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The UK Conservative government has committed to increasing funding for domestic violence 

and abuse (DVA) services in England but this has not been extended to Wales. Wales has 

however made clear commitments to developing these services, through the Violence 

against Women, Domestic Abuse and Sexual Violence (Wales) Act 2015. This article draws 

on focus groups and interviews with 53 service users and 31 purposively selected service 
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providers to explore their perspectives on Violence Against Women (VAW) service provision 

in Wales. There are clear shared priorities and some tensions between service user and 

provider perspectives on appropriate services. Drawing on the long history of intermediate 

co-production in VAW services, the article argues that co-production at strategic level is now 

needed. This would provide an arena for resolving tensions, setting standards and 

developing funding criteria to enable co-produced VAW policy and build resistance to 

funding cuts. 
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Introduction 

In a context of constraints on public spending in the UK, the violence against women (VAW) 

sector has been disproportionately affected (Women’s Aid, 2013). Forced to compete for 

limited funds, many such organisation are struggling to stay afloat (Towers and Walby, 2012) 

despite UK government recognition of the expertise of this sector and the cost-effectiveness 

of its work (Walby, 2004, 2009, 2014; Home Office 2014a). Home Office acknowledgement 

that in the UK in 2012-13 an estimated 1.2 million women experienced domestic abuse and 

over 330,000 experienced sexual assault (Home Office, 2014b) has led to an additional £42 

million funding from the so-called ‘tampon tax’ being allocated to domestic violence services 

in England. However, this funding is not being directed to Wales (Butler, 2015). 

As is the case internationally and in the rest of the UK, VAW, domestic abuse and 

sexual violence are significant problems in Wales. Estimates indicate that about 11 per cent 

of women and 5 per cent of men in Wales are affected by domestic abuse each year with 

young people aged 16-24 particularly at risk (Robinson et al., 2012). When lifetime data is 

included, significantly more women (31 per cent) than men (18 per cent) in England and 

Wales are victims of domestic abuse (Smith, 2012). Robinson and colleagues (2012) 

estimate that 3.2 per cent of women and 0.7 per cent of men in Wales are affected by sexual 
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violence (although the authors recognise that the evidence base is far from clear and there 

are no longitudinal data patterns for Wales). According to Welsh Women’s Aid (2016), in 

2014/15 there were more than 47,000 incidents of domestic abuse reported to the police in 

Wales, over 124,000 victims reported a sexual offence and 12,274 adults and 4,346 children 

were referred to Welsh Women’s Aid members for support. 

In 2005, the Welsh Government published its first national strategy, Tackling 

Domestic Abuse, which adopted a rights-based framework guaranteeing the right of every 

citizen to live a life free from violence and abuse (Welsh Government, 2005). This was 

followed by the Right to be Safe strategy, a six-year strategy focused on four key areas: 

prevention and awareness raising, supporting victims, improving the response of criminal 

justice services, as well as health (and related) services (Welsh Government, 2010). The 

Welsh Government White Paper (2012) set a course for improved education and awareness 

and more integrated services. In 2013, following a proposal for a new Bill to address gender-

based violence, the Welsh government recognised the need to better understand the current 

service landscape in Wales and to identify effective, evidence-based interventions for 

funding priorities. The authors were commissioned to undertake an independent review of 

services. Since publication of the review (Berry et al., 2014), the Welsh Government have 

passed the Violence against Women, Domestic Abuse and Sexual Violence (Wales) Act 

2015 (hereafter called The 2015 Act). This has prevention, protection and support at its core 

and ‘places duties on the Welsh Ministers, County and County Borough Councils (‘Local 

Authorities’) and Local Health Boards to prepare and publish strategies aimed at ending 

domestic abuse, gender-based violence and sexual violence’ (National Assembly for Wales, 

2015).  

Devolution and divergent policy environments in Wales have had implications for a 

coordinated response to VAW. The Government of Wales Act 1998 devolved some 

budgetary powers to the Welsh Assembly, although this devolution was limited to health, 

education and local government services. Policing and criminal justice continue to be the 
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responsibility of the central UK government. In April 2012, the UK signed the Istanbul 

Convention and has thus committed itself, in principle, to delivering a comprehensive 

framework of measures to support victims of male violence and abuse including specialist 

services. The Convention also endorses a framework of integrated services, recognising that 

a multi-agency, multi-partnership approach is the most effective. The UK Government has a 

strategy on Violence Against Women and Girls (Home Office, 2014a) but has adopted a 

neutral, non-gendered working definition of domestic violence, whilst the Welsh Government 

has pursued a strategy that highlighted the gendered nature of violence and abuse, 

resembling the strategy in Scotland (see McCarry and Lombard, 2016).  

