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ENSURING ALL CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE AFFECTED BY 

DOMESTIC ABUSE HAVE ACCESS TO SERVICES THAT MEET THEIR 

NEEDS 

A research project by the Rising Sun Domestic Violence and Abuse Service on behalf of KCC 

 

1. INTRODUCTION - AIMS OF RESEARCH AND CONTEXT 

 

The purpose of the research was to develop a greater understanding of how best Kent County Council 

can support children and young people impacted by domestic abuse through gaining narratives from 

children’s perspectives around what support should be offered and what this should look like. The 

research aimed to provide in depth knowledge of what are the key important issues for children and 

young people when considering support and how agencies can better respond. This will enable 

children and young people to be active partners in the service development. 

The Domestic Abuse Act gained Royal Assent in April 2021 and defines children who witness abuse as 

survivors in their own right (independently of the status of the abused adult) and gives the statutory 

requirement to the local authority to support children in safe accommodation, including through 

services (specifically defined as but not limited to mentoring, counselling or play therapy). This 

research links to the priority areas included in the Kent and Medway Domestic Abuse Strategy, 

published in March 2020: 

 All agencies will work together to reduce the impact of domestic abuse on children and young 

people through early intervention by supporting activities and services to develop their 

resilience and improve their emotional wellbeing. Partners will support appropriate training 

and resources to those who work with children and young people in schools and in the 

community. 

 We will build on trauma-informed approaches to support individuals and families who have 

experienced abuse to improve outcomes. We will use learning and research on Adverse 

Childhood Experiences to further understand the impact of domestic abuse on young people 

alongside understanding the context, severity, duration, and risk of the domestic abuse 

experienced and how to minimise harm experienced to build resilience. 

 The commissioning and provision of services will be informed by the views of those who have 

been affected by domestic abuse or are at significant risk of it. 

 We recognise that domestic abuse may impact the whole family in the longer term. We will 

continue to develop longer term support mechanisms using the voice of those affected to 

shape provision. 

 We will support individuals and families through a whole system, criminal justice journey from 

arrest through to prosecution and beyond in order to ensure the timely, meaningful delivery 

of justice and working to reduce further harm and provide sustainable outcomes. 
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2. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

 

We were very much aware that research with children who have experienced domestic raises 

concerns about the potential for risk and re-traumatisation. Such research requires those involved to 

have an understanding about the potential dangers inherent in this type of research both within the 

research context and the child’s family relationships. On the other hand, such sensitive research can 

enable a hidden, marginalized population to have their voices heard. It can deliver findings about 

children’s lives that can inform otherwise adult-centric research, policy, and practice initiatives. As 

such, researchers agreed to take a child-centred approach when researching with children and young 

people who have experienced abuse.  This approach seeks to minimize the power differential between 

researcher and participants evidenced through decision-making with and about children as 

collaborators throughout the research.  

 

2.1 DESIGNING AND PLANNING THE RESEARCH 

 

The research proposal was presented for approval to the Rising Sun Senior Management and Trustees, 

including seeking expert advice from a RS trustee board member and University Researcher and 

Lecturer, Dr Marion Duggan. BACP Ethical Guidelines for Research in the Counselling Professions 

(Mitchells, 2018) as well as NSPCC (2020) guidance on ‘Research with children: ethics safety and 

avoiding harm’ were reviewed in order to ensure ethical and safe research. In line with these 

frameworks and guidelines, we developed consent procedures, confidentiality, and protocols for 

disclosure, distress, safety, and risk assessment.  These were then discussed and developed further in 

partnership with representatives from KCC.  These considerations included:  

 

CONSENT AND CONFIDENTIALITY PROCEDURES 

The research with children and young people required thought as to who will provide an initial, formal 

consent to engage in the research and how children can opt in/out along the way. The researchers 

decided to seek parental consent of the non-abusing parent who had the care of their children and 

were well placed to support children entering such research.  In terms of safety, parental consent was 

sought for all children under the age of 18.  

 

However, opting for blanket parental consent without children’s consent may leave children feeling 

powerless and lacking a voice in the process. Children should not be expected to participate against 

their will and parents should be discouraged from applying undue pressure.  Consent from the child 

would also be sought using a variety of age-appropriate resources.  Information sheets about the 

research and consent forms were developed accordingly.  These sheets also included some of the 

steps we were taking to ensure confidentiality, for example: 

 

 We will not use anyone’s real name in the report and you can request if there is information 

you don’t want to be included in the report 

 None of the information will be able to identify participants 
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 Any transcripts or recordings of interview will only be looked at by the Rising Sun’s 

Researchers. They will not be shared with anyone else, including the CYP’s keyworkers, 

anyone else in the Rising Sun or even KCC.   

 Any transcripts/ recordings/ or notes from the interviews will be deleted 6 months after the 

report has been written (which is by end of December 2021) 

 The final research report will be given to KCC and they will share with other agencies/partners 

to help with developing services for children and young people impacted by domestic abuse. 

 

RISK ASSESSING AND PROTOCOLS FOR DISCLOSURE, DISTRESS & SAFETY 

 

Considerable thought was given to how to reduce risk, ensure safety and minimise harm. These 

aspects of the research design included: 

  

 We would follow up after the interview ensuring that CYP and mother were not traumatised 

after the interviewer had left.  

 During the interview we would be mindful of trauma and stopping interviews if this was 

appearing to happen.  

 Offering ongoing support for interviewees after the interviews if needed.   

 Careful attention to the settings for the interviews in order to make a child and young person 

feel comfortable. This included preference of the mother being present and potentially a 

keyworker if they wanted.  

 We decided it would not have felt appropriate to do this work with CYP who were currently 

involved with services at the RS.  

 We agreed to speak to CYP who had minimal or no contact with the perpetrator, as well as 

stable health, housing, finances.  

 Through discussions with KCC, we determined to focus on children’s perspectives on designing 

the best support and NOT on their past experiences of domestic abuse.  

 

2.2 CONDUCTING THE RESEARCH AND INTERVIEWS 

Once the research had been explained to the children’s and youth workers from the Rising Sun, they 

identified and approached potential participants for the research. They showed the information sheet 

about the research and consent form to mothers of several children and young people, as well as 

youth over the age of 18 years with whom they had built trusting relationships over a period of time 

and their work with the CYP had been completed.  

