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Rationale       

Over the past ten to fifteen years, the issue of domestic violence has become more 

prominent. Over that period extensive research has been undertaken to understand 

the complexity and depth of the issues faced by the victims and the agencies that 

provide support for them. This research was undertaken to evaluate how current 

policy and practice impact on how a specialised police domestic violence unit works 

with other agencies to support victims of domestic violence. 

 

Co-ordinated Action against Domestic Violence (2012, p.1) estimate that ‘two 

women in the UK are killed by their intimate partners every week’. In 2013 the Home 

Secretary Theresa May gave a directive to the police requiring them to improve the 

way they handled incidents of domestic violence. A report by Oonagh (2014, p.7) 

entitled ‘Domestic Violence’, which was undertaken in response to Theresa May’s 

directive concluded that: the way police respond to incidents of domestic violence 

was inadequate and was putting victims of domestic violence ‘in serious danger.’ 

Police Forces across the UK responded by introducing Domestic Violence Units. Their 

aim is to work closely with other crime prevention/refuge agencies to protect victims 

of domestic violence, and ensure victims receive the appropriate support they 

require (HMIC, 2014). Other initiatives which have developed in recent years to 

support victims of domestic violence include: Multi-Agency Risk Assessment 

Conferences (MARAC), Advocacy, Victim Support and Domestic Violence Specialist 

Criminal Courts.   
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Aims 

The aim of this research was to examine one of these specialised domestic violence 

units and establish how effective the unit was at working with other agencies to 

provide support for victims of domestic violence. The unit has two specialised teams 

of police officers who are taking a new approach in the way they deal with incidents 

of domestic violence. 

 

Methodology 

The research took the form of a qualitative case study. Following a review of 

literature, current legislation and government reports, a series of semi-structured 

interviews were undertaken with representatives from the police and women’s 

refuge agencies. The data gathered from the interviews was incorporated within the 

findings and analysis. 

Key Issues Addressed 

The research aimed to answer three key questions: 

 How are the police and refuge agencies expected to work together to support 

victims of domestic violence? 

 What benefits or challenges do these agencies experience in working together 

to support victims of domestic violence? 

 What changes do these agencies feel are required to improve the service they 

can provide? 



                                                                                                                                                                          Page 4 
 

 

Literature Review 

What Is Domestic Violence?    

 
Across policy, legislation and theory the terms domestic violence and domestic abuse 

are both used. However, they bring with them different perspectives. In 2013 the 

government adopted a single definition of domestic violence, namely, ‘any incident 

or pattern of incidents of controlling, coercive, threatening behaviour, violence or 

abuse between those aged 16 or over who are, or have been, intimate partners or 

family members regardless of gender or sexuality’ (HMIC, 2014, p.2). Agencies that 

work with victims of domestic violence have adopted this definition to establish 

consistency across different agencies/professionals.  

 

Domestic violence is most commonly experienced by women, but is also experienced 

by men and can happen in any intimate relationship regardless of ethnic or religious 

group, lifestyle, disability, class or sexual orientation (Women’s Aid, 2014; HMIC, 

2014). Harvie and Manzi (2011) propose that an understanding of how men apply 

power and control is central to understanding why domestic violence is perpetrated. 

Iwi and Newman (2011, p.12) state that perpetrators ‘systematically distort the 

power relations’ making victims dependent on them by isolating them from friends 

and family, regulating their day-to-day movements, limiting their partners finances 

and inhibiting their ability to escape from the situation (Harwin, 2006; Iwi and 

Newman, 2011; Kwan, 2009).  

 

Statistics Of Domestic Violence 

Oonagh (2014, p.4) claims that ‘domestic violence is still a largely hidden crime’; as 

not every incident is reported, making it very difficult to calculate exactly how big 
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the problem actually is. It has been estimated that in the UK, one in four women will 

experience domestic abuse to some degree in their lifetimes (HMIC, 2014). The 

Home Office (2010, p.7) estimate the cost of violence towards women and girls is 

£36.7 billion annually. Some of the cost come from NHS treatment, Police and Social 

Services. Between August 2012 and August 2013, across the West Midlands alone 

13,715 incidents of domestic abuse were recorded (HMIC, 2014, p.7). According to 

Dar (2013, p.2) this is possibly only the ‘tip of the iceberg’. The Council of Europe 

(2012, p.1) suggest that ‘having an awareness of the financial impact of domestic 

violence is helpful’ when ‘devising policies or action plans.’ However, how can this be 

helpful if governments and agencies who work with victims of domestic violence are 

still unaware of the full extent of domestic violence? Furthermore, the real cost of 

domestic violence is the long term damage experienced by victims and their families 

(Walby, 2004; 2009; Sardenberg, 2011). 

 

According to Young (2002) agencies that work to reduce crime figures such as 

domestic violence focus on how dangerous the situation is to rationalise their 

response and the resources they require. Consequently, agencies like the police 

prioritise their resources and put more focus on high risk victims; which could be at 

the cost of the majority of women/men who do not fall into that category (Radford 

and Tsutsumi, 2004). Unfortunately, the government have to justify where funds are 

going, but can we really put a price on preventing women, men and children from 

being harmed by domestic violence?   