Despite the divergence between UK-wide approaches and Welsh policy, UK agendas 

continue to affect service provision within Wales (see Matczak et al., 2011). In recent years, 

the Independent Domestic Violence Advisors (IDVAs), the Independent Sexual Violence 

Advisors (ISVAs) and Specialist Assault Referral Centres (SARCs) have been created to 

provide women with sensitive and specialist support. Specialist Domestic Violence Courts 

(SDVCs) have also spread across the UK and the Home Office has signalled its intention to 

continue support for these. At the local level, there have been inter-agency initiatives, such 

as the Multi-Agency Risk Assessment Conferences (MARACs) that assess and co-ordinate 

work on high-risk domestic violence cases. However, regardless of their success in Wales 

(see Robinson et al., 2012), these are not yet protected in statute. In a context where there 

is strain between devolved and centralised commissioning arrangements, the tension 

between national and local partnerships together with the need to ensure overarching 

standards of quality while encouraging innovation and fit with local need, present particular 

challenges for the Welsh Government’s strategic funding decisions.  

In 2013-14, the Welsh Government provided nearly £4.5 million funding across 

Wales to ‘support effective services to victims of violence against women, domestic abuse 

and sexual violence and their families’ (Welsh Government, 2014: 9). However, as noted 

above, Wales has not benefited from the ‘tampon tax’. In the current climate of austerity, it is 
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essential that decisions about public spending are based on clear service priorities. 

However, definitions of ‘a good service’ are disputed. Randomised control trials are 

considered the gold standard of evidence for effective services but there are few such robust 

evaluations of VAW services that can be used to inform service delivery (NICE, 2013; Berry 

et al., 2014). Understanding of service users’ perspectives on good service delivery is also 

limited, and if services are to be effective in meeting the needs of women and children, their 

views must be included in service development (Hague and Mullender, 2006).  

Alongside evidence-based decision making and effectiveness in policy and service 

planning, calls for user involvement emerged towards the end of the twentieth century 

through the growth of service user movements and the development of market-led and 

personalised approaches (Beresford, 2008). This is part of a much longer history in which 

the status and practices of citizenship have been contested by feminist theorists and other 

activists, arguing that the citizenship proposed by liberal democracy fails to recognise class, 

race, gender and other relatively enduring patterns of disadvantage. Indeed, it has been 

argued that the multiple discriminations faced by women restrict their ability to enjoy full 

citizenship; negatively impacting on their enjoyment of citizenship rights and simultaneously 

negatively affecting civic society due to their restricted, and restrictive, contributions (Hooks, 

1982). In exclusionary definitions, decision-making and rights provisions purport to be 

difference blind, yet citizenship is a practice of identifying differences which give individuals 

entitlement to or exclusion from multi-layered tiers of government and collectives (Yuval-

Davis, 1997).  

Most recently, service user involvement is being framed as co-production, a ‘slippery’ 

concept with a long history (SCIE, 2015). Co-production can embrace: ‘descriptive’ 

responsibilisation, in which service users are expected to self-manage their care and comply 

with expectations about what they will contribute to their own well-being; ‘intermediate’ forms 

of engagement with and consultation by services and policy makers, where views are 

expressed but decisions about resource allocation are made elsewhere; and, at its most 
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‘transformative’, the transfer of resource and decision making from managers to frontline 

staff and citizens (Needham and Carr, 2009:6). This transformative form of co-production 

requires reciprocity and reflexivity such that citizens and professionals change their 

perceptions of themselves, their roles and develop trust in each other (Durose and 

Richardson, 2016). Boviard et al. (2015: 17) argue that collective co-production only occurs 

when ‘both citizens and professionals make a significant contribution’ and this underlines the 

distinction between co-production and self-help or provision of information without 

opportunities to influence decisions.  

