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Introduction 

This case study focuses on how the 
Reach-In Women project in Swindon 
was conceived and what it aims to 
do and achieve. It forms part of the 
evaluation of the Active 
Communities Programme managed 
by People’s Health Trust. The report 
draws on interviews with the project 
manager, project worker, partner 
organisation, volunteers and 
beneficiaries, and the monitoring 
information submitted as part of the 
programme’s six monthly review 
cycle. 

About the project 

This is a project supporting women 
who have experienced domestic 
abuse by providing one-to-one 
support and advocacy, and group 
support through the Freedom 

programme. The Freedom 
programme runs for 12 weeks and 
helps women discuss their 
experiences of domestic abuse with 
other female victims to reduce their 
isolation and help them work 
through their emotions in a safe 
environment. The Freedom 
programme also offers support to 
women helping children of all ages 
who have been affected by domestic 
abuse1. 

The project is run by Home Truths, a 
charity based in Swindon. The 
project focuses on neighbourhoods 
which face disadvantage and high 
unemployment rates. In the UK, one 
in four women experiences domestic 
abuse and two women a week are 
killed by a violent partner or ex-
partner. However 80% of victims do 
not report domestic abuse. Home 
Truths successfully ran a project in  

 
three areas facing disadvantage in 
Swindon with People’s Health Trust 
funding and wanted to run a new 
project in other areas facing social 
and economic disadvantage to 
engage with more female victims of 
domestic abuse2.  

“Swindon has got quite serious 
pockets of [disadvantage] that are in 
the top ten areas of deprivation of the 
country. We had worked in three of 
these areas previously but this project 
enabled us to work in five of the 
areas…the town centre, Walcot East, 
Moredon, Haydon, Toothill.” (Project 
staff) 

Reach-In Women is an extension of a 
previous project and was designed to 
meet local need, filling a gap in local 
provision. Many beneficiaries 
mistrust statutory services, and in 
the past, Home Truths had received 
fewer referrals from the target areas 
suggesting that there were women 
in need in these areas.  

“I was scared of Social Services, the 
Police, I wouldn’t even contact the 
Police.” (Volunteer) 

Home Truths –  
Reach-In Women 
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Cuts to other local services, such as 
the closure of local Children’s 
Centres and women’s refuges like 
Women’s Aid being over-stretched 
further increased the need for this 
project.   

Some beneficiaries have progressed 
into volunteering roles on the 
project, for example by joining an 
‘Ideas and Working group’ which 
identifies and leads focused 
activities, and undertaking 
awareness-raising and fund-raising 
activities.  

Main findings 

 The project has plugged a gap in 
local service provision, providing 
a support group for women who 
have experienced domestic 
abuse in a format and at a pace 
that suits its client group.  

 
 By working with and for the local 

community, the project is 
providing a range of ways for 
people who have experienced 
domestic abuse to contribute to 
project design and delivery that 
are proportionate and 
appropriate, through collective 
control. 

 
 Through their engagement with 

the project, people who have 
experienced domestic abuse   
have made new friends and 
developed social links and ties. 

 
 The social aspect of the group is 

highly valued. The group 
engenders a sense of belonging 
to the community, increases 
confidence, and reduces social 
and emotional isolation.  

 
 Safeguarding volunteers and 

beneficiaries is an important 
consideration when beneficiaries 
with lived experience of 

domestic abuse progress into 
volunteering roles.  

Who is involved?  

Reach-In Women is managed by 
Home Truths, a domestic abuse 
charity based in Swindon. The 
project manager and project worker 
are paid staff. Volunteers who are 
also beneficiaries lead some 
activities, including promotion and 
publicity for the project. The project 
is based in the local Children’s 
Centre, which provides the venue 
free-of-charge.   

This project is a good example of 
collective control as some 
beneficiaries have taken up 
volunteering roles on the project and 
provide a high level of peer support. 
Both volunteers and beneficiaries 
take an active role in designing 
aspects of the project. 

