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This report in 30 seconds



Some women experience severe and multiple disadvantage 

within their lives. This disadvantage includes abuse and 

trauma, mental ill-health, homelessness, isolation, poverty, 

and sexual exploitation. These experiences, and the women 

who live through them, commonly go unrecognised. 

Similarly, there are sizeable gaps in terms of the support 

available.

These gaps can be found either in a failure to provide 
support, or to provide support in a way that is useful or safe 
for women. When women are unable to access effective, 
trustworthy, and reliable helping services, there can be fatal 
consequences. Effective help for women needs to understand 
the impact of the things that happen to women, provide 
continuity of care, and build trusting, respectful relationships.

This study offers a snapshot of the experiences of staff and 
volunteers, from six Christian faith-based organisations, who 
support women. They drew on their faith and the resources of 
their organisations, committing to a continuity of care, which 
fostered trust. They valued the women they worked with and 
described their work as a privilege. A number commented that 
they met women in the image of God, as equals with whom it 
was a privilege to work. For many their faith was a source of 
strength and comfort, in which prayer could be offered as a 
gift, provided an opportunity to reflect on their work, or was 
experienced as a source of unity. 

The level of care which was shown to women is not unique 
to the faith-based sector. But the staff and volunteers in this 
study took a distinctive approach which made the women they 
worked with truly visible through their regard. This study 
makes the work of the staff and volunteers visible in turn.
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Foreword



International Women’s Day this year asks us to imagine 

a gender equal world, free from stereotypes and 

discrimination and calls on us to collectively break the bias 

against women. Women all over the world face barriers, 

many of them suffering from extreme and intersecting 

inequalities including poverty and sexual violence, and 

barriers to progress. 

But closer to home, there exists a group of women often 
unseen, who face severe and multiple disadvantage, and 
who are being failed by a range of systems in the UK unable 
to holistically support women. Issues they face include 
abuse, mental ill-health, homelessness, trauma and sexual 
exploitation.

Theos exists to enrich the conversation about the role 
of faith in society, including demonstrating how people 
motivated by their faith contribute to flourishing communities. 
Our ‘Doing Good’ stream explores faith-based social action; and 
it is into this context that we publish this report, researched 
by social worker and academic Dr Kathryn Hodges, and co-
authored by Dr Kathryn Hodges and academic Dr Sarah Burch. 

Valuing Women: Making Women Visible brings into sharp 
focus the lives of those women experiencing severe and 
multiple disadvantage – women who are often overlooked, lost 
in a system creaking at the seams following years of austerity. 

This research draws attention to the important role 
Christian organisations in the social care sector can play in 
tackling the disadvantage women face, and the structures that 
prevent them from being truly seen and helped.

The report explores the ways in which Christian 
organisations – though not without their own challenges 
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– are extremely well placed to make visible the women they 
work with. Internally, their faith motivations and theological 
understanding of the value of every human being as made in 
God’s image encourage them to treat the women as of equal 
worth and in no way less deserving of stability, care and love. 
Externally, Christian organisations are supported by their faith 
community who can act as added resource, including through 
raising much-needed funds for specific purposes, and enable 
the organisations to have a level of independence that helps 
them navigate the systems that are increasingly not fit for 
purpose. 

We hope this report will go some way towards a better 
understanding of the complex challenges faced by some of 
the most disadvantaged women in our society, draw attention 
to the changes that are needed in supporting women, and 
demonstrate how the wisdom, experience and practice of 
Christian organisations might help to meet some of these 
challenges. 

Chine McDonald 
Director, Theos 

11

Foreword



Executive Summary

12



Background
There is a continued failure to understand the intersecting 

lived experiences of women experiencing severe and 

multiple disadvantage.1 This ongoing ignorance leaves 

women not only experiencing harm and abuse, but also 

means that when they seek help there are sizeable gaps in 

terms of the support available. 

These gaps can be found either in a failure to provide 
support, or to provide support in a way that is useful or safe 
for women. When women are unable to access effective, 
trustworthy, and reliable helping services, there can be fatal 
consequences.

Community social care services are under strain. Not 
only have they faced ongoing and drastic cuts following the 
financial crisis (and are likely to face further cuts in the wake 
of the COVID-19 pandemic), but for third sector services this 
financial strain has been accompanied by greater regulation 
in response to the increasingly bureaucratic demands of local 
authority funders. As women are higher users of welfare 
provision than men, they are disproportionately affected by 
cuts to services or benefits. 

Ten years of austerity, accompanied by these heavier 
administrative burdens, have created further restrictions and 
limitations on the available support for women experiencing 
multiple and severe disadvantage.

Where services are funded mostly or entirely by 
non-governmental bodies (e.g. through charitable giving, 
philanthropy, or religious groups), organisations have greater 
levels of autonomy in the way they provide support. This 
enables helping services to provide care in a way that is 
valuable to women. For some women this will be lifesaving.
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This research explores not only whether Christian 
charities are filling a gap in welfare provision for women, 
but also considers how this support is provided and 
experienced, and what can be learnt from it. This in-depth 
study, undertaken during 2020-2021, heard from 21 staff 
and volunteers at six Christian charities supporting women 
experiencing multiple and severe disadvantage. 

The study is a snapshot of the way staff and volunteers talk 
about their experiences of providing support to women at a 
Christian charity. It is not comparing faith-based organisations 
(FBO) and secular care provision, and the findings should be 
read in this context.

Findings
Four clear themes emerged from the interviews: the 

trusting relationships needed to support women experiencing 
multiple and severe disadvantage; the way the faith and values 
of staff and volunteers affected the way they met women; the 
utilisation of prayer by some in their work; and the tensions 
and opportunities found in resourcing helping services.

To trust and be trusted

Trusting relationships are needed to support women 
who have histories of trauma, and are key when creating safe 
environments. Women’s experiences of abuse and deprivation 
are often compounded by inadequate responses from services. 
Staff and volunteers talked of many women who had been seen 
as ‘too complex’ for existing services, rendered invisible by 
a lack of recognition of their situations and left dealing with 
isolation, mental ill-health and a range of other intersecting 
disadvantages. These experiences eroded women’s capacity to 
trust. Staff and volunteers prioritised developing relationships 
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and understood the barriers women faced when trusting 
support services to help.

Valuing women 

Beliefs and values of staff and volunteers informed 
how they met and provided support to women. Staff and 
volunteers talked about how they saw women they supported 
“in the image of God”, as equals with whom it was a privilege 
to work. This moved them away from the potential power 
imbalance that can arise in the practitioner/client relationship, 
particularly when working with individuals who may have 
experienced stigma. Not all staff were of faith, but those who 
were spoke of the way it helped them value women and see 
them as more than a series of problems to be fixed. They drew 
on the idea of going the extra mile, as taken from scripture, to 
inform their care. 

Prayer: A gift, reflection, and unity 

There was frequent mention of prayer throughout the 
interviews. Although not everyone prayed, or prayed in the 
same way, those that did found it a source of strength in many 
ways. Prayer was offered as a gift to the women that staff and 
volunteers supported, a way of showing them that their lives 
were witnessed and that they were loved. Prayer also gave staff 
and volunteers a place and time to pause and reflect on their 
work, and a way to connect to others. 

Resources: tensions and opportunities

The way organisations drew on their resources was 
explored. Often, they were taking creative or longer-term 
approaches by filling the gaps left by statutory services. 
Organisations were able to rely on a degree of independent 
funding from their wider faith communities, which gave an 
element of freedom and security and supported continuity 
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of care. Yet there were also tensions which left staff and 
volunteers torn between supporting individual women or 
campaigning for wider change to provision.

Conclusion
Key messages that emerged from this study brought 

attention to the invisibility of women, the application of faith 
in social care practice, and how there is much to be learnt from 
the way Christian charities value and meet women.

Broadly faith-based organisations prefer to provide 
unconditional as well as longer term support, which is arguably 
more helpful to women experiencing multiple and severe 
disadvantage. The focus on relational and unconditional 
practice, sometimes without detailed knowledge of the 
‘problem’ or the outcomes they were seeking to achieve, 
enables the flexibility to provide support in a way that is 
responsive to women. 

Visibility

The work of the charities involved was largely invisible. 
This reflects how women helped by this work are frequently 
rendered invisible by wider society. The experiences 
and knowledge of the staff working at these faith-based 
organisations should be heard. There is much to be learnt in 
what they have witnessed, and there are many obvious ideas 
for system change that would significantly benefit the women 
they support.

Faith in practice

Many of the staff and volunteers brought faith to their 
work in distinctive ways, and it underpinned how they met 
women and provided support. Faith was infused into practice. 
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Faith was part of the motivation of staff and volunteers, 
providing support to women in often very difficult 
circumstances. Faith enabled them to experience a sense of 
unity within their organisations and to work with women from 
a position of equal value.

Meeting women, valuing women

The preference of faith-based organisations for a relational 
approach to practice enables them to meet women with 
detailed knowledge and understanding of their intersecting 
lived experiences and the barriers to seeking help and support. 
They work to ensure that they can create environments of 
trust and safety for women seeking help and support.

Christian charities are part of a bigger network and 
community of support and are well placed to bring attention to 
the injustice experienced by women, the care needed, and the 
care provided. 

Recommendations
	— Christian charities need to be recognised and valued 

locally and nationally for their work in the community, 
no matter the size or perceived impact of their provision. 

	— There is much talk about the value of relational and 
trauma-informed approaches to care, but the application 
to practice is harder. There is much to be learnt here from 
the way the Christian charities involved in this study 
provided support. 

	— Services and staff need support in challenging the bad 
practice, unhelpful service provision, and/or oppressive 
systems that they witness. 
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	— Safe, secure, and supported housing for women is a 
priority. There seems to be an opportunity here for 
faith-based organisations to bring their unconditional 
approaches to care, long-term relationships, and 
alternative funding and resourcing, to consider how they 
can develop effective residential support for women. 

	— Elements of this research that would benefit from being 
explored further. 

	— There is limited research exploring women and FBOs, 
in terms of those receiving and providing care, and 
this should be remedied given the likely proportion 
of women in both groups. 

	— It would also be useful to investigate further the 
threads of connecting reflective practice and prayer 
in care provision, and the impact of ‘going the extra 
mile’ on staff and volunteers. 

	— The situation for women experiencing severe and 
multiple disadvantage is complex. This needs to be 
witnessed and action taken to challenge the ongoing 
failure to adequately respond and support women. 
Staff and volunteers would benefit from support 
when taking social action (at the micro, meso or 
macro level), or in deciding not to take it, as they 
balance the tensions of supporting women whilst 
fighting for justice. 
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1	 ‘Severe and multiple disadvantage’ explains the things that happen to people 
because of society’s actions, rather than a person’s own choices. See p. 34 
below for a fuller description.
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Community social care services are under strain. Not 

only have they faced ongoing and drastic cuts following 

the financial crisis (and are likely to face further cuts 

in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic), but for third 

sector services this financial strain has been accompanied 

by greater regulation in response to the increasingly 

bureaucratic demands of local authority funders.1  As 

women are higher users of welfare provision than men, 

they are disproportionately affected by cuts to services or 

benefits.2

Local authority spending power has fallen by 18% since 
2010, and there are knock-on effects – one of which is the £7 
million cut in council funding to domestic violence refuges 
between 2010 and 2018.3

This combination of a heavier 
administrative burden and fewer 
resources to cope with it has had a 
profound effect on service provision 
for women and the way helping 
services respond to those who seek 
their support.4

Many of the issues women 
and girls face are highly gendered 
and are associated with severe 
disadvantage. Women make up 83.5% of victims of domestic 
violence and abuse, whilst men are the defendants in the 
majority of domestic abuse cases (92.1%).5 Victims of sexual 
exploitation are predominantly women exploited by male 
buyers and pimps.6 Evidence gathered in the UK and globally 
shows the sex industry “as a context in which sexual and 
physical violence, perpetrated by men against women and 

Local authority spending 

power has fallen by 18% 

since 2010, including a 

£7 million cut in council 

funding to domestic 

violence refuges from 

2010-18.
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girls, is pervasive.”7 It is mainly women who sell sex or 
exchange sex for other goods or services that they need 
(such as rent, drugs and so on), and men who are the buyers 
and pimps.8  The demand for buying sex informs supply, and 
women are trafficked by organised crime networks who exploit 
this demand.9

Restrictions on what support third sector providers can 
offer women frequently stem from expectations set as part of 
commissioning processes, often in response to national policy 
directives.10 These restrictions, alongside diminishing funding, 
have transformed the landscape of third sector women’s 
services in recent years, leading some organisations to close 
and others to merge.11 Without third sector women’s services, 
there has been a greater reliance on statutory provision,12 and 
these are key services that are also struggling and unable to 
provide much beyond their basic statutory duties.13

As a result, there has been 
steadily increasing demand for the 
decimated specialist third sector 
women’s services.14 A vicious circle 
has been created, within which 
“women are paying the price”.15

There are many services funded 
mostly or in their entirety by non-
governmental bodies, either from 
charitable giving, philanthropy, 
or religious groups, meaning the 

resources they rely on are not restricted by governmental 
policy. This gives organisations greater levels of creativity and 
autonomy.16 In a challenging community landscape, this allows 

There are many services 

funded mostly or in 

their entirety by non-

governmental bodies, 

either from charitable 

giving, philanthropy, or 

religious groups.
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helping services to provide support in a way that is valuable, 
and even lifesaving, to women. 