The first-hand accounts of children were gathered by the Rising Sun’s researchers who have 

therapeutic qualifications. She made an individual appointment with each mother to discuss the 

research and what arrangements would be best to suit each child or young person. It was emphasised 

that we would not discuss their experiences of domestic abuse, but focus on what they would suggest 

to KCC about the type of services CYP should be able to access.  Prior to the interview, a significant 

element of the research design was discussing with the keyworkers whether the domestic abuse had 

been named and what support children and young people had previously with the Rising Sun.   
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The researcher planned a safe space to listen to what the child and young person had to say, in their 

own time and their own words. The venues included a room within schools, their own home and the 

use of the counselling space within the Rising Sun offices and two interviews were carried out virtually 

via zoom. Some CYP were interviewed with their mother present, others had their support workers 

from the Rising Sun represented at the interviews.  

 

Overall: 

 8 children and young people were interviewed.  

 Four girls and four boys 

 A range of ages: 9, 9, 10, 12, 12, 14, 18, 20 

 All under 18 had an adult present, whether this was the parent or keyworker.  

 Two adults were interviewed who had experienced DA as a child (mothers of the children 

interviewed) 

 

All the interviews were recorded, to which consent had been obtained. This enabled the analysis of 

the interviews to be conducted by the Risings Sun’s lead on Research and Evaluation.   

To supplement the findings from the interviews, the perspectives from the Rising Sun keyworkers of 

the CYP interviewed were sought through an online questionnaire.  This report also includes highlights 

from relevant literature provided by a review by KCC around The Voice of the Child and Domestic 

Abuse Services.  

 

3. RESEARCH THEMES 

 

3.1 ROLE OF ONE TO ONE MENTORING SUPPORT – ‘SOMEONE TO TALK TO’  

 

The most compelling message from the children and young people interviewed was the importance 

of having someone they could trust to talk to about what they are going through.  These findings are 

supported by the wider literature and research where when asked, the recommendations children 

made included having someone to talk to outside the immediate family, such as a teacher, peer or 

other professional (McGee, 2000; Buckley et al. 2007.). Within our research, the participants raised 

having someone to talk to on a one to one basis was the main type of support children and young 

people should have, for example: 

“So if a child is under those like stress and you know…[..]…maybe we can have someone that 

comes to talk to him every week or something, to see, like why they're stressing out and giving 

them ways to help them stop stressing out”. (girl, age 10) 

“I think, just like, someone to talk to about it, like, yeah, I think someone to just talk to in 

general because like, sometimes you don’t want to talk about it to your parents, you don’t 

want to talk about it to your friends.. a professional or someone, someone who you feel like 

you can trust “ (girl, aged 14) 
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“I'd like to see someone. Once a week” (boy aged 9) 

“Yes I think that was quite important, I personally think that the one to one is a very important 

part of it..(boy, aged 18) 

“Yeah, uh, it depends on what it is…You're talking about really, really deep stuff. That is one 

to one..” (boy, aged 12) 

“I think if they had a chance to talk to someone….You know, like you were seeing 

them….Someone from not from family” (mum) 

Likewise, in the online questionnaire, the keyworker responses included one to one support as the 

main aspect needed when designing a service to support children/young people who have 

experienced domestic abuse: 

“most seem to want 1:1 support, and often those who attend group will go on or have 

previously had 1:1. Having a consistent worker, who is able to meet them every week and who 

is able to have time with them, is a really important balance to a common experience of our 

CYPs of having social workers and other professionals come in and out of their lives, often 

with strict agenda.” (Rising Sun Keyworker) 

Some of the young people reflected on what was helpful about their own one to one mentoring 

support they had with Rising Sun, such as building confidence, managing emotions and sibling 

disagreements. For example:  

“just the ability to vent or work things through with someone else in the family setting..so I 

think those are the most important things...[..]…I really enjoyed my time with …[Rising Sun 

keyworker]... , it was really useful. It allowed me to go off to uni being, not completely worried 

about everything changing, and worried that I would struggle, I was pretty confident by the 

end of it.”(boy age 18) 

“When we had those sessions with …[Rising Sun keyworker]…, we…realised it actually, it's it 

can…It you know it doesn't have to be like this, and it's a problem…Because it causes a lot of 

conflict” (boys aged 12) 

Our interviews with the children and young people revealed four important components to consider 

when designing a service with one to one support: building trust; length/number of sessions; location 

of support; specialist domestic abuse service.  

BUILDING TRUST 

Firstly, trust was a prevalent core principle of this one to one support that was raised by the children.  

One 9 year old boy even explained how he felt a worker could build trust with someone by gradually 

getting to know them first: 

“Yeah, and if they don't answer, try like to do some stuff with them so then they can like 

actually trust you.. So then they don't feel like they already trust you, so then they can like 

kind of get a bond…Instead of just not knowing, 'cause if you just went, if you just said ‘hi, I'm 

here to help you’ and said, ‘how are you feeling’ they'd be like ‘….?’. But if you start to get to 
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know them, then they could trust you, and then you could actually, then they could actually 

tell you about how they're feeling” 

When the keyworkers were asked ‘From your experience, what do children and young people gain 

from one to one mentoring type support?’ a significant majority said “a safe space”. For example:  

“A safe space for them to explore their emotions. A space which is non-judgemental and 

adaptable to the needs of each young person”.   

“It would be child-led and trauma-informed, with a fun element at the end too. Focus on not 

just content and conversation, but bring in play and arts - lego, play doh, sand, figures, games, 

art, crafts etc.” (keyworker) 

The role of having fun and playing games was evidently part of the support received by the other 

younger interviewees, and played an important part in establishing trust, rapport and comfortability.   

 

NUMBER OF SESSIONS 

Secondly, the length of support in terms of numbers of sessions was raised by a few of the young 

people.  The mother of one of the younger boys we interviewed felt that the mentoring he had in the 

past with the Rising Sun was not long enough, as he had approximately eight sessions over 2 months, 

but two sessions were missed because they had to isolate at home due to COVID.  She described:  

“They're sort of left behind because of the demand, yeah, but at the same time it's so 

important, yeah, and that each individual family person child gets the specialists help for the 

amount of time that they need…Given that I've tried everything else as well, but it's like every 

other service, especially within the, which just wants to fob you off to the next person, the 

next company, the next department, and there's no sort of clear cut, route and quick access. 