What opportunities does 
the project offer? 

This is a project supporting women 
who have experienced domestic 
abuse by providing one-to-one 
support, and group support through 
the Freedom programme. One-to-
one support provides information 
and safety planning to help women 
make the right choices for 
themselves and their children. This 
can include advocacy work and 
linking women up with other 
agencies such as: solicitors, housing 
services, financial and benefit 
advisors, counsellors, domestic 
abuse units, refuges, courts and 
Children's Centres3. The Freedom 
programme is a rolling-programme 
of 12 weekly sessions which helps 
women understand the behaviours 
and beliefs of their abusive partners 
or ex-partners, connect with other 
women who have had similar 
experiences, feel less isolated and 
alone and have the chance to work 

through their feelings and 
experiences in a safe way. It also 
looks at the impact of domestic 
violence and abuse on children, and 
offers support to women helping 
children of all ages who have 
been affected by domestic abuse4. 

The project has been running for just 
over a year and delivery is on track. 
By working together with local 
people who have experienced 
domestic abuse, the project aims to 
improve their confidence and 
interactions, and reduce their social 
and emotional isolation.  

Beneficiaries are engaged through 
the local Children’s Centre where the 
project is based. Referrals come 
from a wide range of agencies 
including the Police and GP 
Practices, outreach activities in local 
communities, word-of-mouth and 
self-referral. All beneficiaries receive 
initial one-to-one support from the 
project workers. The project starts 
by helping beneficiaries to regain 
their trust in others by providing 
initial one-to-one support to all 
beneficiaries.  

“The first meeting was an initial 
assessment, they are really good and 
friendly…you don’t see any 
judgement, they just encourage 
you…and say there is a group of 
people you can talk to…They are so 
open and friendly, that is the kind of 
support you need when you are in that 
situation, without even realising it. 
People are so isolated.” (Beneficiary) 

“Having that person help you get 
control of your life back helps so 
much…The one-on-one sessions 
helped me see my situation from a 
different point of view, not just a 
downward spiral.” (Beneficiary)   

Staff provide holistic and practical 
support such as advocacy at 
meetings with the Police and help 
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with accommodation, which was 
welcomed by beneficiaries.   

Gradually beneficiaries progress 
onto group support, which aims to 
enhance beneficiaries’ quality of life 
and social and emotional wellbeing. 
The project provides group support 
through the Freedom programme 
which helps to build beneficiaries’ 
self-esteem and improve their 
emotional wellbeing, which can be 
affected by domestic abuse. 

“You don’t feel anything but empathy 
and support form the other ladies in 
the group…that’s really important.” 
(Volunteer) 

The project provides opportunities 
for beneficiaries to build their self-
esteem and confidence by 
empowering beneficiaries to 
become volunteers. In this way the 
project is promoting collective 
control. 

“A lot of people don’t have the 
knowledge of their human rights, this 
project empowers them. It’s raising 
awareness but it’s also therapy for 
me.” (Volunteer) 

“My doctor gave me a leaflet about 
the Freedom programme…that’s 
helped me massively and I’ve started 
volunteering with Reach-In Women 
because I know I couldn’t have got 
through the last couple of years 
without Home Truths and so I want 
other women to know about the 
Reach-In Women project and that 
there is that help available…I have 
leaflets I’m going to put in the 
Surgery.” (Volunteer) 

The project offers beneficiaries the 
opportunity to take collective control 
by leading on specific tasks. For 
example one beneficiary is informing 
Nationwide’s approach to 
supporting customers experiencing 
domestic abuse. 

“I’ve talked to Nationwide about 
financial abuse…how to help people 
who don’t have good credit 
ratings….They [Nationwide] thought 
completely differently to what we 
thought would help people in our 
situation. So it gave them a different 
way to go forward with it…you can’t 
have men at the end of the phone, for 
some people that would be an instant 
trigger, and they might have a 
judgemental tone. They hadn’t 
thought about that, they took it on 
board and are trying to improve 
arrangements.” (Beneficiary)  

The project also offers opportunities 
for collective control as some 
volunteers sit on an Ideas and 
Working group, which informs the 
development of the project as a 
whole. For example the volunteers 
are currently working with a local 
Further Education (FE) college to 
produce a film to raise awareness of 
domestic abuse.  

