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Abstract
Research Question Do cases heard in a specialist domestic abuse (SDA) court on 
days when Independent Domestic Violence Advisors (IDVAs) are present to engage 
with victims, compared to cases heard on days when no IDVAs are present, result in 
more convictions, or less frequency or severity of repeat victimisation?
Data This analysis included all 559 trials in one SDA court from June 2016 to 
December 2018, including 514 unique victims. IDVAs were present on the starting 
day of 84% of the trials, leaving 16% (90) cases to start on days when no IDVAs 
were present.
Methods The treatment and comparison cases were compared for similarity of 
23 characteristics, with only one difference of over 20%. The analysis proceeded 
as appropriate for a Level 4 (Sherman et al., Preventing crime: What works, what 
doesn’t, what’s promising: A report to the United States Congress, National Institute 
of Justice, 1997) quasi-experimental comparison between the treatment and com-
parison cases.
Findings IPA trials in the IDVA treatment group were 12% less likely than those in 
the comparison group to result in a conviction (RR=0.88, 95% CI 0.74-1.05). Trials 
in the IDVA treatment group had a 96% higher risk of being followed by a repeat 
domestic abuse incident in the 18 months after trial than trials in the no-IDVA com-
parison group (RR = 1.96, 95% CI 1.19–3.23). Treatment group victims experienced 
a mean harm score for repeat victimisation in the 18 months post-trial eight times 
higher than the comparison group (80 compared with ten).
Conclusions The provision of Independent Domestic Violence Advisors in a spe-
cialist domestic abuse court was clearly correlated with higher rates of repeat vic-
timisation, as well as higher levels of harm in repeat offences and lower rates of 
conviction. This correlation could well be causal, but only a randomised controlled 
trial can rule out that possibility.
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Introduction

The impact of domestic abuse on society is wide ranging, across economic, health 
and criminal justice systems. It is also hugely expensive: in 2019, the UK cost was 
estimated as £66 billion (Home Office, 2019). Yet the rate of holding perpetrators to 
account has been decreasing. In London, convictions for domestic abuse fell 20% in 
the year 2017–2018 to 2018–2019 (Police and Crime Committee, 2020). ‘Evidential 
difficulties’ are perceived as a major obstacle, primarily domestic abuse victims not 
supporting police action (Robinson & Cook, 2006). It was to address this reluctance 
that in 2005, dedicated Magistrates’ Courts called Specialist Domestic Abuse (SDA) 
Courts were created and the Independent Domestic Violence Advisor (IDVA) ser-
vice introduced (Home Office, 2005).

IDVAs are specially trained and they operate independently of the criminal jus-
tice system. The stated purpose of IDVA services is to secure the safety of domestic 
abuse victims. They aim to serve as the primary point of contact for victims, operat-
ing as their advocates with other agencies and supporting safety planning for those 
at highest risk (SafeLives, 2014).

The provision of IDVA services is a key feature of the 2018 Government Victim 
Strategy to ‘simplify the criminal justice experience and streamline support’ (Home 
Office, 2018). Yet IDVA services operate outside of the statutory agency framework 
in the third sector and rely on commissioning decisions for funding. IDVA services 
are expensive, but often the funding is short-term and based on annual arrangements 
(Simmonds, 2019).

This study tracks convictions and repeat victimisations after the IDVA service 
was available  in a London SDA Court, in comparison to similar cases in which 
IDVAs were not available. While the study is neither a randomised controlled trial 
nor a truly random “natural experiment” (Zeisel, 1973: 266), it does provide strong 
correlations between key outcomes and opportunities for IDVA engagement (or its 
absence) in similar kinds of cases. The objective is to track these outcomes to assess 
their implications for the need to have better evidence of the safety of IDVAs, and 
whether they provide any value for money.