In a traumatic situation, when you need it quickly because you do, it's not something you can 

wait for because it just gets worse..”  

“It's tough, as now, because he's saying he wants someone to talk to. He's begging” 

This situation stood out as a good example of what the workers from the Rising Sun regularly described 

by women that they get frustrated by feeling like a “hot potato, just kind of passed around and that 

actually what they want is just one person to kind of talk to”.  The case highlights the impact of high 

demand on services and not having support for a long enough time means needing to keep referring 

into other support.  

In contrast, one of the older youths (age 18) we interviewed reflected on his support with Rising Sun 

and said “I think it was the perfect amount of time with [RS keyworker], I really enjoyed my time with 

[RS keyworker], it was really useful.”  The reason for this difference in opinion could be due to the fact 

that he had more mentoring sessions (approximately 12 sessions) over a much longer time frame (a 

period of 6 months) compared to the younger child.  The importance of mid to longer term work was 

significantly raised as important by the keyworkers when designing a service, for example:  

“By long term, support needs to be a minimum of 12 weeks with the option of longer”.   
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 “a lot of our CYPs have had short term support before and could benefit from longer term. 

Often after 6-12 sessions they have started to build a good relationship with the worker and 

it would be really helpful to be able to use this, instead of ending” 

“Resources are too short-term, which mean young people don't have the opportunity to form 

relationships, and have lots of people in and out of their lives which is confusing for them and 

also counter-productive. There is a real need for more and longer term services for children 

and their families.”  

“Being consistent and needs led and having the option for extending support if needed is really 

important” 

The experiences of the children and young people, as well as the keyworkers perspectives, show the 

importance of mentoring sessions lasting at least 12 weeks, with an assessment taking place towards 

the end of support to assess further support needs.  

 

LOCATION OF SUPPORT 

The third aspect to designing a service which emerged through the interviews, is considering the 

location of support. The mixed opinions from the children and young people highlights the importance 

of an assessment prior to the start of support, taking a needs-led approach with careful consideration 

of the preferences of the young people as much as possible. Five out of the eight interviewed said 

their preference was to have support within school, whether for practical reasons of having a 

consistent, familiar space or because it helped them to concentrate on school work. For example:  

“My experience has been quite good for a number of reasons…and I think those reasons are 

important for designing any service, and the first one probably would be location, because I 

found it very helpful that I was able to meet him in the school, and then we also found that 

once school finished it became a little bit tricky” (boy aged 18) 

“Well, I like it like that. It's actually nice going out and then going back in. Because once you 

talked about it, you can like think about the stuff that you could actually do in class that could 

change" (boy aged 9)  

“at school, I don’t like travelling too much to places, yeah, I normally stay where I know” (boy 

aged 12).   

It was interesting how three of the children and young people raised that they preferred to have 

support outside of school, as one boy said “completely away from the school”.  The reasons for this 

centred around the impact on ‘school life’ of being taken out of lessons in terms of raising questions 

amongst friends and affecting concentration on school work after a session:  

“Probably like out of school, because then it’s like separate. And like, sometimes in school, 

like people ask questions, for taking out of class and some people like ‘oh why was that? What 

was that? It can get a bit awkward. And then people can be like ‘what’s going on?’ And then 

things can then get like rumours and things come up” (Girl aged 14) 
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“At home, because like…If like if you're at school, then you can't really learn..It's like if you are 

at home I feel like you could do more and like release your stress or something more. (Girl 

aged 9)  

 “..but actually I felt that going back into school afterwards was a bit hard” (girl aged 10) 

One of the girls felt that meeting in school was “It was quite cool, wasn't it? Because we saw each 

other on a Friday. So was it quite nice going back into class and it being golden time”. She recognised 

though that it may have been more difficult to return into school after a mentoring session if she had 

to go back into a different lesson, such as maths.  This shows the importance of a ‘wind down’ time 

within a mentoring session to help transition back to class.  

 

SPECIALIST DOMESTIC ABUSE SERVICE 

The fourth aspect in designing a service which has emerged through this research, is the difference of 

a specialist domestic abuse service delivering the support in helping children to process and 

acknowledge the impact of domestic abuse on their own lives, as well as learning about healthy 

relationships. This was made clear in particular by one young person aged 18 who said: 

“I was with a private counsellor for a small amount of time, in the last year and a half before 

[Rising Sun keyworker]…and that wasn’t particularly effective I think, because, because mainly 

it wasn’t a specific service for what I was going through… as a whole my sixth form, there 

doesn’t seem to be much available at all to be honest, it was only really you that seemed to 

be the help available” 

Furthermore one 9 year old boy talked through how he felt that through support a child could be 

helped to talk through their feelings, but then he also felt children could then let the dad know their 

feelings and what impact they have had:  

“ ..when they've like told you about how they're feeling, tell the parents about that...But then 

you could like do a phone call to the person that is not very or like letters to the person that 

they don't really…that's caused all this situation. And a phone call.. like first a letter, then a 

phone call, and then actually see them in a place where they can't take you or anything. So 

the letter and then the phone call. [Would that be from the child?] The child would do 

that….[..]..Yeah, and then they, and then that person could maybe understand and say sorry.” 

Interestingly, another girl spoke of how within her mentoring with Rising Sun she wrote a letter to her 

dad because she wanted him to know how she felt, as she said “it’s annoying ‘cause you just want to 

tell them what it is doing to you”.  These examples demonstrate a clear need for an understanding of 

domestic abuse as the foundation for designing a service, in order for children and young people to 

process their experiences, to be heard and to have the on-going impact of coercive control on their 

lives to be acknowledged.   

This was consistently raised throughout the keyworker’s questionnaire responses of a trauma 

informed, needs-led approach within the context of domestic abuse, which considers the needs and 

concerns of the young person, facilitates learning about healthy relationships but also acknowledging 

underlying impact of domestic abuse: 
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“Having a space where we can be led by the young person, whilst still maintaining core values 

and themes of DA, but allowing them to bring other things too, is really valuable” 

“what they need is the ability to explore relationships and how they feel in the context of a 

trusted, safe relationship with a worker/counsellor. However the following topics are ones 

which regularly come up/I find useful to speak with my CYP about: trauma, window of 

tolerance, how they are feeling and how this is an adaptive response, identifying emotions, 

healthy and unhealthy relationships, family relationships, red flags, what DA is, 

intergenerational patterns, friendships, self-care..” 

