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1. Introduction and
Overview
This study, which is the first of its kind in Scotland, set out to explore
women’s experiences of domestic abuse in rural areas in Scotland to
help fill a gap in current knowledge and begin to understand what
more can be done to help women and children get the support they
need. The study began in January 2020 and was conducted
throughout the pandemic and therefore this report also has a specific
focus on the impact of Covid-19. Interviews took place with 22
women from North Ayrshire and Fife and four submitted written
testimonies, workers from North Ayrshire Women’s Aid and Fife
Women’s Aid were also interviewed.
In the following section the wider research and evidence base on
this area as well as the impact on Covid-19 is set out, before turning
to the main focus of this report which is the testimonies of the 26
women who took part in this study, and latterly interviews and focus
group with staff from both areas. Overall, the study informs us that
the experiences of abuse are different in rural areas, responses
inadequate, and more is needed to be known and done at a Scottish
and local level to improve the current situation.
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2. Wider Research
and Evidence Base
2.1 Domestic Abuse in Rural Areas
In response to the dearth of research in this area a landmark
report was published by the National Rural Crime Network in
2019, the first of its kind to bring into focus domestic violence in
rural areas in England. Drawing together quantitative data from
the British Crime Survey and police data, and qualitative
interviews with 67 victims from seven different areas and
Commissioners to capture the challenges, it transpired that rural
areas and urban areas experience domestic abuse differently.
Namely:
• Rural victims are half as likely as those living in urban areas to
report their abuse to others, and this lack of data has created
a serious gap in information to support the redirection of
resources.
• Rural victims’ abuse lasts on average 25% longer than in
urban areas.
• The policing response is largely inadequate in rural areas, with
a lack of female officers, and people report that police
attendance draws a lot more attention than it would in urban
areas.
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•

•
•
•
•
•

The more rural the setting the greater the harm due to the
isolation and also that it is more difficult for victims to get
support.
Rurality and remoteness are deliberately used as weapons by
perpetrators.
Close-knit rural communities can unwittingly facilitate abuse.
Rural communities remain traditional and patriarchal,
controlling and subjugating women.
Support services are scarce and retreating resources makes
getting help and escaping abuse harder than ever.
The short-term funding model has created competition and
fragmented service provision, with services wasting time
chasing funding, rather than supporting victims.

The report noted that in rural areas people generally have lower
levels of education and there are indications that there is more
acceptance of abuse. Based on interviews with both male and
female victims, those in rural areas were especially likely to report
fear of not being believed and even deeper shame and stigma
around abuse, and more exposed within their local communities.
With the lack of support available, the choice to flee abuse is
especially stark for those in rural areas. Moreover, unlike in urban
areas, where women moved and maintained some form of
normality for children, by for example keeping them at the same
school, for those in rural areas this was not the case, and a move
meant a whole upheaval.
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The report observes, like other research that the meaning of
‘rural’ is not uniform (Little, 2015). For example, it was found that
in old mining
there
was an especially deep mistrust of
Ruralvillages
Domestic
Abuse
Fife/North
Ayrshire
police that
didn’t exist
in other areas, and in rural villages the
Aid being in the home and men out working
traditionalWomen’s
role of women
were entrenched. Owen and Carrington’s (2015) Australian study
of 49 rural service providers, describes the ‘traditional culture’ of
privacy and the cloak of silence around abuse. Little’s research
(2015) emphasised the level of surveillance and control by
abusers, and how this can be employed exceptionally in rural
areas. The research shows that there is more needed to be
known and done about domestic abuse in rural areas.
Key recommendations were put forward by the National Rural
Crime Network (2019), namely for:
•
•
•
•
•

Legislation to be ‘rural proofed’, so it takes into account the
specific needs of victims and survivors in rural areas
The police and charities to improve their services
Funding for services to be more long-term and secure
The sector to fill the gap in knowledge that currently exists
Inequalities that exist between men and women to be
addressed.

6

2.2 The Scottish
Context
The Scottish Social Attitudes Survey in 2014 on violence against
women in Scotland showed that stereotypical views of gender
roles continue to exist, and where this was the case, violence
against women was less likely to be viewed as wrong (Reid et al.
2015). Masculinities and ‘doing masculinity’ are space and
historically specific. High rates of violence and deprivation can be
viewed as a performance of masculinity against a backdrop of the
decline of heavy industry, as well as responses to trauma and loss
(Holligan and Deuchar, 2015).
Scotland is distinct from England because it continues to have
issues related to Sectarianism. In the Scottish Social Attitudes
Survey in 2014 (Hinchcliffe et al. 2015), 40% reported feeling that
the division between Catholics and Protestants remains
unchanged over the past decade. Finally, direct comparisons about
diversity with England are not possible, but it is less, and
populations in Scotland are concentrated around cities. Wards with
more than 90% White Scottish are located mostly on the west of
Scotland, on the edges of the Glasgow conurbation, and also the
Shetland Isles (Simpson, 2014). What it means then to be rural in
Scotland, and how this impacts on domestic violence may be quite
different to the current research base in England.
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2.3 Legislation