Almost a Natural Experiment

In the SDA Court under study, a unique circumstance existed. All domestic abuse 
cases for this geographic area proceeding to prosecution are heard here, with the 
important exceptions of guilty plea cases and those deemed too serious to be dealt 
with in the Magistrate’s Court. Because the case flow at this SDA Court was not 
sufficient to occupy a full week of the court’s time, a multi-agency protocol was 
constructed to schedule most trials on Monday and Tuesdays, with Wednesday, 
Thursday and Friday available as overflow as need arises. The Court Listings Office 
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coordinates all trial allocations for the court. Their system identified court space 
for all trials on a Monday or Tuesday, only allocating space outside of these days if 
there was insufficient space in advance of the trial time limits expiring. In allocat-
ing the trial date, the Listing Office have no information about the case, only its 
expected duration. No consideration can be given by staff to any other factors; for 
example, cases cannot be listed for trial on specific days because of the offence type, 
victim characteristics, etc.

One of the parties to the protocol is the IDVA service, which is available at the 
court only on Mondays and Tuesdays. Thus, the only difference in the court opera-
tion between Monday/Tuesday cases and the Wednesday/Thursday/Friday cases is the 
availability of the IDVA service. Although the case flow volumes are different during 
the week, the court does sit all week and its operation is the same all week. The pool of 
magistrates from which the Bench is chosen is the same, with the same Clerk staff and 
prosecuting staff on all 5 days a week.

This IDVA service engages with every victim who attends the Court on Mondays 
and Tuesdays and offers them advice and advocacy on the day. There is no prior con-
tact with victims and no legacy contact, although signposting is provided to other ser-
vices that can support thereafter. There is no contact with victims who do not attend for 
cases.

This operating arrangement provides the opportunity to explore whether the IDVA 
service enhances criminal justice effectiveness and keeps victims safer in the longer-
term. This arrangement began in 2014 and provides an opportunity to be examined 
as a naturally occurring difference. Because the difference is not necessarily random, 
we refrain from calling it a truly natural experiment. Yet, the similarities in the cases 
provide strong elimination of many alternative explanations for the results. It therefore 
offers substantial cases for comparing IDVA engagement while tracking data on con-
victions and repeat victimisations.

In the Maryland Scale of Scientific Methods adopted by the Home Office (based on 
Sherman, et al., 1997), this study can claim to be a Level 4 analysis, in which multiple 
cases are matched on many criteria and compared in two groups that differ on one and 
only variable—in this case, the engagement of an IDVA. A Level 4 quasi-experiment 
offers the strongest causal inference of any quasi-experiment, and is the basis for many 
policy decisions in criminal justice.

Data and Methodology

This study includes all 559 domestic abuse trials at the SDA court in the period 
June 2016 to December 2018 (30  months), involving 514 unique victims. It 
notes every repeat domestic abuse matter reported against any of the victims in 
these trials in the 18-month period after the trial date, for a total of 196 repeat 
reports. The division of the cases into treatment and comparison groups based 
solely upon the opportunity for victims to receive the IDVA intervention pro-
vides reasonable levels of confidence of internal validity (Ruane, 2005) and care 
has been given to examine the extent of equivalence between the treatment and 
comparison groups.
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The primary dataset for the study is derived from the Crown Prosecution Ser-
vice (CPS) system that records all cases listed at criminal courts in London. This 
was filtered to provide only the trials listed for the specific SDA Court, in the speci-
fied 30-month period subject of this research. The Court’s unique reference number 
(URN) was used to identify the corresponding crime reference number issued by the 
police crime recording system, and that system was searched to identify all crime 
reports and offence details associated with the Court’s URN. Data from all searchable 
data fields in the crime recording system was extracted for each report and added to 
the CPS system data to construct one detailed data set. These cases were then catego-
rised as either intimate partner abuse (IPA) or family abuse (FA). FA cases, which 
comprised one fifth of all these domestic abuse trials, proved to be too few to subject 
to detailed analysis. The reported results therefore will track all domestic abuse trials 
for descriptive purposes (including FA cases) but focus primarily on IPA trials for the 
findings, with commentary added relating to FA findings where these were available.