As raised by keyworkers, they felt that support should include learning about healthy relationships. 

Likewise, the two younger aged teenage boy siblings also detailed what was helpful about the 

mentoring support they had, as they said:  

“Well it helped just to realise one or two things and then the rest was… [Do you know what 

those can you tell us? What those two things were?]… Or something about respect and to see 

what your actions do to others…” 

 

3.2 ROLE OF FAMILY SUPPORT 

 

In addition to having support on an individual basis, the majority (six out of the eight participants) also 

wanted a service to include support together as a family on some level, in terms of having sessions 

together with the non-abusing parent (in this research this was the mothers) and/or together with 

siblings, without dad.  Overall, some of the benefits they felt were around helping to remember 

aspects that have happened, resolving normal family disagreements (like around playstation use) and 

for mum to hear their feelings:  

“like as a family you can 'cause you, you kind of forget things when you're by yourself… So like 

you [talking about mum] will remember things that I might not remember that are important” 

(girl aged 14) 

“and then we…as a family, it's good to talk about the stuff..” (boy aged 12) 

“Basically, if I forgot to mention anything, she [talking about sister] would be like ‘oh 

remember we did this and that’ and I would be like ‘Oh yeah’. Yeah, and also…It gave me a 

little more confidence to like say stuff” (Girl aged 9) 

“That's actually better [with mum], I spoke to Anna as my school, And that actually felt nicer 

than just speaking with her on my own… And like if I'm like…She can see my feelings and 

emotions.” (boy aged 9) 

“He feels like he wants to trust the person he's talking to, but he also liked it when I was there. 

So I think it's really important to have certain sessions where it's one on one with the child 

and the other person. But I'd love to be there with him as well, to sort of, so that he comes 

out knowing that I'm on his side.” (mum) 
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The mothers participation give the CYP permission to talk about the abuse and what have been family 

secrets – not necessarily because anyone insisted on secrecy but because no one is talking about such 

things, which leads CYP to conclude that it is not acceptable or normal to discuss such issues. One 

mother had commented on how real it felt listening to her child and she has not known how great an 

impact the domestic abuse had on her child and was pleased that she had opened about her feelings. 

 

It is important to note that those who raised the role of support together with mum and/or siblings, 

also were keen to have their own support themselves as well.  In contrast, one boy (aged 18) felt that 

support together as a family would not have been helpful or useful in their case, and that himself and 

his sister felt that one to one support was more valuable. He felt that if there was to be support 

together as a family, then this should not occur at the start but after family members have had their 

own personal support first.   

“I think that initially if you try, if you go into a new case and take everyone straight away, 

there’s going to be a lot of emotional outburst or whatever, but it might not be that 

productive..” 

When designing a service, his perspective highlights the importance of initial assessments and taking 

account of differing family members’ perspectives, being mindful that different types of support (such 

as one to one and family work) will be useful at different points in their journeys.  This aspect was also 

raised by the keyworkers when asked about whether support should include joint family support. They 

all pointed out the importance of a separate family worker to the one-to-one worker: 

“It may be more effective to directly support both Mum and child together to resolve or 

provide and opportunity for both to reach an understanding and move forwards. This may be 

provided as a meeting/session with both Adult and CYP allocated workers.” 

“A separate family worker, who can provide more holistic support. The option of group or 1:1 

support from the family worker, which could be either consistent e.g. weekly support for 12 

weeks, or more ad hoc e.g. check in calls with the parent calling the worker or the worker 

calling the parent if there is a particular issue they would like support around. I think it's 

important that the family worker is a different person as often CYPs really need to know that 

their worker is just for them, and that whilst they may feedback to mum, that is their support” 

 

All the keyworkers also acknowledged that it is often helpful for mum to be having support as well as 

the child, and sometimes at the same time.  One keyworker also raised that “For younger children 

having an initial session with mum, family worker and the child's worker would be helpful to establish 

trust and boundaries.” The inclusion of mum at the start of support is often important in helping a 

child feel comfortable in the support. Indeed, as one mum in the interviews highlighted that her son 

struggles with separation anxiety and as such her initial inclusion in support would help him be more 

likely to engage with the support: 

“there needs to be something in place where he can still have that fun, but I don't know some 

sort of like activities where parents are there as well, but parents go off and the kids go off, 

but they're in the same building so he knows that I'm around, because at the beginning he 
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was like I don't want to go what what's going to happen to you and there is a massive fear for 

these kids, and some children won't voice it.” 

In terms of considering the role of family when designing a service, it is also relevant that at least three 

children and young people interviewed said they felt mum also needed support just for her. In 

particular, one girl (aged 14) raised how her younger brother is not engaging with any external support 

at present and so it is her mum who is managing his anxiety as a result of the domestic abuse, and as 

such she felt that there needs to be “support for that adults who have to deal with it, the family”.  

Indeed, two of the mothers within the interviews felt that while the children had received support, no 

one talked to them about how they could support their children.  Overall, this calls for an approach 

whereby the non- abusing parent and the child are seen as a unit and individually, for mum to be 

involved in an assessment and for both to have the opportunity to talk together at some point during 

the intervention is important. CYP highlighted that involving the non-abusing parent in rebuilding 

parent/child relationship was essential and that including the non-abusing parent in any interventions 

increased the effectiveness of the work.  

