaving the 
perpetrator being a particularly vulnerable time.

The phrase ‘coercive control’ is often used instead of domestic abuse as lots of experts feel this better 
encapsulates the problem. It was a concept first described by Professor Evan Stark.3 He argues that 
coercive control is a process whereby the perpetrator entraps his partner. In this model, physical 
violence is used (or not) alongside a range of other tactics — isolation, degradation, mind-games, and the 
microregulation of everyday life (monitoring phone calls, dress, food consumption, social activity etc). 
The perpetrator creates a world in which the victim is constantly monitored and criticised; every move is 
checked against an unpredictable, ever-changing, unknowable ‘rule-book’. Surveillance continues even 
when the perpetrator is not present (constant phone calls or texts, using children to report on movement 
etc). The perpetrator can come to appear omnipotent. Experiencing coercive control is like being taken 
hostage; the victim becomes captive in a real/unreal world created by the perpetrator, entrapped in a 
world of confusion, contradiction and fear. Indeed, based on her interviews with survivors of domestic 
abuse, Professor Rachel Pain has described their experiences as ‘everyday terrorism’.4
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In 2000, the then Scottish Executive published its National Strategy to Address Domestic Abuse in 
Scotland and it remains a policy priority to this day. The strategy defined domestic abuse as:

Domestic abuse (as gender-based abuse) can be perpetrated by partners or ex-partners 
and can include physical abuse (assault and physical attack involving a range of behaviour), 
sexual abuse (acts which degrade and humiliate women and are perpetrated against their 
will, including rape) and mental and emotional abuse (such as threats, verbal abuse, racial 
abuse, withholding money and other types of controlling behaviour such as isolation from 
family and friends).

The definition recognises the statistical fact that women are most frequently victimised by this form of 
abuse. It also seeks to acknowledge the wide range of tactics used by perpetrators of such abuse. The 
strategy also acknowledged that in some communities wider family members become involved in the 
abuse, that domestic abuse occurs in same sex relationships and that children who live with abuse of 
a parent or carer (even if they are not physically assaulted themselves) are themselves experiencing 
abuse.

“We were trying to escape violence off my dad, he was quite an abusive 
partner for my mum and quite an abusive parent to his children... 
That’s what I remember, constantly being afraid. I wasn’t allowed to 
even be affectionate to my mum because that meant that, you know, 
you could be the next target and that’s a really scary and horrible thing 
for a child to have to go through...”

David was 8 years old when he and his family entered a Women’s Aid refuge. To see a 
fuller filmed interview with him, visit the Scottish Women’s Aid website - 
www.scottishwomensaid.org

http://www.scottishwomensaid.org.uk/advice-information/what-domestic-abuse/case-studies
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Why does domestic abuse matter?
Domestic abuse matters because it has a devastating impact on the lives of those targeted and affects 
the wider family and community. 

The impacts of domestic abuse are wide-ranging. Domestic abuse affects health including mental health, 
safety, prevents women and children being able to stay in their own home, limits their education and 
work opportunities — in short, there is no area of life into which domestic abuse doesn’t intrude. It also 
has an impact on the wider community through the need for services to intervene; for example Police 
Scotland receive a domestic incident related phone call every ten minutes.

The Scottish Government estimates that the cost of domestic abuse to the public purse is £2.3 billion.5 It 
is widely accepted that this is a conservative estimate given the amount of under-reporting of domestic 
abuse and the consequent difficulty in ascertaining exact numbers. The cost of dealing with a murder, of 
which there were 11 domestic-related offences recorded by Scottish Police in 2012/13, is £170,097.6 This 
is a significant issue for elected members whose responsibilities include fiscal considerations in terms of 
service provision.

Domestic abuse can have a devastating and long-term impact on the lives of those affected. It can result 
in homelessness, isolation, loss of earnings, physical and mental health problems, injuries and even 
death. In a study by Shelter, 40% of all homeless women stated that domestic violence was a contributor 
to their homelessness.7 Domestic violence was found to be the single most quoted reason for becoming 
homeless. Common health effects of domestic abuse include physical injury, poor health and a range of 
psychological and reproductive difficulties. Domestic abuse has a damaging impact on mental health with 
problems such as anxiety, depression and low self esteem being well documented in research. All this, 
quite obviously, has consequences for local services; housing, health, policing, social services and the 
voluntary sector (often funded by local government).