Legislation implemented across the UK is described as being
fractured (National Rural Crime Network, 2019), whereby for
example, a new offence of ‘coercive control’ was created in England
and Wales in 2015, but not in Scotland until 2018. The Domestic
Abuse Act 2018 defines ‘coercive control’ as the abusive partner
making the person dependent on them, isolating them from friends
or support, controlling, regulating or monitoring their day-to-day
activities, depriving them of their freedom, or frightening,
humiliating, degrading or punishing them. At present, this law only
applies to partners and ex-partners and is gender neutral. Further
legislation is being proposed so that domestic abusers can be
barred from the homes of victims and banned from re-entering for
two months, and could help to prevent current homelessness levels
women and children experience.
The Convention on preventing and combating violence against
women and domestic violence (Istanbul Convention) is a
comprehensive legal framework to tackle violence against women
and girls. It sets minimum standards for governments to meet and
focuses on the need for more Government accountability over the
provision of support services. The National Rural Crime Network
(2019) highlighted that it continues to miss the importance of
rurality.
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2.4 Impact of
Covid-19
The pandemic has not caused domestic abuse, but because of the
restrictions has created a ‘perfect storm’ of challenges for those
affected and the services supporting them (Women’s Aid England,
2020). Internationally the rate of reported abuse has increased and
has even been referred to as the ‘Shadow Pandemic’ by the UN.
The UK Domestic Violence Helpline had an increase of calls by
25% within the first week of lockdown and 150% increase in visits to
the Refuge website (Bradbury-Jones and Isham, 2020). The
shocking rise in abuse means that this is now in the public
consciousness in a way it was not in the past.
Evidence is emerging that women from ethnic minority backgrounds
and those with disabilities have been especially affected (Women’s
Aid, 2020). In Scotland, domestic abuse is now the main reason for
women making a homeless application (Scottish Women’s Aid,
2020). A study carried out by the Scottish Government and
published in August 2020 involved gathering evidence from relevant
organisations (Scottish Government, 2020).
Referral rates were reported to have reduced significantly in the
initial weeks of lockdown and then gradually increased. Many
services reported financial hardships being experienced by families
to accessing food, fuel and essentials for children, and mental
health services observing significant increases in crisis work with
victims (ibid).
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Important Scottish specific research published near the end of
2020 involved hearing from 30 women who had experience of or
were currently experiencing domestic abuse (Armstrong et al.
2020). The key findings are that abuse had intensified, had in
some cases moved to being online, and abusers used access to
children and refusing to return children as a means of
manipulation and control, with women’s mental health and
depression compounded by the whole situation (Armstrong et al.
2020).
Also found in research carried out in Orkney and North-East
Scotland, delays in court were a cause of significant stress and
increasing anxiety (Pedersen et al. 2021). In terms of impact of
services, it was noted that practical support had taken
precedence over the therapeutic and a surge in demand for this
type of support, as well as refuge space and criminal justice
protections were expected once restrictions eased.
Services were also concerned about the closure of schools as
safe spaces for children and the triggering impact of isolation on
families. For those in poverty, digital exclusion was a major issue,
but it was also noted that for women in employment, mothers and
those living in rural locations, access to digital communication
actually improved access to support (Armstrong et al. 2020).
Armstrong et al. (2020: 90) observe that “Undoubtedly, Covid-19
has revealed the extent to which state support and welfare
services have been eroded over many years, leaving huge gaps
in service provision that the third sector have been trying to fill
during this period.”
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2.5 The Local
Context
North Ayrshire consists of six main wards, namely Irvine,
Kilwinning, the Three Towns, Garnock Valley, North Coast and
Arran. According to the National Records of Scotland (2020), on
30 June 2019, the population of North Ayrshire was 134,740.
Across the area the working age population is in decline.
As already stated, ‘rural’ is not uniform and a report published by
North Ayrshire Community Planning Partnership (2017) provided
a detailed analysis of the six different localities on key indicators
and their differences. For example, the Garnock Valley had 14.8%
data zones in the top 15% health deprived in Scotland, in
comparison to the North Coast which had 6.5% and Irvine which
had 40%. The crime rate per 1000 population in the Garnock
Valley was 61.4 and this compared to 102.9 in the Three Towns
and 26.1 in Arran.
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A public consultation carried out by North Ayrshire Community
Planning Partnership (2017) generated 2,500 responses, and 11%
were from the Garnock Valley. Two key themes emerged; that is
challenges around service availability and accessibility, and
particularly in relation to GPs. Garnock Valley itself is not just one
place, and with a population of around 20,000 this includes the
towns of Beith, Dalry, and Kilbirnie, and some smaller villages such
as Gateside, Barrmill, Longbar and Glengarnock (North Ayrshire
Community Planning Partnership (undated). It is likely that within
each of these areas there are important differences and research
needs to be mindful of this too.
Fife is governed through 7 Local Community Planning areas,
namely, Cowdenbeath, Dunfermline, Glenrothes, Kirkcaldy,
Levenmouth, North East Fife and South West Fife. The locality
plans show that this is a mixed area with areas such as Glenrothes
made up of 93.8% ‘other urban’ (10,000 to 124,999 people),
whereas North East Fife is predominantly (50.5%) ‘accessible rural’
(less than 3,000 people and 30 minute drive to the nearest
settlement). In terms of the breakdown of the population, two out of
three live in an urban area, in one of Fife’s large towns, including
Kirkcaldy, Dunfermline and Glenrothes. One in six people live in
one of Fife’s smaller towns, including Cupar, Cowdenbeath and
Leven, and the remainder, live within rural areas (Fife Centre for
Equalities, 2019).
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As of the 30th June 2019, the population of Fife was 373,550, the
third highest out of all the 32 council areas (National Records of
Scotland, 2020), and 7% of the total population in Scotland. The
Fife Centre for Equalities (2019) published Let’s Leave No One
Behind, a study focusing on protected characteristics and this
included a review of the demographics of Fife in relation to
poverty. This reported that levels of deprivation vary greatly
across Fife with parts of Methill and Kirkcaldy experiencing high
unemployment, and a high ratio of hospital stays linked to drug
and alcohol use. The proportion of low-income households varies
by area, so that for example, it was as low as 14.4% on South
West Fife, to 19.6% in Levenmouth.
Following lockdown and echoing findings from Armstrong et al.
(2020), in both North Ayrshire and Fife throughout the pandemic,
Women’s Aid therapeutic support was superseded by the need to
provide practical support. In each of the areas the services have
developed areas specific to the local need. For example, in Fife
there has been a long standing arrangement with the local food
bank so that food can be given to the women directly, pre
pandemic.
The need to address digital exclusion was also prioritised in the
pandemic with the internet made freely available in the refuges. In
North Ayrshire, in response to food poverty directly attributable to
the pandemic and concerns relayed around restrictions, Women’s
Aid opened their own foodbank and had a radio advert on local
radio stations to advertise that the service would remain open.
Both North Ayrshire Women’s Aid and Fife Women’s Aid moved to
delivering a hybrid model of working, delivering support groups in
line with restrictions and also online.
The next section, the most important in this report, will now
present the testimonies of the 26 women who took part in this
study.
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3. Findings: Women’s
Experiences of Living Rurally
And Domestic Abuse
3.1 Introduction
The following section is based on a thematic analysis of interviews
with 22 women and four women who submitted written submissions
about their experiences. These testimonies show that women living
in rural areas that have been or are being abused face particular
challenges in terms of isolation, shame, stigma and the physical as
well as mental barriers to accessing support.
3.2 Overview of Women
The women were aged between 23 and 56, with the average age
40. 21 women had 45 children between them, with the youngest a
newborn and the oldest in their late 20s. 17 women had dependant
children, and two women reported their children being on the autistic
spectrum. At the time of interview one woman was still living with the
perpetrator. The following table provides a summary of how women
described where they lived:

Location
Rural

Number (n26)
12

Village

8

Small town

6
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3.3 Relationship with
The Abuser and
Impact
Information on the relationship with the abuser was available for
the 22 women interviewed, and the length of time together ranged
from one year to 30 years. 16 women had relationships of more
than five years and 6 had less than this. All six women who had
been with the person for less than five years, and specifically
around 3 years, said they knew almost immediately that the
person was abusive, and it took them around two years to get
support. Ten women had relationships ranging from eight to 30
years long, and related that they only realised they were being
abused many years into the relationship, and once they
recognised this, it then took them another two years to get access
to support.
Four women were in long relationships ranging from 13 to 26 years
and recognised they were being abused many years into their
relationship and it then took one woman three years, but two six,
and another 17 years to get support. Finally, two women, both
having relationships around 8 years long realised two years in that
their partner was abusive but it then took six years to get support.
These findings show that even today women being abused
struggle to get the support they need quickly and the complex
factors that affect this are discussed in section 3.
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The women who only realised many years into the relationship that
they were being abused said that they had been with the person since
they were young, had nothing to compare this to, and the extent of the
manipulation had been so great, that it took for things to get extreme
before they realised what was actually happening.
“I didn’t realise it was abuse for years, his controlling behaviour,
because we had been together so long.” (Chloe)
“I normalised a lot of what was happening, so him going off if the
dinner wasn’t on the table, giving me the silent treatment if I went
somewhere he didn’t want me to go, I thought all of these things were
normal, and they are not.” (Beth)
“It was when he turned on my daughter and spoke to her the way he
had spoke to me, that same nasty way of being, it really made me
realise that this is abuse.” (Carmel)
The impact of the abuse across all the women was severe, affecting
all aspects of their lives, their self-esteem, physical and mental health,
connections to others, ability to work, their children, and four women
had lost custody of their children.
“I was mentally ill and had handed over my kids to my ex partner who
had mentally abused me. I had gone to the hospital to ask for help
and told them I was suicidal but they said I wasn’t sick enough and I
was sent home. It wasn’t until I became catatonic that I started to get
proper help.” (Maria)
“I have been really low and it is about building that confidence up. I am
waiting to go to Counselling and on waiting lists. I think if I don’t do
that I will never move on…I have lost it all. Even to go to the shop I
have to build myself up.” (Rachael)
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Some women spoke openly about the fear they continued to live with.
I am still so scared of what he is going to do and meeting him at
court. I have tried to get the contact between him and my daughter
stopped but it won’t. I have started to have nightmares and panic
attacks. What he has put me through I have no self-esteem and no
confidence. I self harm. (Lucy)
Complexity
The women related the complexity of their cases, with some saying
they still cared for the individual; substance use being involved;
dealing with disability and ill health; being pregnant; being cheated
on; children having health issues; children being manipulated and
one woman’s son had stopped talking to her as a result.
“There are two sides of me though at that time. There was the mum
who when she had her kids she was fine and then the person without
them who kept going back to my ex at that point.” (Maria)
“My mental health issues just got worse with me hearing voices in my
head…I also suffer from osteoporosis and don’t keep well…I used to
have an addiction to pain killers and am quite isolated and only
started to speak again to my daughter recently.” (Susan)
“My boy has autism, so he doesn’t do well without his father too. I
also was abused when I was younger …I was also abused by my
boss too at the time…My husband was a heavy cannabis smoker
and so was I at the time to help me get through it all, but he used that
against me too.” (Liz)
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Women spoke about the abuser using their mental health or them
taking substances against them, to spread gossip about them in
the local village, discrediting them.
“I had become an alcoholic so you feel judged…I even had the
childminder tell me she didn’t want anything to do with me.” (Erin)
“He has made up things about me in the village and some people
want to hear that gossip.” (Kathleen)
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3.4 Trigger for
Support