The date of trial is contained in the data acquired from the CPS system and 
has been used to identify the day of the week the trial was heard. The data set 
has been coded to allow it to be ordered and analysed by treatment group (Mon-
day/Tuesday) or comparison group (Wednesday/Thursday/Friday). The date of 
trial was also used to identify the subsequent 18-month period, with the victims’ 
personal details used to research the police crime recording system for domestic 
abuse reports made for that period; this was extracted and added to the data set.

Extensive efforts were then made to clean the data and exclude ineligible cases. 
The unit of analysis in this study is primarily individual events, either a trial or 
a repeat victimisation report, though there are some calculations in the analysis 
where it was judged to be important to employ victims as the unit of analysis. 
Although the data set includes victims who appear more than once, each victim 
has been included in these calculations only once so as not to distort the outcome.

After the removal of all ineligible cases, the data set comprised 559 trials and 
514 victims, and 196 repeat reports for 92 repeat victims. A total of 90 of the 196 
repeat reports (46%) were incidents that did not meet the National Crime Record-
ing Standards threshold to be recorded as a crime and were therefore recorded as 
a no-crime incident. Some victims were associated with one repeat report, some 
more than one (one victim was associated with 18 repeat reports). The analy-
sis reviews all 559 trial events and 196 repeat events. Values are presented as 
percentages of the whole group rather than the two groups separately, to allow 
comparison between the two which inevitably have unequal volumes: only 16% of 
all trials were listed for comparison group days (n = 90), and only 15% of all vic-
tims (n = 79). It should be noted that definite confirmation that victims received 
IDVA input was not available. We could only assume that the opportunity to do 
so existed on the day of the trial, as required by policy and protocol.

Results

Using a comparison group to provide a baseline against which the treatment group 
findings are assessed requires a careful assessment of just how equivalent the two 

Cambridge Journal of Evidence-Based Policing (2022) 6:54–68 57

1 3



groups are in their composition. We have explained how cases are allocated to IDVA 
and non-IDVA days by the Court Listing Staff without information being available 
to them on any aspect of the cases beyond their likely duration.

To further examine the possibility of systemic factors leading to selection bias, 
the IPA treatment and comparison groups are presented in Tables  1 and 2 by a 
range of demographic and case severity factors to allow assessment of whether the 
two groups are sufficiently equivalent to allow reasonable comparison. Insufficient 
demographic data were available for FA cases, though where available they indi-
cated patterns similar to the IPA cases.

The data set out in Tables 1 and 2, together with the description of how the List-
ings Office functions in allocating trial dates, support a conclusion that the alloca-
tion of trials was not subject to any detectable selection bias. The biggest difference 
is in the Table 1 difference in ethnicity of the accused, which is 53% in the compari-
son group and 31% in the treatment group, but out of 23 comparisons, one differ-
ence can be large simply by chance. The overall pattern suggests the findings to be 
interpreted as if any difference found between the groups could plausibly result from 
the presence or absence of IDVA support on the day of trial.

Characteristics of the Cases (both IPA and FA)

Overwhelmingly, most trials were for offences of violence (75%, n = 417), a cate-
gory that comprises a diverse range of seriousness, ranging from assault without 
injury to serious wounding and threats to kill. Criminal damage was the second most 
common crime type at 5% (n = 26). Most of the trial offences involved either no 
injury, minor injury or threats only (95%, n = 531). This is to be expected, because 
serious injury offences in English law are most likely to be of an offence classifica-
tion requiring Crown Court rather than Magistrate Court-level scrutiny. ‘Injury’ is 

Table 1  Intimate partner 
abuse (IPA) demographic 
characteristics by treatment and 
control groups

Characteristics Treatment group Com-
parison 
group

Victim gender F 93% 89%
M 7% 11%

Accused gender F 6% 9%
M 94% 91%

Victim mean age (yrs.) 34 37
Accused mean age (yrs.) 37 37
Victim ethnicity White 37% 38%

Black 25% 18%
Asian 28% 30%

Accused ethnicity White 28% 18%
Black 31% 53%
Asian 30% 22%
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most usually interpreted as physical injury, with very few offences referring to psy-
chological injury.