 

Impact Of Domestic Violence   

Leon-Guerrero (2011) suggests the family home is viewed as a safe haven; a place 
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that provides security and safety for all its members. However, for anyone 

experiencing domestic violence, home is not always the safest place to be. It is 

important not to make hasty generalisations about incidents of domestic violence as 

no two incidents are the same (Kwan, 2009). Domestic violence encompasses not 

merely physical assaults but elements of intimidation and humiliation which have the 

potential over time to affect victims emotionally and psychologically (Harwin, 2006; 

Iwi and Newman, 2011; Women’s Aid, 2014; Sardenberg, 2011). Extreme cases can 

end in victims being murdered by their partners (Mornington, 2001). Some women 

develop mental health issues or turn to alcohol, drugs or suicide as a way of 

escaping the violence (Kwan, 2009; Sardenberg, 2011; Women’s Aid, 2014).  

 

Women can face many barriers when attempting to leave an abusive partner 

including: embarrassment about revealing their circumstances, fear of repercussions 

from their abuser, as well as a sense of shame and self-blame (Sardenberg, 2011). 

These barriers can become major obstacles impeding a woman’s ability to take the 

first steps to escape the violence (Harwin, 2006). Kwan (2009, p.30) acknowledges 

that, what women want from the agencies that work with them is ‘to get rid of 

abuse, to listen to them and take them seriously.’ Victims require a sympathetic, 

non-judgemental approach that is both sensitive and supportive at a time when they 

are most at risk and fear speaking out (Sardenberg, 2011; Home Office, 2010).  

 

Legislation/Policy Since 2000     

When the Domestic Violence, Crime and Victim Act 2004, was introduced, it was 

hailed by the Labour Government as the biggest overhaul of policy around domestic 

violence in over 30 years (Matczak, Hatzidimitriadou and Lindsay, 2011; Strickland, 
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2012). However, its true impact remains unclear. Harvie and Manzi (2011, p.86) 

argue that the legislation only offers a ‘simplistic, blanket solution to the complex 

and difficult issues of domestic violence.’ The Crime and Security Act 2010 

introduced the ‘Go Orders’ or ‘Barring Orders’ (Strickland, 2012, p.5-6). These orders 

give the police the power to remove the perpetrator from the home if there is 

sufficient evidence that an incident of domestic violence has taken place. One major 

piece of legislation to enable victims to find out information about their partner is 

the Domestic Violence Disclosure Scheme which is known as ‘Clare’s Law’, named 

after Clare Wood who was murdered in 2009 by her ex-partner. Her father; Michael 

Brown, campaigned for the introduction of ‘Clare’s Law’ in the hope that it might 

save other women’s lives (Strickland, 2013). The scheme allows the police on 

request to release information concerning a partner’s history of domestic violence 

(Strickland, 2013). Clare’s father believes if she had had access to information like 

this she would still be alive today. The scheme was piloted in 2012 and was rolled 

out nationally in March 2014. 

 

No one piece of legislation caters for the complexity of domestic violence, just as no 

one agency can provide the necessary support victims require. The existence of legal 

policies and legislation are an essential step towards combating domestic violence 

but there certainly not enough (Sardenberg, 2011). In recent years, the government 

have promoted and actively encouraged agencies to work together through policy 

and legislation. Douglas (2009, p.177) concurred that ‘domestic violence is a cross-

cutting, complex and hard to reach social problem, ripe for partnership work.’ 
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What Is Partnership Work? 

Alexander and MacDonald (2001, p.1) propose that in 1997, New Labour settled on 

the ‘philosophy of partnership work.’ Working together became a ‘political imperative’ 

but more importantly New Labour viewed it as a way of ‘allowing agencies to learn 

from each other’s experiences’ to benefit the people they work with and themselves 

(Alexander and MacDonald, 2001, p.1). Burnett and Appleton (2004, p.36) found 

that multi-agency working came into one of two distinct categories, they described 

them as being either a ‘fruit salad or a fruit cake’. A ‘fruit salad’ is where different 

agencies come together, but still take on their own specific task and work as a 

separate agency. Whereas a ‘fruit cake’ was more a ‘fusion and melding of relations 

between agencies’ making the agencies work more as one agency as they become 

more integrated than separated (Burnett and Appleton, 2004, p.37).  

 

Armistread et al., (2007) described partnerships as a way of enabling agencies from 

different sectors to work together. However, they also recognised that working 

across sectors and service providers can become very complex, especially as the 

policies and procedures agencies have in place can act as barriers and prevent 

effective partnership work. One way to enable agencies from different sectors to 

work together is by appointing a ‘boundary spanner’. Steadman (1992) and Noble 

and Jones, (2006, p.891) explain that ‘boundary spanners’ are individuals who come 

from any of the relevant agencies and are appointed to take the lead coordinating 

role. They manage the day-to-day mechanics of the partnership enabling the process 

to be more effective. 
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Benefits Of Agencies Working Together 

There are also benefits associated with agencies working together. Murphy and Oak 

(2009) suggest that some of the benefits are that agencies can provide a consistent 

and coordinated service. Williamson (2001) made a similar point asserting that 

quality partnerships have the potential to deliver a seamless service, which is both 

coherent and effective. Furthermore, Percy-Smith (2005; 2006) and Fox and Butler 

(2004) endorse the view that partnership work can enhance the potential for 

innovation and improve outcomes for the service users.  

