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Breaking the Silence: How Charities 
Transform Lives After Domestic Abuse 

"My personal experience as a survivor of domestic abuse has given me profound insight into 

the challenges facing service users, particularly when navigating systems that should protect 

them." 

Understanding the Hidden Crisis 

Domestic abuse remains one of society's most pervasive yet hidden crises. Behind closed 

doors, across every postcode, income bracket, and community, people are living in fear. The 

statistics are stark: one in four women and one in six men will experience domestic abuse in 

their lifetime. Yet these numbers barely scratch the surface of a reality that extends far 

beyond physical violence into a complex web of psychological manipulation, financial 

control, and social isolation. 

When I first stepped into the role of CEO at DASH Charity—a organisation that has been 

supporting domestic abuse survivors for fifty years—I brought with me not just professional 

experience in healthcare and social care, but something more profound: the lived experience 

of being a survivor myself. This dual perspective has shaped my understanding of both the 

devastating impact of domestic abuse and the transformative power of specialised support 

services. 

Domestic abuse is not simply about one person hurting another. It's a systematic pattern of 

power and control that infiltrates every aspect of a victim's life. The abuser doesn't just use 

physical violence—though that may certainly be present—they weaponize love, trust, 

finances, children, social connections, and even the victim's own self-worth. They create a 

reality where leaving seems impossible, where the victim questions their own perceptions, 

and where survival becomes a daily negotiation. 

The Ripple Effect: How Abuse Impacts Lives 

The impact of domestic abuse extends far beyond the immediate relationship. Children who 

witness domestic abuse carry those scars into adulthood, affecting their own relationships, 

educational attainment, and mental health. Research consistently shows that children exposed 

to domestic abuse are more likely to experience depression, anxiety, and behavioural 

problems. They may struggle to form healthy attachments or may normalise abusive 

behaviours they've witnessed. 

For the primary victim, the effects can be devastating and long-lasting. Beyond any physical 

injuries, survivors often experience: 

Psychological trauma that can manifest as depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress 

disorder, and complex trauma responses. The constant state of hypervigilance required to 

survive an abusive relationship rewires the brain, making it difficult to relax or feel safe even 

after the relationship has ended. 
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Financial abuse frequently leaves survivors with poor credit ratings, debt, and no access to 

resources. Many find themselves unable to secure housing, open bank accounts, or maintain 

employment due to the economic sabotage perpetrated by their abuser. 

Social isolation means that by the time someone is ready to leave, they may have been 

systematically cut off from family, friends, and support networks. The abuser has often 

succeeded in convincing others that the victim is unstable or unreliable, further complicating 

their path to freedom. 

Impact on parenting can be profound, as survivors worry about protecting their children 

whilst managing their own trauma. The fear of losing custody often keeps people trapped in 

dangerous situations. 

But perhaps most insidiously, domestic abuse attacks the victim's sense of self. The constant 

criticism, gaslighting, and manipulation erode confidence and self-worth to the point where 

victims genuinely believe they deserve the treatment they're receiving, or that they're 

incapable of surviving on their own. 

When the System Fails: Barriers to Help-Seeking 

My own experience navigating support systems when my abuser was a Metropolitan Police 

Officer taught me firsthand how additional barriers can make seeking help even more 

complex. When the person abusing you is meant to be protecting society, when they have 

intimate knowledge of how systems work and how to manipulate them, the traditional paths 

to safety become fraught with additional dangers. 

This experience isn't unique to those whose abusers work in positions of authority, though it 

certainly adds layers of complexity. Many survivors face systemic barriers that can feel 

insurmountable: 

Disbelief and victim-blaming from professionals who should be helping. Too often, 

survivors are asked why they didn't leave sooner, why they're going back, or what they did to 

provoke the abuse. 

Practical barriers such as lack of childcare, no access to transport, language barriers, or 

disabilities that make accessing services difficult. 

Economic dependency that makes leaving financially impossible, particularly for those with 

children or those whose immigration status depends on their partner. 

Cultural and religious pressures that prioritise family preservation over individual safety, 

or that stigmatise divorce or separation. 