This study
This in-depth study explores the way that Christian 

charities provide support to women experiencing multiple and 
severe disadvantage. It will not just establish whether Christian 
charities are filling a gap in welfare provision, but consider 
how this support is provided and experienced, and what can be 
learnt from it.

The following research questions underpinned this study:

	— In what ways do Christian charities explain the support 
they offer to women experiencing multiple and severe 
disadvantage? 

	— What are staff and volunteers’ experiences of providing 
help and support to women?

	— How are the values of faith-based organisations evident in 
the way volunteers and staff support women?

	— What can be learnt about (and from) the ways Christian 
charities provide support to women?

The first part of this report establishes the context of 
this research. It summarises the wider literature about the 
intersecting lived experiences of women – the things that 
happen to women. It also gives an overview of what is known 
about the way women experience helping services, clarifying 
the importance that should be given to the way women are 
met and heard when seeking support. Part one concludes 
with a brief overview of faith-based social care provision, and 
briefly outlines the way faith-based organisations (FBOs) tend 
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to provide unconditional support, and how this is helpful to 
women experiencing multiple and severe disadvantage. 

Part two of the report sets out the four themes that 
emerged from the interviews with staff and volunteers at six 
Christian charities. This study is a snapshot of the way the 
staff and volunteers talk about their experiences of providing 
support to women at a Christian charity. It is not comparing 
FBO and secular care provision, and the findings should be read 
in this context.

The first theme, to trust and be trusted, explores how 
trusting relationships are needed to support women who 
have histories of trauma, and the priority of creating safe 
environments. 

Valuing women illustrates the way beliefs and values of 
staff and volunteers informed how they met and provided 
support to women. Staff and volunteers talked about how they 
saw women they supported in the image of God, as equals, 
with whom it was a privilege to work. This moved them away 
from the potential power imbalance that can arise in the 
practitioner/client relationship, particularly when supporting 
individuals who are commonly stigmatised. 

Prayer: A gift, reflection, and unity examines the frequent 
mention of prayer throughout the interviews. There is 
discussion about the way it can be offered as a gift to the 
women staff and volunteers support, as a place and time 
to pause and reflect on their work, and a way to connect to 
others.

The final theme, Resources: tensions and opportunities, 
explores the ways in which organisations drew on their 
resources, often by taking creative or longer-term approaches, 
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to fill the gaps left by statutory services. However, there were 
also tensions which left staff and volunteers torn between 
either supporting individual women or campaigning for wider 
change to provision.

The key messages of this study are set out in the 
conclusion. Attention is brought to the invisibility of the 
charities and the women that they help; the way many staff 
and volunteers infuse their faith into practice and its impact on 
how they meet and support women; and how the application 
of relational approaches leads women to be valued and met in 
a way that is more helpful to them, underpinned by a detailed 
knowledge of lived experiences and the barriers to accessing 
support.

Recommendations focus on: the need for greater 
recognition and value of the work of Christian charities in 
supporting women; that services and staff should be supported 
in challenging unhelpful practice and oppressive systems they 
witness in the course of their work; and how support should 
be made available to those services that decide to take social 
action at a micro, meso or macro level.

There is much to be learnt from the way Christian 
charities involved in this study provided support, in particular 
their relational approach to care. The recommendations 
highlight the opportunity for FBOs to bring their resources 
and approaches to care to provide safe, secure, and supported 
housing for women. In addition, elements of this research 
would benefit from further exploration, including: women and 
FBOs; prayer and reflective practice in care provision; and the 
impact of ‘going the extra mile’ on staff and volunteers.
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Research methodology

This is an in-depth qualitative study, in which semi-
structured interviews were used to hear the experiences of 21 
staff and volunteers (all female) who worked at six Christian 
charities supporting women experiencing “multiple and severe 
disadvantage” (see p. 34 for a fuller description of this term). 

Broadly the charities were providing support to women 
involved in prostitution, those who had been trafficked, and 
victims, survivors and perpetrators of domestic violence and 
abuse (DVA). All the organisations were based in England apart 
from one project delivering services in Amsterdam as part 
of the charity’s international work. Of the charities based in 
England, three were based in London, one in a large Midlands 
town, and one in a city in the North-East.

Charities provided support to women through outreach;17 
drop-in appointments at a centre; group activities; one-to-one 
support and advocacy; group structured recovery programmes; 
and through residential care at a safehouse.

Organisations were identified as Christian FBOs, using 
the frame of reference established by researchers exploring 
FBOs and support provided to victims and survivors of modern 
slavery.18 Here it has been amended to replace the terms faith 
and religion with ‘Christian’. Therefore, this study identified 
Christian FBOs by examining the presence of: “explicit or 
implicit Christian references in the mission statement and 
other documents; any links to a specific Christian institution 
(e.g. a church); whether profiles of trustees and staff 
stated their Christian faith or membership of a Christian 
body; and any requirements for Christian affiliation in job 
advertisements.” 
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Staff and volunteers were asked four broad questions 
about the journey to their current role and what they do, 
the experience of providing help and support to others, and 
the way they understood faith-based values informing their 
work. The questions were kept to a minimum, so as not to 
limit participants’ narratives. The role of the social researcher 
is to encourage participants to reflect on their everyday 
experiences, so that they can understand the world as seen by 
individuals and the meanings they apply to it.19

Ethical approval was granted by St. Mary’s University 
Ethics Sub-Committee and the Salvation Army Research and 
Development Service. Interviews were carried out via video 
calls between November 2020 and September 2021. Written 
consent was sought from participants at the beginning of each 
interview, and all were audio recorded and later transcribed. 
These transcriptions were coded and thematically analysed 
using NVivo software. 

Interviewees were asked to provide another name so they 
could recognise themselves in the research whilst remaining 
anonymous. We have further maintained this anonymity by 
not linking organisations to interviewees in this report, and 
changing the names of places. 

A note on the impact of COVID-19

When this research project was initially conceived, we 
intended to talk to women who received support from the 
Christian charities involved in the research. We wanted to hear 
from women about the ways they experienced helping services, 
what they noticed about faith-based provision, and what was 
helpful or otherwise. 

However, the first COVID-19 lockdown began in parallel 
with the start of the research, making it impossible to carry out 
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face-to-face interviews with women who accessed the Christian 
charities for reasons of their own safety and broader ethical 
concerns. We refocused the project to hear from staff and 
volunteers only. Additionally, during this time many helping 
services had to adjust the way they provided support; a little of 
this experience has been heard in the interviews.

To ensure women’s voices are at the heart of this report, 
and to provide context for the interviews with support staff 
and volunteers, quotes from two previous studies have been 
interwoven with the text of Part One.20 The first explored the 
decisions and choices women experiencing multiple and severe 
disadvantage make when seeking help and support, and heard 
from 11 women attending a faith-based service in an English 
city.21  The second study heard from 114 women located across 
England, about their experiences of exiting prostitution and 
the available support.22  Women are identified by their name 
or as a study participant, and so forth, depending on how they 
were represented in the research.
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Intersecting lived experiences:  
The things that happen to women

It is essential that the quality and access of services for 
women are improved, particularly for women experiencing 
multiple and severe disadvantage. For some, the lack of access 
to services, or the decision to leave them, can cause further 
harm to their safety and wellbeing.1 If a helping service is how 
the community provides support to women and it fails to do so 
in a way that is helpful, then the implications of this must be 
understood. 

There remains a “high prevalence of institutional 
misunderstanding” about the needs and experiences of women, 
particularly in relation to the subtle nature of coercion and 
abuse they can be subjected to.2 When women find their local 
service is not hugely helpful or doesn’t make them feel safe 
(where their only choice is accept or refuse the support on 
offer), there are then gaps in support and further complexity 
in navigating systems. There are fatal ramifications for women 
when they are unable to access effective, trustworthy and 
reliable support when they need it.3 

What is ‘need’ and why is it important?

The term ‘need’, and its role in enabling access to 

resources, is interwoven into the fabric of the UK welfare 

provision and its helping services. 

This language of need was embedded in the NHS and 

Community Care Act 1990, with the initial intention to 

ensure services responded to and aligned with individual 

‘need’. Individuals are assessed and defined by their 

‘need’, and this has significant implications for their 
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access to help and support. Judgements around who 

needs a service, or whose ‘needs’ are too complex for a 

particular service to handle, have become tied up with 

resource allocation, cost rationing and control.4

However, ‘need’ is a difficult concept to define,5 and if 

women’s experiences (the things that happen to them) 

are not viewed as needs in law and policy, women will 

be left without access to help when they require it. 

Who gets to define personal need, and what their own 

(contested) understanding of the term encompasses, has 

significant implications for potential service users.

For example, in an evaluation of domestic violence and 

abuse (DVA) provision in the Midlands,6 service providers 

remarked on the barriers they had witnessed when trying 

to support survivors of DVA considered to have complex 

needs, which included women being portrayed as non-

compliant, or ’too-complex’ to house or engage with 

available services. 

…I can think of one particular woman – all day on the phone 

trying to find refuge space and we kept getting the same 

reply that the woman’s needs were too high and she would 

put other women at risk or she would put other children 

at risk because of her drug taking or mental health issues, 

and then she was killed. Literally that happened on the 

Friday [trying to find refuge] and I came back into work on 

the Monday and she was killed. I can think of six or seven 

women that we know have been killed at the point of trying 

to say “I am not safe and I need to go [into refuge]” but 

their needs were “too high” for those services. 

Support worker7 
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Needs: Complex, multiple, and intersecting?

Sometimes the term ‘complex needs’ is used to describe 

those who have had lots of things happen to them for 

which they would benefit from support. However, it is 

a term that gives the impression that the individual is 

responsible for many of the things that have happened to 

them.

In contrast, the term ‘severe and multiple disadvantage’ 

explains the things that happen to people because of 

society’s actions.8 It refocuses attention to the impact 

society, and all that encompasses, has on individuals.9 

Adults facing severe and multiple disadvantage are often 

living at the very margins of society and are less likely to 

access helping services or benefit from them when they 

do, finding it difficult to engage with multiple services.10 

It reflects a failure of helping services if individuals 

have to seek support from a wide range of providers to 

respond to the multiple things that have happened to 

them, rather than being able to seek help from a holistic, 

central provider.11 This is particularly problematic when 

we consider how current support provision is siloed 

according to need.

...she didn’t want to know... She was saying to me that 

she’s there to support people that come in for showers and 

mostly drug addiction, and she doesn’t really deal with 

domestic violence.

Anne12

The term ‘intersecting experiences’ is used in this report, 

alongside severe and multiple disadvantage, to reflect this 

awareness and how the things that happen to women are 
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interwoven with systems of power, oppression and social 

inequalities. This reflects the intersectional approach13 

applied in this research, which has provided a useful way 

to explore the interdependent nature of the things that 

happen to women.

Understanding the complexity of women’s lives and 
the intersecting nature of the things that happen to them 
is essential when considering how support can be helpfully 
provided. This section explores some of the intersecting lived 
experiences reported by women facing severe and multiple 
disadvantage. It demonstrates how the things that happen 
to women interweave and create 
increasingly complex circumstances. 
This should be read and understood 
in the context of the wide range of 
demographic factors that affect us 
all, including age, class, ethnicity, 
culture, education, and so on. 

Childhood trauma and 

mental wellbeing

My mum and biological dad, we 
lived together for about four years from birth, they used to beat 
each other up though, and he used to beat me up as well… she 
accused him of trying to kill me. 