 

Additionally, it has been recognised that through being able to access and deliver 

this kind of approach, not only does the user benefit but also the provider. McGrath’s 

(1991) study showed that effective inter-professional team work could lead to: more 

efficient use of staff, improved service provision and the creation of effective working 

environment. Hughes (2001) however, states that developing positive working 

partnerships it is not always easy, as it’s essential to ensure that key professionals 

understand the respective roles and responsibilities of other partner agencies.  

 

Challenges And Implications Of Agencies Working Together 

Douglas (2009, p.3) claimed that ‘no two words convey the essence of partnership 

working as clearly as working together; these words are simple to say, but much 

harder to achieve.’ Cheminais (2009) suggests that within the area of child 

protection, agencies have struggled to work effectively together, due to a variety of 

reasons including: poor leadership, unclear accountability, duplication of assessment 

documents and a lack of information sharing. These issues can also be faced by 

agencies supporting victims of domestic violence as children may be involved and 
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child protection could become an issue.  

Anning et al., (2006) explains that for agencies to work effectively they need 

commitment, co-operation, trust and a clear focus with common aims. Hall (2010) 

identified the same barriers to multi-agency work as Anning et al., (2006). She put 

them into three main categories: values, clarity and resources. Hall (2010) explained 

that values concerned: people’s attitudes towards working together, their 

organisation’s agenda (aims) and the way they prioritise their roles in the 

partnership. This can also be seen in the work of Williamson (2001) and Hardy et al., 

(1992) who emphasised that some agencies approach partnership work with their 

own agenda and targets to reach.  

Hall (2010) suggests that clarity involves good communication, as well as having 

clearly identified roles and responsibilities of the agencies participating in the 

partnership. Williamson (2001) and Hardy et al., (1992) made similar points stating 

that having different lines of accountability and poor communication can reduce the 

effectiveness of agencies working together. Jelphs and Dickinson (2008) suggest that 

geographical boundaries and issues concerning management hierarchy can also be 

major challenges agencies have to overcome. 

Hall (2010) suggests that insufficient resources can hinder how effective partnership 

work can be. She explains that resources include: funding or budgets, staff, 

workload and time. Jelphs and Dickinson (2008) gave examples of how high staff 

turnover and poor recruiting, pressures of day-to-day commitments, and heavy 

workloads can be major factors that can inhibit effective partnership work. 

Williamson (2001, p.121) had also stated how ‘budget constraints’ and ‘policy 

priorities’ can lead to varying degrees of commitment from the different agencies 
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involved in the partnership. 

 

Issues Raised Concerning Agencies Approach To Domestic Violence 

In recent years a number of reports have raised concerns about how agencies work 

with victims of domestic violence. Hague et al’s., (2000) study found that women felt 

they were not being listened to and agencies were dismissive in their approach. A 

report by Hester and Westmarland (2005) concluded that the training police officers 

received was a major concern and suggested that it needed to be more extensive 

(not just one day) and developed across agencies. Sardenberg (2011) argued that 

the referral/recording system used by the police required improvements and 

explained that good recording of incidents would prevent victims from being re-

victimised. 

 

A Home Office report entitled ‘Call to End Violence against Women and Children’ 

2010, highlighted four key areas that agencies needed to develop. They are: 

challenging attitudes towards domestic violence; providing adequate support for 

both the victim and perpetrator; working in partnership to obtain the best outcomes 

for victims and their families’; and reducing the risk of domestic violence by ensuring 

that perpetrators are brought to justice (Home Office, 2010, p.5). The report also 

proposed that agencies who work with victims have the responsibility to reinforce to 

perpetrators, male or female, that this form of behaviour is unacceptable and will no 

longer be tolerated.  

 

Hester and Westmarland (2005) and a subsequent report by the Home Office 

entitled ‘Ending Violence against Women and Girls’ 2013, concluded that education 
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was the way forward to reduce and prevent domestic violence’ They suggested that 

schools needed to promote a cross-curricular approach, that educated young people 

about healthy relationship and how to recognise the signs of abuse. ‘Everyone’s 

Business: Improving the Police Response to Domestic Abuse’ 2014, found that police 

officer responses towards incidents of domestic abuse were inadequate and were at 

times putting victims at unnecessary risk (HMIC, 2014) This was also echoed by 

Oonagh (2014, p.7) who stated that police response to incidents of domestic 

violence was putting victims ‘in serious danger.’  One major concern Oonagh (2014) 

did raise was that although domestic violence was being portrayed as high priority 

through government policy, in practice however, this was not being translated at a 

local level. The reports above recommend changes agencies need to undertake to 

improve the service they provide victims of domestic violence. To achieve this, the 

police and refuge agencies need to work together, to provide the best outcomes 

possible for victims of domestic violence (in a supportive and non-judgemental 

manner). 