More than half of all cases were assessed by police using the Government-
approved DASH risk assessment tool as ‘standard’ risk (no indicators of seri-
ous harm or their imminency identified by police) (58%, n = 323). A further 34% 
(n = 188) were assessed as medium risk (such indicators identified but not immi-
nent) and 6% (n = 31) as high risk (indicators identified and likely to be realised 
imminently). The focus of non-court IDVA services is entirely on victims assessed 
as high risk (SafeLives, 2014), so 94% of these cases involve victims who would not 
have had access to an IDVA service prior to the court trial date. Thus, the effect on 
a victim of accessing an IDVA service at this Court, or not, is largely free from the 
potential of contamination by any previous IDVA input.

In terms of the relationship status between the victim and the accused, 73% 
(n = 410) of the trials were intimate partner abuse, while 21% (n = 115) were 
familial abuse. Most victims (86%) were female, for whom the most frequent age 
banding was 30–39 years, while for the 14% male victims, it was 19–29 years. 
The racial composition of all these victims closely reflected that of the Court 
services jurisdiction (see Table  1). In the 12  months prior to trial, 17% of all 
these victims (n = 86) had been a repeat victim of domestic abuse (18% of trials 
involved a repeat victim, n = 100/559). In the 18  months after their trial, 18% 
(n = 92) reported repeat domestic abuse: 55% of these repeats (n = 51) reported 
one incident and 11% more than three. Almost half of these incidents (46%, 
n = 90) did not meet Home Office guidelines for classification as a crime and 
were therefore classified as ‘no-crime’.

In the results displayed below, unless otherwise specified, only IPA data are 
shown, owing to the paucity of data for FA cases.

Table 2  IPA Case severity characteristics by treatment and comparison group

Characteristic Treatment % Comparison %

Offence — assault 77% 62%
Trial offence risk grading Standard 58% 52%

Medium 35% 33%
High 5% 10%

Victim injury No 42% 49%
Threats 5% 10%
Minor 48% 36%
Moderate 4% 5%
Serious 1% 0

Victim is a vulnerable/intimidated witness 18% 20%
Trial involves a repeat victim from a previous case 19% 16%
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Criminal Justice Effectiveness

Trial ‘effectiveness’ is a measure of whether a trial went ahead on the scheduled 
date. Trials are lengthy hearings and consume court time. Listing trials that do not 
go ahead is inefficient and it unnecessarily delays genuine trials, with the added 
trauma of unnecessary delay for victims.

Figure 1 shows IPA trials in the treatment group were less likely than those in the 
comparison group to go ahead on the scheduled date (RR = 0.88, 95% CI 0.81–0.96). 
In this analysis and all those following, 95% confidence intervals (CI) are provided 
to show the range of likely true differences, with statistical significance established 
at 0.05 whenever the CI range does not cross 1 (from a risk ratio above one to a ratio 
below one).

Figure 2 shows IPA trials in the treatment group were less successful at achieving 
a conviction than trials in the comparison group. Treatment group trials had a 12% 
reduction in likelihood of a conviction than the comparison group (RR = 0.88, 95% 
CI 0.74–1.05) (In this case the difference is not significant, because the risk ratio 
crosses from below to above 1). Figure 3 illustrates significant and positive findings 
for IDVA-engaged family abuse cases however, where family abuse IDVA treatment 
group trials saw a 25% higher likelihood of conviction than the comparison group 
(RR = 1.25, 95% CI 0.8–1.98).

Count of Repeat Victimisation — Events (Intimate Partner Abuse Only)

Figure 4 shows the difference between the two groups in repeat victimisation and 
shows the following:

Fig. 1  Proportion of effective trials for intimate partner abuse
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• Trials in the IDVA treatment group had a 96% higher risk of being followed by 
a repeat domestic abuse incident in the 18-month after trial than trials in the no-
IDVA comparison group. This difference is both large and statistically signifi-
cant (RR = 1.96, 95% CI 1.19–3.23).