“I went out, in the whole time I was with him, three times, it was 
constant phone calls, texts, find out where I am, who I’m talking to, so 
there wasn’t really any point in going out because it was just constant, 
you know, checking up on me. I lost quite a few friends because of that, 
because it wasn’t worth me meeting them for the hassle, you know. It 
meant I was isolated, I totally lost all my confidence, I stopped going 

out, I was in the house all the time just where he wanted me.”

Maria — to see a fuller filmed interview with her, visit the Scottish Women’s Aid website 
- www.scottishwomensaid.org

http://www.scottishwomensaid.org.uk/advice-information/what-domestic-abuse/case-studies
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Domestic abuse matters because it also has a huge impact on children and young people. Research 
shows that even if they are not being physically harmed, the psychological impact of living with fear is 
severe. Children in violent homes face three risks: the risk of observing traumatic events, the risk of 
being abused themselves, and the risk of being neglected. Research consistently shows that children 
living with domestic abuse have higher rates of depression, trauma symptoms, and behavioural/cognitive 
problems than other children. Evidence suggests that witnessing domestic abuse may be as harmful to 
children as suffering physical abuse and that there is a co-occurrence of domestic abuse and child abuse 
in 40% of cases. Domestic abuse is a contributory factor in half of all serious case reviews and is a factor 
in 75% of cases on the child protection register.8 Because domestic abuse can continue post separation, 
contact between a perpetrator and child can be unsafe. Indeed, 29 children in 13 families were killed on 
contact visits over a ten year period in England and Wales. As a result of this evidence base, the national 
guidelines on child protection state that harm is done to a child if they witness violence and/or abuse 
against their parent/carer. Concern for child welfare and child protection is obviously key for elected 
members who have responsibility for ensuring that robust procedures and adequate service provision is 
available locally.

There is therefore a social, moral and economic case for elected members to act.
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What is the challenge/issue for 
elected members?
Domestic abuse is an issue for elected members in four main ways:

1.	 It costs the public purse a large amount to tackle it. But the cost of domestic abuse is more than 
simply the cost of service provision; it has knock on economic and social costs of importance to 
elected members

2.	 It devastates the lives and relationships of individuals in the community you are mandated to 
represent. Furthermore, it impacts on the very fabric of your community.

3.	 Elected members have a key role in setting strategic direction locally and therefore are central to 
decision making that impacts on work to address domestic abuse. 

4.	 Elected members have statutory responsibilities under Human Rights legislation and the Equality 
Act 2010 to address the issue (see final section for links to relevant legislative and policy 
documents).

As the Scottish Government acknowledged in its Equality Statement 2009 (attached to the Draft Budget), 
“It is not in Scotland’s economic or social interests for women and children to experience violence and 
domestic abuse.” Elected members have an important role to play in promoting the economic and social 
wellbeing of their constituency.

The Scottish Women’s Budget Group have highlighted that the cost of domestic abuse goes beyond the 
costs of service provision and could be summed up in the following way:

•	 Direct costs – including medical services, criminal justice costs, housing and social services costs.

•	 Indirect costs – including the cost of suffering which can lead to mental health issues, drug or 
alcohol issues etc.

•	 Economic multiplier costs – including a decrease in labour market participation and a loss of 
productivity due to absenteeism.

•	 Social multiplier effects – including the impact on children.