The focus on co-production therefore also links to the notion of active citizenship, in 

which social contributions, for example, to provide unpaid care or manage services, are a 

key responsibility ascribed to individual citizens (Yuval-Davis, 1997). There is a long history 

of feminist active citizenship in women’s involvement in establishing their own domestic 

violence/abuse user-led services and co-produced services. Fifteen years ago, Hague and 

colleagues (2001) noted that the vast majority of refuges in Wales gathered service users’ 

views on services and some included service users on management committees. Before 

that, the refuge movement provided social contributions to the care of others in ways that 

might be described as activist citizenship (Isin, 2009), that is, through political acts or protest 

that challenged establish notions of social rights and called for recognition of women’s rights 

to safety. This tension between active and activist citizenship is echoed in literature on co-

production. Like active citizenship, co-production can be motivated by reductive logics 

making citizens responsible for coproducing services to meet their own communities’ needs 

in the context of austerity and reduced provision of social resources. But co-production can 

also be more activist, when it opens up the value-based rationalities of policy making to 

political challenge and encompasses an ‘additive logic’ in which provision of social resources 

is sustained and combined with additional citizen action (Durose and Richardson, 2016). 

Whilst there has been great success in the uptake of VAW as a social policy concern, 

the extent of user-led or ‘additive logic’ co-produced strategic planning and policy making for 
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services that are supported by public money and statutory guidance is at best patchy. 

Abused women, in particular, are rarely recognised as a service user group (Mullender and 

Hague, 2005). The Istanbul Convention makes no specific reference to service users’ 

involvement in VAW policy development. The funding and guidance from Welsh Government 

formerly available for service user regional groups is no longer available1 and this 

exacerbates the risk that lack of capacity will lead to limited representation of VAW service 

users in the policy arena. However, in Wales, an opening for political challenge to the 

dominant process of VAW policy making has arisen. The Welsh Government has an 

established agenda for service user involvement in identifying gaps and developing services 

to inform strategic development of VAW services (Welsh Government, 2008). The 2015 Act 

s.16(1) requires ministers to ‘consult such persons as they consider appropriate’ regarding 

any draft statutory guidance in this field. 

The duty to consult is a small opening for co-production at a policy level, and to 

transform this into an opportunity for ‘a radically democratic alternative form of policy design’ 

(Durose and Richardson 2016: 20) that may enable policy making to respond to a wide 

spectrum of needs among victims of VAW with more flexibility and responsiveness (ibid), 

citizens would have to be included in ways that challenges the ‘hierarchical ordering of 

expertise’ (ibid: 39) in which policy making by technocrats is privileged. Rather than starting 

with draft guidance there is need for transversal politics and dialogue as ‘knowledge based 

on just one positioning is ‘unfinished’’ (Yuval-Davis, 1999: 95-96). Yuval-Davis’ (1994, 2011) 

conception of transversal politics is a useful theoretical underpinning for Durose and 

Richardsons’ (2016) conceptions of co-production as both approaches focus on developing 

shared values and visions, recognising power and valuing differences in knowledge 

positions. Yuval-Davis (1999: 96) argues that ‘each participant in political dialogue’ should 

be rooted in and reflexive about their own position and try to ‘shift’ themselves into ‘the 

situation of those with whom they are in dialogue’ acknowledging differentials of social, 

economic and political power .  
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This article explores the potential for a common perspective on key elements of 

‘effective’ VAW service provision in Wales bringing together messages from two groups of 

‘persons who should be considered appropriate’ to become involved in developing guidance 

under the 2015 Act - VAW service users, service providers and academic researchers 

(recognising that these identities are not mutually exclusive). These perspectives are not co-

produced knowledge as our study falls far short of collaborative and dialogic approaches to 

research and service development. Rather, it ‘uses empirical data from successful work’, 

and shows there is potential for partners to gel and enthuse ‘about their mutual passion’ and 

calls for a focus on how such partnerships can be ‘conceptualised and cultivated’ (Hart and 

Wolff, 2006: 129) in the process of collaborative policy making. The article then considers 

how learning from this research could be combined with existing examples of practice to 

take steps towards ‘transformative’ and ‘additive logic’ co-production of VAW policy and 

funding allocation.  

 

Methods 

The research commissioned by the Welsh Government was to review VAW, sexual violence 

and domestic abuse services delivered across Wales (Berry et al., 2014). It embraced 

services covering all aspects of VAW including female genital cutting (FGC), forced marriage 

and honour-based violence; domestic abuse (including LGBT relationships and elder abuse); 

sexual violence (including rape, sexual assault and harassment); and sexual exploitation 

(including prostitution and trafficking for sexual purposes). The remit was to include services 

for women and men as victims or perpetrators of all these different forms of gendered 

violence (Berry et al., 2014). Both service users and providers from a range of VAW services 

across Wales were invited to participate as respondents in the research; in the limited five-

month timescale allocated for the study we aimed to recruit 20 services users in two areas.  