Fig. 3  Conviction on the day of trial for family abuse

Fig. 2  Convictions on the day of trial for intimate partner abuse
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• Compared to repeat incidents prior to the trials, more of the IDVA treatment 
group cases moved into repeat incident status after the trial than the non-IDVA 
comparison cases:

• Trials in the treatment group had a 110% increase in risk of resulting in a repeat 
domestic abuse incident after the trial than before. This is statistically significant 
(RR = 2.1, 95% CI 1.68–2.75).

• Trials in the comparison group had a 30% increased risk of resulting in a repeat 
domestic abuse incident after the trial before. This is statistically significant 
(RR = 1.3, 95% CI 0.62–2.73).

Severity of Repeat Victimisation (Intimate Partner Abuse Only)

The severity of the repeat victimisation assessed by application of the Cambridge 
Crime Harm Index (Sherman et al., 2016) is expressed as the mean number of days 
of imprisonment for each offence. All the trials concern crimes only and to ensure 
consistency in the calculation, only the crimes are included, but not the no-crime 
incidents, which do not attract a CCHI score.

Figure  5 shows the mean harm score in the treatment and comparison groups 
for IPA trials and repeat reports (these scores are identical for victims and events). 
Treatment group trial victims experienced eight times more harmful repeat victimi-
sation in the 18-month after the trial than the comparison group.

Another way of looking at repeat victimisation severity is to calculate the per-
centage change in the treatment group repeat victimisation harm score post-trial 
against that of the treatment group cases at trial. By this interpretation, treatment 
group victims experienced a mean harm score post-trial 143% more harmful than 

Fig. 4  Percentage of repeat victimisation for intimate partner abuse trials
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the case at trial (33 pre-trial compared with 80 post-trial). Furthermore, the corre-
sponding figures for the comparison group were 99 and 10, a drop of 90%.

Each of these analyses indicates that the IPA treatment group victims experience 
more reported harm post-treatment than the comparison group.

Discussion

The impact on attrition rates of domestic abuse victims not engaging with court 
prosecutions is well documented (Robinson & Cook, 2006, Chopin & Aebi, 2020). 
The IDVA role was created by the UK Government as a measure to address this 
issue (Home Office, 2005). Attrition in domestic abuse cases continues to be an 
important point of focus, as convictions in London declined 20% in the year ending 
2019. Reducing the rate of attrition in cases of violence against women and girls is a 
Mayoral priority (Police and Crime Committee, 2020).

This study examines whether the support to victims of an IDVA service at court 
of the day of trials has a positive effect on the conviction rate and also on the rate 
and severity of repeat victimisation for the 18-month period thereafter. The research 
design employs a comparison group of similar cases which did not have the IDVA 
service and looks at three issues: trial completion effectiveness, frequency of repeat 
victimisation and severity of repeat victimisation.

The findings are stark. All of them defy the logic of the proposition that provision 
of IDVA opportunity makes things better. Few would predict that the opportunity 
for a victim to have the support of an IDVA at court would correlate to a lower risk 
of conviction, a higher risk of being a repeat victim or to victims experiencing more 

Fig. 5  Mean CCHI score for IPA trials and repeat reports
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harmful subsequent offending. Yet, the evidence in this research supports exactly 
those conclusions. This raises the question of how these results can be so different to 
those found in the initial evaluation of the IDVA pilots (Home Office, 2005).

A recent study found domestic abuse victims are most likely to retract their com-
plaint in the 5-day period after a violent episode (Barrow-Grint, 2016), yet the vic-
tims in this research have persevered through that threshold, and the risk of convic-
tion is still lower in the group with IDVA access on the day. Perhaps the potential 
identified by Morgan and Coombes (2013) for a conflict of purpose in the IDVA 
role, which measures victim satisfaction as its principal outcome measure, has led 
to the satisfaction value added not being associated with the three outcomes tested 
here.