Tess14

There is now growing understanding about the impact on 
adults of complex trauma associated with childhood abuse and 
neglect.15 Significant numbers of women and men who have 
been sexually exploited and/or experience multiple and severe 
disadvantage as an adult have also been victims/survivors 

There remains a “high 

prevalence of institutional 

misunderstanding” about 

the needs and experiences 

of women.
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of violence and childhood abuse or neglect.16 Many women 
involved in prostitution report that this involvement began 
before they were eighteen years old – in other words, they 
were a victim of child sexual exploitation, and this exploitation 
has continued into adulthood.17 

Childhood abuse and trauma adds to a complex picture 
of mental wellbeing. Experiencing violence and abuse has a 
significant long-term impact on mental health and wellbeing.18

…I am really up and I go down as well, very fast I go up and 
down, very fast… so you know, much better than I was, because 
before I was very, very angry, very angry as well, very angry 
for what happened, I was really angry, and I got more and more 
angry… and I don’t want to be nasty and malicious. 

Judy19

We also know that individuals disassociate themselves 
from their experiences to cope, enabling a kind of protection 
from the emotional impact of trauma. Dissociation can reduce 
internal conflict and cognitive dissonance; it is described as “an 
extreme version of the denial that occurs daily in all sectors 
of society; bad things are ignored, or we pretend they will go 
away, or we will call them by another name.”20 However, such 
dissociation can put individuals at risk of further victimisation 
in the future as it may cause them to ignore or miss indicators 
of potential harm.21

This process of dissociating from the things that have 
happened is described to researchers by two women who were 
involved in, or previously involved in, prostitution.22 

I’ve got this ability to keep my head completely separated 
from my body. It’s two different entities. Two different bodies and 
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one does not interfere with the other. I suspect that the way I was 
brought up, the childhood, would have facilitated that. 

Study participant23

But I think I genuinely switch off. I think that they call it 
disassociation, don’t they? And they say that it’s a bad thing, but 
then would it be a good thing if you didn’t? 

Study participant24

Money, debt, and criminal records

Experiences of poverty also make women vulnerable 
to exploitation and abuse, with many women indicating 
initial involvement in prostitution being driven by the need 
to fund accommodation, food and other costs associated 
with supporting children.25 In addition, 95% of women who 
experience domestic abuse report experiencing economic 
abuse.26 Debt and financial issues continue to entrap women, 
preventing them from completing education or training, in 
turn impacting on their future employment options.27

DVA is recognised as playing a major part in female 
offending,28 with at least 60% of female offenders who have 
been supervised in the community or in custody reporting that 
they have experienced domestic abuse.29 There are broader 
associations between victimisation and criminality, with a 
significant number of women having criminal records resulting 
from acts of survival, including through involvement in 
prostitution, illicit drug use, or acquisitive crimes such as theft. 
Criminal records have a far-reaching impact for women, making 
it more complicated when trying to create positive change in 
their lives, particularly when looking for employment.30

While numbers of women in prison have steadily 
increased, this has not been reflected in the nature of the 
offences committed requiring a custodial sentencing.31 
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Women’s involvement in the criminal justice system creates 
further disadvantage, bringing attention to the cumulative 
impact of women’s intersecting lived experiences.32 For 
example, women remanded in prison or on a short sentence 
risk losing their housing, which is particularly significant for 
those who are primary carers for young children.33

Somewhere safe

It is essential that women can access safe and secure 
accommodation. Homelessness creates further precarity in the 
lives of women, increasing isolation and potentially creating 
harmful dependencies on men.34 As Judy explains,

Come out of jail you’ve got nowhere to go, you end up here, 
or you end up back in jail, because 
you’ve got nowhere to go… and in the 
end I got sleeping with somebody or 
got in somewhere which isn’t good for 
them and putting up with things they 
shouldn’t put up with for a place to stay, 
sleeping with some old man that’s 70 
because they’ve got nowhere to go… 

Judy35

A similar situation is echoed by 
one of the women interviewed by 

researchers hearing about how women exited prostitution:36

At the end of the day, he was a customer that I was living 
with, and even though he wanted me to get clean and that was 
a condition that I was living there…Another condition was that 
I was having sex with him regularly. He was an old guy. I didn’t 
particularly want to have sex with him. 

Study participant

There is now growing 

understanding about 

the impact on adults of 

complex trauma associated 

with childhood abuse and 

neglect.
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When living on the streets, women are further exposed 
to sexual abuse, violence and stigmatisation. As a result they 
often conceal themselves from those who exploit, and in doing 
so are also hidden from helping services.37 The priority of 
finding somewhere to sleep each night can overtake concerns 
about anything else, including attending helping services or 
programmes of support. 

In mixed hostel accommodation, the way women are met 
and responded to by other residents 
and staff can leave women feeling 
unsafe, increasing their vulnerability 
if they leave and end up sleeping 
on the streets, on others’ sofas, or 
in crack houses.38 Here a woman 
talks about living in a mixed hostel 
accommodation.39

I’m living in a hostel with all the working girls and junkies, 
and I hate it. Basically. But there’s nothing I can do to change it, 
except wait to be offered a flat or commit suicide. 

Study participant40

The precarity in people’s lives created by homelessness, 
nearly always intersecting with other lived experiences, 
creates opportunities for (further) exploitation. It is reported 
that most British nationals who become victims of trafficking 
had been sleeping rough and/or experienced mental illness 
and/or had a learning disability.41 If this precarity remains 
for victims and survivors of modern slavery when they leave 
the support framework of the National Referral Mechanism42, 
the risk of being re-trafficked is particularly high (for 
example, if someone does not have access to safe and secure 
accommodation).43

95% of women who 

experience domestic 

abuse report experiencing 

economic abuse.
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Substance use

If you see a woman down the street yeah and she might be 
acting a bit loopy or she might be under the influence of drugs 
or shouting to herself why don’t you stop and think about what 
that person has been through to make them like that, it could be 
domestic abuse, could be sexual abuse… they weren’t born like 
that. And they didn’t say when they was at school that when I 
grow up I want to be a drug addict or homeless. Don’t be so quick 
to judge and tarnish people… 

Sally44

Drug and alcohol use is reportedly high amongst those 
involved in prostitution, and DVA survivors are also at a 
higher risk of substance use.45 It is impossible to separate 
cause and effect amongst survivors who use substances and 
experience mental ill-health.46 For example, Anne said that 
she “self-medicated myself from when I was a very young age 
with heroin”; Sally commented that drinking “helped me cope 
with being on the streets”; Tina reported that her alcohol use 
increased steadily after her son was taken into the care of the 
local authority.47

The wider experiences and histories of women must again 
be appreciated, rather than rushing to neat assumptions that 
drug use is a particular motivator for involvement in things 
like prostitution.48 Frequently, continued use of substances is a 
way to self-medicate and manage the psychological impact of 
abuse and exploitation, in addition to finding ways to support a 
partner’s drug and/or alcohol use in complex relationships.49 

Many helping services state they are unable to support, 
or only have limited number of places, for those using drugs 
and/or alcohol, creating further barriers for women already 
experiencing multiple and severe disadvantage through their 
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intersecting lived experiences. This can leave women unable 
to access help until they have stopped using substances, with 
little attention given to the reason why they are using drugs 
and/or alcohol in the first place. 

Being a mother

There needs to be better consideration of women’s role as 
mothers. For women experiencing repeated removal of their 
children through social services intervention, there is limited 
aftercare support available.50

Rightly embedded within our 
child protection legislation is the 
central premise that the child’s 
needs are paramount.51 However, 
the needs of women are a lesser 
consideration – to the point that 
once involvement of social services 
with children has ended, so ends 
the support available for mothers. 
Women who were experiencing such 
difficulties that they were unable to 
care for their child are often left without any support.52

My son was taken off me, and my little girl was took into 
care… I was in such an abusive, abusive domestic violence 
relationship. I was just such a broken person. 

Anne53

…Was just used to having my kids around me and all of a 
sudden I was a single person again and umm…I had a lot to do, 
because when you go to court you’ve got so much to do… you’re 
bombarded with appointments… you know…. I really had a lot to 
do. I was very busy, but very lonely. 

Debbie54

The precarity in 

people’s lives created 

by homelessness, nearly 

always intersecting with 

other lived experiences, 

creates opportunities for 

(further) exploitation.
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Children also provide women with the main motivation 
to seek change in their lives, Anne said that having her child 
removed by the local authority was like a lightbulb going on, “I 
was like, this is the wakeup call”.55

…my long-term dream… to get my daughter back and be a 
good mum, it’s not too late, well she’s ten now, it’s still going to, 
it’s still bad but yeah, I’ve got to start somewhere… 

Jane56 

Grief, loss, and networks of support

Removal of children is part of a wider experience of grief 
and loss. In a previous study,57 women’s experiences of grief 
and loss permeated throughout the interviews. These were 
experiences that spanned from childhood to present day. 
Women talked about parents dying when they were children, 
being abandoned by parents, and their children dying. 

…when my son died I used to be… I had a temper but I just felt 
anger against the damn world… I was just thinking why me, what 
have I done? I must be cursed or something. 

Sally58

Rarely are women asked 
about the grief and loss they have 
experienced when helping services 
assess their needs. However, when 
we think about the attachments and 
support networks that are lost, the 
impact on help-seeking is sizeable. 
Poor care-seeking experiences are 
often mitigated by support of friends 
and family.59

Frequently, continued use 

of substances is a way to 

self-medicate and manage 

the psychological impact of 

abuse and exploitation.
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Very simply, little attention is 
given to the support that is often 
needed by many of us to attend 
appointments, to have someone to 
walk beside us on difficult journeys. 
If we pay attention to the experience 
of grief and loss, and its impact on 
how women seek help and support, 
then we better understand that 
many women are left in complex and dangerous circumstances, 
making difficult choices and decisions without the support 
from friends and family that many of us benefit from. 

Helping services: Understanding why 
women attend, leave and return

Understanding what is helpful to women when they are 
seeking help and support is essential. So often we hear that 
someone ‘wasn’t motivated enough’ to attend a service, or 
they ‘didn’t engage’ (turn up at the allotted time and speak 
to an identified keyworker), and frequently they are then 
‘discharged’ from that service. There needs to be greater 
appreciation of why and how women attend, leave, or return 
to helping services, and better awareness of the actions 
practitioners and organisations need to take to create an 
environment that is deemed safe enough by women so they can 
benefit from the help available.

I was like on the bus here, there, here, there, every day and 
eventually I was just… Cause mentally I was in a bad way, 
from my domestic violence and my drinking and my drugs 
and everything I was just a mess… my head was like a washing 
machine on spin… you’ve got to try and concentrate, go to art 
lesson then go to… this alcohol talk then go to…. and everything 

Many helping services state 

they are unable to support, 

or only have limited number 

of places, for those using 

drugs and/or alcohol.
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is in different parts of the city you know, you’ve got to go from 
there to there to there. 

Jane60

Helping services are often organised to respond to a single 
need or problem, such as mental wellbeing, substance use or 
experiences of domestic abuse. This can lead to fragmented 
services – a challenge which is recognised in the repeated 
emphasis in policy on multi-agency collaboration and 
integrated care.61

Services are not only siloed by way of the issues to which 
they will respond, but there are variations in access criteria, 
intervention, and the time support available. Women with 
intersecting lived experiences are expected to attend different 
services that respond to the different things that have 
happened to them. This can be confusing, impenetrable, and 
exhausting.

Knowing you have a need and help is available

Before accessing a service for help and support, 
individuals must know the things that have happened to them 
are considered ‘needs’, that they are entitled to support, and 
that support is available. Women talk about the things that 
happen to them, but (unsurprisingly) rarely refer to their 
experiences in the language required by policymakers and 
statutory services (i.e. the technical language of need, see 
above pp. 32-35).62 

This requires professionals delivering or developing 
services to understand how women understand and explain the 
things that have happened to them, and then being clear about 
the way support services can help women who have had these 
experiences. 
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Accompanying women to appointments at other helping 
services is an essential element of effective service delivery. 
For many women with intersecting lived experiences, being 
sign-posted to another helping service fails to understand 
the impact of the things that have happened to them in their 
previous experience of care-seeking.63

Megan came with me to my court case, on Monday… she 
volunteered, you know she said to me can I send a statement, a 
witness statement about you? And I said are you sure? No, no, 
I want to, so she did. Then she asked to come… I said you don’t 
have to and she said, then she offered to pay… so, that’s someone 
who cares; she didn’t have to do all of that. 