Different methods were employed in the wider study but for this aspect of the project 

we aimed to include victims/survivors and perpetrators in focus groups to offer suggestions 
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about improvements to service response. Interview schedules and vignettes were designed 

to elicit responses on three key questions: What services are available? What services 

should be available? and What are the characteristics of a good quality service? As we were 

not soliciting views on personal experiences and wanted to take steps towards identifying 

shared ideas about potential solutions, focus groups were more appropriate than interviews. 

However, we were fully aware that new disclosures could still occur and thus implemented a 

protocol in order to respond appropriately to any such disclosures. 

Despite a large proportion of services defining their function as protection, relatively 

few of the services worked with male and/or female perpetrators of violence when compared 

with those working with victims. Furthermore, as expected, services that worked with victims 

were largely working with female victims whilst perpetrator programmes served more male 

users than females. No or few services for male perpetrators and no or few services for 

female perpetrators were reported for many of the areas in Wales.  

In order to recruit participants to the focus groups, VAW services in Wales assisted 

the researchers to convene and hold groups with 53 women from North and South Wales. 

Five groups were run in total and these included both women with extensive experience of 

using VAW services and those with limited experience of doing so; the groups included a 

substantial number of black, minority ethnic and refugee (BAMER) women and women 

across a wide age range. No men or perpetrators took part in the focus groups and had we 

recruited male victims or perpetrators they would have been interviewed separately 

(Kitzinger, 1995; Johnson, 2008).  

The women were concerned about confidentiality and anonymity and, in order not to 

compromise this, we took the decision not to collect demographic information and agreed 

that we would not offer any specific information that could lead to the services being 

identified. The focus groups utilised a semi-structured topic schedule and two vignettes 

depicting scenarios of domestic and sexual violence to generate discussion. We offered 

participants a selection of draw-write tools all of which were used by at least one group: 
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drawing an ideal service; mind mapping and wrote pros and cons lists (Kreuger and Casey 

2014). It was a messy and embodied process in many languages. However, as is often the 

way in focus groups (Kitzinger and Barbour, 1999) and to maximise participants’ influence 

over the views they chose to share, the direction of travel in the discussion was influenced 

by the participants so not all questions were asked in all groups and both vignettes were not 

consistently used in all groups.  

In addition, semi-structured telephone interviews were conducted with 31 

stakeholders in the VAW sector. These respondents were purposively selected to cover the 

range of relevant organisations in the public and independent sectors delivering VAW 

services across Wales. Eight were key strategic leads holding commissioning and/or policy 

roles and 23 were direct service providers in the VAW sector. In this article, the term ‘service 

provider’ (hereafter SP) refers to commissioners and direct providers and is used to 

distinguish them from the ‘service users’ (hereafter SU) (acknowledging that some service 

providers may have been SUs, and vice versa). The SPs participating in the interviews did 

not necessarily represent the specific services that these 53 SU participants accessed but 

were rather selected for their ability to provide a national perspective on VAW services in 

Wales. In addition to concerns about identification of SU participants, there were also ethical 

dilemmas regarding identification of service providers due to the small size of the VAW 

sector within Wales and it was agreed that service providers’ names, job titles and 

organisations would not be identified. Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the 

University of Central Lancashire’s Research Ethics Committee.  

All interviews and focus groups were recorded and transcribed with informed consent 

from participants. Data were analysed using a thematic or grounded theory approach which 

both drew on the key questions that structured the interviews and allowed for the emergence 

of new themes and sub-themes (Charmaz, 2000). The research was not therefore co-

produced, rather the focus on the potential of co-production emerged from our engagement 

with the data analysis, the policy context and the researchers’ own interests in this area.  
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Results 

Two main themes were identified from the analysis of SUs’ and SPs’ views of service 

delivery in Wales: the responsiveness of VAW services and the delivery of these services. 

These themes and associated sub-themes are discussed below. The findings illustrate the 

challenges for a sector that is being required to take on an expanded remit and respond to a 

wider spectrum of care needs while addressing diversity within the user population.  