 

Recent Initiatives Introduced To Tackle Domestic Violence     

Within the West Midlands area there are a range of different services which have 

developed in recent years to support victims of domestic violence. They include: a 

variety of refuge agencies at local level, Victims Support, MARAC, Advocacy, and 

Specialist Domestic Violence Courts. Refuge agencies can provide ongoing support 

for the victim; helping them to access benefits, housing and specialised programmes 

to enable victims to rebuild their lives in a positive way (Women’s Aid, 2014). MARAC 

is a forum where agencies meet monthly to discuss high risk cases and identify 

safety plans for the victims. They provide local coordinated support from police, 
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social services, housing and refugee agencies; their aim is to reduce the risk of 

serious harm to the victim (Smartt and Kury, 2006). These forums/conferences have 

adopted the approach advocated by Steadman (1992) and Noble and Jones (2006, 

p.891); a ‘boundary spanner’ is used to coordinate the meetings. All the above 

agencies are able to meet together, discuss cases and provide a more consistent and 

coherent service (HMIC, 2014). Specialist Domestic Violence Courts provide a safe 

environment for the victim to give evidence; they work very closely with Advocacy 

and Victim Support making information sharing easier (Cook et al., 2006). Victim 

Support and Advocacy are essential services that provide information for victims, 

support them through court proceeding and signpost victims to other agencies 

(Mornington, 2001).  

 

Domestic Violence Units have been trialled in other areas of the country; they have a 

vital role to play within the local community, as they enable the police to make 

valuable links with other agencies in the community (Kwan, 2009). These units have 

specially trained officers on duty every shift. They have access to qualified mental 

health professionals to assist them if the perpetrator or victim has been identified as 

having mental health issues (HMIC, 2014). The units have been viewed as a positive 

initiative by officers as they are working towards changing the culture and thinking 

of officers towards how domestic violence is viewed (HMIC, 2014).  However, both 

Kwan (2009) and HMIC (2014) found failings within this service. Kwan (2009, p.34) 

criticised these units for being ‘under resourced’ and suggested there was no 

‘monitoring of their effectiveness.’  Kwan (2009) however, does acknowledge that 

these units are able to liaise effectively with other agencies to facilitate a 

coordinated response to domestic violence. HMIC (2014, p.20) expressed concerns 
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about the fact that the ‘safeguarding team do not work weekends’ so effectively 

leaving a gap in the service and provision that these units provide.  

 

 

 

 

Methodolgy 

The following section will discuss and examine the appropriateness of the method 

applied, sample and ethical issues.  

 

Method Applied 

A qualitative case study was the most appropriate method to use because it allowed 

for a more indepth study of a specific area (Creswell, 2013). The study used a 

purposive sample of participants, they were selected to meet the specific needs of 

the subject matter being researched (Braun and Clarke, 2013). The sample was also 

a convenient sample, as all the participants were accessible within the time limits 

and resources available (Patton, 2002). Semi-structured interviews were undertaken 

to obtain the relevant qualitative data. Participants were able to deliberate and 

reflect on their own experiences in more depth, enabling the researcher to gain a 

wider understanding of the subject matter (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007). This 

also allowed their perceptions to become more concrete and contextualised for the 

reader (Stake, 2007). An advantage of using semi-structured interviews was that 

they allowed for flexibility; questions could be adapted and ther was more freedom 

to follow areas of interest and made for a more relaxed approach to develop during 

the interviews. However, Kvale and Brinkmann (2009, p.1) point out that interviews 
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may seem simple, but in reality they are hard to do effectively as they involve a 

‘cultivation of conversational skills.’ One of themajor disadvantages to interviews is 

that participants may be unwilling to participate or be recorded (Bell, 2005). It was 

made clear beforehand that the interview were to going to be recorded to aid the 

researcher, but this may have put some participants off from talking more openly. 

Data from four independent interviews were analysed against the theory around 

multi-agency work and domestic violence to gain a broader picture of the issue faced 

by the participants, in respect of how effective they are at working together. A 

‘thematic matrix framework’ was applied, which enabled the data to be cross 

referenced (Ritchie, Spencer and O’Connor, 2003, p.220). The study was reflexive 

and critical. It reflected only on the data collected from the participants to ensure 

the trustworthiness of its findings (Etherington, 2004). 

 

Ethical Issues 

Research should always maintain the highest ethical standards; with this in mind the 

researcher is declaring a personal connection to one of the participants that took 

part in the interviews. The researcher was aware that this could bring in a degree of 

bias; to avoid this, the researcher stepped away from anything personal and focused 

on the policies and procedures that affect the way these agencies work together. 

Maintaining an ethical approach is an integral part of all stages and aspects of the 

research process (Creswell, 2013). Ethical approval was obtained,  participants were 

given an ‘Information Sheet’ outlining the aims and purpose of the research and that 

participants had the right to withdraw from the process at any time. 
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Position Of The Researcher 

According to Gallais (2008) researchers also need to look at their position and 

identify their role throughout the research process. The researcher had personal 

experience concerning domestic violence, which could have influenced the findings, 

so could be viewed as an insider. To avoid any bias and aid the validity or 

trustworthiness of the research, the researcher attempted to take the position of an 

outsider, focusing on how these agencies work together and reflecting only on the 

participants' views and perspectives not her own. 