 

3.3 ROLE OF GROUP SUPPORT  

 

Whilst one to one mentoring support was mentioned by all interviewees, the role of groups was also 

raised as having a different, but equally important role to play in service provision.  Whilst one to one 

support enabled talking through certain topics (as one boy described really, really deep stuff”), groups 

were also highlighted as important for making friends and meeting other children who had been 

through similar experiences. These benefits of group work were notably raised by the younger aged 

teenagers and children (five out of the eight interviewed), who themselves had experienced group 

work and trips with the Rising Sun. For example:  

 “I knew that it was because of what happened with us. But I thought it was just, I knew it was 

like, they had the same kind of issues. But I didn't act like know which one, which actual issues, 

I thought they just had the exact same one” (Boy, age 9) 

 “Because then they know what you're going through and you know what they're going 

through” (boy 12)  

“Yeah, uh, it depends on what it is…if you're talking about really, really deep stuff, that is one 

to one. However, when you're talking about stuff that you can relate to with other people, it's 

true, like a group of people who have experienced the same” (boy aged 12) 

“Yeah, it was really, really fun. Yeah, it was helpful….We actually made a friend. We sort of 

made friends with other people” (girl, aged 9) 

 

Domestic abuse creates atmosphere of secrecy and silence, thinking they are the only ones that lives 

with this, discovering this is not true through group work helps them to speak out and develop new 

awareness. This aspect of peer support is critical for children who have experienced domestic abuse 

in reducing isolation by realising they are not alone in their experiences and building confidence.  
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These positive aspects were equally raised by the keyworkers as the benefits of both psycho-

educational type support groups and trips (such as to the cinema, wildlife parks): for example: 

 

“The support from others, and knowing that others have gone through the same or similar 

experiences as them. They also like making friends which boosts their confidence, as often 

they start off feeling very nervous and shy due to not knowing anyone, but then they find 

friendships which sometimes continue beyond the groups”. 

 

“They gain positive and happy experiences and memories, as well as new friends, new 

confidence, new skills, and escapism from home 

 

Interestingly, the two older young people (aged 18 and 14) were less likely to raise the aspect of 

wanting psycho-educational group work, and preferred support in the form of mentoring.  One girl, 

whilst less sure about group work, did feel that perhaps trips in the holidays were good. Whereas, one 

to one support was the clear preference of the 18 year old: 

 “I think that if the ratio is different, the quality of time and talking might go down, 

because if it was a group session, this is a personal opinion of mine, it may be harder 

for the person running it to pay as much attention to each individual or whatever, so 

that was useful for me as well, to have that time with another individual to talk one on 

one.” 

One young person raised that when providing group work on healthy relationships, services may also 

need to have the availability of one to one support for those who need it: “But then there also needs 

to be that support in case you are in that and you want to get out with it in the safest way”. She 

experienced an abusive relationship herself as a teenager, identified that if there had been a psycho-

educational type group in school that covered what an unhealthy relationships looks like, she felt she 

would have been able to then see the signs of domestic abuse in her own relationship: 

“but then you know if I could have accessed something like the Liberty Group or 

something like that that would have come, you know, completely changed my outset 

and I would have ended the relationship much sooner than I did.” 

 

3.4 PREVENTION AND EARLY INTERVENTION – DOMESTIC ABUSE AWARENESS 

TRAINING IN SCHOOLS 

The previous sections have detailed types of direct support to children who have experienced 

domestic abuse in the form of one to one, family support or group work.  However, in order to access 

that support in the first place, children and/or parents would have needed to recognise the signs and 

impact of domestic abuse and reach out for such support, or have someone recognise in their lives 

recognise that a child has experienced domestic abuse and may need support.    As one young person 

we interviewed who had support from the Rising Sun when he was 17/18, identified that he perhaps 

didn’t access support when he was younger because those around him did not identify the domestic 

abuse or know what actions to take to get support:  
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“it may be more just a case of I wouldn’t say at that younger age I wouldn’t have the 

ability to arrange that for myself, but also I don’t think my mother was in a position to 

do that either. I think support for me came as soon as was possible in terms of when it 

was available, and when mum was in the place to know what actions to take to reach 

out to someone and take action” 

In the interviews we did not ask directly about the role of prevention work, yet the older teenagers/ 

young adults and mothers interviewed themselves brought up the importance of training and 

awareness raising on domestic abuse for schools and family members, as these are the people in 

children’s lives who are most likely to spot the impact of domestic abuse. In terms of the people in 

children’s lives who they may turn to first, our interviews revealed the role of both family members 

and school or teachers were important. This section looks at the implications for designing service 

provision within the aspects of prevention and early intervention.  

DOMESTIC ABUSE AWARENESS: ROLE OF FAMILY AND FRIENDS 

Firstly, it was notable how the younger aged children we spoke with first and foremost mentioned 

family when asked who has been key/ most helpful in support for them, rather than other agencies or 

even school. For example, they responded: “My Mama, my Mama…And my brother”; “Probably my 

auntie's and my nanny”; “Apart from my mum, I wouldn't, I wouldn't say, so that's, that's probably the 

only person”.  

Sometimes it may be the parents who are the first to notice that their teenager is in an unhealthy 

relationship and talk to them about it.  This was the case for one young person who both experienced 

domestic abuse as a child and then also within her own intimate relationship as a teenager, and it was 

her mum who recognised the signs that she was in an unhealthy relationship and so tried to talk to 

her about it: 

“I mean my mom was telling me for a good few months that I needed to get out of this 

this relationship, but is sort of you just block it out? And it's like, no, you don't know 

what you're talking about, even though I know that she has been through that herself, 

but that's obviously due to the severe manipulation and thinking you know in isolation 

as well from the rest of my family. But eventually I think my mum feeding me those 

little things I just thought actually this isn't right. I just can't do this anymore..” 

Trusted family members clearly play an important role in supporting children’s recovery from 

domestic abuse as well as supporting young people in intimate abusive relationships.  However, it is 

also important to highlight that having supportive family who understand domestic abuse is not 

always the case for all children. One boy, aged 18, explained how there wasn’t anyone to talk to about 

what he was experiencing was domestic abuse:  

“the dynamic of the immediate family, who had any slight clue of what it was like, they didn’t 

know enough, or they didn’t feel comfortable asking or talking to me when I was 

younger..[..]..I started to teach myself what normality is, and how it was dysfunction and how 

it was not standard, I had to do this myself at a certain age, going into the teenagers..So I 

would say no, no one really spoke to me explicitly about it before ..[Rising Sun keyworker].. 

did” 
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He remarkably spoke of how instead when he was younger he tried to make sense of how different 

his ‘home-life’ was to others, for example through talking with friends: “Because I talked briefly with 

my friends, at a certain point, probably early secondary about what is was like at home for them, and 

briefly tried to explain how vastly different it was for me.. and then it didn’t really make sense at that 

point..”. 