 

Accessibility of services  

Whilst we aimed to explore views about the full range of VAW services, most of the SUs had 

accessed domestic abuse services and most of the general discussions addressed the 

delivery and responsiveness of these services. Many of the SUs felt that these services were 

‘hidden away’ and that information about them was not sufficiently accessible. This view 

contrasted with the service providers’ accounts of attempts to advertise and promote 

services through a wide range of media and outlets including poster campaigns, leaflets, 

community events and through the increasing use of social media. SUs asked: ‘Why is it not 

advertised? It is not getting to the right places’ and ‘there is information but you have to know 

where to go for it’. One of the SUs commented: ‘[I] have lived here all my life and the only 

organisation I knew about was Women’s Aid… the other organisations, they are meant to be 

charities, they are not advertised’. This view was even more strongly held by the BMER SUs, 

many of whom had initially been unaware of VAW services and had only accessed them 

after seeking help with other issues such as housing or residency. These women argued that 

making the services more prominent would also challenge the secrecy surrounding VAW 

which, they believed, would have a positive impact on public attitudes.  

 

Responsiveness to a range of service needs 
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In terms of the responsiveness of services, a further concern raised by SUs was in relation 

to the cessation of support services once victims had come through the crisis period and had 

left a refuge. As one SU stated: ‘Women have learned how to cope with the violence, 

whereas they haven’t learned how to cope with the isolation that comes when you do leave. 

Support should be on-going when you leave, not just crisis.’  

As is widely documented, VAW, domestic abuse and sexual violence have short-, 

medium- and long-term impacts (García-Moreno et al., 2005; Holt et al., 2008), and there are 

pressures on services to respond to these myriad needs across a continuum of care. In 

Wales, the transition towards a broader VAW agenda has met with some criticism from 

those worried that the sector risks losing its specialist knowledge and these concerns were 

voiced by some of the service providers interviewed: ‘…providers will throw their hat into the 

ring in a commissioning process. And I think some of my fear is, as we move down that road, 

that it will dilute the specialism that is in the sector’ (Service Provider). 

Many of the SUs argued that specialist expertise was required to deal with specific 

issues such as FGC as well as the varying demographics of women accessing services. For 

example, one of the young women argued for age specific services saying that: ‘Coming into 

a room where there are lots of older people I would feel threatened’. Similarly, one of the 

organisations specifically for BMER women was commended by SUs for its knowledge and 

expertise on issues specific to BMER women, such as easy access to interpreters and 

interpreting services, and this contrasted favourably with other services: 

 

the lack of interpretation in services, that is lacking. I’ve been in court, in Citizen’s 

Advice Bureau… these places, you know, even on the telephone line, the 

interpretation service, when they go there, that has put a lot of women off, they can’t 

express themselves because English is not their first language. (Service User) 
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 These women described the problems of relying on interpretation services that did 

not understand, or were insensitive to, VAW. Discussions also focused on a general lack of 

understanding of women’s environments and SUs suggested that there could be training to 

ensure staff ‘know about different cultures’ (Service User). The extent to which services were 

perceived to be responsive to different groups, including whether they provided women-only 

and men-only services, as well as being culturally relevant, was identified as impacting on 

their accessibility and value for users. Most participants who expressed a preference stated 

that they needed women-only services and female staff. Some women were happy for men 

to be able to access the same services as women but only under specific conditions.  

 

Generic or specialist services 

This emphasis on diversity raises questions about the theoretical framework that informs 

service delivery: should service providers start from conceptualising features common to all 

forms of VAW or adopt a view that the different manifestations of VAW require different 

input? One of the service providers argued strongly that there were commonalities across all 

forms of VAW and that the sector itself might be creating divisions where, in reality, there 

were more similarities than differences. This service provider argued that the focus on the 

typology of violence forced the focus onto the victim rather than onto the perpetrator of the 

crime: 

 

over the last few years, all national parties have moved towards the violence against 

women and girls approach. [but there is] the absolute resistance to the idea of 

violence against women and girls as a collective term for a set of crime types … and 

not a description of victims. … the obvious and easiest way to do it, is to focus on the 

services that women need … there’s masses of overlap, in terms of the services that 

women need. (Service Provider)  
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Despite the policy shift to a wider VAW remit, the Welsh service review found that the 

majority of the work in the sector was stratified by type of violence and the majority of service 

provision continued to be focused on domestic abuse (Berry et al., 2014). However, service 

providers participating in the study felt that the broader VAW remit facilitated the wider 

identification of different forms of VAW, potentially increasing the number of referrals. It is 

often the case that victim/survivors only disclose the full range and extent of the violence and 

abuse they have experienced once they have received a positive response from a service. 

For example, as one service provider explained, support for one form of abuse may lead to 

disclosures of others: ‘that they wouldn’t otherwise disclose if they hadn’t been asked the 

question’. Thus, perhaps the picture is more complex with a need either for better integration 

between services that provide for these different requirements or for all the services to 

develop a more holistic response at the same time as retaining the specialist response for 

specific forms of violence/abuse.  

