
I have been involved with work on
domestic abuse for 10 years. When I
began, I knew very little about the
subject and I found many of my views
challenged. Misconceptions are rife –
many professionals I’ve dealt with still
believe that it’s not something that
happens in their client group. Yet the
truth is that whether we live, work or
volunteer in leafy Surrey (as I do), rural
Scotland or an inner city, we will all meet
or know women experiencing domestic
abuse, although we are probably not
aware of it.

One in four women experience abuse
during their lifetime, and on average two
women are killed each week in England
and Wales by a current or former
partner1. Research shows that it is
common for domestic abuse to begin or
escalate during pregnancy and the
postnatal period, and this can result in a
number of serious, and sometimes fatal,
physical and psychological conse-
quences, for women and their babies,
with older children also exposed to
enormous risk and long-term impacts.2,3,4

Those of us who provide parental

support have opportunities to identify
women who may be experiencing abuse
and offer them information about
specialist services that can provide them
with vital support. The new NCT
domestic abuse policy is designed to
inform NCT workers about good
practice.5 As the majority of victims of
domestic abuse are women, and
because of the association between
abuse and pregnancy, the guidance
focuses on abuse perpetrated against
women, but the principles also apply to
male victims of abuse.

Identifying abuse
Looking back to when I was less
informed, I can think of several instances
where I’ve worked with mothers who
may, in hindsight, have been experi-
encing abuse, such as where a partner
appeared to be particularly controlling or
overbearing, or where there were other
possible indicators of abuse as outlined
in the NCT guidance. We need to be
aware of these signs and act on them,
but to do so safely and confidentially,
following the NCT guidelines, so as not to

put the woman or her children at further
risk. We also need to be mindful of
jumping to the wrong conclusions and
acting hastily.

Understanding the victim’s
perspective
Many people find it hard to understand
why women don’t simply leave an
abusive partner. Yet there are many
reasons why this is the case, perhaps
most significantly the psychological
impact of undergoing sustained physical
and emotional abuse, as explained clearly
in this account:

‘I was always a very confident
person…but you get to the point where
you can’t do anything because when
you’ve been put down so much you
believe what they tell you…you look at
yourself and think, Well I’m nothing...you
can’t converse with people...that’s the
ploy of course.’

All too often lack of understanding
and frustration over this issue by profes-
sionals leads to women not receiving the
support they need. It’s important not to
be judgmental and to remember that, for

Domestic Abuse: An NCT
volunteer talks about
surviving domestic abuse

I recently escaped from a 16-year
relationship. All I had known was that I
had been terribly unhappy and I felt it
was ‘all my fault’. Now, looking back,
and with the help of a wonderful
counsellor and friends and family, I
realise how abusive the relationship
was and I feel lucky to have survived.
I had had a career in the City, which I
left when my boyfriend (later my
husband) asked me to. To this day, I
do not know why I acquiesced but I
did. Subsequently, I fell pregnant by
accident. He insisted that I breast-
feed, which I was not at all keen to do,
but gave it a go for peace.

When the first baby was 2 ½, I had a
second child. I then began volun-
teering at my local NCT branch and
would sometimes leave the children
with my husband while I went out to
do voluntary work, or see friends,
always on the understanding that I
would come home any time that my
husband wanted me to.

Looking back, my husband seemed
threatened by my increased
independence and roles outside the
home. While out, I would sometimes
get a phone call and there would be a
crying baby on the phone. I would say
to the baby that I was on my way
home – my husband never spoke on
these calls. I would arrive home to
find the baby left asleep in the car

seat in the lounge, not strapped in,
but still sobbing in their sleep.
Invariably my husband was upstairs
asleep.

The more children I had, the more my
husband made my life hell. He did less
and less to help with the children. He
regularly used to come home from
nights out drunk, wake me up by
sexually assaulting me, then he’d fall
into a drunken sleep snoring and
leave me wide awake and crying.
My husband would regularly demean
me, chipping away at me on a daily
basis until I could go on no longer – I
would burst into tears and cry until I
could cry no more and my heart felt
as if it would break. There were
numerous occasions where every-
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many women, even talking to someone
else about abuse is a difficult first step.