Storm63

…she’s been really supportive like, she met me there, she came 
with me, saying if that place isn’t suitable don’t give up… you 
know we can go on to the computer and look for other centres 
and things like that. 

Sally64

Models of service provision are often based on different 
assumptions regarding individuals’ motivations and behaviour 
to access help and support. Some 
projects promote help-seeking while 
others tend to be more coercive, 
such as court ordered community 
rehabilitation programmes, child 
protection plans, or requirements to 
follow care plans to access further 
help and support (such as better 
housing options). 

Many services operate on 
a conditional basis, such as requiring women to attend 

There needs to be greater 

appreciation of why and 

how women attend, 

leave, or return to helping 

services.
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appointments at times, frequency, venues, and geographical 
locations that suit services, yet which are often very hard to 
fulfil for women whose everyday lives are already challenging 
and complex. The practical and often coercive demands of 
service attendance can be very difficult for women.65

I didn’t like going to the Brixton Road project every time 
because there is too many bad associates for me up there…they 
all hang out outside just waiting for each other. 

Tess66

The geographical location of a service also impacts 
women’s ability to access support, either through transport 
costs, lack of transport, or because a service is in a place to 
which a woman does not want to return, either because it 
brings with it bad memories, or the risk of bumping into people 
they would rather avoid. Sandy said she chose not to go to a 
mental health appointment as it was in an area she wanted to 
avoid because of past experiences. 

I just didn’t turn up… just couldn’t do it. 
Sandy67

Barriers experienced by DVA survivors seeking help 

and support

The difficulties and inequalities experienced by DVA 

survivors when they seek help and support have been 

recorded across a number of studies.68 They include not 

being able to access a service because of its geographical 

location and economic and social barriers, including those 

found in language, culture, and disabled accessibility.6970 

In addition, DVA survivors are also affected by attitudes of 
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victim blaming,71 where they are left feeling culpable for 

the victimisation they have experienced.

Developing trusting relationships: How 

women are met and heard

Women, unsurprisingly, ‘read’ professional carers’ 
behaviour and decide if they are going to help, leaving services, 
or not returning where they feel the response is negative or 
unhelpful.72 For example, Jane said that reading people’s body 
language was one way she was able to overcome her ‘trust 
barrier’. 

The way… their body language… isn’t it, body language I 
don’t know... I can’t put it in words… but it’s just that feeling… of 
safety… hope… help… that you’re going… that you’re looking for… 

Jane73

Women decide if staff and services are trustworthy by 
noticing body language and assessing whether people seem to 
care.74

The way like they used to speak to you like it’s just, like the 
vibe I used to get off her, you know, and when she would speak to 
me she’d never look me in the eye or just wee things like that. 

Anne75

For women to receive effective support, it is essential 
that professional caregivers understand the dynamics of 
help-seeking and respond appropriately.76 This is particularly 
important when we consider women’s experiences of trauma 
and previous experiences of help-seeking.

Previous experiences of trauma and unsuccessful attempts 
at help-seeking is the key context in which women seek 
support, and in the way they should be met in services.77 For 
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many it is a priority to recover 
from trauma before addressing 
other concerns in their lives, and 
relational and trauma-informed care 
approaches78 establish principles to 
improve responses for those seeking 
help and support.79 

Those who have experienced 
violence and abuse in the past due to 
the “absence of a safe environment” 
may find the trauma creates 

obstacles to accessing support,80 making it essential that places 
of safety are created for women to promote better outcomes 
and quality of support. However, a sense of safety is more than 
just the practical management of a space. 

It’s a safe place for a woman and not only that, you’ve got 
people that… people that will go listen to you and do what they 
say they are going to do. 

Sally81

There are several factors that are known to be helpful to 
women when seeking help and support. Some of these relate to 
obvious practical issues, such as being able to get to a service, 
being able to manage services around childcare and avoiding 
anyone who might make women feel unsafe, and the timings, 
length, and frequency of appointments. It is also important 
to women that support staff take time to listen and that they 
feel they are listened to, and that this is respected and kept 
confidential.82

Someone I can unload and tell them how I really feel about 
what’s going on in my life and in confidence and know that it 
wouldn’t be gossiped about… 

Many services operate on 

a conditional basis, such as 

requiring women to attend 

appointments at times, 

frequency, venues, and 

geographical locations that 

suit services.
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Sally83

I knew that they were there to get me and my kids back 
together do you know. So then I knew I could be honest and not to 
be scared and open up and trust them. 

Anne84

[The service has a] relaxed atmosphere and understanding, 
it’s just the patience, just the patience that the staff have here 
with you was just, I haven’t found it really anywhere else… warm 
and friendly and I wasn’t sure about some of the women in here 
but I could see how they just felt like they belonged, you could 
see how they felt like they belonged… It probably made people’s 
behaviour a bit better… than usual… including me as well, it 
made me a lot calmer when I came here. 

Jasmine85

Shaped by faith: Faith-based 
social care provision

The severe and multiple disadvantage experienced by 
women is well-documented. However, less is known about 
the way Christian charities provide support to women, which 
this study seeks to explore. FBOs86 are shaped by faith or 
underpinned by faith tradition, although the work they do is 
not necessarily overtly religious.87 As previous Theos research 
has shown, FBOs are not homogenous groups – in terms of 
either their motivation or approaches – and generalisations 
cannot be made about their activities or impact.88 However, 
they are frequently supporting individuals who could be 
considered the most marginalised in our society. 

It is often suggested that FBOs are filling gaps left by the 
withdrawal of welfare state provision from public life, and this 
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role has also been widely unpacked in previous Theos research, 
as well as a range of academic studies.89

In many cases, this ‘gap filling’ is the most valuable 
contribution FBOs can make, and indeed, many FBOs appear to 
offer services very similar to the secular counterparts they are 
replacing or supplementing. The authors of a previous study 
exploring the role of faith in social care services observed that: 

Faith matters in important ways, especially in terms of 
resources and the approach to programs and clients… we find 
that faith is not a good predictor of how an agency operates and 
its interactions with clients… only a relatively small percentage of 
all FBOs are distinctively different from secular agencies or other 
types of FBOs.90

These comments are also reflected in studies which have 
sought to understand the ways that 
faith shapes service delivery and 
is experienced by service users.91 
Interviewees who accessed services 
for homeless people reported “no 
obvious difference in quality or 
integrity of care provided by staff in 
projects that were known to be faith-
based or secular.”92

It is suggested that this is partly 
because FBOs must carefully manage 
the implications for accessing 
government funding alongside the 

values of their organisation and way the service operates. This 
is also the case for secular organisations operating in complex 
political spaces, such as those supporting refugees. The reality 
is that “many voluntary agencies now compete in civil markets 

Theos research has 

shown that FBOs are not 

homogenous groups – in 

terms of either their 

motivation or approaches 

– and generalisations 

cannot be made about their 

activities or impact.
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where smart just-in-time projects are in much more demand 
than complex interventions with unknown or not measurable 
outcomes.”93 To clarify, both secular and FBO third-sector 
organisations compete in civil markets and are delivering these 
smart just-in time projects. It is useful here to echo comments 
made in another study, that “it is important to highlight that 
we and our participants do not view the world as one made up 
of two dichotomous groups of service providers – some faith-
based, some secular.”94

At the same time, various studies have suggested that 
FBOs are more likely to favour unconditional approaches to 
providing support, aligning with their ideals of unconditional 
hospitality and care, as opposed to highly interventionist 
approaches that tend to be endorsed by Government.95

These unconditional approaches, or non-interventionist 
provision, tend to have an open-
door policy, whereas interventionist 
services require individuals to 
engage with programmes of 
support. Whilst some may critique 
the unconditional approaches 
for seeming to leave individuals 
to continue with behaviours that 
are harming their wellbeing, it is 
understood that those experiencing 
multiple and severe disadvantage are 
more likely to access unconditional rather than interventionist 
provision.96

Many FBOs appear to offer 

services very similar to 

the secular counterparts 

they are replacing or 

supplementing.
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Women’s experiences of help-seeking 

from Christian charities

There is little previous research focusing on how 
FBOs support women experiencing multiple and severe 

disadvantage. However, as noted 
above, FBOs’ preference to provide 
unconditional support is helpful to 
women, particularly for those who 
have extensive histories of trauma.

The research here explores how 
Christian charities provide help and 
support to women with intersecting 
lived experiences and what can be 
learned from this. Part Two sets out 
the four themes that emerged from 

the in-depth original research conducted in 2020-21, where the 
report authors heard from 21 staff and volunteers based at six 
charities. 

At the same time, various 

studies have suggested 

that FBOs are more likely 

to favour unconditional 

approaches to providing 

support.
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How, then, do Christian services meet women experiencing 

multiple and severe disadvantage, and what can be learned 

from their practices? We carried out 21 in-depth interviews 

with staff and volunteers at six Christian charities 

supporting women experiencing severe and multiple 

disadvantage; these interviews were analysed thematically, 

and the research brought light to the elements of care that 

were distinctive, if not unique, to FBOs. 

This in-depth study is a snapshot of the way staff and 
volunteers talk about their experiences of providing support 
to women at a Christian charity, it is not comparing FBO and 
secular care provision, and the findings should be read in this 
context.

The four themes identified explore: how services 
understand the lived experiences of women and the priority of 
creating environments and interactions of trust and safety; the 
way they value women; the role of prayer in their work; and 
the tensions and opportunities involved in resourcing support. 

To trust and be trusted

And I think the women that we get, who are survivors… 
they’ve devised lots of strategies to deal with abnormal 
behaviour. 

Katy

The most difficult thing for me in this job is when people find 
it difficult to accept that their life can change. Because of the 
abuse that they went through, they find it difficult to believe 
that people are helping them out and are there to help them 
genuinely. 

Angela
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That trust is so essential, when there’s not trust, like things 
will happen, you know, [when] there’s no trust, you can set all 
the goals, you can make a plan, you can do all those things.  But if 
that trust isn’t there, the things aren’t going to happen. 

Margaret

For help and support to be beneficial to women, they 
have to feel that they can trust the people providing help 
and support.1 The things that happen to women adversely 
affect how they trust others to help them, including those in 
helping organisations. It is essential for staff and volunteers to 

understand how this trust is eroded 
through the things that happen to 
women, including previous poor 
experiences of help and support. 
The staff and volunteers involved in 
this study explain some of the things 
they needed to consider and do to 
be trusted by the women they were 
there to support.

As illustrated earlier in 
this report, it is not enough to 

just provide a helping service. There needs to be detailed 
understanding of women’s intersecting lived experiences and 
how safe and secure environments and interactions can be 
developed. Developing trusting relationships, as Angela, Katy 
and Margaret explain above, is essential to help engender 
positive change in women’s lives.

The things that happen

Whilst we were unable to hear from women directly, 
we did hear from staff and volunteers about the things that 
happened to the women they supported. These accounts reflect 

Housing, without doubt, 

remains a key priority 

for women and an area 

of support that was 

consistently found wanting 

in this study.
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much of what is repeatedly recorded, and outlined earlier in 
this report, about women’s experiences of multiple and severe 
disadvantage. 

Lydia and Alice commented on the multiplicity of things 
that happen to women, and how a failure of support services 
to respond effectively prevents women from having access to 
the help and support that they need. Housing, without doubt, 
remains a key priority for women and an area of support that 
was consistently found wanting in this study.

Lots of issues around housing obviously, maybe it’s not 
obvious, I don’t know…drug addictions, and then domestic abuse. 

Lydia

…mental health is just a massive... Especially with the women 
we work with…so you know we refer women into mental health 
(services) and when they hear about the drugs, they’ll go - get 
yourself sorted, but that’s not really possible… So we keep 
hearing dual diagnosis (services), but we’re not actually seeing it 
really…(it’s) a big thing, because, because of all the trauma and 
everything. 

Alice

Staff and volunteers consistently report the exploitation, 
violence and abuse experienced by the women they supported. 

I think it was either a punter or her boyfriend or something 
and basically in her words you know, he’d given her a good 
slapping and I think she had like a broken rib…but she was so just 
like you know, just like dismissive of it when I mentioned it…it’s 
kind of like that’s what I deserve…

Sarah

It never ceases to amaze me how the scales fall off women’s 
eyes quite quickly…they go from thinking everything’s their fault 
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to thinking, actually, maybe I’m not so rubbish, after all… I find 
it quite scary how some really obvious things aren’t obvious to 
someone that’s been in that kind of situation for years and years. 