The third of these points highlights the way that domestic abuse can be a problem for productivity 
and business; it does not stay at home but impacts on the work of the victim with all the resultant 
implications for the workplace and the wider economy. All four of these directly relate to elected 
members as they are responsible to their electorate as representatives of a particular ward area, 
decision makers for the whole council area, policy makers for future activities of the council, scrutinisers 
of the work of the council, regulators of planning, licensing and other matters required by government 
and as community leaders.
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It is essential that future funding decisions at a local level take into account the cost-benefits to all 
the public services involved. Community Planning partners need to recognise the shared benefits, 
joint planning and commitment required to ensure there is adequate provision of specialist domestic 
abuse services in every area of Scotland. Research has found that where women and children are able 
to access the safety and support that they need, they are less likely to require as many, or as lengthy, 
interventions from other agencies such as the police, social services and health. A number of studies 
carried out in England, Wales and, more recently, in Scotland, analysed the costs and benefits of the 
Supporting People (SP) programmes, which were the main funding stream for a range of housing support 
services provided to different client groups. These studies repeatedly found that support services 
provided to women fleeing domestic abuse had one of the largest impacts in terms of saving money to 
other services, notably the health service, local authority housing departments and the police. A study 
commissioned by the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister analysed the benefits of housing-related support 
in terms of reduced public spending for different client groups. The research found that support provided 
to women fleeing domestic violence provided financial benefits that were almost double the cost of 
the services. The cost-benefit for this group in reducing public spending is £110 million, or £19,000 per 
individual woman, twice the level of the cost of providing support. This does not take into account the 
individual benefit to the women and children in reduction of fear, physical harm and mental suffering. 
The research found that when women threatened by domestic violence were able to access support 
services and leave an abusive partner, the risk of further assaults was reduced by 80%.

It is vital then that elected members consider the provision of domestic abuse-related services in their 
area.
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What does ‘good practice’ look like in 
this area?
Key issues that elected members should consider in relation to good practice and domestic abuse fall 
into the following areas.

Strategic approach
At a strategic level local authorities and their Community Planning Partners have a key role to play in the 
delivery of Equally Safe, Scotland’s strategy for preventing and eradicating violence against women and 
girls published by the Scottish Government and COSLA. Equally Safe focuses on prevention at a national 
and local level, outlines a framework for implementation and sets out how this work links to the National 
Performance Framework.  

This strategic approach should be reflected in local authority Single Outcome Agreements and in the 
Equality Outcomes set under the Public Sector Equality Duty (PSED). The PSED requires that public 
authorities consider equality in their day to day work in developing policy, delivering services and in 
their role as an employer.  As Equally Safe sets out, the need to address gender inequality is key to the 
prevention of domestic abuse and other forms of violence against women.

A multi-agency approach is recognised as vital to preventing domestic abuse, protecting women and 
children and ensuring the provision of appropriate services. Multi-agency Violence Against Women 
Partnerships have a key role to play in this strategic approach. Guidance has been produced by the 
Scottish Government on multi-agency working on this issue. Elected members have a key role to play in 
ensuring the delivery of a coherent and integrated strategic response to address this issue. 

Specialist services
Specialist domestic abuse services are an essential resource for a local community and elected members 
have a leadership role in ensuring that adequate specialist provision is available. ‘Specialist’ services 
here mean those services whose primary function is to support and advocate for victims/survivors 
of domestic abuse, including children, or which work with perpetrators to manage risk, hold them 
accountable and change behaviours. These services work holistically and understand that a range of 
practical and emotional support is necessary.  

Within the third sector, Women’s Aid groups have been at the forefront of this specialist provision, 
providing a range of services: refuge accommodation, advocacy, emotional and practical support for 
women, children and young people. Other third sector projects such as the LGBT Domestic Abuse Project 
work to ensure that lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people experiencing domestic abuse are 
supported, while the Men’s Advice Line provides services for men affected by domestic abuse.  

Specialist services also occur within the statutory sector and work closely with the third sector.  An 
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example of this is West Lothian Council’s Domestic And Sexual Abuse Team which provides telephone 
and outreach support to victims/survivors. Another is ASSIST which aims to ensure that victims/survivors 
are safe, informed and supported throughout their involvement with the court process. The Caledonian 
System operates in several parts of Scotland and is an integrated approach to address domestic abuse 
which works with men convicted of domestic abuse related offences while offering support to their 
partners and children.  

Specialist services also work through a multi-agency approach, with CEDAR an example of this. CEDAR 
is a group work programme for children and their mothers which provides an opportunity to explore 
feelings with an emphasis on fun and creative activities that keep children engaged and interacting with 
each other. It is facilitated by professionals from a range of roles and is about creating a safe place for 
children and their mothers to help each other to find the best strategies to deal with their experiences 
and rebuild their lives. A key aim of the programme is to help mothers to support their children in their 
recovery.