In the vast majority of cases the trigger for finally getting support
was that the violence had escalated and they had become fearful
for their lives and the lives of their children.
“The abuse started to get worse and worse. I don’t know if it was
because I was pregnant and the pandemic but it just all came to a
head. The red flags were there before though, banging doors and
drinking more, being argumentative, but it just got worse and
worse. It was really hard because you were being watched all the
time. I remember going for one of my maternity appointments and
I could see that there was a police log on my notes and I was so
scared that he had seen too and texting my mum when I could
and just panicking. I was so frightened.” (Ellen)
Five women who had suffered psychological abuse only got
support when they recognised their mental health was at
breaking point and they could no longer deal with it anymore, with
one woman hospitalised as a result. Three other women said that
the trigger for getting help was that the abuser had started to turn
on the children too and they could not let this happen.
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“It got worse. It had always really been mental and emotional
which for me was the worst, but then it got more violent and he
was even aggressive and violent towards my daughter so that is
when I decided enough was enough.” (Sarah)
“He had threatened my daughter and said he was going to kill
me and it had gone too far, something snapped, I called the
police.” (Carmel)
The main point of contact to get support is summarised below:
Contact
Police

Number (N24)
14

Women's Aid

3

Family

1

Hospital staff

2

Hostel

1

Dr

1

School

1

Social work

1

All the women sought support when they had hit crisis point.
Six women went into refuge accommodation immediately after
fleeing and this is discussed in more detail in the section on
support. Nine women continued to stay in the property and five
had the perpetrator removed. One woman sofa surfed with a
friend and the others fled to stay with family.
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3.5 Views of Support

Police
The police, often being the first point of contact, play a pivotal role
in women feeling supported to move away from abuse. Views of
the police however were mixed. 9 women said they handled the
case well, responding quickly, were empathetic, really listened and
linked women in to Women’s Aid.
“The police were great, they went through a list with me and they
said to me ‘this is abuse, you don’t deserve this and that really
made me think.” (Rachael)
“They were great. They came out within ten minutes of the call and
my daughters were coming back from school and when they saw
the car, they came up the path and into the house and immediately
were like ‘What has he done now.’ I think the police took that as
being this wasn’t unusual. They got him to pack a bag and go there
and then. He was charged with assault and a protection order was
put in place so I have not seen him again.” (Carmel)
7 women reported mixed feelings about the police response,
depending on the particular officers or unit that responded at the
time.
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“I would say it was half and half, some were great and really
competent, others seemed out of their depth. They should give
women information about services and how to get help, there was
none of that…there was one couple that came out and they were
really useless.” (Alanna)
“The specialist unit were amazing, they even wanted to arrest him
at his work, but I said no, but with the other calls I made, it really
depended on who came out…There was one point they came out
and they said that because there were no legal orders in place we
had to sort it out ourselves…There was one officer in particular I
remember him even sneering at me, and he put me off asking for
help again for a long time, until really it was crisis and I thought he
would kill me.” (Liz)
As can be seen from the quote above, the police can play a role in
being part of a turning point for women to making steps to leaving
the abuser, or indeed the counter.
7 said the police response was inadequate in how they dealt with
domestic abuse.
“The way they dealt with it all was disgusting. They basically had
both of us in the same room when I called and questioning what
had happened. How can I speak to them when he is there? I think
they need more training. Also I think they could be better at linking
you in with other support. I had pressed charges for when he had
burnt my hand on a frying pan, but then when I got back to him I
went to court and said that this hadn’t happened and I just think the
police could have done more to help me to push things on. I think
the Court also could look at that.” (Sarah)
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“I haven’t had good dealings with the police in this area. I feel like
they haven’t had much training in domestic abuse which makes me
think in other places like Glasgow they’ve probably had more
training. I don’t think that’s very fair if cities services get the training
as in rural areas we still have domestic abuse. I’d be shocked in the
police here have had any training at all. They were not trauma
informed at all.” (Shona)
Two women had used the email service to report abuse to the police
and explained that having a log of what had happened made it clear
to them that this needed to stop. Both women raised that there
should be more awareness of this service. Online reporting forms
can be found at: https://www.scotland.police.uk/secureforms/c3/#
“What made me leave was that it was getting worse, but also I
couldn’t downplay it anymore, and I was frightened. I think having it
logged, it made it all clear.” (Ellen)