Katy

Again, these experiences are intertwined with prior 
bad experiences of support services. Eva sets out how these 
previous negative experiences of seeking help lead to further 
despair. This in turn has significant implications when seeking 
help in the future, and whether women can trust and have 
confidence in those who are purportedly there to help.2

…evidencing domestic abuse is really difficult. Particularly if 
the woman’s absolutely petrified of a perpetrator, and is afraid 
to report it, hasn’t been heard in the past, hasn’t had good 
experiences of social services or, or other agencies. And so, you 
know, reluctant to work with them… So they despair, they despair 
of the courts, they despair of the police, not turning up, of not, of 
not supporting, legal costs…getting Legal Aid, fighting in court, or 

getting the housing they need to be safe. 
It goes on. There’s quite a lot of barriers, 
and it’s still very difficult for the victims. 

Eva

Isolation

Diversity of language, literacy 
levels, immigration status, cultural 
variance and disability amongst 
women can lead to isolation and 
challenges when seeking support, 

if services and staff are unable to respond. Such isolation is in 
itself something that can be abused and exploited. It is hard 
to seek help if you don’t know it is there or can’t speak the 
language to communicate the danger you are in. There are 

Staff and volunteers 

again talk about the well-

documented need for 

responsive holistic services 

for women.
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further methods used by those who exploit women to isolate 
them, including removing passports, limiting access to friends 
and family, financial exploitation and withholding wages, 
creating fear about the police and other authority figures, and 
threats of deportation and harm to family. 

Kate talks about how her team try to navigate language 
barriers through information cards they include in gift bags to 
Thai women in massage parlours.

We hope and pray that they do read the information in there, 
we try and make it as clear and as straightforward as possible 
in either Thai or Chinese… hopefully ladies can actually read 
them. Because…we don’t know literacy levels, but we have to do 
something… 

Kate

Sara talks about the bank of volunteer translators they 
rely on to provide support to women:

They come from very different countries, sometimes it’s 
even like communicating the basic stuff. It’s very, very difficult 
because of language barriers. 

Sara

Eva goes on to explain how “financial difficulties, 
transport, childcare needs, that sort of thing” also impact 
women’s ability to access the help and support on offer at 
their centres. This again is a consistently reported challenge 
for women when needing to access support services. They 
frequently have to travel to multiple services at times that are 
difficult to manage because of other responsibilities such as 
childcare. 

Staff and volunteers again talk about the well-documented 
need for responsive holistic services for women, where 
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helping services are preferably based together, are accessible, 
have childcare, and flexible hours and approaches to service 
delivery. There are various examples of wraparound care 
and women’s services hubs being piloted under various 
initiatives,3 but “women’s advocacy services must be restored, 
underpinned by a secure and sustainable specialist women’s 
sector, and more closely integrated into the package of care 
provided by statutory agencies.”4 For some, services coming to 
where the women are is far more helpful.

The biggest challenges for the on-street women is just the 
total chaos that they live in… just simple things like booking 
appointments, or agreeing to meet…you can agree to meet 
somebody for coffee… and 9 times out of 10, you know, they won’t 
turn up and you just have to keep pitching up…and hope that on 
the 10th time, they will turn up. 

Sarah

Too complex

Lydia comments that women they help are frequently 
considered ‘too complex’ to access support. She notes that 
women have to stop using substances before they can access 

better accommodation or mental 
health services, which they would 
benefit from to help address the 
trauma they have experienced. 
This is particularly difficult when 
substance use can be self-medication 
as a coping mechanism5. 

When women have more than one thing happening to 
them which doesn’t fit with the single-issue approach of the 
majority of helping services, then they are left without holistic 
support to recover. Accounts of women being considered ‘too 

Women are frequently 

considered ‘too complex’ to 

access support.
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complex’ for support, and then facing further exploitation 
because of this precarity has been documented elsewhere, 
as mentioned earlier in this report (pp. 32-35, 39-41). The 
following comment from Alice outlines the reality of this 
situation,

So we will often refer, let’s just say to housing for example, 
and they’ll come back and say, oh their needs are too complex. So 
who is going to help? None of the hostels’ accommodation in (this 
city) are geared up for women, it’s mainly male, but with women 
in there…and our research proved that’s where a lot of survival 
sex starts. 

Alice

There have been several attempts to challenge and address 
the view that some women (and men) are too complex to 
support.6 Much of the complexity sits with the way helping 
services are offered, and there has 
been some success found in projects 
that help women to navigate the 
different provision they are expected 
to access.7

Invisible

As explored earlier in this 
report, the things that happen 
to women are multiple and 
intersecting; they are not single 
issues or concerns that can be 
responded to neatly. Jackie comments that the biggest 
challenge in providing help and support to women was 
how to help women “break the cycle…homelessness, drugs, 
prostitution, maybe shoplifting”. 

The things that happen to 

women are multiple and 

intersecting; they are not 

single issues or concerns 

that can be responded to 

neatly.
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Whilst sometimes women are seen as too complex to 
receive the support available, there are other times where their 
needs are rendered invisible by the way policies and practices 
ignore the lived experience of women experiencing multiple 
and severe disadvantage. 

Women are “present in the homeless population, in much 
greater numbers than is generally assumed.”8 Alice and Lydia 
outlined how women are limited in their access to housing 
support through the categorisation of rough sleeping in local 
policy and guidance. It is another area where policy responds 
to the male majority, and women are hidden from sight. 
Women are further isolated and left with difficult choices in 
managing their own safety, putting them at risk of further 
exploitation and abuse.9

A lot of our women that we support sofa surf, as opposed 
to sleep rough…They don’t get classed as the most vulnerable 
because they’re not rough sleeping, but.... but to us sofa surfing 
and the cost of sofa surfing is horrendous. 

Alice

Alice goes on to explain,

We have one delightful quote from a lady saying about 
waking up to something stuck in one end or the other.... that kind 
of thing… It’s just presumed you can be used in that way to get 
a bed…they are not treated as a priority, but most of the women 
won’t go in the hostels and I don’t blame them... 

Alice

The safety, or otherwise, of women in hostels is well 
reported, but underlying this there seems to be an acceptance 
of women being further exploited when they seek help and 
support. 
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In one of the hostels we’ve had... I think it’s five women have 
been raped in the hostel in the past year. How is a place getting 
funded when that’s happening? It’s… and they’re the women we 
know [about]. 

Lydia

For women who have already experienced trauma and 
exploitation, an environment where they are exposed to 
further risk of harm is at odds with what is needed for their 
recovery. This is a failure to respect them as a human being 
who needs safe shelter.

The most difficult thing: to trust and be trusted

Sarah and Sara set out the way women have experienced 
relationships, and the impact this has on their ability to trust 
others. It takes time to build this trust in order to enable an 
effective working relationship and provide the support women 
need to recover from trauma. As Sara underlines, time to 
recover from trauma is very limited 
in the current systems of help and 
support. Yet for many women this 
is essential before they can try to 
address other concerns. 

And then the women on the 
street in particular, most of their 
relationships are just really messed 
up…they’re based on use, you know, 
either men using them or you know 
them using like other people. 

Sarah 

At the beginning, it’s difficult 
to build a relationship of trust… 
Because they had terrible 

Participants talk about 

funding which gives them 

greater freedoms in the 

way they provide support 

to women; enabling 

them to work in a way 

that doesn’t respond to 

particular outcomes or key 

performance indicators 

linked to short term 

funding.
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experience. Sometimes they never had, I guess, a positive memory 
of [a] nice and positive relationship. So sometimes it is difficult to 
start…building a relationship of trust with them…recovering from 
those traumatic experiences…the system in general, doesn’t allow 
them to take the time that they ideally need to…fully recover 
from that experience. 

Sara 

This reflection below by Lydia, talks about how the little 
things make a difference, that something that is just a basic act 
of human goodwill and kindness can have such an impact on 
others. 

One of the things that I found strangely, very painful, is…
when the women on the street have told me something I’ve 
done for them, that in the grand scheme of things is nothing…a 

woman who said to me - you let me go 
sleep in your car outside the chemist 
while we were waiting for the chemist 
to come back to get on her first dose of 
methadone. - and I’m like, yeah, that’s 
nothing, that is nothing. And you’re 
telling people that I did this, like it’s some 
great thing. 

Lydia

We know from previous 
research that the little things 
matter, that women look to test how 

trustworthy and reliable support workers are, for example 
through the way that they are met and if staff and volunteers 
do the things that they have promised to do.10 

In this study staff and volunteers frequently talk about 
the flexibility they have in their work. For example, staff can 

Amongst wider discussions 

about beliefs and values, 

staff and volunteers 

frequently describe how 

they meet women as 

meeting women in the 

image of God.
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be flexible with their time. They can keep showing up week 
after week with what elsewhere might be considered limited 
success. They also talk about funding which gives them greater 
freedoms in the way they provide support to women; enabling 
them to work in a way that doesn’t respond to particular 
outcomes or key performance indicators linked to short term 
funding. They can meet and support women where they are 
and in a way that is helpful to them.

This broadly reflects the literature in terms of the things 
that have happened to women, and in relation to what we 
know about how women experiencing multiple and severe 
disadvantage seek help and support. Trust and consistency are 
essential. 

Staff and volunteers talk about what they do to create 
environments of trust and safety for women, and where they 
feel that they are lacking. Understanding the things that 
happen to women and how these things impact on their help-
seeking is the first step to creating environments that feel 
secure. The next section explores how these environments are 
formed, through the way women are valued.

Valuing women
Amongst wider discussions about beliefs and values, staff 

and volunteers frequently describe how they meet women 
as meeting women in the image of God. Interviewees make 
frequent reference to how the idea of “going the extra mile”, 
taken from the Bible (Matthew 5.41), informs their work. 
Women are to be cherished as individuals who are equals, and 
staff and volunteers talk about the need to be consistently 
committed in their support for women. 
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When asked, most staff 
and volunteers find it difficult 
to verbalise the values of the 
organisations they work for or 
explain how they inform their work. 
Participants say it is hard to put the 
values into words, or easily bring 
them to mind. However, what they 
do talk about is how they bring their 
own beliefs and values to the role. 

Those who don’t identify as 
having a Christian faith explain how 
their personal values are represented 
in the work they do. Additionally, 
one volunteer explains that she sees 
the values of the Christian charity 

she works for as replicating the competency standards of the 
community studies qualification she is completing. Another 
staff member talks about how the Christian values of the 
organisation translate to her Muslim faith. 

Jo reflects on her own values of caring for others and how 
this informs her ideas of setting up a safehouse for women who 
have been trafficked,

When you’re a kid how did your mum and dad help you to 
recover? They didn’t put you into a dark... well, hopefully, they 
didn’t put you in a dark room and give you no nice food, and 
nothing to work for, did they? They gave you a little tray, with 
biscuits and treats and you’d be in a warm place and…and people 
will be showing that they outwardly cared. That puts you a step 
towards getting better. 

Jo

The values that really 

stick out to me…one of 

the biggest ones I think 

is valuing the individual 

and valuing people in their 

God-given image, you 

know, [valuing] people’s 

like, they’re uniquely made 

in the image of God, and 

because of that, they have 

insurmountable worth.
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In the image of God… 

The Christian understanding of human nature begins 

with the idea that humans are created “in the image of 

God”, described in the Bible in Genesis 1.26-27. What does 

this mean? Interpretations naturally differ but we might 

highlight three elements. First, that we are created: we 

do not make ourselves, but are embodied, dependent on 

something else (God) for our existence and flourishing, 

and connected and interdependent with other creatures. 

Second, that each person a special dignity. As human 

beings made in God’s image, we are each intended for 

creativity, productivity, generosity, and love. Third, we 

are relational: made by a God who is a Trinity of love, and 

for relationship with him and one another, without which 

we cannot flourish. Where women are unable to fulfil 

this potential because of the things that have happened 

to them, seeing them in God’s image therefore implies an 

understanding that they are not defined by their negative 

experiences, but have an inherent dignity to be honoured 

– and a wonderful potential to be released.

Meeting women: In the image of God

Staff and volunteers describe the women they support 
as cherished individuals loved by God. They meet women “in 
the image of God”. In doing so they meet women as equals, 
and as individuals who deserve care and respect. Consistently 
throughout the interviews, staff and volunteers talk about 
the privilege that was being able to meet and form working 
relationships with women who access the support of their 
organisation. 
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The values that really stick out to me…one of the biggest ones 
I think is valuing the individual and valuing people in their God-
given image, you know, [valuing] people’s like, they’re uniquely 
made in the image of God, and because of that, they have 
insurmountable worth. And…one person’s worth is never higher 
than the other. And so, with that comes, kind of, an equality of 
care. 