“This is where we came up with the 
media project…I designed my own 
images…the FE college are going to 
make a short film using the pictures I 
have taken. We are going to the 
college to discuss it. The images are 
quite hard hitting…they are 
original…we are going to approach 
the Council to see if they will put it on 
the big screen in the town centre.” 
(Volunteer)  

What has the project 
achieved? 

The project is based in a local 
Children’s Centre which is managed 
by 4Children. Project staff and 
outreach workers from 4Children 
have referred to each others’ 
services .This has worked well in 
enabling both organisations to 
extend their support networks and 
reach more isolated women. 

“It’s a two-way thing. There have 
been a lot of referrals both ways and 
they [Home Truths] are very 
supportive in improving families’ 
outcomes.” (Partner)   

At an individual level, the project 
helps beneficiaries’ to trust people 
again, by providing a safe and 
confidential service. 

“They also provide that confidentiality 
and safety measures. I was getting 
badly stalked, he was following me 
everywhere and they [project workers] 
were the ones who helped me from it. 
Every group is confidential…if you 
meet them it is on protective 
grounds.” (Beneficiary) 

“Trust is such a huge issue it comes up 
all the time, they lose trust in 
themselves, in others. They lose their 
friendships, they lose their 
community...to come somewhere 
where you can actually trust people is 
unique.” (Project staff)     

The project increases beneficiaries’ 
confidence and improves their 
quality of life. 

“They help you with the court 
processes and the children and 
Police…they have a network of who 
to contact, they have helped me with 
my whole life, it’s not just what I’ve 
been through, they have helped me 
get my life back on track.” 
(Beneficiary)    

“It is very much about empowering 
women as individuals, but also 
collectively…The ethos of women 
supporting women…it improves their 
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quality of life and sense of 
themselves, their identity. It reduces 
their isolation and increases their 
confidence that sense of a fullness of 
their lives…feeling the power of other 
women and knowing that ‘I can go 
and get a job’, ‘I can have another 
partner’, ‘I can buy that house’, those 
are the longer term outcomes that we 
see.”  (Project  staff) 

The project empowers beneficiaries 
by developing their confidence, 
helping them to feel happier, and 
increasing their ability to make 
positive choices.  

“It helps you identify yourself, finding 
out who you actually are now.” 
(Beneficiary) 

“The Freedom programme builds up 
your confidence enough and they drop 
the seed, but they don’t tell you what 
to do. They kind of just mention stuff 
so you access it yourself and that 
makes you stronger…They push you 
to do it yourself.” (Volunteer)  

Collective control is evident through 
peer support and befriending.  

“Just to have someone else tell you it’s 
not your fault…I blamed myself for so 
long, it was nice to meet people who 
had been through what I had been 
through, and worse, because you 
didn’t feel so alone then, that’s where 
the groups were really good.” 
(Beneficiary) 

“Peer support is very important, 
seeing people who have 
achieved…people who have empathy 
and understand…previous service 
users…they know what it is like to 
have been through the system.” 
(Partner) 

The peer support approach helps 
women to process their experiences 
and move on with their lives.  

“To be able to chat to your peers 
about something you’ve never been 

able to talk about before transforms 
people’s feelings and understanding 
about it.” (Project staff) 

The project also enables volunteers 
to demonstrate collective control by 
signposting their peers to services, 
which helps to improve their own 
emotional wellbeing.  

