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2 Agenda

 Domestic abuse – some facts

 What is the role of primary care?

 How can primary care teams recognise & support 

people experiencing DA?

 Practical steps that primary care teams can take?



3 Domestic abuse – facts

 ~ 2.4 million adults experienced DA, year ending March 20221

 1 in 5 adults experienced DA at some time since the age of 16

➢ equating to 10.4 million people1

 Av. 2 women killed by their partner/ex-partner every week2

 1 in 8 crimes in London, with incidents sadly increasing3

 1 in 5 homicides is a domestic homicide4 

 1 in 7 children & young people aged <18 years affected by DA5

 Est. annual cost for DA victims in the year ending March 2017 in Eng & 
Wales was > £66bn6

The abuse we see is only the ‘tip of the iceberg’



4 Domestic abuse – impact7

 Serious crime, well-recognised safeguarding issue

 Affects all walks of life

 Cyclic phenomenon that escalates (frequency & severity)

➢ Health & well-being of everyone exposed (short & long-term impacts) 

➢ Leaves physical & emotional scars lasting a lifetime

➢ Frequent health service attendees: may receive unnecessary 
investigations/medications to address their health symptoms

➢ Children who witness DA 

• physical, cognitive, behavioural & emotional issues

• developmental consequences

• prevent achieving their full potential

• more likely to either experience or perpetrate DA as adults



5 Domestic abuse - guidance

 Care Act 2014: prevent, recognise & respond to abuse & neglect 8

 Coroner’s inquest9 in UK, for the first time, declared DA as having a 
causal role in death by suicide

➢ stresses the control DA has on mental health; recommends greater 

recognition of the link between DA & suicide

 10-year Women’s Strategy for England10

 Domestic Abuse Act 202111: raise awareness, provide protection & 
support for victims, hold perpetrators to account, improve response 

of the justice system



6 Domestic Abuse Act 202111

 Behaviour is “abusive” if it consists of any of the following:

➢ physical or sexual abuse

➢ violent or threatening behaviour

➢ controlling or coercive behaviour

➢ economic abuse

➢ psychological, emotional, or other abuse.

 Aged 16 years or over 

 ‘Personally connected’ (must be, or have been, intimate 
partners irrespective of gender or sexuality or have a 
familial connection)

 Recognises children under the age of 18 years as victims  
(see, hear or experience the effects of abuse)



7 What is the role of primary care
in safeguarding patients?



8 General practice - Extended team 

GPs are not specialists’ DA workers

 Unique position to help victims of DA 

➢ Deal with injuries

➢ Often the victim’s first or only contact & represent a lifeline to safety

➢ Most trusted healthcare professionals in UK12

• Victims believe GPs can be trusted with disclosure & offer support to protect people

➢ ~90% NHS patient consultations via primary care13

➢ > 300 million patient consultations/year14

 Regulatory bodies (GMC, BMA, RCGP, NMC, RPS) – reinforces duty of care

 NICE (2016): Reiterates addressing DA is a core responsibility of primary 

care teams & encourages targeted enquiries during consultations15



9 Challenges facing clinicians16

 DA is not straightforward:

 Reluctant to ask about DA directly or uncertain as to how to phrase questions

 Lack of knowledge/trust in the quality & availability of community resources

 May share the same cultural norms & prejudices 

 Fear that breaching the topic will insult the patient, or escalate violence

 Lack of personal confidence / relevant competencies

 Scepticism about the evidence base 

 Escalating workload & time pressures

 Health & social care workforce “burnout”

 New ways of working: remote consultations (telephone/video/email 

communications) > fewer face-to-face consultations

symptom  >  diagnosis  >  treatment  >  cure



10 Challenges facing DA victims16

 Stigma, shame or fear

 Barriers (e.g. language, immigration status)

 Victim may still love their partner/denial

 Feeling worthless & undeserving of help

 Financial implications/dependents

 Concerns that children may be removed 
from their care

 Victim’s perception abuse may escalate

 Perception that support is unavailable

 Lack of trust in the system

 May feel that HCPs are not interested

 Don’t realise they are experiencing abuse

 Misconceptions: e.g. men abuse women

COVID-19 Pandemic

 Lockdown restrictions

 Stay-at-home mandates

 Social distancing

 Loneliness / Social isolation

 Financial difficulties

 Closures of community 

resources

 Remote consultations



11
How can primary care teams 
recognise & support people 
experiencing DA?



12 1. Be Aware of the Extent & Risk  

Indicators of DA16

Risk indicators 
 Women

 Young people

 Pregnant or new mothers

 Substance abuse problems

 Mental ill health

 Chronic illness or disability

 Isolated/disadvantaged for 
cultural or language reasons

 Previously experienced DA or 
sexual assault

 Left a violent relationship

 Subject to stalking

Health markers

 Chronic pain

 Mental health problems

 Self-harm

 Drug and alcohol abuse

 STIs, Genital injuries

 TOP

 Recurrent UTIs

 High frequent attenders, etc.