Margaret

Knowing that the women we support are loved and cared for 
by God. And that they are precious individual creations, who…
God has made for a much better life, a much better purpose than 
what they are existing in. And if Jesus came for us to have life 
and have it in abundance…That is not what I see in the lives of 
the women we work with, so I know God has so much more for 
them. 

Lydia

Social care is undertaken within and through 
relationships11 and it is imperative the impact of trauma 
experienced by women is understood when developing and 
delivering helping services.

We know that women have a clear preference for how 
they are met by staff in helping services, and when this doesn’t 
happen, they will leave the service and not return – putting 
them at further risk of harm and exploitation.12 Women often 
approach helping services for support when they are in a state 
of distress, but unsure if they will get the help they need. This 
fact places even greater importance on the way women are 
heard, met, and listened to.

Having a starting point where women are met in the image 
of God, and all that this implies for the staff and volunteers, is 
a powerful dynamic, creating much of what we already know is 
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helpful to develop trusting support relationships. As McClusky 
explains,

Care seekers read faces and respond to what they see 
there, just as we read other people’s faces in response to their 
expressions.13

When care seekers and care givers meet, it is an 
interaction, rather than a one-way communication of help 
given to someone in need.14 Meeting as equals is imperative.

Staff and volunteers describe it as a privilege to work 
alongside women. They understand how hard it is for women 
to trust people to help. The individual value and strength of 
each woman is recognised and respected. 

I see it as a real privilege that women who’ve been so let down, 
damaged by many people allow you into their lives…They’re 
amazing people, amazing women, just like most women are when 
you really get to know somebody. 

Alice

They’re putting their trust in you, which is, you know, why 
would they do that? They’re very brave, they’ve already been 
hurt. And it is a privilege to be able to say, okay, this is a safe 
space that I will make for you. 

Frances

In the previous section we considered the frequent 
invisibility of women (pp. 67-69). There was a sense here that 
seeing women in the image of God made them and their lived 
experiences more visible. The women behind the ‘problems’ 
were seen, and so was the complexity of the things that 
happened to them. 

75

Finding Out More 



The extra mile: forming and maintaining relationships

There was frequent reference to “going the extra mile” 
in the interviews, and this application of scripture (Matthew 
5.41) to the work of the charity underpins some of the essential 
elements of practice which are known to be helpful and 
supportive for women.

…Don’t just go one mile… Go another mile with a person 
in need so you know…that’s where it comes from…you give 
wholeheartedly to what you do. 

Eva

…faith is foremost, because it’s just in everything that we 
do. And I think it’s also the reason why we go the extra mile. 
So for me…it’s more than...just a job…I just feel like faith is in 
everything that we do, in how we interact with the women in 

what we provide…and going the extra 
mile. So we don’t stop, we keep going…

Tola

In response to a question about 
how women might know that they 
(the staff) genuinely cared, Lydia 
comments,

Because of the consistency, and 
sometimes it is dogged determination 
as well…to build and maintain that 
relationship. 

So they’ve built up the relationships sort of slowly and 
slowly…when I started…there was a few people that used to come, 
take the goodie bags and then they’d be off…I think even then I 
remember thinking well…this is a bit cheeky…but then by month 
six, seven and eight, you saw them stop a bit more and they’d 

Megan talks about how 

grateful she is that they 

are fully-funded by their 

Church and outlines how 

this has direct implications 

for the relationships they 

can form with women.
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be like, oh how are you? And how are you? And would stop...and 
then…few weeks ago just a full-blown conversation with someone 
that just used to take stuff off us and go…

Jackie

Jackie reflects on this commitment to “go the extra mile” 
and compares her current role to a previous job. She notes that 
there is more patience for women in her current role,

…mostly, by week three, we’d write them off and say okay 
they didn’t engage and then you might start writing stuff to the 
social worker, no not engaging in…not doing this or that, and I 
suppose it makes them (women) pull away even more. 

Having the time and commitment to wait until women are 
ready to trust staff to help is essential.15 We know that women 
test staff and check out if they can be trusted to help.16 This 
takes time and can be through small acts like receiving a cup 
of coffee, a staff member making a phone call, or simply just 
doing what they said they were going to do. Yet time is often 
limited through service contract obligations, funding and finite 
resources.

Repeatedly, this long-term reliable, consistent, and non-
judgemental support was the key resource that the charities 
involved in this study appeared to provide to women. This 
reflects much of the literature, outlining how FBOs are more 
likely to favour unconditional approaches of providing 
support.17 

Megan talks about how grateful she is that they are 
fully-funded by their Church and outlines how this has direct 
implications for the relationships they can form with women 
and with staff at other organisations, which are essential to 
provide effective support. 
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Developing and maintaining support relationships with 
women is described as one of high points in their work. This 
is what staff and volunteers enjoy most about their role: being 
able to provide support for other women and being trusted to 
do so.

I’m not, I’m just the helper, I’m just 
the person holding the map, but they 
choose the route…(this concept) just gave 
me a new way in terms of engaging, and 
on a …more of an empathy level and 
more of like, a genuine friendship level. 

Margaret

But it isn’t just knowing that 
relationships are good for women, 
making relationships with women 
is beneficial for the staff and 
volunteers.

I’ve really enjoyed the relational side of just knowing that 
you’ve made a difference and knowing…you’ve kind of bought a 
bit of warmth and a bit of friendship. 

Sarah

However, there is an impact on staff. Eva comments that 
by consistently going the extra mile for women, she believes 
that,

…we do that sometimes to our own detriment... 

Staff and volunteers bear the burden of witnessing 
the harm and abuse women experience, the poor support 
sometimes offered by other organisations, and wider social 
injustice. Whilst it may be a privilege to work with women, it 
is not without an impact on those that provide the help and 

Prayer seems to provide 

a way of reflecting on the 

things that happen in the 

course of their work, a gift 

that could be given to the 

women they meet and to 

each other. 
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support. Throughout interviews staff and volunteers voice 
frustrations about local and national policy that continues to 
let women down and cause further harm, the way that ‘help’ is 
offered to women, and the limitations of what charities could 
reasonably do. 

Individuals’ faith and the collective faith of organisations, 
seems to provide a way of responding to these aspects of 
supporting others that at times can leave staff and volunteers 
with feelings of frustration, disappointment, exhaustion, 
and concern. Throughout the interviews there is frequent 
reference to prayer, including how individuals ‘leant into it’ for 
strength and how it brought teams together. The application of 
prayer in practice is explored further below.

Prayer: A gift, reflection, and unity
We start each morning, as a team with God in prayer…ask for 

prayer requests for the day, and support each other…and during 
the day, whatever the situation we feel is necessary, we will stop 
and pray. 

Eva

We didn’t ask overtly about prayer in the interviews with 
staff and volunteers, but it is the most mentioned topic of the 
interviews. Prayer seems to provide a way of reflecting on the 
things that happen in the course of their work, a gift that could 
be given to the women they meet and to each other. It also 
appears to provide a way of unifying teams with a collective 
space to share concerns and hopes while acknowledging that 
things are difficult. 

As discussed earlier, the diversity of the Christian 
charities and the beliefs of staff and volunteers vary. About 
two thirds of the organisations say that they pray together; 
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other interviewees refer to personal prayer. There are staff and 
volunteers who do not mention prayer in the interviews, and/
or are not of faith, so whilst this is a popular area of discussion, 
it is important to note that it is not universal. Our aim is not to 
compare those who pray with those who did not.

A gift to give

We know that women look for aspects of caring amongst 
staff and volunteers in their body language, in the way that 
they do things, and in the way that they talk. But beyond these 
actions there is little that staff and volunteers can say that 
clearly states how much they care for the women they support. 
Offering, or asking, to pray for someone or something can be 
an overt expression of saying that the person is cared for. It 
is a way of saying that we have witnessed your situation and 
circumstances, we understand they are difficult, and we would 
like to express our love and care for you.

Prayer is a gift that staff and volunteers can give to 
women; they are expressing and sharing their beliefs, and 
within it telling women how much they do care for them.

It is about sharing our beliefs within the work, and if 
appropriate, we will, we would say that to the women, and we 
would ask them, make it known that we pray, they know that we 
pray each morning…and they can come and ask for prayer if they 
want to, we can ask them, if they want us to pray for them in a 
particular situation, we can tell them that we are praying, we 
will be praying for them, if they’re in court, if they’re, you know, 
going through a difficult time. When they leave refuge, when 
they leave community, they know that we will be there. 

Eva

…at the end of our interactions, we always say to people, 
is there…something we can pray for you…it’s very much an 
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invitation that, you know, they’re free to go, oh, no…the majority 
of time people will go, oh, yeah, can you pray for, you know, 
whatever…

Sarah

Through offering to pray for 
women, staff and volunteers are 
acknowledging and recognising that 
something is hard for individuals. 
This lends a human element, 
in contrast to elements of care 
provision which at times can feel 
very procedural and transactional. 
It leans more to the relational 
approaches to care.

One time, she’s telling us about her son, he was in prison. 
And, and it was really difficult. And she’s saying in a very kind of 
like dispassionate way. And at the end of it was, you know, I said 
something like, that, that’s really hard. Could we pray for you? 
And she said, oh, yeah, okay. We just started praying for her. And 
she just started crying…it’s like, when you pray for somebody…
it kind of slips past all their barriers, and just melts all their 
defences…there is there’s something really powerful about 
offering to pray for somebody. 

Sarah

We’re not an organisation to scream about our faith, but we 
are always willing to pray for people and it’s surprising how keen 
they are to be prayed for…would you like me to pray for you and 
almost invariably they say of yes please... tell me somebody who 
doesn’t cry out to God, when they’re in a desperate situation. 

Lydia

It is interesting to 

compare the way staff and 

volunteers describe the 

act of prayer to a reflective 

cycle.
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As reflective practice

There are many times when practitioners are left with 
feelings of helplessness or frustration; reflective practice, peer 
support, and supervision are all considered essential tools to 
manage the impact of this.18 Reflective practice19 underpins 
social work and social care and is embedded as a learning tool 
in multiple other professions. The Health and Care Professions 
Council write that, “creating the space to reflect on your 
practice, by yourself, with a colleague or as part of a group, can 
help you to deal with high levels of pressure and share lessons 
learned to strengthen the important bonds within and across 
teams.”20 With this in mind, it is interesting to compare the way 
staff and volunteers describe the act of prayer to a reflective 
cycle. 

We heard from several staff and volunteers how praying 
offers additional strength. As Margaret explains,   

I was kind of reminded…I don’t have to depend on myself. I 
can also…I can lean into God for strength and help. 

Margaret

Margaret goes on to illustrate her point with an example,

I was completely overwhelmed.…And I just sat there and was 
like, God, I can’t deal with this person anymore…every time she 
(service user) called I’d get a little like panic attack, because I 
had no idea who was going to be on the other side of the line, you 
know whether it’s going to be someone super happy, or someone 
just yelling at me. And then God just asked me, he’s like, you 
haven’t prayed about it…why haven’t you? Why haven’t you 
like asked me about it? And I was like, right? Why don’t I ask 
you about it? And I just sat there, and I just prayed over her and 
prayed over the situation. 
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Below is an image of Gibb’s21 reflective cycle (as one 
example of many reflective models and tools that have been 
developed), and we can start to see some overlaps with staff 
and volunteers’ descriptions of prayer in their work, such as 
establishing that things are difficult and how the member of 
staff may be feeling about the situation, sharing things that 
went or didn’t go well, talking about things that were hard, as a 
way of asking for help from others and from God, and exploring 
what else could be done or what could be done differently in 
the future. 

Figure 1. Gibbs Reflective framework22
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Whilst we are not comparing the effectiveness of reflective 
practice and prayer, it is evident that staff and volunteers use 
prayer as a place to pause and reflect, and as a result gather 
strength in their emotional labour. 

Prayer is part of staff and volunteers’ daily work. It seems 
to provide a place to acknowledge that things are difficult, 
share problems and feelings of responsibility, and seek support.

Lydia and Eva explain the way prayer gives strength 
in their work. Lydia also questions how staff in other 
organisations can do this work without God.