By its research design, this study can only report on correlation not causation. 
While there is clearly a correlation between the opportunity for an IDVA and worse 
outcomes, that does not mean the opportunity for an IDVA causes those outcomes. 
That conclusion is beyond the reach of this research which is not a randomised con-
trolled trial. The data have not been compiled within the rigour of a scientific frame-
work and thus the conclusions to be drawn are far less certain. With this large caveat 
in mind, we summarise the answers to our three research questions as follows:

1. Does the opportunity for IDVA support at court on the day of trial have a positive 
effect on CJ effectiveness?

  No. This study finds that trials are less effective and result in a lower rate of 
conviction in the IPA victim group with the IDVA benefit. This is concerning for 
policy makers as the IDVA provision is deployed as part of the specialist domestic 
abuse court (SDAC) for the explicit purpose of improving criminal justice effec-
tiveness. It is possible that, as Morgan and Coombes (2013) suggest, there can 
be a conflict between the ‘right’ decision for the victim vs the ‘right’ decision for 
CJ effectiveness, but this study at least suggests that a major objective in setting 
up the IDVA service is not being met in respect of IPA victims.

2. Does the opportunity for IDVA support at court on the day of trial have a benefi-
cial correlation with repeat incidents over the subsequent 18-month period?

  No. Keeping victims safe is incontrovertibly part of the IDVA role respon-
sibility as defined by SafeLives (2014) and this must include a reduction in the 
likelihood of repeat victimisation in the period after the IDVA service. But, this 
study finds at least a 10% increase in the risk of repeat victimisation for victims 
with the IDVA opportunity.

3. Does the opportunity for IDVA support at court on the day of trial have a benefi-
cial correlation with reduced severity of abuse experienced by victims over the 
subsequent 18-month period, assessed by application of the Cambridge Crime 
Harm Index?

No. This research is unique by offering a means to evaluate whether a domestic 
abuse service has an effect on making a victim safer, as opposed to safe. It may 
be unrealistic in many domestic abuse relationships to hope that the abuse will 
stop because of any intervention, so perhaps a more useful measure is to aim for a 
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reduction in the severity of harm. But, this study finds that IPA victims with IDVA 
benefit incur repeat victimisation that is notably more harmful than victims with-
out IDVAs.

It is important to test hypotheses that challenge how the data are interpreted 
with these findings. Some of these are as follows:

1. The source data is recorded inaccurately leading to trials being attributed to an 
incorrect analysis group.

  Compilation of the data was by manual input not system automation, so the 
potential for error exists. For virtually every data field examined, incomplete data 
was a feature, so the data set is indeed incomplete, but equivalently between the 
two groups. Only inaccuracy in the trial date (i.e. day of week) would be of concern 
here. But trials that did not have a date completed were not included in the data 
set.

2. The trial date allocation process is not accidental and leads to a systematically 
biased imbalance of case type between the analysis groups.

  This is explored extensively in the assessment of equivalence above. The trial 
date allocation is made by the Listings Office staff who have no information about 
the cases other than the expected duration of the trial. The possibility for systemic 
bias has also been examined, and across all the data points available, no evidence 
of characteristic differences between the groups has been found in respect either 
of the victims or the offences.

3. An increase in reports of repeat victimisation is to be expected by victims who have 
had IDVA support as they are more confident to report.

The Home Office report (2005) stated the evaluation leading to the introduction 
of IDVAs found they delivered reduced repeat victimisation, not that repeat vic-
timisation reports increased due to improved victim confidence. Reported domes-
tic abuse offences in London increased 93% between 2011 and 2019, due at least 
in part to improved police recording rather than improved victim confidence to 
report, in the view of the Police and Crime Committee (2020).

This claim is similar to that made by Davis et  al. (2008) that there is no dif-
ference in repeat victimisation levels because of an advocate visit, but those who 
received the visit were inspired to report more. This is an interpretation rather 
than an evidential finding. Neither that study nor this one includes data to inform 
whether repeat incidents tend to be reported by the victim or a third party; this is 
important as the propensity of third parties to report incidents is beyond the influ-
ence of any confidence gained by an advocate’s intervention. Neither this study 
nor Davis et al. can ascertain who made the reports and it is not possible to make a 
judgement on this claim without further information.

