The role of healthcare professionals (Social Workers) in
helping people experiencing domestic violence and abuse
Introduction and Background
Domestic violence and abuse, often referred to as domestic abuse, is a problem that affects men
and women, irrespective of ethnic origin, educational and financial status, and sexual orientation
(Robbins and Cook, 2017). There are several definitions of domestic abuse, as well as several
terminologies used in its description. In many developed countries, terminologies such as
intimate partner violence, spousal violence, or family abuse are common. These terminologies
are used to describe broadly the form of abuse and/or violence that may result among people 18
years and over, and is often different from child abuse, and sexual violence and abuse (RakovecFelser, 2014).
In the UK, the term domestic violence and abuse is used broadly to refer to abuse taking place
within the home. According to the Home Office (2012), the government defines domestic
violence in the UK as ‘any incident or pattern of incidents of controlling, coercive or 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. This can encompass but is not
limited to the following types of abuse: psychological, physical, sexual, financial, emotional’
(Home Office, 2012, pg. 1). The implication of this definition by the government is that young
people aged 16 and 17 years can now be supported by adults’ domestic violence services, as
opposed to children services. In order to provide focus for this essay, the government definition
will be adopted and will be limited to people aged 16 years and above who are in intimate
relationships. In addition, the term domestic abuse will be used to refer to domestic violence and
abuse throughout the essay
Domestic abuse has been shown to affect every aspect of the victim’s life, including financial,
social, economic and mental components (Femi-Ajao et al., 2018). Furthermore, people who
experience domestic violence are likely to have series of health problems, and are likely to miss
work, thereby resulting in economic loss to the UK as well as increased financial burden on the
NHS (National Institute for Health and Care Excellence, 2014). According to evidence from Office
for National Statistics (2017), domestic abuse affects an estimated 1.9 million people aged 16-59
years, with more women than men affected. As indicated, the prevalence rate of domestic abuse
is estimated as 6 in 100 adults, at a rate of 7.5% women and 4.3% men, thereby resulting in 1.2
million women and 713,000 men (Office for National Statistics, 2017).

Role of Social Workers
Identification of Victims
With respects to healthcare professionals, identification of victims of domestic abuse has been
identified as very important (National Institute for Health and Care Excellence, 2014). Although
there is mixed evidence with respects to whether routine screening is necessary for identifying
victims of domestic abuse (O’Doherty et al., 2014), it has been empirically established that
healthcare professionals need to do more to be involved in identifying people experiencing
domestic abuse (O’Doherty et al., 2014). Identification of people experiencing domestic abuse
has been suggested as helping to ensure people get the help they need on time, thereby breaking
the cycle of abuse (Trevillion et al., 2012). As social workers are likely to be in contact with families
who are experiencing trouble in their relationships, there are opportunities that will enhance
identification of victims of domestic abuse.
An important part of identification is appropriate response, when people open up about their
experience of domestic abuse (Bacchus et al., 2018). Since there are concerns about removal of
children and distrust of social workers in supporting adults experiencing domestic abuse (Robbins
and Cook, 2017), social workers need to be empathetic in their response to families where there
is a problem with domestic abuse. This will help facilitate the development of trust levels required
to identify victims.
Signposting and Referral to Specialist Domestic Violence Services
Another important role of social workers is signposting and referral of victims of domestic abuse
to specialist services. While it is not expected that social workers should have expertise in
providing specialist domestic abuse support, it is necessary for them to be able to refer people
they identify to the appropriate agencies that can support them. There are many barriers
preventing victims of domestic abuse from seeking help from specialist services (Overstreet and
Quinn, 2013); however, it is expected that if a social worker refers them, they would be likely to
take up the referral. Some of the barriers faced by victims of domestic abuse include shame and
stigma, fear of repercussion, and fear of blame and disbelief (Spencer et al., 2018). Depending on
the type of abuse, the gender of the perpetrator, and their social support networks, many victims
may be reluctant to seek help from professionals. Thus, with the help of social workers, there is
a possibility that victims may be empowered to break the silence and seek the help they need for
themselves. Hence, beyond child protection issues, social workers have a role in ensuring that
adults experiencing domestic abuse are adequately supported.
Existing evidence from Ellsberg et al. (2008) shows that women victims of domestic abuse
experience a wide range of physical and mental health issues. While there is a dearth of research
evidence on the impact of domestic abuse on the male victims, evidence from Bacchus et al.
(2018) shows that for male victims of domestic abuse, there are significant health impacts from
the abusive experience, usually buried under the perception that no one will believe them.

However, with referral to specialist services, victims of domestic abuse should be appropriately
supported to deal with the situation, and social workers play a pivotal role in this referral process.

Conclusion
Domestic abuse is a private problem that have major public impacts on the health and wellbeing
of the people affected and the entire country. It results in significant health problems that affect
the economy, victim’s ability to work and study, as well as the healthcare system. This essay
provided an overview of the definition and terminologies of domestic abuse, as part of the
background for the ideas presented on the role of social workers in supporting people
experiencing domestic violence and abuse.
Three key roles were identified. Firstly, it was identified that social workers have a role in
identifying victims of domestic abuse, especially since identification have been shown to help
break the cycle of abuse. Secondly, the importance of signposting and referral to specialist
domestic abuse services was also discussed, and it was stated that referral from social workers
may help victims to seek the help they need. Thirdly, the change in legislation, which has now
resulted in social workers being able to provide documentary evidence in support of legal aid was
also highlighted. By fulfilling these three roles, social workers are able to help people in dire
situations.