Domestic Abuse Act 2021



13 Assessing risk in your professional capacity17

S    P   E   C   S  S+ 

This tool can acts as a reminder of 
immediate risk factors signalling very high 

risk other than the obvious physical 
violence/threats to kill.



14 2a. Be alert & look beyond16

 Having bruises, burns or bite marks

 Personality changes  

 Having finances controlled   

 Having their internet/ social media monitored  

 Being repeatedly belittled  

 Constantly being told that they are overreacting 

 Being pressured into sex  

 Being withdrawn or isolated from family & friends

 Overly worried about pleasing their partner 

 Wearing clothes that don’t fit the season 

 Often being unavailable or not attending appointments 

 Repeated health consultations with no clear diagnosis

Signs of DA in adults



15 2b. Be alert & look beyond16

Employee experiencing DA

 Bed-wetting, having nightmares or insomnia  

 Regularly feeling sick, having headaches or 
mouth ulcers  

 Substance or alcohol abuse  

 Having eating disorders 

 Having anxiety, depression, self-harm or 
suicidal thoughts; Being withdrawn  

 Having anti-social behaviour, like vandalism  

 Being aggressive or bullying  

 Being attention-seeking/ tantrums   

 Problems in school or trouble learning  

 Carrying out animal cruelty

Children living with DA

 Unexplained injuries

 Decreased productivity

 Frequent lateness or absence

 Changes in behaviour



16 3a. Adopt an open & non-judgemental approach

OPEN QUESTIONS:

➢ How are things at home? How are things with your partner?

DIRECT QUESTIONS:

➢ Do you feel safe at home?

➢ Does anyone make you feel afraid?

➢ Is there anything that worries you about your relationship?

SPECIFIC QUESTIONS:

➢ Has your partner ever hit you or hurt you physically?

➢ Does your partner ever put you down or say hurtful things?

➢ Does your partner control when you can go out, who you see, or how you spend your money? 

Ensure patient is alone 

& safe space

Avoid the presence 

of verbal children

If English isn’t their first 

language, ensure you 

use an independent 
interpreter;

Disabilities; BAME 

Ask questions sensitively & safely

Don’t assume gender of 

the partner when 

enquiring. This could 
alienate those in same sex 

relationships 

Check who is at home, 

observe if anyone enters, 

background noises & 
persons tone of voice



17 3b. Consider using screening tools18

 Screening increases early detection of DA
➢ Useful in victims with vague symptoms & struggling to disclose abuse

➢ Assists in primary & secondary prevention

 Asking all patients the same standard questions legitimise conversations about DA

Short Screening Tools: validated in primary care settings
     

HITS (Hurt, Insult, Threaten, Scream)

4-question  screening tool
Assesses psychological & physical aspects of DA

Not ask about sexual abuse
Assesses frequency of components of DA using a 5-point scale

Score of >10 or higher indicates risk of DA

HARK (Humiliation, Afraid, Rape, Kick)

4-question screening tool

Assesses emotional, sexual and physical abuse
One point is given for every yes answer

Score of > 1 is positive for DA

Woman Abuse Screening Tool (WAST) & WAST-Short questionnaire



18 WAST & WAST-Short questionnaire

 Demonstrated good reliability, validity, sensitivity & specificity
 Effectively discriminated between abused & non-abused women

 Patients & family physicians reported comfort using this tool

     18
WAST19

8 questions
Addresses physical, emotional & sexual abuse

WAST- Short20

First 2 questions of the full WAST
Short & non-threatening tool

Assesses degree of tension & perceived difficulty in 
working out arguments within a relationship

Efficacy

A. WAST-Short Tool

1. Test Sensitivity: 92%

2. Test Specificity: 56-68%

B. WAST Tool

1. Test Sensitivity: 47%

2. Test Specificity: 96%

https://fpnotebook.com/Prevent/Epi/TstSnstvty.htm
https://fpnotebook.com/Prevent/Epi/TstSnstvty.htm
https://fpnotebook.com/Prevent/Epi/TstSpcfcty.htm
https://fpnotebook.com/Prevent/Epi/TstSpcfcty.htm
https://fpnotebook.com/Prevent/Epi/TstSnstvty.htm
https://fpnotebook.com/Prevent/Epi/TstSnstvty.htm
https://fpnotebook.com/Prevent/Epi/TstSpcfcty.htm
https://fpnotebook.com/Prevent/Epi/TstSpcfcty.htm