With two of the younger boys, there were mixed feelings around the role of friends as someone to 

talk to, as when asked about if it would be helpful to have someone to talk to outside of the family… 

one sibling said: 

“Well friends is going to be socially awkward. Yeah, to talk about your family problems and 

stuff, because what they would normally say is, ‘Cool man, I don't care’. Which is what else 

and what they said. But yeah, you don't talk about stuff like that, friend, the point..….Make 

jokes and have fun and not talk about sad, depressing family stuff.” (boy, aged 12) 

But yet when also asked who do you think it would have been helpful to talk to, the same boy also 

identified; “I feel like someone, like close, like maybe a teacher or a friend or a person you know”.   This 

perhaps suggests that whilst he would like to be able to talk with a friend, there is a concern that they 

wouldn’t understand.  

For some children, if family members are the first ones they turn to for support or are first ones who 

could perhaps recognise domestic abuse or intimate abusive relationships for teenagers, this raises 

the importance of service provision in the form of training on understanding of domestic abuse for 

parents and family members, as well as awareness raising of available domestic abuse services. One 

young adult we interviewed had great insight from reflecting back on her childhood experience of 

domestic abuse and emphasised how she felt there was a need for programmes for parents on 

recognising the signs of domestic abuse, perhaps to be run within schools by outside specialist 

providers:  

“ I'd also say as well even you know programmes for mums and dads to…You know that 

sometimes they used to do in school, like after school you go to like a little talk or a 

programme. I think having things like that as well so even parents can recognise the 

signs...[…]… It's so easy to fall into the trap of abuse, so it's just it's so easy you don't 

even realise that you're in it until you know it takes a long, long time to even recover 

from it…So I think the sooner that that can be recognised by anyone and helping you to 

get out of it is the best way forward. And obviously if parents know about it, then they 

can refer to specialist services …[…]…I think just, across every sort of age group, there 

needs to be awareness of how abusive relationships can form. And that's with mums, 

Dads, professionals..” 

Outside of this research from our wider Rising Sun work, survivors have suggested raising awareness 

and training for people in communities and giving them tools and skills to recognise and respond to 

domestic abuse. This would enable family and friends to feel confident, to ask and know where to 

signpost for specialist support. 

ROLE OF SCHOOLS AND DOMESTIC ABUSE AWARENESS PROGRAMMES  
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It was the participants who were older teenagers and above that advocated for service provisions in 

the form of teaching within schools about understanding healthy and safe relationships. They 

identified that this was lacking in their early education years and would have been useful to have in 

order to understand what was happening within their own families, as well as preventing entering 

their own abusive relationships as older teenagers: 

“I think that come with, especially in schools, there needs to be more awareness of 

domestic abuse in schools because, from you know when I was at school, I remember 

that you'd always get talk, talk about sex, but there'd be nothing about consent. There'd 

be nothing about…anything like that really? So I think schools is the is the main place 

that it needs to be in terms of educating around domestic abuse and I think it needs to 

become a massive, massive thing in sort of PSHC or whatever they call it now lessons 

…[..]..there's still so far to come because as you know you need to be identifying those 

behaviours from an early age because it's when you, when you become, you know you 

come to your teenage years…” (girl, aged 20) 

 “I think yes, because there was a lack of that specifically, early in the school system, 

that might have delayed my own ability to educate myself, and I think that would help 

for sure..if you imagine me at a younger age, it would allow me to, challenge to myself 

how the standard I’ve had is not normal, because it’s actually been explained to me in 

school, so yea that would be useful.” (boy, aged 18) 

“You know, having been aware of the signs of an abuser is a massive thing. That's you know 

that needs to be talked about in the curriculum, I think…So having that awareness of healthy 

and unhealthy relationships because that's your first step for really recognising the signs so 

you don't enter into that” (girl, aged 20).  

Designing prevention-based services, which include teaching about awareness of healthy and 

unhealthy relationships is crucial because as one young person said: “that's your first step for really 

recognising the signs so you don't enter into that.” These perspectives of the young people are also 

reflected in the feedback from keyworkers at the Rising Sun who also raised that schools have a role 

to play through “educating all young people on healthy/unhealthy relationships, and gender 

stereotyping, not just those affected by DA”.  

 

ROLE OF SCHOOLS AND TEACHERS/STAFF UNDERSTANDING 

As well as domestic abuse awareness raising for pupils, our research has shown this is also important 

for staff within schools.  Teachers were really the only other professionals that children mentioned as 

helpful.  In particular, the younger interviewees spoke about how aside from family members, it was 

also certain teachers who have been most helpful in their lives: “Teachers more than anyone else, 

yeah”; “Teachers yeah…some of them”.  Two boys aged 12 raised how they felt it was important that 

teachers understand their individual situation at home, for example if it then impacted on them being 

late at school.  Two sibling girls, age 9 and 10 also spoke about the role of teachers and how they can 

help perhaps by providing quiet spaces and providing tools to help calm down when needed. 
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Literature has revealed how children also talked about needing an additional safe space at school to 

complete homework or catch up with learning when asked (McGee, 2000; Buckley et al. 2007).   

One of the mum’s interviewed raised the importance of teachers having an understanding of domestic 

abuse as this is where children spend the majority of their time: 

 “Supportive teachers because they spend….Most of the time there. Then I think if they had a 

chance to talk to someone…[….]..But it's important, that teachers, I think are trained. You 

know to pick up some, things..” 

Another mum also highlighted the case of her son, who has not engaged with specialist domestic 

abuse services and so she felt there is even more importance for school staff to be trained about 

domestic abuse in order to know what signs to look out for, and to be able to engage with him and be 

supportive: 

“He wouldn't speak to anybody. He saw the [Rising Sun keyworker] once or twice and then 

wouldn't speak, wouldn't even talk to him on his zoom..[..]..and won't speak to anybody about 

his anxiety, so I think there that needs to be, if he won't speak, then the people around him 

need to be familiar. So school staff needs to be trained..[..].. and I think maybe if more 

professionals in schools were trained, then they would be able to support the child without 

maybe the child necessarily knowing.” 

Rising Sun’s CYP staff have highlighted the importance of teachers having an understanding of how 

domestic abuse can impact children and contribute to the underlying behaviour they may be 

exhibiting at school. They also raised that some of the young people they have supported have shared 

that staff in school were the first people they started talking to about their experiences of domestic 

abuse, but unfortunately were not believed or felt not understood. These findings are supported in 

the literature, for example Buckley et al. (2007) found that children felt that alongside improved 

support in school, staff in schools also needed a greater awareness of domestic abuse and how this 

might impact on a child’s behaviour.   