“It’s turning what was possibly the 
worst time in your life into something 
positive. It’s helping me feel I have 
some self-worth again...So while 
you’re helping other people it is 
actually helping you too.” (Volunteer) 

“It’s therapy for me, if I can help 
someone going through what I went 
through…it gives us an advantage as 
we can recognise the signs of abuse.” 
(Volunteer)   

The group enables beneficiaries to 
reduce their isolation, and develop 
new friendships. The group also 
increases beneficiaries’ sense of 
belonging to their community 
through group activities.  

“You literally shut yourself 
off…through the group I have made 
some friends…you start to feel maybe 
I can move past this because you can 
trust them…I only have about two 
friends outside the group…here we 
feel confident enough that we can be 
friends and talk and be open.” 
(Beneficiary) 

“Bringing them together around the 
commonality and then assisting them 
with individual need, that’s worked 
really well through Reach-In Women.” 
(Project staff)  

Collective control is evident. 
Beneficiaries are empowered to lead 
community activities, to help raise 
awareness of the project and 
fundraise to support its 
sustainability. For example one 
beneficiary organised a Fun Day.  

“I go to the meeting to discuss what 
we do, fundraising events, awareness 
raising events… you feel you actually 
have a part of your life back, and 
because they have done that for me, I 
want to do something for them, I 
want to support other women who are 
going through this.” (Beneficiary) 

“I helped at a fun-day in one of the 
villages…we had a bouncy castle and 
a lucky dip, face-painting…I helped 
with fundraising…one of the fun-days 
I organised the whole thing…I 
advertised through social media…we 
made sweets to advertise the 
Freedom programme…our families 
and older children helped, it brought 
the community together even more.” 
(Beneficiary) 

“It empowers women and families to 
take back some control in their own 
communities and value themselves. 
For them I think it is important to be 
able to say ‘thank you’ by giving their 
time back, to support others. .It 
enables them to be empowered to 
help others…it is life-changing for 
some, [one beneficiary] is now 
working…some of those life-changing 
things wouldn’t have happened 
without the project.”  (Partner) 

Over time some beneficiaries have 
also become volunteers, achieving 
collective control, by becoming role 
models for beneficiaries who joined 
more recently. 

“You’re so much stronger and you can 
point out to people where to go for 
help with anxiety and stuff…I was 
signposting them, that was great that 
I had the confidence to signpost them. 
They look up to you, the new people 
coming into the service, they think 
‘that’s what I’m going to be like’.” 
(Volunteer) 

The volunteers also designed the 
promotional flyer for the project, 
which has enhanced the 
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engagement materials by ensuring 
appropriate imagery is displayed.  

“The imagery is really important, it’s 
giving a helping hand. We want to 
reach for the people and tell them it’s 
ok, because a lot of people suffer in 
silence…it’s about saying you can 
come and talk to us in total 
confidence, you set the rules.” 
(Volunteer) 

“The approach is very much led by the 
beneficiaries and volunteers because 
they are the people who were isolated 
and struggled to get help…The idea of 
what things should look like, what 
images we should share, so the idea of 
the hands reaching in came from 
them, that it shouldn’t be faces...that 
connection of women. They had a 
really important lead on that.” 
(Project staff) 

 

Volunteers have also achieved 
collective control in formal settings, 
helping improve the response of 
service providers to people who have 
experienced domestic abuse.   

“Where volunteers have really 
impacted is in linking up with 
professionals…they are helping in a 
workshop with housing advisors 
because they find it really difficult to 
spot the signs, what do you need to 
see, what do you need to hear…the 
volunteers will say what they need to 
see.” (Project staff) 

Providing a crèche has improved the 
quality of life of both beneficiaries 
and their children, and supports child 
development.  

“The crèche is vital, not just for us. I 
found my son ended up enjoying it, 
seeing the other kids. When you have 
this massive mistrust of the world, it’s 
important to know the parents of the 
child, so then you know they can have 
fun with other kids. That’s good for 
them and you’re healing in the next 
room. You can literally hear them 
playing…they get proud when they 
make something…I have had threats 
of kidnap so to know they are safe, 
you know they can’t get in the 
building.” (Beneficiary) 

“It was hugely helpful for my 
son...This project helps children, 
teenagers too…Meeting other kids 
that have been though it helps 
him…he was really involved in the 
Christmas party and fun day, on a 
stall, taking the money.” (Volunteer) 

An unexpected outcome for this 
project is therefore the extent to 
which it has had a positive impact on 
whole families.   