Working with agencies
It is crucially important to recognise the
limitations of the help we can offer and
know where to refer women and
encourage them to seek support. Please
make sure you refer to the NCT
guidance, which will help you do this
safely and confidentially.

The work of specialist support
agencies such as Refuge
(www.refuge.org.uk) and Women’s Aid
(www.womensaid.org.uk) is essential in
offering women services such as
housing, counseling and legal and
economic information and support.

Take, for example, Jane, whose partner
had punched her twice in the face while
she was holding their infant daughter. He
was being charged with assault
occasioning actual bodily harm. At court,
his defence solicitor made a bail applica-
tion, claiming that the couple had been
reconciled and that Jane was going to
make a withdrawal statement. Jane was
not at court because of her fear of her
ex-partner.

The Refuge outreach worker
contacted Jane and established that the
solicitor’s claims were not true. Through
her support, Jane eventually felt strong
enough to testify at the next hearing.
With Jane at the court, the defendant
pleaded guilty and was given a six-month
suspended custodial sentence and
supervision with probation. (More infor-

mation about this case and others can be
found on the Refuge website).

Howwe can help
Women experiencing domestic abuse
can find it very difficult to disclose abuse
and to get the understanding they need.
As specialist workers who come into
contact with pregnant women and new
mothers, we have an important role to
play in raising awareness amongst
colleagues, identifying abuse and
offering women information about the
appropriate agencies.
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What are your responsibilities in relation to domestic abuse?
As a specialist workers providing parent support on behalf of NCT you have the
responsibility to:

• Familiarise yourself with the NCT Policy Briefing and the Internal Policy and
Good Practice Guidance on Domestic Abuse that outlines your full responsibili-
ties and will support you to effectively identify and respond to abuse.
See: http://tinyurl.com/NCT-DAGuide [NCT members only]

• Be aware of the signs and indicators of domestic abuse and be alert to them
throughout your work.

• Respond to any known or suspected cases of abuse sensitively and appropri-
ately, following the guidance. This involves discreetly passing information to
women about specialist domestic abuse services.

• Understand your responsibilities in relation to confidentiality and the protec-
tion of women, children and vulnerable adults.

• Ensure the safety of women and of yourself: if you know or suspect a woman is
affected by personal abuse, only speak to her about the abuse in person, alone
and in private circumstances (never in group settings), and never give her
partner or a friend or family member reason to believe that you know or
suspect anything.

thing seemed so impossible that I
thought about driving off the road but
never did because I had to be there
for the children. I could never leave
because I kept having babies. I was
financially dependent and had
nowhere to go.

When he broke me down, he would
stand over me and make derogatory
comments, such as ‘Look at the state
of you, you will never be happy’ or
‘Right, children let’s leave your
mother alone – she is mad’. Once I hit
rock bottom, there was only one way
forward and that was up. He would
then start working on me to break me
again. This was a continual pattern.
I never talked to people around me. I
knew my friends knew something was

wrong – they would come up and hug
me and say they knew something was
wrong and they were there for me if I
needed them. Other friends said they
could see a haunted look in my eyes
but they did not like to ask what was
wrong. Even though I had a wonderful
group of friends and family, I felt so
inadequate that I did not want to talk
about what I saw as my failings. I was
permanently emotionally exhausted
and made to feel that I was useless. I
could never do anything right.

At 3am one morning, just after
Christmas, something inside me
decided I was not going to put up with
this any more. I do not know what
made me decide this – it must have
been a survival instinct. Whatever it

was, thank goodness it came through.

When he finally left, he told me he
would destroy me. Everything he has
done since his departure is with this in
mind. He has broken into the property
and stolen personal belongings. He
has left abusive notes for me, sent me
countless abusive texts and e-mails.
He has taken me to court 15 times.
He told me he would leave me with
nothing, making sure I had no money.
He has told me he has everything and
I have nothing so he will get the
children and I will have nothing.
I am happy to have escaped but
emotionally exhausted with the reali-
sation that with a common link of five
children I am probably always going
to be subject to his abuse.
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