Findings and Analysis 

Background Of The Participants        

The participants were referred to as R.1, R.2, P.1 and P.2 to ensure their identity 

remained confidential as proposed by Gibbs (2007). R.1 has been a refuge worker 

for twelve years. Their agency provides and delivers essential programmes that are 

aimed at enabling victims to rebuild their lives. R.2 was a police officer for twenty 

years, but now works very closely with victims supporting them through the court 

process. P.1 has been in the police force for over fifteen years and has worked with 

victims of domestic violence whilst on response (which is the first contact victims 

receive). P.2 has been in the police force for eight years and currently works within 

the unit being studied. The participants’ views and opinions were used to establish 

the findings for this research, looking for areas of agreement and diverging views. 

 

Legislation/Policy How They Impact On These Agencies Working Together 

Some of the more relevant pieces of legislation discussed with the participants were 

the, Crime and Disorder Act 1998 and The Data Protection Act 1998. P.1 agreed with 

Radford and Gill (2006) that The Crime and Disorder Act 1998 was one of the first 
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pieces of legislation that required agencies to work together. But P.1 claimed that the 

legislation not only requires agencies to work together but forces it upon them 

which: 

“Created its own issues…working with each other was strained and at 
time agencies were uncooperative.” 
 

The argument put forward by P.1 is supported by Anning et al., (2006) and Hughes 

(2001) who advocate that partnership work can be challenging as there needs to be 

commitment from all parties concerned. If the agencies are forced to work together 

as suggested by P.1 then there can be lack of commitment; these agencies have had 

to learn to work together to provide effective support for the victims. 

 

Preston-Shoot (2009) stated that the Data Protection Act 1998 was introduced as a 

way forward for agencies to share information. However P.2 and P.1 pointed out that 

the Data Protection Act 1998 actually became a barrier for their organisation, 

preventing them from disclosing some relevant information other agencies may have 

required. P.1 explained that this: 

“Is why we ask [other agencies]…for information…if they ask us for 
information it causes a barrier for us to hand it out.” 
 
 

When discussing the way victims are referred to partner agencies P.1 agreed with 

Sardenberg (2011) regarding the recording system, and remarked on how the 

system used by the police has at times became a barrier, as relevant information 

concerning victims may be stored on different systems. However, P.1 and the other 

participants disagreed with Sardenberg (2011) when it came to the referral system 

they currently use. They all agreed that the WC392 referral form which was 

introduced in 2005 was in fact enabling them to share information more freely. P.1 

explained that the form has evolved over the past ten years to meet the 
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requirements of all the partner agencies and the victims.  P.1 described how: 

“The form helps to maintain that flow of communication between 
agencies that hadn’t been there before.” 

 

One challenge that R.2 stressed, and which echoed concerns raised by Oonagh      

 

(2014), was in connection to the way government policy is being translated at local 

 

level. R.2 explained that: 

 

“On paper domestic violence is high priority…but.…for *****City 
Council domestic violence is...not top of their…agenda.” 

    

If local government are not making domestic violence a priority as the government 

 

suggest it is, that will impact on the funding these agencies receive to provide 

 

support for the victims. 

 
 
 

How Police Restructuring Has Affected The Way These Agencies Work Together  

In 2005, West Midlands Police Force created Public Protection Units. Eleven small 

hubs were situated across the West Midlands area (HMIC, 2014). R.1 suggested that 

this system actually was very effective: 

“We had a...good relationship between the local community police and 
the police protection units. They got to know the local community.” 

 
 

In 2010, West Midlands Police Force remodelled the way they dealt with domestic 

violence and established four main units instead of the eleven small hubs (HMIC, 

2014). When commenting on these changes R.2 stressed that before the changes, 

the system worked well. We had a civilian who liaised between us and other 

agencies. This maintained a two way flow of information. However: 

“Under the new model …her role was irrelevant…..it didn't fit in...so we 
lost a really essential part of the team.” 
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In 2014, West Midlands Police Force restructured these units and specialised 

domestic violence units were introduced. They consist of an investigating team and a 

safeguarding team. HMIC (2014) stated that these units would improve the 

consistency of how incidents are dealt with, and how victims access support. P.1 did 

point out that one of the positives that has arisen from the restructuring is that: 

“Everything is now dealt with within this one units so improving the 
service and giving victims more consistency.” 
 
 

When discussing with P.2 the aims of the specific unit being studied P.2 explained 
 
that: 

 

“The… aim of the unit is to work with partner agencies, protecting 
vulnerable victims from harm, and bringing offenders to justice.”    
  

Furthermore, P.2 emphasised that this was being achieved through the MARAC 

process. They explained that partner agencies were able to meet regularly and 

discuss high risk cases. The comments made by P.2 reflect recommendations 

highlighted in the report ‘Call to End Violence against Women and Children’ 2010, 

showing that policy is influencing practice within this unit. 

 

However, HMIC (2014) and Kwan (2009) criticised these specialised units for being 

under-staffed and expressed concerns about victims having difficulties accessing 

certain services over the weekends. P.1 echoed these concerns, particularly in 

relation to the availability of the units safeguarding team over the weekends. P.1 

explained that: 

“If an incident takes place on a Friday evening the victims may not get 
any support put in place until the Monday or Tuesday.” 
 