“It’s not just us it’s helped, it’s helped 
our families and the people who care 
about us, my Mum says she has got 
her daughter back…they have got 
that person back in their lives who has 
been so cut off and isolated.” 
(Beneficiary)  

The project has also secured 
additional funding to enhance the 
activities available through this 
project, and to support beneficiaries 
to engage with the wider 
community. This helped to reduce 
the social and emotional isolation of 
families experiencing domestic 
abuse.  

“I wouldn’t have been able to do that 
before, take my kids to the 
pantomime. The project got some 
funding from Zurich. Just to be able to 
spend that day at the theatre. The 
children got a present from Santa, the 
kids did some dancing, played pass 
the parcel. They loved it. It was great 

to be in the community, some people 
really dread Christmas because they 
know things can get worse at 
Christmas being at home, so it’s giving 
people that ray of hope that there are 
better things out there and it was nice 
for us to see each other as well.” 
(Beneficiary) 

What has worked well? 

 Providing opportunities for 
beneficiaries to become 
volunteers in ways that are 
appropriate and proportionate. 

 
 Giving beneficiaries and 

volunteers collective control to 
lead specific activities. This 
approach is helping beneficiaries 
develop a sense of belonging in 
their community.  

 
 Reducing social and emotional 

isolation and improving 
beneficiaries’ quality of life and 
emotional health. 

 
 Providing a crèche has enabled 

beneficiaries to relax as they 
know their children are safe and 
nearby, and enabled some 
children who have been 
traumatised by domestic abuse 
to learn to play and be creative. 

 
 Basing the project in a Children’s 

Centre which provides a neutral 
venue that women can access 
without arousing the suspicion of 
an abusive partner. This ensures 
the project reaches more 
isolated women, who would not 
be able to access other 
community services.  

What are the challenges 
and how have these been 
overcome?  

 Determining an appropriate and 
proportionate level of collective 
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control for volunteers who have 
lived experience of domestic 
abuse can be difficult. The 
project overcame this by 
focusing volunteers’ inputs on 
specific activities such as 
publicity, awareness raising and 
fund-raising. Safeguarding 
volunteers and beneficiaries and 
assessing risk are there therefore 
key challenges when engaging 
volunteers with lived experience. 
 

 Some volunteers find it difficult 
to maintain a consistent level of 
involvement owing to other 
demands, and some do not want 
a formal volunteering role 
therefore, providing a range of 
ways to get involved is 
important. 

 
 The project receives referrals 

from a wide range of local 

agencies including Police 
neighbourhood teams and GP 
Practices which cover a wider 
area than that funded by the 
project. The post-coding 
approach has therefore caused 
difficulties as the project would 
never turn away women who 
had experienced domestic 
abuse. Several beneficiaries have 
been funded through another 
funding stream as they lived 
outside the target area.  

The future 

The project is keen to develop the 
work with women and children 
further. The volunteers and 
beneficiaries are committed to 
carrying on their fund-raising 
activities to help sustain the project. 
The work with Nationwide will 
continue to evolve. 

Endnotes 

1 Further information on the 
Freedom programme is available 
online: 
http://www.hometruths.coop/what-
do-we-do2/freedom-programme 
2 Home Truth’s application form for 
the Reach-In Women project, 
prepared for People’s Health Trust, 
August 2014. 
3 Further information on the support 
provided by Home Truths is available 
online: 
http://www.hometruths.coop/what-
do-we-do2 
4 Further information on the 
Freedom programme is available 
online: 
http://www.hometruths.coop/what-
do-we-do2/freedom-programme 
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