Women’s Aid
The women were all very appreciative of the practical and emotional
support received from Women’s Aid. Six women had stayed in a
Women’s Aid Refuge after fleeing abuse and the feeling of being safe
and secure marked a change in their lives they really valued.
“I then went to the refuge and that is when things really started to
change…. I will never forget getting into the refuge (starts to cry). I
had been attacked by him and I didn’t want to go to the refuge but it
was the best thing I have ever done. It was all ready, the beds were
made, there were even slippers for me to wear and I had nothing. I
had been in survival mode all my life and it was the first time I started
to take care of myself.” (Maria)
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All spoke about being able to speak to the worker and this helped
them to make sense of their situation, to build confidence, self-esteem
and move beyond shame and self-blaming. It was clear that the
relationship built with the worker is central to any progress and during
the pandemic women were getting at least weekly calls from workers.
“She really understands and listens. She is trying to help me to
understand my rights and that I can do this.” (Lucy)
“I was initially very frightened and Women’s Aid were really good with
that, that I don’t need to walk with my head down, I don’t need to feel
ashamed. They helped me to get that power back. With the worker
she rings me all the time and texts and I can even hear her voice in
my head to lift my head and not allow this to make me feel bad.” (Erin)
Echoing the work of Armstrong et al. (2020), over this time practical
support in particular was greatly valued, for example to access food,
make new accommodation safe, address digital exclusion and also
help to be able to give children Christmas and birthday presents.
Women also appreciated the help given to deal with court cases and
to connect with local services, support for their children and accessing
specific courses for families to work through the trauma were
extremely valued.
“They have been helping with bringing me food parcels. Without them
I would have to give up my food to feed the kids, because they are
growing. It is hard. They are helping me realise that I need to look
after me too, that I am worth something.” (Rose)
“We have had to start again so when they came in with all these toys
for my son at Christmas I just burst out crying.” (Chloe)
“They paid for the Wi-Fi so that I can teach the kids their school work,
but otherwise I wouldn’t have it.” (Maria)
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“The CEDAR training was amazing and that support for my kids. It
brought my son and I back together…it has been 1000%
invaluable…it is also just having that emotional support.” (Jacqui)
A Multi-Agency Risk Assessment Conference (MARAC) is a
meeting where information is shared on the highest risk domestic
abuse cases between representatives of a range of services such
as the police and statutory services to safeguard the victim. Eight
women reported participating in this review process and welcomed
the support given by Women’s Aid to make these connections and
to feel safer.
“I kept thinking it wasn’t bad enough but then when is it too bad? I
need to stop negating it. In the MARAC questions my risk level was
extremely high. I think the problem is that you blame yourself.”
(Lucy)
Medical Staff
One woman had been supported by her midwife discreetly to
connect to the police with an excuse made so that her partner had
to wait outside and the women could speak to them alone and as a
result get the support she needed. On the other hand, one woman
who had engaged with a nurse who witnessed an incident between
her and her partner was asked simply if she was ‘ok’ before then
continuing with the examination. The woman felt in hindsight they
could have done more to connect her to support there and then.
Three other women who had been to their GP also felt that there
could be more active in supporting the women to engage with
Women’s Aid, and viewed these experiences as being missed
opportunities to get support earlier.
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Social Work
Two women who now had support from social work felt that the ‘myth’
around them wanting to take away their children had prevented them
from making these links. One other woman reported however that the
social worker rushed the family out of home and dropped the case
too quickly, affecting their mental health. Instead, they felt there could
have been more planning in advance and a longer follow through
with support given.
Housing Officers
Two women praised their housing officers. One woman had been
connected to Women’s Aid through her housing officer and another
thanked them for the speed at which they got the family new housing
away from the perpetrator.
“My housing officer was great. He could see that I wasn’t coping and
he asked me if he could make the referral to Women’s Aid, I don't
think I would have done it without him. I am very lucky.” (Alanna)
The Court System
Women reported the lack of speed with which cases were heard and
requirement for corroboration of evidence as a significant barrier to
accessing justice, and one woman said that in the rural area she
lived people were especially reluctant to report to the police.
“It has been three years that it has been hanging over us. (Paula)
No one would make a statement against him, they don’t want to be
involved, but that makes corroboration difficult.” (Alanna)
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3.6 Specific Challenges
Faced by Women in
Rural Areas
The following is the crux of this report, which are the specific
challenges women in rural areas reported about experiencing abuse
and which prevented them from accessing support, as well as what
they felt could be developed to help other women in the future.
Shame and Stigma: Feeling judged and ashamed
All reported that one of the main barriers to them getting support and
which they feel was less amplified in urban areas, was feeling judged
and ashamed for the abuse. They repeatedly said that ‘everyone
knows their business’ where they live, and this prevented them from
asking for help.
“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. If they don’t know the full story then they make it up and
things just get blown up and things grow arms and legs. Because
everyone knows it is actually more isolating. You also feel like you
have to explain yourself all the time. He had had a reputation and
everyone said it to me, but if anything it made me more determined
to make it work and I believed him that this was different.” (Lucy)
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“There are fields all around me and this is where I grew up, moved
away and then came back again. Everybody knows your business, or
at least they think they do. There is a joke here that everybody knows
what you are doing before you do, and if you don’t know they will tell
you… After what had happened the police had opened the blinds and
they said in their own words they had never seen so many dog
walkers.” (Paula)
“I think being from such a nice area and everything to the outside
world looking good, it was so hard, the shame, I really felt it. I didn’t
want to be seen as that idiot. You know ‘Why don’t you just leave
him.” (Carmel)
Two women reported that mothers in the local school prevented their
children from speaking to the children after hearing about the abuse
in the family.
“Other Mum’s don’t want their kids ‘contaminated’ by playing with my
kids’’ (written submission, Morag)