Fear of not being believed or of making the situation worse by seeking help. 

These barriers explain why, on average, a victim will leave an abusive relationship seven 

times before leaving permanently. Each return isn't a failure—it's evidence of the incredible 

strength required to keep trying in the face of overwhelming obstacles. 



3 

 

The Lifeline: How Domestic Abuse Charities Transform 

Lives 

This is where specialised domestic abuse charities become absolutely crucial. Organisations 

like DASH don't just provide services—they provide hope, validation, and a path to freedom 

that survivors may never have imagined possible. 

Crisis Intervention and Safety Planning 

When someone calls our helpline in crisis, they're often at their most vulnerable point. Our 

trained advisers understand that safety planning isn't about telling someone to "just leave"—
it's about helping them assess their situation, understand their options, and make decisions 

that prioritise their safety and that of their children. 

Safety planning might involve helping someone prepare a grab bag with essential documents 

and items, identifying safe places to go, establishing code words with trusted friends, or 

developing strategies for staying safe while still in the relationship. We recognise that leaving 

is often the most dangerous time for a victim, and we work with them to minimise those 

risks. 

Safe Accommodation 

Refuge accommodation provides far more than just a safe place to sleep. Our refuges offer a 

unique environment where survivors can begin to heal whilst being surrounded by others who 

understand their experience. The sense of community that develops in refuge settings is 

profound women supporting women, sharing resources, celebrating small victories, and 

holding space for each other's pain. 

Refuge workers are specially trained to understand trauma responses and to create 

environments that promote healing. They understand why someone might seem ungrateful for 

help, why they might want to return to their abuser, or why they might struggle with basic 

decisions after years of having their autonomy stripped away. 

Advocacy and Practical Support 

Independent Domestic Violence Advisers (IDVAs) serve as champions for survivors, helping 

them navigate complex systems that can feel overwhelming when you're already traumatised. 

This might involve accompanying someone to court, helping them apply for benefits, liaising 

with housing departments, or advocating with schools to ensure children's needs are met. 

The advocacy role is crucial because survivors often find themselves dealing with multiple 

agencies—police, courts, social services, housing departments, schools—all with different 

processes, expectations, and timescales. Having someone who understands these systems and 

can speak on your behalf can make the difference between successfully accessing support and 

falling through the cracks. 
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Therapeutic Support and Healing 

Recovery from domestic abuse isn't just about physical safety—it's about rebuilding a sense 

of self that has been systematically dismantled. Our counselling services and support groups 

provide spaces for survivors to process their experiences, understand that the abuse wasn't 

their fault, and begin to reconnect with their own strength and resilience. 

Group work is particularly powerful because it breaks down the isolation that abuse creates. 

Hearing other women's stories, recognising patterns of abuse, and witnessing others' journeys 

to independence can be profoundly healing and empowering. 

Children's Services 

Children who have lived with domestic abuse have their own complex needs that require 

specialist understanding. Our children's workers use play therapy, art therapy, and age-

appropriate counselling to help children process their experiences and develop healthy coping 

strategies. 

We also work to help children understand that the abuse wasn't their fault, that adults are 

responsible for keeping children safe, and that there are many different types of families and 

relationships. This early intervention can be crucial in breaking intergenerational cycles of 

abuse. 

Prevention and Education 

Perhaps one of the most important aspects of our work is prevention. Through our schools 

programme, we deliver workshops on healthy relationships to children and young people, 

helping them understand what respectful relationships look like and how to recognise 

warning signs of abuse. 

These workshops cover topics like consent, communication, emotional regulation, and the 

impact of domestic abuse on families. By reaching young people before harmful patterns 

become established, we have the opportunity to create a generation that refuses to accept 

abuse as normal. 

The Ripple Effect of Support 

The impact of domestic abuse charity work extends far beyond individual service users. 

When we help one woman leave an abusive relationship safely, we're also helping her 

children grow up free from abuse. When we deliver education programmes in schools, we're 

potentially preventing future abuse from occurring. When we train professionals in other 

agencies to recognise and respond appropriately to domestic abuse, we're improving the 

response for countless future service users. 