If teachers are trained in understanding signs of domestic abuse impacting children and young people, 

they sometimes have the first opportunity to spot what is happening in the lives of these young 

people, or be the first ‘services’ children turn to, and then they can help find suitable specialist 

support.   

 

3.5 SUPPORT FOR CHILDREN IN REFUGE 

 

An interview was also carried out with one of the mothers as she had experience of living in a refuge 

when she was younger. She felt that the support she did have as a child was not helpful and not 

enough: “.. it was very adult LED not child-led. Yes, so I didn't really get as much help as I think I should 

have had when I was a child”. In school, she felt she had a lack of support as they labelled her a 

“naughty child” but then later when she had to go to refuge with her mum they realised and “the 

school literally apologized for… and said we had no idea what she was going through”.  When asked 

about what would be helpful in terms of support for kids who go into refuge, she responded: 
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“offer the support to all of the family, as I didn't get any. I don't think, I don't remember seeing 

anybody while I was in the refuge”. 

In our questionnaire for the CYP staff at the Rising Sun, we also asked about from their experiences of 

supporting young people who have been in safe accommodation such as refuges, what support 

services they felt would have helped them. Their responses included the need for support whilst 

within refuge, but also needing help to transition to other support services once left refuge. The value 

of a main one to one support worker was raised. These types of services can be summarised as: 

 Support worker for whilst within and after refuge: 

o “A safe, youth worker-type person who is trauma-informed to provide some mindful fun 

activities - crafts, games, art etc” 

o “A support worker who would work with them consistently after leaving - the young people 

I have worked with who were in refuge previously said they often had one follow up phone 

call and that was it”. 

o “Mental health support and follow-up one to one support” 

 Family work/ Parent-Child support 

 Counselling support after leaving refuge: 

o “A repeated offer of counselling - as the clients I've worked with weren't ready for 

counselling when they were in refuge but would have appreciated this as they were 

leaving” 

As can been seen from the feedback from our interviews and staff questionnaire, some of the service 

provision for those within refuge, or having left refuges, is similar to those who have not been in refuge 

services: such as one to one well-being support in the form of mentoring and counselling, as well as 

family work.  A key difference is the role of a support worker who can help support whilst both within 

refuge but also in transitioning out of refuge and into accessing other services.  Furthermore, the 

interviews highlighted the importance of support whilst within refuge and not just waiting until once 

left.  

 

3.6 ROLE OF OTHER SERVICES – TRAINING IN DOMESTIC ABUSE 

 

Whilst schools were predominately the main ‘organisation’ that were raised by the younger 

participants, two highlighted involvement with the police while they were present.  One nine year old 

explained a scenario where he was escorted home with mum by the police, but the police did not 

explain to him why they were there or what was going on.  Likewise, one of the young people we 

spoke with who was now 20, highlighted one of her memories as a child of some police involvement 

in terms of visiting them at home, but they did not consider her voice as a child in the situation: 

“that's probably the one thing that I can really vividly remember the police attending, but they 

weren't…I mean, I didn't really have much contact with him. All I remember is sitting upstairs 

in my room with my auntie and we was playing with a doll and she said ‘don't worry, it's all 

OK’ and I've, I've come running down the stairs…Sort of protect my mum….But then I've come 

back upstairs, you know, with my auntie as well and then that was. So all I remember is just 
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the police trying to. I don't even know what they were doing. To be honest. I don't. They didn't 

speak to me”. 

This is significant to note in her life story, that whilst she felt other agencies were unaware and 

uninvolved, the police did have an opportunity to support, but did not consider her voice and needs 

as a child in this situation of domestic abuse.  Her experience with the police reflects findings from 

other studies such as Buckley et al. (2007) who found that children felt that police, on occasion, walked 

away from the situation leaving the perpetrator in the home or were hesitant to act, leaving the 

children in volatile situations in which they did not feel safe.   

Another girl we spoke with (aged 14) talked about the role of courts and CAFCAS at the time of her 

parents splitting up and going through courts around contact.  She felt that in this situation, apart from 

her mum, she “had to deal with it myself”. Professionals did not name what was happening or explain 

about domestic abuse.  When asked what she would recommend to other services, such as the court 

and CAFCAS, she said: 

“..everyone should have a voice, not just like the parents” 

These stories from the children and young people we interviewed highlight a level of disempowerment 

experienced by children as a result of other services not considering their needs and explaining what 

is happening. Research has shown that children can often feel that their voices have been ignored by 

services and authorities, being seen, and heard by the authorities is paramount for children 

(Mullender et al. 2003; Swanston et al. 2013; Arai et al. 2019). It shows the importance of training for 

services and professionals about domestic abuse. 

 

4. CONCLUSION 

 

The researcher’s strongest impression from doing this work was that it confirmed how, although 

people often do not talk to CYP about their experiences, CYP want to talk about it to someone they 

can trust. Trusted adults involved in the lives of CYP have a unique position to support CYP and 

important to give them opportunities to know how to respond and support CYP experiencing domestic 

abuse.  Given the chance to talk to someone who is just there for them and who will listen to them 

and support them – they make a lot of progress when helped to work on their feelings of anger, 

sadness, and confusion.  To negate feelings of disempowerment, children and young people who 

experience domestic abuse have the right to information where appropriate around:  

 What is domestic abuse  

 Their rights, in association with their mother and independently  

 Any court proceedings they are involved with  

 Any professional’s involvement 

 Relevant policies 
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The interviews have provided a range of insightful perspectives from children and young people 

around designing areas of support from a specialist domestic abuse service.  The themes are 

summarised in the diagram below:  

 

 Prevention work – It was clear that schools hold a unique position within communities and 

present opportunities to enable prevention and intervention programmes, providing sessions 

within schools for all ages around healthy relationships and signs of domestic abuse. This 

awareness raising will enable young people to feel more confident in opening up about their 

experiences of domestic abuse and seek support, as well as enabling young people to recognise 

abuse in their own intimate relationships or perhaps on behalf of other friends.  

 

 Early Intervention – All of those who we interviewed who were older teenagers when they had 

support from the Rising Sun, highlighted the lack of support when they were younger and how 

this would have been beneficial.  Likewise the young person aged 20, as well as the mothers who 

experienced domestic abuse as a child also highlighted the same.  In order for help to be identified 

for younger ages, the role of schools is very important in spotting those children who need the 

support.  