Turning a blind eye: Neighbours Seeing and Not Doing
Although all felt that the local people knew what was going on, they
also said they were reluctant to get involved.
“When I went to the corner shop a week later the little woman said to
me ‘Oh my God, you are alive. I thought you were dead’, after what
had happened, and yet you think, if you were so concerned about me
why did you do nothing about it. I was angry because not one person
had phoned the police. My neighbour on the other side came to the
door once when the abuse was happening but only threatened to call
the police. I think again maybe the concern was that the kids would
get taken off me.” (Paula)
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“It is an attitude of what happened behind closed doors stays behind
closed doors.” (Erin)
One woman spoke about how in the local area it was frowned upon
to call the local police and this did not seem to be about distrust, but
instead local people not wanting to confront the reality that all was
not perfect where they lived,
Women worried they will not be believed
Some women discussed how the local community held their expartner in high regard and viewed them as a pillar in the community,
and this made them feel like they would not be believed if they
reported the abuse. In turn, they also felt pressure to ‘keep up
appearances.’
“It’s definitely more difficult to get help in a rural area…I wasn’t sure I
would be believed as it’s my word against his…This stopped me
reaching out for support as I wasn’t sure I’d be believed, as other
people didn’t believe me so I wasn’t sure a worker would believe
me. I didn’t feel I had the right to get help because I was told it’s all
my fault.” (Alanna)
“He was well respected in the area so I felt a pressure to make it
seem like everything was ok, but looking back on it, people knew,
because they have told me. It makes you feel stupid, why didn’t they
say?” (Beth)
Impact of traditional values
Some women observed that in rural areas there was more pressure
for families to stay together, no matter what.
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“I think there is more of an added pressure when you live in a rural
area to stay together for the sake of the family and the shame of that
not being the case.” (Erin)
“I think there is a battle that goes on, you want to be selfish and
make your life better but then you also worry about not keeping the
family together. I think the pressure in rural areas is more.” (Chloe)
Some women spoke about the abuser’s family manipulating them to
staying and used arguments around traditional values and the need
to keep the family together.