This identifies a gap in the service this unit currently provide. P.2 did comment on  
 

the concerns expressed by P.1, and clarified the situation by explaining that: 
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“Although every effort is made to ensure that the victims are safe there 
are clear improvements that can be made to address emergency out of 
hours safeguarding needs.” 

 

 

When discussing how these agencies work together, all the participants agreed that 

the MARAC process was a major step forward in enabling them to establish a 

positive working partnership. According to HMIC (2014) and Smartt and Kury (2006) 

the aim of MARAC is to provide a coordinated service that reduces the risk of serious 

harm to high risk victims. The MARAC conferences are overseen by a representative 

from the police. Steadman (1992) and Noble and Jones (2006, p.891) described the 

role the police representative takes as a ‘boundary spanner.’ Their role is to bring 

agencies from different sectors together and ensure appropriate support is being 

provided. P.2 was enthusiastic about this process and explained that: 

“MARAC is a brilliant tool to enable other agencies to sit down together 
and discuss high risk case and identify the support each agency can 
provide the victim.” 

 
However, both R.1 and R.2 expressed concerns about how effective the MARAC 

process really is. R.2 implied that: 

“The process is helping information to be shared but how effective it is 
I don’t really know.” 

 
Although, concerns were raised about this process, all the participants did 

acknowledged that MARAC assisted their organisations to meet, share information 

and provide a co-ordinated service. However, given the difference of opinion over 

the effectiveness of this process, the researcher would recommend that further 

research would be beneficial, in order to improve this provision. 

 

 

 



                                                                                                                                                                          Page 21 
 

Challenges And Their Implication On Practice 

 

When discussing the challenges their agencies faced, all the participants agreed with 

Cheminais (2009) and Hall (2010), suggesting that some of the main challenges 

concerned leadership and information sharing across agencies. R.2 stressed that 

being able to obtain the relevant information required could take time, and stated 

that: 

“In some cases, time [victims]…didn’t have.” 
 

R.1 agreed with Cheminais (2009) and Hall (2010), when discussing similar 

challenges their organisation had faced when working with other agencies because: 

“There was no clear leadership…and at times it seemed like we were 
working at cross purposes…to other agencies.” 

 

 

When discussing some of the other challenges these agencies face, all the 

participants agreed with Hall (2010) Jelphs and Dickinson (2008) and Williamson 

(2001), suggesting that not having sufficient time to spend with victims and heavy 

workloads; impacted on the staff turnover in their organisations. In particular R.1 

stated that staff turnover has serious repercussions for our organisation especially:   

“When...contacts leave or change position....which is often the case in 
the Police and Social Services it is very difficult to maintain that 
[flow]…of communication.” 

 

Furthermore, P.1 discussed how cuts in staff and funding were making it more 

difficult for them to provide the service they would like, and remarked that the main 

challenge we face is the: 

“Sheer volume of cases…domestic abuse cases…need to be prioritised and 
high risk cases get more attention.”   

 
Young (2002), Radford and Tsutsumi (2004) recognised funding and budget cuts as 

a major challenge agencies have to overcome by prioritising their resources. 
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Consequently, victims who fall outside the high risk category do not access as much 

support. P.2 concurred with P.1 by emphasising that the support victims receive is: 

“Still confined to the limitations of each publicly funded or charities 
organisation…budgets.” 

 

The main challenge all these agencies face is being able to provide a consistent 

service to every victim. Funding is obviously a crucial issue.  

 

When talking about the challenges agencies face when supporting victims, R.1 and 

R.2 agreed with Kwan (2009) and Hague et al., (2001), suggesting at times victims 

feel they are not being listen to or taken seriously. R.1 remarked that at times: 

“Some agencies…can come across as stand-offish…some of the victims 
we work with have found them to be....distant and unapproachable.” 

 
These concerns were also acknowledged by Sardenberg (2011) who stated that the 

way agencies respond to victims can become a barrier. She suggested that agencies 

that support victims of domestic violence needed to be more supportive, 

approachable and sensitive to the complex needs of the victims. 

 

 

Hughes (2001) recognised that working together is not always an easy process; this 

research has identified a range of challenges that these agencies have faced when 

working together. However, it must be noted that there are also benefits associated 

with agencies working together. 

 

 

Benefits Identified By Participants 

 

When discussing the benefits of these agencies working together, all the participants 

agreed with Murphy and Oak (2009) Williamson (2001) Percy-Smith (2005, 2006) 

and Fox and Butler (2004), and suggested that by working together they were able 
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to provide a consistent service, share knowledge and improve the outcomes for the 

victims and the families. R.2 emphasised the view that: 

“Sharing resources…and expertise… [help them] to improve outcomes 
for the victims and their families.” 

 

Furthermore, R.1 and R.2 discussed how being able to establish a bank of contacts 

had benefited their organisations. P.2 and R.2 explained that being able to share 

expertise and resources enabled them to provide an effective service, but P.2 

acknowledged that this could not be achieved by their agency alone. P.2 remarked 

that:   

“Other agencies can offer far more than what the police alone can 
provide.” 

 

This sentiment was also expressed by R.2, who proposed that: 

 

“No one agency can offer the victims all the support they need….so 
having other agencies to hand really eases the pressure.” 