19 WAST-Short Questions20

First 2 questions of the full WAST (validated by CDC & NIH)

Uses words that do not describe violence directly – might be more acceptable to people

Within self-administered DA screening, it is the most cost-effective tool

If the respondent answers ‘c’ to 
these 2 questions, then use the 

remaining WAST questions 
to elicit more information about 

their experiences of abuse

1. In general, how would you 
describe your relationship?
 a) No tension

 b) Some tension
 c) A lot of tension

2. Do you and your partner workout 
arguments with…
 a) No difficulty

 b) Some difficulty 
 c) Great difficulty



20 4. Validate the victim’s experiences

‘You are not alone. 
Support is available’ 

‘I believe you’

‘I am glad that you told me’

‘It’s not your fault/you’re 
not to blame’

‘I am sorry that this has happened to you’

‘Everyone deserves to 
feel safe at home’

‘I am concerned 
about your safety 
& well-being’



21

Responding to domestic abuse: 
Guidance for general practices21



22 Assess immediate safety

 Is it safe to go home or is it safe to stay at home? 

 What are they afraid might happen? 

 Have there been threats to kill? 

 Have there been threats to the children? 

 When were they most afraid? 

 What has been the worst incident and when was it? 

     (frequency, type, severity)



23 What practical steps can primary 
care teams take?



24 1. Raise awareness – Healthcare professionals

 Training & Education 

➢ Improves knowledge/skills in identifying & supporting patients experiencing DA

➢ Recognise signs of DA in colleagues/prompt disclosure 

• Compulsory/follow-up training to whole team (by DA-trained professionals)

• ‘Safeguarding’ - recurring item in clinical/practice meetings 

• Collaborative learning (e.g. group discussions, peer teaching, case studies, PUNS/DENS)

• Training modules - safeguarding adults & children (e.g. RCGP)

 Understand practice’s referral pathways & follow-up

➢ Familiarise with local support services/referral forms

➢ Develop an effective working partnership with DA advocates

 Assign practice DA champion(s); peer support & compassionate HCPs

 Support staff (incl. personnel experiencing DA) 

➢ Promote self-care: reiterate looking after own well-being/maintain emotional capacity             
(e.g. EAP; housekeeping; Balint groups; mindfulness training)

➢ Implement clear in-house DA policy (include resources, how victims seek help at work & any 

provisions, adjustments, or special safety considerations offered in the workplace)

Break the code of silence on DA



25 2. Raise awareness – Patients

 Be proactive & promote your practice as a ‘DA-aware’ practice

 Signpost to sources of information

➢ Signs of DA 

• https://hiyos.org/children-who-see-domestic-abuse-are-victims-too/

• https://refuge.org.uk/what-is-domestic-abuse/information-for-professionals/

➢ Domestic Abuse Services Directory (advice on where & how to get help; 

e.g. local support services, charities, national helpline)

Channels such as the surgery website, newsletters, or social media

Display posters in waiting areas, consulting rooms, toilets, etc.

Break the code of silence on DA

https://hiyos.org/children-who-see-domestic-abuse-are-victims-too/
https://hiyos.org/children-who-see-domestic-abuse-are-victims-too/
https://hiyos.org/children-who-see-domestic-abuse-are-victims-too/
https://hiyos.org/children-who-see-domestic-abuse-are-victims-too/
https://hiyos.org/children-who-see-domestic-abuse-are-victims-too/
https://hiyos.org/children-who-see-domestic-abuse-are-victims-too/
https://hiyos.org/children-who-see-domestic-abuse-are-victims-too/
https://hiyos.org/children-who-see-domestic-abuse-are-victims-too/
https://hiyos.org/children-who-see-domestic-abuse-are-victims-too/
https://hiyos.org/children-who-see-domestic-abuse-are-victims-too/
https://hiyos.org/children-who-see-domestic-abuse-are-victims-too/
https://hiyos.org/children-who-see-domestic-abuse-are-victims-too/
https://hiyos.org/children-who-see-domestic-abuse-are-victims-too/
https://hiyos.org/children-who-see-domestic-abuse-are-victims-too/
https://hiyos.org/children-who-see-domestic-abuse-are-victims-too/
https://hiyos.org/children-who-see-domestic-abuse-are-victims-too/
https://refuge.org.uk/what-is-domestic-abuse/information-for-professionals/
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https://refuge.org.uk/what-is-domestic-abuse/information-for-professionals/
https://refuge.org.uk/what-is-domestic-abuse/information-for-professionals/
https://refuge.org.uk/what-is-domestic-abuse/information-for-professionals/
https://refuge.org.uk/what-is-domestic-abuse/information-for-professionals/