Far-Flung: Practical Barriers to accessing support
The extent of isolation women experienced was extreme, with
women reporting having lost friends, connections and services were
an hour away by public transport, if that was even an option. It is
worth noting for example that a £6 return bus journey is about 10% of
someone’s weekly allowance if they are on Universal Credit.
“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)
“I don’t drive… I have had real challenges in fleeing from abuse and
having to rely on the dad of my kids to drop off and pick up the kids.
It is really hard. I am scared of not going out and not getting to
Women’s Aid. I am fearful of my ex and what he will do. I can’t afford
to learn how to drive or to have a car.” (Maria)
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“When I went onto Universal Credit it was a nightmare and was called into
the job centre 18 times over two weeks, and each time it was a 7 mile trip
there and 7 miles back walking.” (Paula)
“Where we lived together there was a marker on our house so we should
have had a response within 5 minutes but actually the police didn’t arrive
for two hours and it just made me realise that we are sitting ducks and just
had no reassurance.” (Jacqui)
“It isn’t like you can just jump on a bus or walk to get support, you are half
an hour away by car, and I am lucky to have my car. I don’t know what I
would do without it…I had to get a taxi to Court and that costs too.”
(Tracey)
North Ayrshire Women’s Aid and Fife reflect that it is not financially possible
to open a service in all of the rural villages or in the case of North Ayrshire
in Arran. In effect this means that should women need support they must
travel to the main towns.
The Upheaval and challenge to remain ‘hidden’
Women who decided to move away from the local area to feel safe
revealed the upheaval this caused to their family’s life, and particularly the
impact on children having to change schools. It was felt that had they been
in an urban area there would be more options to remain anonymous and
safe.
“I couldn't just go for a walk, I would be spotted or if I went somewhere my
car was there. I couldn’t vary my route to go to work so he could always
follow me.” (Jacqui)
“When you separate their more likely to find you, a lot harder than say
Glasgow.’’ (Louise)
“We have had to move and my son has had to give up his school, a
scholarship he had, his football team, he has no friends now because we
are in refuge and he doesn’t want anyone to know.” (Pamela)
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3.7 Impact of
Covid-19
As also found by Armstrong et al. (2020), many women reported
that because of Covid-19 their court cases had been stalled and
made them feel like their lives were on hold.
“My case with my ex is not going ahead now either and I am worried
about that, because as time passes people forget and the witnesses
might not be as clear about what happened.” (Maria)
The feelings of isolation had been heightened for many with
services moving to telephone or online support.
“The lack of face to face contact is really affecting my mental health.
I can’t be on my own this long.” (Ellen)
On the other hand, some women welcomed not being able to see
others over this time and because of the restrictions, felt safer that
their abuser was less likely to come and find them.
“Been better in some ways because he lives 100s of miles away
and can’t get to us so protection is better.” (Paula)
“It has been a relief for me because I have not had to face anyone
and just been able to have that time.” (Carmel)
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3.8 Enabling Factors
To Getting Help
Digital Communication
One woman reported that the move to online communication
meant that she was able to engage in support that otherwise was
not available and this highlights the importance of services offering
a hybrid model of support in the future.
I was able to take part in the Freedom Project because of Zoom,
otherwise that wouldn’t have been possible, so I am hoping when
this goes back that they keep that up. (Rose)
The email service provided by the police service was also praised.
Outreach
To circumvent the funding gap which means Women’s Aid are not
in every village, they are training volunteers, to help raise
awareness of the service and have presence in the rural areas.
One of the challenges is around how to make people aware of the
service discreetly. Women’s Aid in Fife and North Ayrshire are
developing links with agencies such as the GP and banks, with the
aim of being able to provide a ‘pop up’ service, as well as training
staff in these frontline positions so that they can act as signposters
for those who need help. The service is also using social media to
make people aware and to be another means of being reached.
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‘Cut it Out’ Campaign in England
Earlier this year hairdressers in England were trained to
spot the signs indicating domestic abuse and how
people can access support. This initiative recognises the
privileged position hairdressers are in of trust and helping
them to feel confident to act.

Good Practice: WHIR Improving the Way We Work (Women’s
Health Improvement Research) Project in Fife
The WHIR has brought services from Fife Council, Fife Housing
Partnership and Fife Violence Against Women Partnership to work
more closely together. It was funded by Equally Safe and has
now been mainstreamed into the practice of Fife Council. This
partnership has supported 300 women directly over the past year.
They have also trained services in local areas such as building
operatives, pharmacies, bin men, to be the ‘eyes and ears’ of the
community so that any concerns about individuals are reported
to housing directly and explored.
For example, if a bathroom lock has needed to be repaired a few
times then the housing officer will open up a conversation with
the individuals in the house, leaving a card about services
available and following up, to try to build a relationship and trust.
The service has provided a wide range of support to women, for
example to get a taxi to flee abuse rather than have to rely on
buses, to make properties safe and more recently working with
local landlords to fill in holes or replacing doors as a result of
abuse and less traumatising.
The partnership developed a Prevention of Homelessness Fund to
be used flexibly to help women move and store their property as
it is recognised that being able to move into a property with your
‘own stuff’ is often welcomed. This is highlighted as good practice
because it shows the value of services moving beyond their usual
remit and thinking innovatively about the role they can play to
identifying and supporting women who are being abused.
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3.9 What Women Felt
Could Be Developed

Awareness Raising of Abuse and Support
All of the women felt that there could be more awareness raising
about what is defined as abuse and welcomed work happening in
schools to educate children about emotional as well as physical
abuse. Many women had not heard about Women’s Aid until they
had been connected to them and felt they could advertise more
widely for example using Instagram or TikTok, and for services
such as the police, GP’s and schools to be better at helping
women make those links.
Women also said that they had not known about the different ways
they could report abuse, so for example through the online form or
using a code word at a pharmacy. Some women suggested that an
advertising campaign could also make neighbours aware of the
role they could play in reporting incidents. Many felt that services
could also be clearer about the steps available to women to flee
abuse, and for example more clarity about support to get
permanent housing.
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Good Practice: Value of Lived Experience and bringing
women together
Both Fife and North Ayrshire Women’s Aid have developed
a strand of their provision to support women to become
volunteers to support other women and this has been very
successful. For example, in North Ayrshire one volunteer
has set up their own group for women to meet weekly in
the hub. Fife Women’s Aid has a Lived Experience
Ambassador to raise awareness about abuse. A few
women also spoke about valuing the HUB developed by
Women’s Aid in North Ayrshire. This is a safe welcoming
space bringing women together from across the
community and not just women who had been abused, to
connect and support one another.