 

 Training in Domestic Abuse for other services - In order for children and young people to even 

access support, those who they are in close everyday contact need to be able to identify signs of 

domestic abuse and understand the impact on these young people.  This was raised by our young 

people as especially important for staff in schools.  This training could: 

 Raise awareness of the prevalence of domestic abuse 

 Provide tools and skills to recognize and respond to domestic abuse 

 Enable them to feel confident to ask and know where to signpost for specialist support 

 Explain the dynamics of domestic abuse both pre and post separation 

 Highlights and challenges victim blaming and judgmental language, and provides 

alternatives to demonstrate empathy, understanding and validation 

 

 One to one support – all of the children and young people raised the importance of having 

someone to talk to in a one to one capacity, whether this be in a mentoring capacity or counselling, 

and preferably longer term. A specialist domestic abuse mentor can support in managing 

emotions, as well as learning about impact of behaviour on others, respect and healthy 

relationships.  There were a range of opinions on whether this should occur at school or home, 

Prevention
Early 

Intervention

All services -
training in 

D.A.

One-to-one 
support

Group 
support

Family 
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which highlights the importance of a needs-led and flexible approach to service provision.  As such, 

when designing a service with one to one support it needs to consider: 

 

 Length of support: At least 12 sessions minimum, meeting consistently once a 

week 

 Assessment stage: On top of the 12 sessions, time is needed prior to support 

starting to assess the needs of the CYP and plan the types of support needed, 

including preferences of location of support. Furthermore, assessment at end of 

support is important to review if more support is needed or other types, such as 

group activities and family sessions.  

 Specialist domestic abuse provision: Talking to someone who understands the 

complex, on-going impact of coercive control on children and families, is essential 

in enabling children and young people to process their experiences.  

 

 Group support – whilst one to one mentoring was the main support desired, the provision of 

support within a group format with peers (either in the form of structured groups or recreational 

outings) was raised as providing additional benefit that cannot be gained from just one to one 

provision: mainly that of realising they are not alone in their experiences of domestic abuse and 

developing friendships.  Group support can be seen as part of a ‘menu of interventions’ whereby 

an assessment at both the start and end of support, can identify whether a child would like the 

option of attending a group and what type of group, whether this be before or after having 

mentoring.  

 

 Family support – involving the non-abusing parent in the support increases effectiveness of the 

work. The children and young people all had a range of ideas as to the level of family support they 

preferred, and as such when designing a service it is important to consider:  

 Assessment stage: Involving the non-abusing parent at assessment stage (if age 

appropriate) 

 Inclusion of joint sessions during and end of one to one mentoring: having an 

opportunity for the non-abusing parent (and siblings if appropriate) to join a 

child’s mentoring session to enable talking together about issues they are facing.  

 Joint family support: providing joint sessions together as a family, with a separate 

family worker (so perhaps different worker to those providing mentoring to child 

or support to parent).   

 Separate support for non-abusing parent: the children also raised that they felt 

mum should also have support that was just for her.  

 

Overall this research has shown the importance of listening to children and young people’s voices 

when designing a service. They want their own stories to be heard - how they too are impacted by 

domestic abuse and coercive control.  Consequently, to finish with the words of one 14 year old girl 

when asked what she would like KCC to know:  
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“I just hope it almost like gets… recognized more in children and like …[…]…their 

stories and stuff can be like, their side of it can be heard…You know 'cause 

children see things that maybe adults don't see…” 

 

4.1 LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH 

 

Whilst this piece of research revealed some important and valuable insights into children and young 

people’s perspectives on designing a service for their needs, there were some limitations: 

 Timeframe and sample size: The research period ran from about September to December 

2021.  With more time we would have been able to identify a larger sample of children and 

young people to interview, particularly those who had been in refuge.  To balance the 

relatively small sample size and to reinforce the children’s opinions, we also sought the 

perspectives of the CYP keyworkers around types of support based on their experiences.  

 

 Rising Sun conducted the research and were also the organisation who had provided the 

mentoring support that the children and young people had in the past.  However, potential 

bias in how participants responded was potentially reduced by the fact that the researcher’s 

roles within the Rising Sun are separate to the CYP team.  

 

 There was purposeful selection bias in the way participants were selected in order to ensure 

safety and preventing re-traumatisation, for example selecting those who had already had 

support with us and that support had finished. Likewise we did not interview those who still 

had contact with the perpetrator.  

 

These limitations as well as the findings of the research has raised some potential areas for future 

research, for example: 

 

 Further research could widen the scope of the ‘profile of participants’ to include: 

o Those who had disengaged with support in the past to assess their views on what 

support they would like and perhaps why they disengaged with support in the past 

o More interviews with older teenagers, ages 16 to 18 

o Those who had specialist domestic abuse support both as an older teen (16 to 18) and 

as a younger child (in primary school) to obtain their views on what was helpful to 

receive in terms of type of support when younger compared to older, and whether 

any differences in types of service needed depending on age.  

 

 Schools: Considering schools were a prominent theme in the research as the main context 

outside the home that children are in contact with, it would be worth exploring the views of 

teachers, Heads and other school staff about domestic abuse support for children and young 

people, for example: 
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o What knowledge around domestic abuse do school staff feel they are lacking and 

would like training on 

o What do they feel are the needs of children impacted by domestic abuse 

o How do they see children’s school life is impacted by domestic abuse 

o What support do they feel would be best for children, including the role of external 

specialist domestic abuse agencies and training of staff to support (especially to 

continue on aspects of support once external professionals have finished) 

o Their views on integrating domestic abuse awareness and signs of unhealthy 

relationships into the curriculum or running sessions for whole classes, year groups 

etc.  

 

 This research did not ask about children’s own past experiences, but further research could 

explore their past experiences and the impact of domestic abuse.  

 

 Whilst this research interviewed CYP who no longer had contact with the perpetrator, in some 

cases other siblings still did have contact with perpetrator which did effect the siblings’ 

relationships and family dynamics with the non-abusive parent.  Further research could look 

at the significant impact on children from the on-going coercive control through child contact 

and what type of help and support is needed in these complex situations.  

 

Dr Melanie Orchard (Monitoring, Evaluation and Learning Manager, Rising Sun) 

Anne Lyttle (Therapeutic Lead, Rising Sun) 
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