I've witnessed transformations that might seem impossible to those who haven't worked in 

this field. Women who arrived at our refuge broken, frightened, and convinced they were 

worthless have gone on to rebuild their lives, pursue education and careers, form healthy 

relationships, and become advocates for other survivors. 
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Children who were withdrawn, aggressive, or struggling in school have flourished when 

given the support to process their experiences and the stability of a safe home environment. 

But perhaps most importantly, survivors become part of a community of people who 

understand their experience in a way that others simply cannot. This peer support is 

invaluable—both for ongoing healing and for developing the confidence to help others on 

similar journeys. 

The Challenge of Sustainability 

Running a domestic abuse charity in today's economic climate presents significant 

challenges. Funding streams are increasingly competitive, with short-term grants making it 

difficult to plan and develop services. The demand for our services continues to grow—
particularly in the wake of the pandemic, which saw domestic abuse rates soar—whilst 

resources remain constrained. 

This is why financial sustainability must be built through diversified income streams. At 

DASH, we're developing training and consultancy services to generate income whilst sharing 

our expertise with other organisations. We're building corporate partnerships that go beyond 

simple donations to create meaningful engagement with the issue. And we're working to 

demonstrate our impact in ways that resonate with funders and commissioners. 

But sustainability isn't just about money—it's about building resilient organisations that can 

weather crises whilst continuing to provide excellent services. This means investing in staff 

wellbeing, developing robust policies and procedures, and creating cultures that can adapt to 

changing circumstances whilst maintaining their core mission. 

The Road Ahead 

Despite the challenges, I remain profoundly optimistic about the future of domestic abuse 

services. Legal frameworks are strengthening, with legislation like the Domestic Abuse Act 

2021 placing new duties on local authorities and recognising children as victims in their own 

right. Public awareness is growing, with conversations about domestic abuse becoming more 

nuanced and informed. 

Technology is opening new avenues for support, allowing us to reach people who might 

never be able to access traditional services. Digital safety planning tools, online support 

groups, and text-based helplines are expanding our reach whilst maintaining the security 

that's so crucial for this vulnerable population. 

Most importantly, survivors themselves are increasingly finding their voices and using their 

experiences to drive change. Survivor leadership is transforming how services are designed 

and delivered, ensuring that those with lived experience are at the heart of decision-making 

processes. 
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A Personal Reflection 

When I reflect on my own journey from survivor to leader in this sector, I'm struck by the 

circular nature of healing. The support I received as a survivor enabled me to rebuild my life, 

pursue my career goals, and eventually find myself in a position where I could give back to 

the movement that had given me so much. 

This isn't to suggest that every survivor should or will want to work in this field—healing 

takes many forms, and everyone's path is different. But it does illustrate the profound impact 

that quality support services can have, not just on individual lives but on entire communities. 

Every time we help someone escape abuse, we're not just changing one life—we're 

potentially changing the trajectory of their children's lives, their family's future, and their 

community's wellbeing. We're contributing to a society where abuse is not tolerated, where 

survivors are believed and supported, and where everyone has the right to live free from fear. 

The work is challenging, often heartbreaking, and sometimes feels overwhelming in the face 

of such a pervasive social problem. But it's also profoundly meaningful work that creates 

ripples of positive change that extend far beyond what we can measure or track. 

For Sara, and for every survivor reading this, I want you to know that your experience 

matters, your healing matters, and your voice has the power to transform not just your own 

life but the lives of countless others who will follow in your footsteps. The charities that 

supported you didn't just provide services—they invested in your future and in the future of 

everyone you'll touch with your story, your strength, and your determination to ensure that 

others don't have to endure what you endured. 

In breaking our silence, in sharing our stories, and in demanding better from the systems 

meant to protect us, we're not just healing ourselves—we're healing society. And that, 

perhaps, is the greatest transformation of all. 

 

Scarlett McLoughlin is CEO of DASH Charity, a domestic abuse support organisation 

serving East Berkshire and South Buckinghamshire. As both a survivor and a leader in the 

sector, she brings unique insight to the intersection of lived experience and professional 

practice in domestic abuse services. 
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