 
It has been generally recognised that no one piece of legislation can cater for the 

complex issues surrounding domestic violence. P.2 and R.2 in particular recognised 

that their agencies cannot cater for the complex needs of the victims and their 

families alone; they need to have access to experts in other specialised areas, for 

example: housing, counselling and children’s services. 

 

McGrath (1991) suggested that partnership work can benefit the organisations 

taking part in the partnership, as well as improve staff morale and establish a 

positive working environment. This is supported by Williamson (2002) who suggests 

that quality partnership work has the potential to improve the effectiveness of the 

agencies involved as well as the wider community. It surprised the researcher that 

none of the participants really touched on the fact that working within these 
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partnerships benefited them or their organisation. Instead this factor was de-

emphasised. Clearly the participants do not see partnership work as a strategy used 

to benefit themselves or their organisation, but as more about improving the service 

they provide for the victims they work with. The participant did however 

acknowledge that working alongside agencies that had good knowledge of the local 

community and the families that lived in that area was beneficial to them and their 

organisations. 

 

Recommendations Suggested By Participants 

All participants agreed with Hester and Westmarland (2005) that the training police 

officers receive for dealing with victims of domestic violence was insufficient and 

argued that the typical one day’s training was not enough.  P.1 suggested that the 

length of training front-line workers receive needs to be significantly increased and 

explained that only: 

“Officers dealing with high risk victims have specific training around 
identifying abuse and emotional abuse, but…this is not extended to 
response officers….they just receive basic training.” 

 

Furthermore, R.1 proposed that the training should also contain an element of 

counselling because: 

“We need more trained officers...not just trained but who have an 
understanding of how these women feel.” 

 

One recommendation that was expressed very strongly by all participants, and 

echoed concerns previously raised by Hester and Westmarland (2005) and Home 

Office (2013), was in relation to education. R.2 stressed that there needed to be 

more work done in schools around: 

“Showing children what a good relationships should look like 
and.....teach[ing] boys to respect girls.” 
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Furthermore, P. 2 proposed that: 
 

“Educating children about domestic abuse…may give children the 
knowledge and confidence to report domestic abuse themselves.” 

 

All the participants agreed that training for agencies supporting victims of domestic 

violence and education in schools were the two main areas which needed to be 

developed further. However, P.2 and R.2 went a step further by suggesting that 

these areas could be developed through their organisations delivering programmes 

to schools directly themselves. They suggested this would enable them to share their 

expertise and knowledge with young people whilst helping them to understand the 

effects of domestic violence and where to access support should they ever require it. 

 

One of the recommendations the researcher found really interesting was a 

 

recommendation made by P.2 who claimed that the there is enough legislation in 

 

place, that police officers have enough powers, and that it is now about: 

 

“Helping victims to become more confident with the service that the police 
can offer and let them know that they will be taken seriously.” 

 

If as in P.1’s opinion, there is sufficient legislation in place, then as they suggest the 

emphasis now needs to move towards building positive relationships with the victims 

and local community. Hopefully by doing this victims will be able approach the police 

and other refuge agencies with more confidence. 

 

Conclusion 

A Review Of The Findings And Literature 

This small qualitative case study focused on a specific police domestic violence unit 

in the West Midlands. It examined how legislation and policy impacts on the way the 
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police in this unit work with other agencies. It explored the challenges and benefits 

these agencies have experienced when working together to support victims of 

domestic violence. 

 

According to Radford and Gill (2006) all crime and prevention agencies are expected 

to work together under the Crime and Disorder Act 1998. The findings and research 

have shown that these agencies have faced challenges from the start; policy may 

have been promoting partnership work but as P.1 remarked agencies felt they were 

being “forced to work together.”  Another piece of legislation that Preston-Shoot 

(2009) suggested was introduced to allow agencies to work together and share 

information more freely was The Data Protection Act 1998. However, P.1 and P.2 

disagreed and explained that this act to some degree prevented their organisation 

from sharing information. 

 

Concerns around the police referral/reporting systems were raised by Sardenberg 

(2011). However, the findings show that the participants disagreed with Sardenberg 

(2011) and were very enthusiastic about the WC392 referral form. P.1 explained that 

this referral form prevents victims feeling re-victimised as they no longer have to 

repeat their traumatic experiences to other agencies. 

 

The participants agreed with Hughes (2001) that partnership work is not always 

easy, and implied it had been a slow process. P.1 stated everything takes time, and 

there have been challenges we have had to overcome along the way to make the 

service we provide victims more effective. A lot of the challenges identified by the 

participants were similar to those proposed by Hall (2010) Williamson (2001) and 

Jelphs and Dickinson (2008) namely poor leadership and inconsistent levels of 
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commitment being shown from different agencies. All of the participants identified 

funding as one of the major challenges their agencies have to overcome. R.1 

suggested that at times funding and budget cuts had serious repercussions on 

staffing levels and the resources they have available to support victims of domestic 

violence. 

 

All the participants were able to discuss and identify benefits from their partnership 

work. They were similar to those proposed by Murphy and Oak (2009) and Percy-

Smith (2005, 2006) regarding consistency and being able to provide a coherent 

service to the victims and their families by sharing knowledge.  R.1 and R.2 agreed 

and explained that some of the benefits to their agencies were having a “bank of 

contacts” and being able to “share our expertise” so improving the service we can 

provide. This is also supported by Alexander and MacDonald (2001) who recognised 

that by learning from each other and sharing their expertise agencies when benefit 

the people they work with.P.2 suggested that “by being able to work together with 

other agencies like Housing, Social Services, GP Health Services, Mind, Aquarius, 

Women’s Aid and Victim Support we are able to provide security and support for 

high risk victims through MARAC.”   

