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Creating a safe  
helping environment
Opening up to someone about domestic abuse is scary and 
potentially dangerous.

• Never pressure someone to open up before they are ready,   
 unless there is a safeguarding issue.

• Always create a safe environment which will make it more 
 likely that someone will open up to you.

• Understand that the victim/survivor may be traumatised.

A safe physical environment where you can talk privately without 
being interrupted is important, but there are also qualities you can 
develop in yourself which help to build trust. Good support is always:

• non-judgemental;

• non-directive.

These qualities are vital because they are the opposite of an abusive 
relationship. Even if you think the person is making the wrong 
choice, it’s important not to judge them or tell them what to do.

Reacting and responding
Later in this chapter, we are going to look at things we can do 
to respond safely to disclosures. Before that, it’s important to be 
aware of some of the initial emotional reactions you might have. 
All of these reactions are natural and very common.

Unhelpful reactions to disclosures
• Disbelief or minimisation – this is especially common if you 

 know the perpetrator.

• Victim-blaming – it’s scary to think that domestic abuse could 
 happen to any of us. It can be easier to believe that the victim 
 must have done something to bring it on. But there is nothing 
 a victim can do that would warrant or excuse abuse.
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• Feeling overwhelmed – you can’t fix everything yourself. 
 That’s what professional support is for.

• Excessive anger – this might make the victim/survivor feel 
 that they need to defend the perpetrator and stand up for them 
 against you!

• Believing the perpetrator isn’t that dangerous – even if the  
 perpetrator is someone you know, never underestimate  
 how dangerous they can be.

• Wanting to heal the relationship or save the marriage – 
 wanting to keep families together can be dangerous or even 
 fatal when domestic abuse is happening.

Recognising any of these reactions in yourself doesn’t mean 
that you are doing a bad job as a supporter. In fact, it is only by 
recognising these very natural reactions that we can rise above 
them. Only by being aware of our instinctive reactions can we 
actively choose our positive responses.

Safe responding to domestic abuse
When you are responding to a disclosure of domestic abuse, the three- 
point check at the beginning of Chapter 6 is a good place to start.

1. Is it an emergency? If so, call 999 straight away.

2. Are children at risk? If so, follow safeguarding procedures.

3. Does the person want specialist help? If so, give details of 
 available help and find out if they need help to make  
 contact safely.

It’s important to be clear from the beginning about the kind of help 
you can and cannot offer. This will help avoid misunderstandings 
and help to build an open and trusting relationship between you.

Be clear about your limitations
Faced with someone who is scared or suffering, it can be tempting 
to promise you can make everything better. But to promise more 
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than you can give and then let someone down could cause even more 
damage. Rather than trying to do too much yourself, it can  
be more helpful to give information about professional services  
and helplines.

Be clear about confidentiality
If a perpetrator finds out that their victim is seeking help, it can 
increase the risk of serious harm. In parish communities, it is 
easy for information to spread rapidly. Confidentiality can be life-
saving – except where there is a safeguarding issue (for example if 
children or vulnerable adults are at risk). Then you are obliged to 
pass on that information to the relevant authorities.

If there are no safeguarding issues, but you still want to ask 
someone's advice about how to support a victim/survivor, ensure 
you give no information which could identify the person concerned. 
Remember that people are easily identified in small communities.

Be clear about safeguarding
All churches should have a safeguarding procedure. If you are 
working in a parish in any capacity, whether paid or voluntary, 
you should be aware of that policy. If you are concerned about 
the safety of a child or vulnerable adult, or if you want to know 
more about your safeguarding policy, contact your local parish 
safeguarding officer. If that isn’t possible, for example if the 
safeguarding officer is closely connected to the situation or 
may even be the perpetrator, you should contact your diocese’s 
safeguarding department.

If you are not working in a church or place of worship, or if none of 
the options above are available, then do one of the following:

• contact the NSPCC 1; 

• contact your local domestic abuse agency for advice; 

• contact your local social services to report the 
 safeguarding issue.

7. Creating a safe helping environment
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What else can you do?
Give your time and understanding
If there is no urgent risk, and the individual does not want any 
other kind of help, just giving your time as a person to whom they 
can talk can make a huge difference.

Reassure them that abuse is wrong and it is not their fault
There is no excuse for abuse. But when someone has been living 
with abuse, abusive thoughts can start to feel true. It is important 
to reassure all victim/survivors that none of the abuse is their fault.

Encourage them to create a safety plan
This is a plan of what they will do if things get dangerous at home. 
A safety plan might involve things like:

• carrying keys, money and your phone with you all the time;

• making arrangements for where you would go if it’s dangerous 
 to stay;

• keeping passports and important documents somewhere safe.

Each safety plan is unique and it is important that the victim/
survivor chooses what goes into theirs.2 

Help the person access support safely
Perpetrators of domestic abuse often check their victim’s phones, 
emails or browsing history. They may also demand to know where 
their victim is at every moment of the day and some ask to see 
evidence. Providing a victim/survivor with a safe place to use the 
phone or internet can create an opportunity to access support. 
Offering to accompany them to appointments might give the 
confidence they need to move towards safety.

Before giving leaflets or books always check it is safe to take them 
home; you may need to arrange a safe place to leave them instead. 
Domestic abuse support websites have information about how to 
cover your tracks if the perpetrator has access to the computer.
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Make a record of what you hear
If the person gives you permission, make notes as soon as possible 
about what they have told you. Always keep these notes safely and 
confidentially.

Check up on them – safely
It is never safe to check up on someone in a way that the 
perpetrator might find out about. However, if the victim/survivor 
wants it, arrange safe ways of regularly checking on their safety.

Work alongside the specialist services
This is more appropriate for people helping in the capacity of 
pastoral carer, although sometimes friends or relatives can keep in 
contact with specialist support.

Each church community could have a designated person who 
contacts their local domestic abuse services to introduce themselves 
and make a connection. This can make referring individuals much 
easier and also makes it easier to share relevant and appropriate 
information.

Make sure that the person feels valued and believed
When someone has been experiencing domestic abuse, however 
strong they are, their confidence will be affected. The difference 
you can make by giving your time, listening, believing 
and making someone feel valued and important is 
difficult to express.

7. Creating a safe helping environment

Endnotes
1 NSPCC (www.nspcc.org.uk/what-you-can-do/report-abuse/)
2 You can find out more information about making a safety plan at www.womensaid.org.uk/ 
 the-survivors-handbook/making-a-safety-plan/