On a practical level however, service providers feared that the expansion of remit to 

address VAW had led to increased workloads with generic services expected to work with 

cases that previously would have been referred to a specialist service. There were also 

concerns expressed by providers from specialist services that, whilst the remit had 

expanded, the level of expertise had not so that some professionals were now working with 

women without having the requisite training or understanding of the issue. It was also argued 

that the time and training required for specialist providers to accumulate expert knowledge 

were at risk of being overlooked.  

Ever tightening budgets, increased caseloads and standardisation of services has 

resulted in a move towards confining the delivery of domestic abuse services to a period of 

12 weeks. Both service users and providers recognised the limitations of the 12 week model 

which was described as leading to frustrations from service providers who had neither the 

budget nor autonomy in respect of time available to extend support. Some of the SUs 

discussed the peer support group they had established with support from their worker, to 
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ensure they had a safe, friendly space to continue the friendships they had made during 

agency delivered group-work and they recommended a national strategy to support this form 

of provision. Whilst this was a positive resource for the women, concerns were raised about 

how they managed the expectations of the group and how, for example, information could be 

shared and confidentiality maintained. This was of particular concern as the women 

attending the group were part of a small local community where there were complex inter-

relationships between family members and where it was difficult to keep matters private. 

 

Delivery of services 

Unsurprisingly, the rural landscape of much of Wales was identified as a barrier to accessing 

services for some women due to lack of service provision, limited public transport and long 

travel distances. Similar problems have been identified by other studies in rural areas 

(McCarry and Williamson, 2009). Many of the service providers argued for peripatetic 

services in rural communities where ‘it is about bringing the services to the victims instead of 

the victims to the services’ (Service Provider). Given the costs of outreach work, some 

services have developed online facilities, such as websites, to provide both information and 

interaction with practitioners and whilst this can increase the reach of services, many SUs 

were distrustful of online services and preferred telephone or direct face-to-face support.  

An alternative approach implemented across Wales is the One-Stop-Shop model. 

This provides users with an array of services under one roof, including for example: 

advocacy; legal advice; support with relocation and housing; therapeutic or recovery groups; 

and support for children. One service provider argued that it had been an extremely positive 

development: 

 

it is a multiagency centre, … we’ve got Social Services and Health and the likes, all 

based in one building… the working together and the partnership working, has 

literally increased tenfold since we’ve been here. 
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Variations in the delivery of the model across Wales were described by service 

providers. SUs who had accessed a One-Stop-Shop appreciated these organisations, 

particularly those that offered specialist support to BMER women as they offered continuity 

of service. Indeed, some of the SUs offered ideas about their ‘perfect’ service response 

constructing their answers around a drawing of a model One-Stop-Shop. Whilst the 

specificities varied, the one-stop-shop described by the SUs encompassed a range of 

services such as housing, health services and the police in addition to non-statutory services 

such as Women’s Aid and other more social elements such as a gym. In the context of 

anxieties about confidentiality, many conceptualised their ideal One-Stop-Shop as contained 

within a generalist or more universal context such as being housed within a Civic Centre in 

order to be ‘non-stigmatising’ and to ‘protect confidentiality’.  

 

Funding arrangements  

Welsh Government funding for VAW services is channelled directly to Local Authorities, 

which then establish commissioning arrangements. However, most VAW sector services, 

with the exception of those few organisations funded solely by the Welsh Government, were 

reliant on funding from multiple and diverse sources. Overall, the funding situation was 

described as precarious. The main concerns reported by service providers were the lack of 

secure funding streams, the ubiquity of short-term funding and part-time contracts which 

resulted in high job insecurity, high staff turnover, higher training costs and instability of 

services across the sector. Short-term funding also meant that staff hours were spent on 

securing funding rather than delivering service.  

In response to these difficulties, one provider suggested that the sector could 

encourage more collaborative partnership working. However, commissioning arrangements 

tended to foster a more competitive landscape. For example, whilst a number of service 

providers welcomed joint commissioning and joint ‘ownership and leadership’, it was also 
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noted by a Service Provider that: ‘we’re in a climate where we’re all competing, you know, all 

my closest colleagues in the sector are also my competitors, which doesn’t make it easy’. 