Good practice suggests that elected members should be aware of what specialist services are available in 
their area, identify gaps in that provision and work to ensure these gaps are closed.

Generic services 
The prevalence of domestic abuse means that staff in mainstream services focusing on housing, 
education, social work and health within the statutory and third sector will have contact with those 
experiencing domestic abuse. It is therefore vital that elected members provide leadership in shaping 
services responses within mainstream service providers.  

In order to ensure people affected by domestic abuse are supported appropriately, it is vital that front-
line staff in generic mainstream services understand the issues and are able to respond to victim/
survivors empathetically. While this does not necessarily mean providing in-depth support, it does mean 
being alert to the indicators of domestic abuse, asking about it when safe to do so, listening, being alert 
to child protection implications of a disclosure, responding effectively in line with their job role and 
referring on to support services, when appropriate. This means that all staff should have received some 
level of training about domestic abuse and that up-to-date information about specialist support services 
is made available to them.  

It is also necessary for these services to understand that they will also be working with perpetrators 
of domestic abuse and need to assess the level of risk posed by them. It is considered good practice 
that every organisation has a protocol and pathway that staff can follow when they are working with 
someone they believe has experienced/or who has disclosed domestic abuse. This will enable staff to 
see domestic abuse as their core business and understand their role within the range of services which 
might be needed by the victim/survivor, including children. Elected members can take a lead in this area 
by ensuring that policies, procedures and training are in place and accessible for staff. They can also 
ensure, when commissioning services from the third sector, that such policies, procedures and training 
are part of the terms of grant.

Taking this holistic and strategic approach will create a robust foundation for safe and effective working 
on the issue and will guide and enable elected members to promote good practice in the prevention of 
domestic abuse and in the delivery of effective and appropriate responses to victims of domestic abuse.
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Key messages and learning points for 
elected members

•	 Domestic abuse is a major social impact which negatively affects individuals and communities. It 
disproportionately affects women and children and has consequences that range from disrupted 
schooling, to homelessness to severe health consequences.

•	 There is a major economic cost (£2.3 billion) associated with domestic abuse. This represents 
the need to respond to domestic abuse by a range of services such as the police, health sector, 
housing, education and social services. There is also a cost in loss of productivity and income 
generation in business.

•	 Elected members have responsibilities and a key role to play in ensuring that there are effective 
services and interventions to address this issue within their constituency and local authority.
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Further support and contacts
There is a multi-agency VAW partnership tackling violence against women in every local authority area in 
Scotland. You can find out more by contacting your local VAW Partnership. 

Look out for further briefings about the different forms of violence against women.

Scottish Women’s Aid - www.scottishwomensaid.org.uk
The national domestic abuse charity and umbrella body organisation for a network of Women’s Aid groups 
(providers of a range of support services for women, children and young people experiencing domestic 
abuse).

LGBT Domestic Abuse Project - www.lgbtdomesticabuse.org.uk
Scotland’s lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender domestic abuse project providing training, information 
and policy guidance.

Respect and the Men’s Advice Line - www.respect.uk.net
Funded by the Scottish Government to provide support to men affected by domestic abuse. Also does 
work with perpetrators of domestic abuse.

Equally Safe: Scotland’s strategy for preventing and eradicating violence against women and 
girls - http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0049/00498256.pdf

Violence Against Women Multi-agency Partnerships - www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/
Doc/299742/0093439.pdf
For information and guidance on the role of multi-agency partnerships.

Public Sector Equality Duty – www.equalityhumanrights.com/private-and-public-sector-
guidance/public-sector-providers/public-sector-equality-duty

http://www.scottishwomensaid.org.uk
http://www.lgbtdomesticabuse.org.uk
http://www.respect.uk.net
mailto:http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0049/00498256.pdf?subject=
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/299742/0093439.pdf
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/299742/0093439.pdf
http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/private-and-public-sector-guidance/public-sector-providers/public-sector-equality-duty
http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/private-and-public-sector-guidance/public-sector-providers/public-sector-equality-duty
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