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Introduction and
Overview

This study was commissioned by Women’s Aid in
North Ayrshire and Fife, and is the first of its kind
in Scotland, with a specific focus to understand
more about the barriers women in rural areas face
to accessing support for domestic abuse. 26
women participated in the study as well as
workers.

Key Findings
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•
•
•
•
•

•

Research from England shows that rural victims are half as
likely as those living in urban areas to report their abuse, and
the abuse lasts on average 25% longer than in urban areas.
Women in this study reported feeling stigmatised, judged and
felt everyone knew their business, and this shame made them
less likely to ask for help.
Abusers were often highly respected in the community and the
women did not feel they would be believed if they reported the
abuse.
Traditional values for families to stay together created pressure.
The extent of isolation was extreme with the distance and
practicalities of accessing services and lack of public transport
significant barriers.
The lack of awareness of/and housing options meant women
recognised that to be safe and anonymous meant upheaval,
especially for their children, which were obstacles to them taking
steps to get help.
The pandemic has meant more women need practical support to
address issues relating to poverty, such as accessing food. For
a small number the move to providing digital services meant
they have been more included, whereas for others this was not
the case. Both services worked hard to support women and their
families to become digitally connected.
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Women want more outreach and ‘pop up’ services to be
available.
Good practice was identified in Fife where trauma informed
housing officers have trained services to be the ‘eyes and
ears’ in the community, reporting suspected abuse for them
to discreetly explore further.
Women hoped Women’s Aid would raise awareness of what
is defined as abuse and provide clear communication about
options and support.
Women valued the HUB in Saltcoats to bring women
together, and volunteering opportunities with lived experience
provided in both areas.
Experience of services such as the police was variable.
Views of societal attitudes towards abuse were mixed, with
most feeling that although younger people appeared to be
less tolerant of physical abuse there was still much to be
done.
Workers observed that rurality is not uniform and for example
women on the Islands may have very different experiences
and is worth exploring further. It is also important to recognise
the importance of intersectionality.
Overall, this report shows that services need to continue to
think innovatively about how women are reached and raise
awareness of what currently exists.

Recommendations

It is recommended that:
•
•

•
•
•

•
•

Women’s Aid raises awareness at policy level about the
specific challenges faced by women living rurally to accessing
support.
Women’s Aid to continue to raise awareness of women and
children experiencing abuse struggling to manage day to day
financially to challenge wider inequalities and digital
exclusion.
Police and wider services be trauma informed.
Police raise awareness of the different modes of reporting
accessible.
Women’s Aid raise awareness of the support it offers to help
deal with psychological as well as physical abuse, providing
clarity in campaigns about the rights women have, steps that
can be taken, as well as the specific provision offered to
children.
Women’s Aid and services continue to adopt a hybrid model
of provision, so offering courses and engagement digitally as
well as face to face.
Women’s Aid and services continue to work with schools to
help young people understand what constitutes a healthy
relationship and where help can be sought.
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Women’s Aid continues to offer outreach support and where
possible a ‘pop up’ service in areas outwith the main towns.
For services more widely such as GP’s and health services to
understand the role they play to identifying and signposting
women appropriately to deal with abuse, capitalising on small
windows of opportunity.
Women in rural areas are made aware of what currently
exists, such as free transport and safe rooms in local
pharmacies.
Good practice taken forward by Housing Officers in Fife is
replicated across areas, so that wider services take on the
task of reporting where they have concerns to a trauma
informed housing service that can sensitively explore the next
steps.
The HUBS model in North Ayrshire bringing women together is
replicated across areas and Women’s Aid continue to grow
and develop opportunities for volunteering, befriending and
lived experience to inform policy and practice.
Further research is carried out to understand the specific
experiences of women experiencing abuse and that this
continues to inform policy and practice.

“I think the isolation in a rural area is a lot worse, and you are on
your own, and your thoughts are running a million miles an hour.
The nearest services are an hour away and even when it was all
sorted, going back and forward to Court, it is hard.” (Rachael)
“Everyone knows your business and even if you keep yourself to
yourself everyone knows what is going on. They will come up and
ask you questions and even if you don't want to talk about things,
tough…Because everyone knows it is actually more isolating. You
also feel like you have to explain yourself all the time.” (Lucy)