26 QI activity: domestic abuse



27 Ealing Local Primary Care Specifications 2023-24
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30 Summary 

DA is a ‘wicked’ problem, serious crime & well-recognised 
safeguarding issue

Under-reported & under-diagnosed by the medical 
community

Everyone has responsibility, transcends beyond our 
individual roles

As primary care providers, we have a pivotal role in 
addressing DA

Together we can make a difference



31

“Break the silence, defy 

the unacceptable & stand 
with survivors – seek help, 

provide support”



32
Thank You 

Any Questions?
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35 WAST Screening Tool for DA

Part 1

Criteria: Part 1 (WAST-Short: Questions 1-2)

1. In general, how would you describe your relationship?

a. No tension

b. Some tension

c. A lot of tension

References Brown (1996) Fam Med 28(6):422-8 [PubMed]

Interpretation

1. Positive WAST-Short screen if answers "a lot of 

tension" and "great difficulty“

2. Positive WAST-Short should be followed by 

completion of part 2 below for the entire WAST

Questions (represent the complete WAST-Short as well as the first 2 of 8 questions of the WAST)

2. Do you and your partner work out arguments with...

a. No difficulty

b. Some difficulty

c. Great difficulty?

Efficacy

A. WAST-Short Tool

1. Test Sensitivity: 92%

2. Test Specificity: 56-68%

B. WAST Tool

1. Test Sensitivity: 47%

2. Test Specificity: 96%

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=search&db=PubMed&term=Brown%20%20%5bAU%5d%20AND%201996%20%5bDP%5d%20AND%20%20Fam%20Med%20%20%5bTA%5d
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=search&db=PubMed&term=Brown%20%20%5bAU%5d%20AND%201996%20%5bDP%5d%20AND%20%20Fam%20Med%20%20%5bTA%5d
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=search&db=PubMed&term=Brown%20%20%5bAU%5d%20AND%201996%20%5bDP%5d%20AND%20%20Fam%20Med%20%20%5bTA%5d
https://fpnotebook.com/Prevent/Epi/TstSnstvty.htm
https://fpnotebook.com/Prevent/Epi/TstSnstvty.htm
https://fpnotebook.com/Prevent/Epi/TstSpcfcty.htm
https://fpnotebook.com/Prevent/Epi/TstSpcfcty.htm
https://fpnotebook.com/Prevent/Epi/TstSnstvty.htm
https://fpnotebook.com/Prevent/Epi/TstSnstvty.htm
https://fpnotebook.com/Prevent/Epi/TstSpcfcty.htm
https://fpnotebook.com/Prevent/Epi/TstSpcfcty.htm


36 WAST Screening Tool for DA

Part 2

Interpretation

1. Interpretation is based on clinical judgement (no fixed positive scoring is assigned)

Criteria: Part 2 (WAST: Questions 3-8)

A. Scoring: Assign one of the following to each question (Likert Scale) 

1. Never

2. Sometimes

3. Often

B. Questions

3. Do arguments ever result in you feeling down or bad about yourself?

4. Do arguments ever result in hitting, kicking or pushing?

5. Do you ever feel frightened about what your partner says or does?

6. Does your partner ever abuse you physically?

7. Does your partner ever abuse you emotionally?

8. Does your partner ever abuse you sexually?

References Brown (1996) Fam Med 28(6):422-8 [PubMed]

Efficacy

A. WAST-Short Tool

1. Test Sensitivity: 92%

2. Test Specificity: 56-68%

B. WAST Tool

1. Test Sensitivity: 47%

2. Test Specificity: 96%

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=search&db=PubMed&term=Brown%20%20%5bAU%5d%20AND%201996%20%5bDP%5d%20AND%20%20Fam%20Med%20%20%5bTA%5d
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=search&db=PubMed&term=Brown%20%20%5bAU%5d%20AND%201996%20%5bDP%5d%20AND%20%20Fam%20Med%20%20%5bTA%5d
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/entrez/query.fcgi?cmd=search&db=PubMed&term=Brown%20%20%5bAU%5d%20AND%201996%20%5bDP%5d%20AND%20%20Fam%20Med%20%20%5bTA%5d
https://fpnotebook.com/Prevent/Epi/TstSnstvty.htm
https://fpnotebook.com/Prevent/Epi/TstSnstvty.htm
https://fpnotebook.com/Prevent/Epi/TstSpcfcty.htm
https://fpnotebook.com/Prevent/Epi/TstSpcfcty.htm
https://fpnotebook.com/Prevent/Epi/TstSnstvty.htm
https://fpnotebook.com/Prevent/Epi/TstSnstvty.htm
https://fpnotebook.com/Prevent/Epi/TstSpcfcty.htm
https://fpnotebook.com/Prevent/Epi/TstSpcfcty.htm
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