 

Discussion 

Service providers identified gaps in service provision for BMER women, women in rural 

areas, male victims, children and young people, older women, disabled women, adult 

survivors of childhood sexual abuse, Gypsy/Traveller communities and women with 

additional needs. Service Users (SUs) recommended that information about services should 

be more widely available, despite providers’ accounts of work undertaken on publicising 

services. Service Users also recommended that providers developed services that were 

sensitive to intersecting experiences of gender, ethnicity, language, culture and rurality. Both 

SUs and providers wanted more responsive services that would fill some of the identified 

gaps as well as interventions that were not limited to 12 weeks. One-Stop-Shops were seen 

to provide accessibility and continuity by SUs and the review (Berry et al., 2014) 

recommended that these be robustly evaluated in Wales. There is a potential tension 

however, between SUs’ accounts of their service requirements and the perspectives of those 

providers who were perhaps more focused on cost.  

Given these largely shared perspectives on services expectations, co-production at a 

policy level might start by developing these as a set of strategic objectives, concerned with: 

accessibility; availability of service responsive to the range of identified needs and crimes; 

information about services; availability of same-gender services and staff; out of hours 

provision; on-going support outside of refuge and post 12 week interventions; levels of 

secure resources; and collaboration rather than competition between services. These shared 

perspectives might also provide a set of indicators for consistently evaluating individual 

services across Wales, concerned with awareness and capacity within statutory/generic 

services such as housing, health and the police; confidentiality; and training of staff to enable 

all of this. This idea is not revolutionary, indeed the Department for International 
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Development (DfID) describe one of the key principles for developing national VAWG 

indicators: ‘Ask women to provide input and validate indicators on VAWG programming as 

they may be able to identify additional or unconventional measures of change and challenge 

project indicators as unsuitable or unhelpful.’ (DfID, 2012: 19).  

The preparation and planning of the national and local strategies (The 2015 s3 and 4) 

Act and the development of national indicators (The 2015 Act s.11 and s.12) are foreseen, 

but preparation of truly shared strategies and indicators would require resolution of the 

points of tension raised in the study around visibility; specialist provision housed in generic 

or specialist services; and the balance of on-line versus face-to-face services. A participatory 

approach to the present study could have been beneficial as it might have enabled differing 

perspectives to be explored through shared data analysis (Bergold and Thomas, 2012). In 

policy making, focus on transversal dialogue (Yuval-Davis, 1997) may be productive. 

Although Yuval-Davis argues that it is not necessary to have a shared identity to develop a 

common political goal, it is relevant that perhaps more than in any other sector, VAW 

services are provided by women who have themselves had experience of the particular 

needs that women bring to the services. And, given prevalence levels, it is likely that some 

members of the Welsh Government and policy making staff may themselves have 

experience of VAW. Some shared experience does not equate with shared political positions 

and attention to what different policy actors might be expected to advocate for and the 

relations of power in transversal dialogue is necessary (Yuval-Davis, 2011). It is possible 

that a SU advocate for SU perspectives, would put a stronger case for users’ views than a 

policy maker, charged with juggling the competing demands of financial and other political 

priorities, even if that policy maker had used VAW services. Facilitating processes in which 

all policy actors engage in ‘rooting’ and ‘shifting’ between different positions (Yuval-Davis 

1994) is therefore necessary. This may help development of mutual trust and unpick any 

internalizing of assumptions about ‘what works’ which advocates for service users who 
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become part of the policy making machinery may have internalised along their journey 

towards gaining enough to change society (Yuval-Davis, 2011: 14).  

A ‘transformative’ (Needham and Carr, 2009) approach to developing strategies and 

indications would require more than just transversal dialogue; SUs and professionals would 

have to jointly decide on indicators, rather than users making suggestions that policy makers 

then accept or reject.  

An opportunity for more ‘transformative’ co-production has been missed in the draft 

guidance on strategic collaboration which was under consultation at the end of 2015, 

following the publication of the 2015 Act. The section entitled ‘a victim focus’ evidence from 

research ends with a graphic concerned with effective partnership working that states ‘The 

experience of SUs should regularly and systematically be used to inform the partnership on 

the effects of its work and to suggest improvements’ (Welsh Government, 2015: 15). Again, 

there is no trace here of a transformative approach to co-production, rather the SUs are 

positioned as informants rather than creators of innovative solutions and co-making 

decisions about the use and distribution of resources.  