Armistread et al., (2007) suggest that partnership work assists agencies from 

different sectors to work together. The findings and research has shown that this 

unit have a specialised safeguarding team, who work closely with the other partner 

agencies from different sectors to support the victims of domestic violence. All the 

participants explained how MARAC enables their agencies to meet together, to 

discuss cases and to develop action plans for the victim and their families. This 

process is overseen by a lead professional, usually from the police, who, as 
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discussed by Steadman (1992) and Noble and Jones (2006, p.891), have the role of 

a ‘boundary spanner’. Ensuring that the process runs smoothly and that each agency 

takes responsibility for the support they provide the victims. However, from 

comments made by R.2 and R.1 the researcher got the impression, that even though 

the police and refuge agencies were working together through MARAC, they were 

still working as separate entities and were not totally integrated. Burnett and 

Appleton (2004, p.37) would describe this partnership as a ‘fruit salad’ for this exact 

reason; you can still see and locate the separate agencies; they are not interlinked 

or entwined as in a ‘fruit cake’. Even so, this process seems to be a positive way 

forward and the momentum needs to continue with each agency playing their part. 

 

However, HMIC (2014) and Kwan (2009) have criticised these units for being under 

staffed and commented that certain services are not available during weekends. P.1 

did express concerns in relation to the fact that the safeguarding team only work 

Monday to Friday, which impacts on the service the unit can provide as “victims may 

not get any support put in until the Monday.” This highlighted a gap in the provision 

and service this unit can provide for victims of domestic violence. This is an area the 

researcher would recommend as a future research project; unfortunately the 

researcher was unable to allocate the time or resources needed to explore this in 

more depth as part of this particular case study. 

 

A Review Of The Methodology Applied To This Case Study 

The researcher wanted to obtain a broader understanding of this subject from 

undertaking semi-structured interviews that enabled the participants to discuss their 

own experiences and perspectives of how they work with other agencies to support 
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victims of domestic violence. For this reason, a case study was the most appropriate 

method to use given the time scale and resources available. However, as Braun and 

Clarke (2013) and Creswell (2013) have suggested, case studies can have their 

limitations and not be easily generalizable. Participants were chosen because they 

either worked in the unit being researched or were from one of their partner 

agencies. Being able to select the participants as suggested by Cohen and Manion 

(1994) and Bell (2005) ensured the findings were more trustworthy.  Participants 

were all able to reflect on their own experiences in a relaxed environment. The 

researcher felt that interviews were the appropriate method to use as they enable 

the researcher to obtain a vast amount of information at one time giving the 

researcher a broader picture of the subject matter and the challenges these agencies 

have faced. The findings were able to address the key questions but were unable to 

be generalised because the sample was purposive. The researcher for this reason 

would recommend that this research would benefit from looking at other units to 

establish if there is any correlation in the findings. 

 

Recommendations 

The researcher agrees with the participants that the way forward is through 

education. Education is a vital resource that is not being utilised to its fullest. Hester 

and Westmarland, recognised this as a way forward in 2005, but this still seems to 

be an area that has not been addressed. P.2 and R.1 suggested that their agency 

would be a good resource for schools to utilise and raise awareness of domestic 

violence. They proposed that this would not only benefit schools but also enable 

their agency to develop their own skills, pass on the knowledge to teachers and 

most importantly educate children and teenagers in the difference between healthy 
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and unhealthy relationship and in where to access support if they require it. A 

culture where young people are encouraged to speak out and seek help can only be 

seen as a positive step forward. This is an area that requires more investigation. 

Participants all seemed extremely interested in developing this area, however, there 

were no clear statements given by the participants during the interview to suggest 

these agencies have already pursued this with school or what was required to make 

this happen. There may well be challenges regarding funding and staffing, but I 

think the key issue is who would take responsibility for this going forward. 

 

The researcher would recommend that front-line workers should undertake training 

relating to counselling which would not only benefit the officer and refuge worker 

but would enable them to develop more empathy towards the victims. This would 

also address the concerns raised by R.2 and Hague et al., (2000) in relation to how 

some agencies respond to the victims. Agencies need to be more open, more 

responsive to the traumas victims may have experienced. There also needs to be a 

greater recognition of the value of agencies sharing knowledge. 

 

In conclusion, the research was able to answer all of the key questions as well as 

highlight areas for further development and research at both local and government 

level. Considerable progress has been made in recent years around legislation and 

policy to encourage and enable these support agencies to engage in partnership 

work. But along the way they have faced challenges linked to budgets, funding and 

the resources they have available. One of the main positive developments identified 

has been the introduction of MARAC, which plays a vital part in enabling these 

agencies to provide a co-ordinated network of support for the victims and families of 
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domestic violence. If the momentum of MARAC can be sustained and these agencies 

can become more integrated, then the work these partnerships do can only be 

enhanced. 
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