…it isn’t my full responsibility, it’s God’s responsibility and I 
can take it to him…so this is where you draw the strength from 
your faith...is knowing that...however hidden those things are 
from other people, that God sees it all, and he cares. He loves 
those women so much more than I ever can…the fact that we can 
come together and pray is, you know, massive…

Lydia

…being with my colleagues and being able to pray and read 
the word with them on a daily basis. Before we start our work, 
during our work - we can stop and say ‘you know what, Lord, we 
don’t know what we’re going to do here, just help us or you know, 
give us honesty in this situation’. 

Eva

Bringing unity

Prayer is egalitarian: it can be done anywhere and be led 
by anyone, with other people or on one’s own. It doesn’t have 
to wait until a fixed time in the calendar or happen once a 
month at a supervision appointment. 
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Chloe explains how the act of prayer brought unity to the 
team. Chloe has a Muslim faith and talks about the overlap 
between Christian and Muslim values, and how much she 
appreciates working in a Christian organisation. She feels 
that by working at a faith-based organisation, her own faith is 
better understood and respected,

…it feels like a unity, like there’s a unit in the room. Even 
though we are praying to different...I wouldn’t even say different 
Gods, they just got a different like belief. It…it gives me a sense of 
belonging. And I know that if I had any prayer needs, they’d be 
able to pray for me and vice versa. I’m praying for them. So it’s 
just a really nice atmosphere and team to work with. 

Chloe goes on to explain how starting the day in prayer 
makes her more present in her work, as if it acted as a 
transition from her life outside of work to her role supporting 
women and their children at the refuge.

…when I came here…and they do it every morning… it was 
quite refreshing to me that, oh okay, I can take this time out and 
you know, pray to my God…it’s really nice…. Well, it makes me 
more, I’d say positive. So, if I’m going through, let’s say you have 
down days, everyone has down days, but in the morning, when 
they do that prayer, it gives you that bit of uplift of my spiritual 
lift that you need. So…when you go inside with the children, it 
just gives you that extra oomph… 

Whilst prayer is not discussed by all interviewees, and a 
number of the staff and volunteers involved do not identify as 
having a faith, we have discussed here how it brought people 
together. Prayer appears to be connecting and unifying. It acts 
as a gift to women, showing that they care and understand 
things are difficult. Interviewees also talk about charity 
trustees praying for teams, and churches praying for the 
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charities undertaking work in their communities and the 
women they supported. It connects the beneficiaries of the 
charity to its supporters.

There is much talk about the value of reflective practice 
in social care and beyond (policing, education and business 
management, amongst others), but frequently there are 
various time, workload and supervisory limitations which 
impinge on its actual use in practice. In prayer, staff pause, 
reflect, share, and listen with frequency. It is integrated with 
staff and volunteers’ way of being and work. Prayer gives a 

place to acknowledge that the work 
they are doing is hard and enables 
people to ask questions and get 
support. It is accessible, available, 
and can be done in the moment, 
or as part of regular meetings. It is 
something to ‘lean into’ for strength. 

Prayer can therefore be one 
form of resource. The following 
section explores broader ideas of 
resources and how they inform the 
support organisations provide.

Resources: tensions and opportunities
The resources an organisation can call upon shape the 

possibilities for action. Equally how these resources are used 
will reflect the organisation’s ethos. Participants were keen 
to reflect on how they use the resources available to them, 
and how they deal with some of the tensions and conflicting 
priorities encountered.

And, you know that the 

little bits that we can do, 

so many agencies can’t 

do. But those little bits 

that sometimes seem 

insignificant, … [are the] 

things that have made 

them succeed.
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Filling the gaps

Staff comment often on the role their organisations 
can play in filling the gaps left by and between statutory 
agencies. This reflects a common view within literature that 
FBOs’ provision supplements the deficiencies of state welfare 
support.23 As noted in earlier sections, women seldom receive 
the kind of support necessary to manage the severe and 
multiple disadvantage they experience. Staff identify different 
types of support they can offer. Kate speaks of the value of 
giving small gifts,

…they’re always very grateful for the bags, they – they seem 
to like, you know, the gifts side of things. There’s always as I say, 
a card in there to, you know, give them some support and tell 
them they’re precious… 

Kate

This kind of aid is outside the 
scope of most agencies, which tend 
to focus more on basic, risk-led 
provision. Gift-giving is an important 
way of establishing personal 
relationships,24 with feasible – useful 
and convenient – gifts bringing the 
most closeness. The gifts reflect 
the impulse to connect and include 
through offering something beyond 
a statutory service.

At other times, a gap may be filled with persistence and a 
longer-term view of support.

Some participants report 

that the ways in which 

their organisations are 

funded mean they are able 

to have greater security of 

resource.
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…just not giving up because they ain’t answered the phone to 
you for two weeks. And then – and then to see the difference in 
them further along the line. 

Alice

This approach contrasts with that taken by more 
mainstream agencies, which might close a case due to ‘failure 
to engage’. Secular services have faced the charge of treating 
people as cases.25 The staff in this study took the stance of 
holistic positive regard. This attitude to care and support is 
itself a resource, as the following quote from Sarah illustrates,

And we also offer like, you know, practical stuff, so somebody 
needs a lift or somebody to go to a meeting or you know…to 
church…. But the primary, the primary thing is just being … 
with somebody in that moment, kind of listening and caring, and 
helping and, you know, whatever we can bring in that moment 
and, and trying to show God’s love in that moment to that person.

Two distinctive things about care stand out from this 
comment. First, there is the recognition that providing a 
service alone is often not enough: women may have to be 
supported to use the support. Second, providing that support 
is in itself an opportunity to connect. The resources for caring 
are thus not simply the service itself, but the willingness to be 
part of that process and to share the regard which stems from 
faith. This reduces the likelihood of women feeling like they 
are somehow ‘other’ and reflects a spirit of hospitality and 
generosity as a distinctive underpinning for social action.26

The things that filled these gaps are often called ‘the little 
things’ by staff, but it is clear that they feel they have a much 
bigger impact.
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And, you know that the little bits that we can do, so many 
agencies can’t do. But those little bits that sometimes seem 
insignificant, … [are the] things that have made them succeed. 

Alice

I know that there are times when in your life, or there’d be 
times in my life, when sometimes it’s quite a small thing that 
somebody has said or done. That’s made a massive difference. 

Lydia

Continuity and trust

Some participants report that the ways in which their 
organisations are funded mean they are able to have greater 
security of resource. This provides support for staff and 
removes a source of anxiety. Megan comments,

I am really grateful that [organisation] fully funds us because 
I’m not scrambling around or stressing out about funding. 

This sense of security facilitates sustainable planning, 
which translates into continuity of provision and the 
opportunity to form longer-term relationships with women. 
Megan goes on to describe how damaging it can be when 
commissioning policies result in short-termism,

I did write actually…a couple of years ago, there was 
government report to you know, why what works, what doesn’t 
work, and I was like, stop going for the cheapest bid. Because you 
lose all of the expert knowledge... you lose all our relationship. 
And the women have to start all over again. And that’s not okay.

The lack of long-term and appropriate support for women 
experiencing severe and multiple disadvantage has long 
been emphasised by campaigning organisations.27 Megan’s 
comments highlight that developing a relationship over time 
can be central in providing effective support to women. When 
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organisations can access reliable funding, there is more scope 
for continuity of care, which in turn supports a growth in trust. 
Often FBOs are seen by those who use them as inherently more 
trustworthy than state bureaucratic services.28 

Organisations in this research are able to rely on support 
from within their faith communities, which is common 
amongst FBOs.29 This sometimes gives scope for creative 
approaches to problems, such as fundraising to support specific 
capital projects and drawing on networks. Jo described being 
able to raise money to build a much-needed space for her 
service.

Of course, inevitably there are participants who report 
resource constraints, which affect the depth of service they can 
offer. Some organisations are very dependent on individuals 
volunteering, hence there are difficulties when they are 
unavailable. Kate makes monthly visits within her service, so 
missing a day leads to long gaps,

I couldn’t go this last Wednesday 
because I had to go to a funeral. So I 
haven’t been for a little while, which is 
just frustrating with [it only] being once 
a month, but so yeah, and so it’s just, it’s 
a very slow process. 

Kate

Fighting for women or 

fighting for justice?

One tension which participants report is whether their 
resources should be deployed to serve women directly or used 
to campaign for broader social change. Staff inevitably become 
acutely aware of the injustices which women experienced. 
Although in some respects, access to independent resources 

Inevitably there are 

participants who report 

resource constraints, which 

affect the depth of service 

they can offer.
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gives FBOs more freedom to speak out, focusing on the women 
more than wider issues can also be seen as diplomatic and a 
way of forging relationships with other agencies. 

…we tend to keep a low profile to try and do what we do for 
the women well… but I think, and we try to stay out of politics 
and things because we’re about the women, as always, and we’re 
trying, we try to work with different agencies so that we’ve got 
good connections. 

Alice

Staff sometimes take an apolitical stance in order to help 
themselves centre on the women as individuals. However, this 
stance can also leave staff feeling powerless to effect change. 
Lydia’s comments express this dilemma:

Where do you put… where do you put your, your time? Do 
you put your time into screaming and raising awareness? Or 
do you put your time in - that a woman who’s sofa surfing, got 
horrendous medical needs, struggling to keep in drug treatment 
and also hasn’t got anywhere to live herself? 

Lydia

There is no uniform stance amongst FBOs in general in 
relation to this dilemma. Some actively campaign for social 
justice,30 whilst others remain neutral. It is evident that this 
represents a source of ethical challenge for staff, and it is 
difficult for them not to feel pulled in different directions. This 
can be a source of stress when a key concern is to act with care 
and compassion.

Staff also encounter significant problems when trying 
to support women to use other services which are poorly 
designed or inappropriate for their needs. Megan illustrates 
these challenges:
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So the current…rough sleeping guidance, is that they have 
to be seen bedded down at night. I can, you know, hear how that 
doesn’t.... And for street sex workers who might be homeless… 
they’re not going to be able to access your service… because 
they’re.... working during the night. And so when I put a street 
link application in for someone who is sleeping in a toilet during 
the day, they’re like, we can’t access those. 

Megan

Therefore, even when staff focus on supporting individual 
women, they might find themselves liaising with other 
agencies to try to educate or promote change in service 
delivery. It has been argued that FBOs, particularly in sectors 
such as homelessness services, are not as interventionist as 
secular agencies, meaning they are less focused on trying to 
promote behaviour change amongst the people with whom 
they work.31 In some respects, staff in this study seem to be 
more focused on changing and influencing the nature and 
appropriateness of mainstream provision rather than changing 
the behaviour of the women who rely upon it.
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This research has been undertaken during the COVID-19 

pandemic, when the role of FBOs and communities has 

been increasingly recognised.1 In the past two years, FBOs 

have been seen as adding value to the limited resources 

and capacity of local statutory services. Mainstream 

forms of social support have struggled to cope with the 

rapidly changing context in which access to services has 

been disrupted and demand for aid has risen massively. 

There are ongoing discussions taking place about the way 

faith communities do this work, and how their offer is 

integrated into local provision.2 Therefore, looking at how 

the Christian charities involved in this study talk about 

the support they offer, their experiences of providing it, 

how their faith is evident and whether this constitutes a 

distinctive approach, is timely.

The support FBOs can offer is influenced by access to 
resources and how they choose to use them. FBOs tend to 
have access to longer term funding through their supporters 
and churches, which reduces or supplements any reliance on 
statutory funding. This often means that they will have long 
histories in areas where they work, having been a consistent 
provider of care over years, building up long term relationships 
with service users and other providers. We heard from staff 
and volunteers about how they saw other provision come and 
go, as short-term funding came to an end and new projects 
were commissioned. The opportunity to build reliable, 
sustainable provision is important for FBOs.

FBOs also prefer to provide unconditional as well as 
longer-term support (see p. 51), which is arguably more helpful 
to women experiencing multiple and severe disadvantage. 
In this study, we heard about a range of work carried out by 
the Christian charities involved; it was variable and often fell 
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outside the types of support that would be commissioned 
as part of statutory responses. The focus on relational and 
unconditional practice, sometimes without detailed knowledge 
of the ‘problem’ or the outcomes they were seeking to achieve 
– enables a flexibility to provide support in a way that is 
responsive to women. 