Moving beyond consultation to enable: ‘a relocation of power and control’ towards 

‘user-led mechanisms of planning, delivery, management and governance’ (Needham and 

Carr, 2009: 6) may seem like a distant goal but clear factors enabling this approach to policy 

making are indicated by research and practice. Public organisations must be open towards 

co-production and provide clear incentives for co-creation (Voorberg et al., 2015). Shared 

spaces of dialogue, open to all women and men with experience of abuse and violence, 

service providers and commissioners who could define their own terms of collaboration are 

needed, achieving this requires government officials to expose themselves to the risk that it 

may be a challenging process and there is a risk that co-production can be disabled where 

attention focuses on questioning the legitimacy of representatives (Burall and Hughes, 

2016). Here, again, Yuval-Davis (1994) is helpful, as she underlines the point that in 

transversal dialogue participants are not representatives but advocates. The timing of and 
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timescales for policy decision making must be shared and understood (Burall and Hughes, 

2016; Cordova and Gonzales, 2016). Co-option must be resisted and contestation embraced 

(Steele, 2016) but flexibility to circumstances must be maintained through adopting 

‘grammar’ or forms of action ‘that enables resistance and collaboration, according to what 

secures better policy outcomes’ (Durose and Richardson, 2016: 210). 

To achieve the shared goals articulated through transversal dialogue, some grammar 

of less collective forms of service user participation may be needed, especially if it enables 

involvement in moments of financial decision making and agenda setting. In some voluntary 

sector VAW organisations where SUs become part of management committees and 

participate in decision making about resource allocation; it is however rare in statutory 

services or national policy and funding committees. But steps towards agenda setting have 

already been taken within the Welsh Government, with at least one service user sitting 

alongside service providers and advisors in the task and finish group that wrote to The 

Welsh Government’s proposed ‘Ending Violence Against Women and Domestic Abuse 

(Wales) Bill’: Recommendations from the Task and Finish Group (Robinson et al., 2012). 

The super empowerment of one user to the exclusion of multiple voices may evoke criticism 

(Beresford, 2008) but as the role of the specialist advisor on VAW was created by the 2015 

Act a better balance be achieved if a SU advocate were employed alongside her. This might 

then more a closely reflect the approach adopted in another section of the Welsh 

Government, where the Supporting People Regional Collaboration Committees (which sets 

commissioning plans and spending priorities) requires ‘a current service user, ex-service 

user or a person chosen by service users to represent them’ and this representative must 

have adequate administrative support in the same way as other board members (Welsh 

Government, 2013: 18).  

  

Conclusion  
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In contrast with other groups of SUs who have felt cautious about entering into co-production 

with policy-makers and state decision makers, who in the past have contributed to their 

experience of discrimination (Farr, 2012), the history of user involvement in co-producing 

VAW services suggests that there would be open engagement at a policy making level. 

Indeed, there would be no lack of participants judging by the enthusiasm of those women 

taking part in the focus groups held for the research reported here. The findings show real 

opportunities for shared standards for service delivery to be developed, and this suggests 

that providers and users may be sufficiently empathetic towards each other’s perspective, 

whilst grounded in their own (Yuval-Davis, 1997), to reach shared solutions to the tensions in 

planning service delivery that remain. To avoid a neo-liberal approach of holding SUs 

responsible for co-production (Scourfield, 2014), the crucial next step towards 

transformational co-production of VAW planning must then be to hold governments, policy 

makers and commissioners to account, to show that they are open to and embrace 

opportunities for co-production of policy and genuine power sharing. Learning from other 

examples in Wales and from UK recommendations, this might reasonably start by 

developing different grammars of engagement for VAW SUs to contribute to open 

discussions through transversal dialogue and to act more individually as advocates in 

decision making around service standards and funding priorities. Co-production of further 

research in this field would also be beneficial as knowledge can enable challenge of habitual 

ways of defining evidence bases for policy making. 

If the Welsh government takes on board these arguments in the development of 

future guidance, it may, through a quadruple devolution of power (to a small nation, local 

authorities, professionals and service users), make a further break with the UK policy climate 

and move closer to transformative co-production. The acid test of these steps towards 

transformative co-production will be, however, whether sufficient resources can be put in the 

hands of service users and frontline staff for services to be developed or refined that would 

meet the standards they might set. Further steps towards transformative co-production may 



McCarry et al, 2017  27.01.17 

22 

 

then relate here to the need for service users, and those professionals working with them, to 

challenge the orthodoxy of austerity. In the current international context of insufficient 

funding for VAW services, these findings may prove relevant beyond the UK. 
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Notes 

1 Although the 2015 consultation paper on multi agency working suggests guidance 

can be found on the Safer Lives website, it cannot be found. 
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