Services to be Trauma Informed
The variability in the police service’s response, health services
and schools highlights the importance of services being trauma
informed. Women also reflected that the Courts system and the
way in which domestic abuse cases are heard are not trauma
informed either.
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3.10 Views on
Societal Attitudes

Of the 22 women interviewed, 15 had mixed views about whether
society has changed in their attitude towards abuse, five felt that
it had and there was more awareness of abuse, and two that it
had not. Mixed views were generally related to feeling that the
younger generation growing up were less tolerant of abuse, but
there was still a lack of awareness about what abuse actually
meant, and in particular still a gap in understanding about
emotional abuse. Interviewees were also concerned about the
impact of social media and the pressure to ‘keep up
appearances’, as well as control being less visible when it is
about the use of mobile phones and contact with others.
“Yes and no. I think yes in terms of physical abuse, but I also
think people are as willing as ever to turn a blind eye.” (Paula)
“I don't think it has changed as much as we would like to think. I
had told supposed friends when all of this was happening about
him hitting me and they did nothing. I also think that there is a lot
of pressure now with social media to pretend that everything is
perfect, if anything it makes it harder to get help.” (Erin)
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4. Findings: Worker’s
Views
The workers interviewed across both areas echoed the women’s
accounts and felt that those in rural areas face specific
challenges to accessing support. As well as the costs and time
involved with travel and physical barriers to getting to services,
access to mobile phones, the internet and poor signals, the lack
of anonymity, stigma and upheaval women faced were
especially emphasised.
Workers also stressed that there are different degrees of rurality,
and for example it was noted that on the Islands, a woman who
may not come from the local area might feel especially isolated.
They also recalled cases of women living rurally who had been
manipulated by the abuser’s family.
They cautioned about the need to recognise intersectionality, so
for example the impact of poverty, past trauma, disabilities,
ethnicity and the normalisation of violence in some areas, as
being other layers of disadvantage.
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Workers lamented the closure of libraries as being anonymous
sources of information. The variability of police response was
also observed and although rarely reported by the women,
workers in one area stressed how social work services in
putting the child’s needs above all else, as a result meant that
they did not listen to the women they were supporting.
Workers wanted awareness to be raised of what currently
exists, such as free travel on public transport being available,
safe rooms in Boots the chemist for women to report abuse,
different forms of contacting the police such as the email
service.
They also felt that there is a need for a campaign and
awareness raising of what is defined as abuse and to inform
women of where they can get help and what that would involve.
Finally, in North Ayrshire they were proud of the HUB they have
created for women to meet locally and support one another,
and for this to be accessible to all women.
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5. Conclusion and
Recommendations
This study, which was the first of its kind in Scotland, set out to
understand the specific barriers women in rural areas face to
accessing support for domestic abuse. Research from England
showed 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.
Rurality and remoteness are used as weapons by the
perpetrators and communities remain traditional and patriarchal,
controlling and subjugating women. Support services were
scarce and wasted time chasing funding, and the policing
response was inadequate.
This report was based on 26 women from across North Ayrshire
and Fife. They reported that living in rural areas and being
abused meant they confronted particular challenges in terms of
the isolation, shame and stigma faced and barriers physically and
mentally to accessing support.
The pandemic has brought into sharp focus the extent of
inequalities. Over this time services have had to shift provision
towards providing crisis practical support, and for example
supporting women and children to get food rather than being able
to offer therapeutic support.
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For a small number of women the move to providing digital services
meant they have been more included, whereas for others this was not
the case. Both Fife and North Ayrshire Women’s Aid have worked
hard to support women and their families to address digital exclusion.
Experiences of services such as the police and medical staff were
variable and women felt services generally could do more to help
women be connected to appropriate help. Views about societal
attitudes towards abuse were mixed with most feeling there is still
much to be done, especially in raising awareness about psychological
abuse.
Women reported wanting more outreach work and ‘pop up’ services
to be available outside of large towns. Good practice was identified in
Fife where housing officers have trained services to be the ‘eyes and
ears’ in the community, reporting suspected abuse for trauma
informed housing officers to explore further.
The HUB in Saltcoats set up by North Ayrshire Women’s Aid was also
praised because it is a safe place to bring women together from
across the community to support one another. The purpose of these
HUBs has been to address isolation and the vision is that over time in
each area there will be a HUB available to women within North
Ayrshire. North Ayrshire and Fife Women’s Aid also offer volunteering
and befriending opportunities, ensuring lived experience informs their
policies and practice.
One of the unintended effects of lockdown is that it raises the
likelihood of empathy around feelings of loneliness people experience
and which especially affect women living in rural areas being abused.
Looking forward, it is important that the specific needs of women
living in rural areas are recognised and this informs policy and
practice. It was also stressed by workers that rurality is not uniform
and for example the experiences of women living on the Islands is
likely to be different, and more needs to be known. Services need to
think innovatively about how these women are reached and
supported, but also to be better at sharing and getting clear
information ‘out there’ about what already exists.
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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.
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•

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.

•

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 in 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.
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