Visibility

What was striking about the charities’ work was that it 
was largely invisible, as were the women helped by this work. 
Some of the charities involved had little recognition from 
local statutory services and commissioners, and there seemed 
to be a lack of knowledge or concern about the extent of the 
extreme disadvantage women experienced.3 There is much 
written about the invisibility of women and their experiences, 
but ignorance continues about the impact of intersecting 
oppressions and how this affects help-seeking and navigating 
the complex world and systems of support services. There is 
a resistance to seeing women as whole humans rather than 
a long list of problems to be neatly resolved by individual 
responses.

When we turn to the experiences of staff and volunteers 
offering support, what stood out was the way they saw and 
valued the women with whom they worked. Whilst this may 
not be unique to staff and volunteers in FBOs, the participants 
in this study witnessed the pain and the distress women 
experienced. They understood the complexity of situations and 
the fact that there were no easy one-stop solutions, working 
hard to establish trusting relationships as a priority. They saw 
the injustice and barriers that were preventing women who 
had extensive histories of trauma from accessing the support 
they needed. Staff and volunteers worked tirelessly to navigate 
systems to help women access the support they needed. It is 
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not unique for staff and volunteers at FBOs to witness the pain 
and distress women experience; rather it is interesting to hear 
from the participants in this study how their faith and personal 
values informed their work.

The flexibility of the parameters of staff and volunteers’ 
roles, mostly resulting from resourcing (financial or 
volunteering), gave them the opportunity to do this in a way 
some short-term funded/outcome-focused services based on 
policy demands cannot. The experiences and knowledge of the 
staff working at these FBOs should be heard. There is much 
to be learnt in what they have witnessed, and there are many 

obvious ideas for system change 
that would significantly benefit the 
women they support.

Notably, all the staff and 
volunteers to whom we spoke were 
women (many of the services had 
requirements for female staff under 
Equalities Act provision). Supporting 
extremely disadvantaged women, 
hearing about the suffering they 
have gone through, and continuing 
to witness the disadvantage they 
could experience in the wider 
systems which are meant to help 

them, is not easy. This is hard work, and it is being done 
quietly. Invisible women are supported by invisible staff. 

Staff need to be recognised as having this value and 
insight, but it is also important to acknowledge and respond 
to the pull on their focus in terms of where they put their 
energies and resources. We heard how difficult it was for them 

The focus on relational and 

unconditional practice, 

sometimes without 

detailed knowledge of the 

‘problem’ or the outcomes 

they were seeking to 

achieve, enables a flexibility 

to provide support in a way 

that is responsive .
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to work in a space where the fight for justice often seemed at 
odds with their duty to women, leaving staff uncertain where 
to focus resources. If this experience goes unheard, it becomes 
another way that women’s experiences remain invisible. 

Faith in practice

We saw numerous respects in which the faith of staff and 
volunteers was evident. They talked of its influence on what 
they do and how they do it. Staff and volunteers brought faith 
to their work in distinctive ways, and it underpinned how 
they met women and provided support. Faith was infused 
into practice. Meeting women in the image of God further 
enforced the idea of how the women they supported were 
equals who deserved better. Going the extra mile informed 
their consistency and commitment. Faith brought visibility and 
compassion.

Faith also seemed to be of value to the staff and volunteers 
as they undertook this difficult yet essential labour. Prayer 
was spoken of as a hugely valuable asset, bringing comfort 
and unity. It had much in common with secular notions of 
reflective practice but had a greater capacity to offer comfort 
to those who practised it. The relationships that staff and 
volunteers built with women were the highlight of their 
work. But seeing women consistently let down, or being 
abused/exploited again, or going back to harmful patterns of 
behaviour, was inevitably hard. Faith and prayer were ways 
in which staff and volunteers could support themselves and 
each other in terms of their own well-being in the face of such 
challenges.

The aim of this research was not to compare Christian 
charities and secular organisations. Numerous studies have 
identified that the boundaries between these sectors are 
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blurred. However, we found elements of care amongst these 
six Christian charities that were distinctive if not unique. 
These came through in different ways across the range of 
organisations in the study. As earlier noted, “faith is not a 
predictor of how an agency operates and its interactions with 
clients.”4

What stood out in this study was the way that faith 
allowed different groups of women to relate, connect and 
become visible to one another. Faith was part of the motivation 
of staff and volunteers, providing support to women in often 
desperate circumstances. Faith enabled them to experience 
a sense of unity within their organisations and to work with 
women from a position of equal value.

Meeting women, valuing women

It is evident that there are things that can be learnt 
from the way these six Christian charities support women 
experiencing severe and multiple disadvantage. The first is 
their relational approach to practice, understanding as much as 
possible about the intersecting lived experiences of women, the 
complexity this creates and the barriers to seeking help and 
support. They meet women with this knowledge, working to 
ensure that they can create environments of trust and safety. 

Building trusting relationships takes time and patience. 
This time frequently expands beyond the limits of when many 
other services would provide support. The commitment to 
be present for women, even if they are unable (for whatever 
reason) to attend or make use of the support available. This is 
less about women being ‘motivated to attend’ or ‘not engaging’, 
and more about choosing to access support and help on their 
terms and in a way that feels safe to them.
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Faith and personal beliefs informed the way staff and 
volunteers met women. Whilst many organisations will have 
values of equality, empowerment, non-judgemental and anti-
oppressive practice, it appeared that practitioners’ faith made 
this translatable to their practice. With faith informing their 
personal values, service beneficiaries are considered equals and 
every aspect of service delivery begins from this point. 

Whilst prayer is not something all individuals and 
organisations may be able or want to bring into their practice, 
there is something to be learnt from staff making time to pause 
and reflect. Pausing and reflecting can occur at organised 
times, but also as the need arises. Reflective practice provides a 
clear model to do some of this, but aspects of comfort found in 
prayer are less available. Leaning into God for strength is hard 
to replicate, but there are aspects of this that would benefit 
from being explored further.

Christian charities are part of a bigger network and 
community of support. The nature of what they do is shared 
within the wider faith communities and in return they receive 
support, often through prayer and resources (financial, 
volunteering and donations such as food, clothes etc). If more 
is to be done to make invisible women visible and valued, then 
arguably there is a network of faith communities which are 
well placed to bring attention to the injustice, the care needed, 
and the care provided. 
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1.	 Christian charities need to be recognised and 
valued locally and nationally for their work in the 
community, no matter the size or perceived impact 
of their provision. They have long-term understanding 
of the nature of women’s experiences in the community 
and the barriers to/complexity of accessing helping 
services for women; they hold a history of the things 
that have happened. They have significant knowledge, 
understanding and relationships which need to be valued 
and incorporated in local and national policy, planning 
and service delivery.

2.	 Relational and trauma informed approaches to care 
are well evidenced, but the application to practice 
is harder, particularly within restrictive funding 
scenarios. Much can be learnt from the way the 
Christian charities involved in this study provided 
support and incorporated into wider practice. It is 
essential that providers of care and support for women 
understand that complex histories of trauma have 
significant implications on help-seeking. Helping services 
must be present for women, when they wanted support, 
rather than at prescribed times. Women should not be 
‘discharged’ for ‘not engaging’. Positive outcomes are 
relative to each and every woman, they cannot be based 
on policy derived priorities for behaviour change. 

3.	 Services and staff need support in challenging the bad 
practice, unhelpful service provision or oppressive 
systems that they witness. Current mechanisms are 
falling short. This is not only very harmful for women, but 
also for the staff and volunteers who support them.
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4.	 Repeatedly it has been evidenced that safe, secure, 
and supported housing for women is a priority. 
There is an opportunity here for FBOs to bring 
their unconditional approaches to care, long term 
relationships, and alternative funding and resourcing, 
to consider how they can develop effective residential 
support for women. 

5.	 Elements of this research that would benefit from being 
explored further. 

a.	 There is limited research exploring women and 
FBOs, in terms of those receiving and providing 
care, and this should be remedied given the likely 
proportion in both groups. 

b.	 Also, it would be useful to investigate further the 
threads of connecting reflective practice and 
prayer in care provision, and the impact of ‘going 
the extra mile’ on staff and volunteers. 

6.	 Women need to be made visible at every level in 
the community and beyond. The situation for women 
experiencing severe and multiple disadvantage is 
complex. This needs to be witnessed, and action taken 
to challenge the ongoing failure to adequately respond 
and support women. There is space here for faith-based 
organisations who undertake direct work to consider 
if they want to campaign and lobby for change. It is for 
each organisation to decide if and how it wants to make 
visible the invisible. Staff and volunteers would benefit 
from support when taking social action, or in deciding not 
to take it, balancing the tensions of supporting women 
whilst fighting for justice.
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Theos – enriching conversations
Theos exists to enrich the conversation about the role of 

faith in society.

Religion and faith have become key public issues in 
this century, nationally and globally. As our society grows 
more religiously diverse, we must grapple with religion as a 
significant force in public life. All too often, though, opinions in 
this area are reactionary or ill informed.

We exist to change this
We want to help people move beyond common 

misconceptions about faith and religion, behind the headlines 
and beneath the surface. Our rigorous approach gives us the 
ability to express informed views with confidence and clarity. 

As the UK’s leading religion and society think tank, 
we reach millions of people with our ideas. Through our 
reports, events and media commentary, we influence today’s 
influencers and decision makers. According to The Economist, 
we’re “an organisation that demands attention”. We believe 
Christianity can contribute to the common good and that faith, 
given space in the public square, will help the UK to flourish.



Theos receives no government, corporate or 
denominational funding. We rely on donations from 
individuals and organisations to continue our vital work. Please 
consider signing up as a Theos Friend or Associate or making a 
one off donation today. 

Will you partner with us?

Sign up on our website:
www.theosthinktank.co.uk/about/support-us

£375/ year

Theos Associates
	— Stay up to date with our monthly newsletter

	— Receive (free) printed copies of our reports

	— Get free tickets to all our events

	— Get invites to private events with the Theos  
team and other Theos Associates

Theos Friends and Students
	— Stay up to date with our monthly newsletter

	— Receive (free) printed copies of our reports

	— Get free tickets to all our events

£75/ year 
for Friends

£40/ year 
for Students





Recent Theos publications include:

Relationships, Presence 

and Hope: University 

Chaplaincy during the 

COVID-19 Pandemic 

Simon Perfect

Just Work: Humanising 

the Labour Market in 

a Changing World

Paul Bickley and 
Barbara Ridpath

Forgive Us Our Debts: 

Lending and Borrowing as 

if Relationships Matter 

Nathan Mladin and 
Barbara Ridpath

Growing Good: Growth, 

Social Action and 

Discipleship in the 

Church of England 

Hannah Rich

Religion in Public Life: 

Levelling the Ground

Grace Davie

Doing Good Better: The 

Case for Faith-based 

Social Innovation

Paul Bickley

The Church and Social 

Cohesion: Connecting 

Communities and 

Serving People 

Madeleine Pennington

Religious London:

Faith in a Global City

Paul Bickley and Nathan Mladin



Experiences of abuse, trauma, mental health problems, homelessness, 
isolation, poverty, and sexual exploitation, are a reality for many 
women.  These experiences, and the women who live through them, 
commonly go unrecognised, and the support available is often limited. 
When women are unable to access effective, trustworthy, and reliable 
helping services, there can be fatal consequences. This in-depth study 
explores what can be learned from how Christian charities provide 
support to women experiencing multiple and severe disadvantage. 
Undertaken during the pandemic, it showcases the distinctive 
approach of staff and volunteers from six Christian organisations and 
how they made the women they worked with truly visible, so drawing 
attention to what is so often hidden and ignored.

Dr Kathryn Hodges is a registered social worker with over twenty 
years’ leadership and practice experience in social care, research, and 
higher education.   She co-founded PraxisCollab, a social enterprise 
providing social research, training, and consultancy.  She is also a 
visiting fellow at the Bakhita Centre, St Mary’s University. Kathryn 
is passionate about the relational aspects of care and women’s 
experiences of seeking help and support.  A lot of her work explores 
the complexity of help seeking, the decisions and choices individuals 
make in these interactions, and the changes needed to improve these 
experiences.

Dr Sarah Burch is Director of Research and Research Students in 
the Faculty of Health, Education, Medicine and Social Care at Anglia 
Ruskin University, Cambridge, UK. She is an experienced academic 
and research manager and has also worked in a range of public 
sector organisations, principally with older and disabled people. 
These experiences underpinned her commitment to social policy and 
research that focuses on well-being and need across the life course, 
whilst supporting vulnerable and disenfranchised groups within 
societies.
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