This study does, however, establish that regardless of the volume of repeat reports, 
they are on average far more harmful for the treatment group than the comparison 
group.
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Implications for the Commissioners of IDVA Services

This study raises the key question for commissioners: what objectives are sought 
from deployment of IDVAs? Specifically, as follows:

– Is the aspiration to keep victims safe or safer? What is the difference and how is it 
defined?

– By what data-supported metric should this be measured?

IDVA services have in the past been evaluated via qualitative feedback from recip-
ients, with victim satisfaction as the main criterion i.e. measuring feelings of safety 
(Grandville & Bridge 2010; Robinson, 2009; Howarth et al., 2009; Dheensa et al., 
2020) rather than whether a victim was kept safe or safer, which is quite different. 
Simmonds (2019) suggests this is likely to be a consequence of the structure this sec-
tor takes in response to short-term/annual funding arrangements. Consideration could 
be given to provide the service within a statutory framework, to develop a long-term 
perspective on impact.

This research provides opportunity for commissioners to be challenged about what 
their objectives are in providing an IDVA service and importantly, through what 
evaluation framework should their achievement be assessed. But perhaps the whole 
domestic abuse landscape lacks a common definition of success, not just the IDVA 
sector, resulting currently in no common framework by which success can be judged.

Implications for Policing

There are two key considerations for policing identified from this study:

• The Home Office (2004, 2006) has estimated that 24% of all victims and wit-
nesses within the CJ system are likely to be classed as vulnerable or intimidated 
and all domestic abuse victims are included in this category. Since 1999, these 
victims have all been entitled to ‘special measures’ (CPS, 2020), such as the right 
to give evidence from behind screens. There is evidence that victim/witnesses 
using these measures value them highly with as many as one third of those sur-
veyed reporting they would otherwise have not given evidence (Burton et  al., 
2006; Hamlyn et al., 2004). Police are viewed as the agency with the knowledge 
and place in the CJ system to identify and submit the application for special meas-
ures. Most domestic abuse victims should be able to access this support, but this 
study finds that only 18% use it.

• In compiling this research, over a thousand police crime records were accessed and 
data extracted. Virtually, every record had fields with incomplete data. For research 
to become ever more important as police organisations engage more in understanding 
what works, the need for accurate and complete data becomes more important. Cur-
rently, poor data quality seriously limits evaluation capacity.
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Conclusion

Reporting to police of domestic abuse incidents continues to increase — up by 88% in 
5 years 2012–2017 (Office for National Statistics, 2017). The mandate for effective work-
ing across the sector is clear. The perceived value of victim advocacy is long-established, 
having been a feature of criminal justice systems since the 1970s (Mawby & Walklate, 
1994).

This study examined 559 domestic abuse trials listed at a specialist domestic abuse 
court in London in 2016, 2017 and 2018. Cases heard on days with access to the IDVA 
service at court were found to have a 12% reduced likelihood of their accused abusers 
being convicted, a 10% increased risk of repeat victimisation and harm of repeat crimes 
700% higher than victims whose cases were heard without that opportunity. The limita-
tions of the study have been detailed, and the findings should be treated with caution. It 
does not conclude with any strong assertions about the value of IDVA services deployed 
in a court setting or more generally, but it does suggest a need for the sector to consider 
things might not be as thought or intended.

IDVA services are integral to the UK Government’s strategic approach to victim care 
and reduced CJ attrition. There is a need for consideration of precisely what outcomes the 
service should deliver, how these should be evaluated and what structure is most appro-
priate to underpin delivery. Recognition should be given to the impact of short-term fund-
ing arrangements on the capacity for in-depth evaluation. Finally, the findings suggest the 
need for further research with RCT-level rigour to thoroughly evaluate the effect IDVA 
services have for victims, so that causation as well as correlation can be determined.
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