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This book is part of the Research Highlights in Social Work Series. A primary aim is to ensure that
social workers and those in related fields have access to current issues concerning violence
against women in order to inform practice. It covers a wide range of topical and controversial
areas, including coercive control, sexual victimisation, violence against sex workers, girls’
experiences of relationship exploitation and violence, and understanding men’s experiences of
domestic abuse.

At the core of this book is a gendered analysis of violence against women. It takes into account
the complexities associated with the domestic violence arena and explores the implications of
power imbalances, mediated by intersecting social factors such as age, class, sexuality and
ethnicity. Although an edited text, the book manages to retain an internal coherence and
consistency. Research findings, together with historical and prevailing perspectives, are subject to
critical scrutiny, and the material and arguments presented have a resounding relevance for
social work theory and practice.

In Chapter 2, Marianne Hester looks at contradictions in approaches to women and children’s
safety in the context of domestic violence. Acknowledging the ‘continual replication and
reconstruction of gender-based social inequalities’ (p. 37), she uses a ‘three planet’ model to
explore the different understandings and strategies used within domestic violence work, child
protection work and child contact work. She highlights how child protection social workers often
give mixed messages to women experiencing domestic violence and how intervention can be
experienced as punitive. She argues that a dominant social work approach on the ‘child protection
planet’ has been to concentrate on family dysfunction and to pay insufficient attention to
gendered inequalities. She also notes that the increasing attention being paid to perpetrators,
although welcome, can, without the application of a gendered analysis, compromise the safety of
women and children. Hester gives an example of a family where the parents are separated and the
father enroled on a perpetrator programme. As part of the safety plan, the mother is provided
with an alarm with direct access to the police so she can call for help, if the father, who has a
record of significant psychological and physical abuse, comes to the house. However, rather than
seeing the woman’s frequent use of the alarm as a means of keeping herself and her children safe,
it is viewed as evidence that, in the overall context of the safety package, she is ‘failing to
protect’. This leads to the children being removed to local authority care.

Men’s experiences of domestic abuse are also appraised. Nancy Lombard argues that a gender-
based analysis does not exclude men; rather it considers the differences between men and how
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men and women experience and use violence differently with the impact linked to gendered social
positioning. Consequently, although men can and do experience forms of domestic abuse, the ways in
which they experience it are different to those of women. Accordingly, they are less likely to live in fear
and much less likely to be subject to coercive control and repeated abuse.

Aisha K. Gill concentrates on intersecting inequalities and highlights that black and minority ethnic women
experience racial, gendered, sexual and class oppression in interrelated and mutually reinforcing ways with
this having different, yet pervasive effects on individual agency. She focuses on how intersectional
analyses have a great deal to offer both in understanding women’s experiences of forced marriage (FM)
and honour-based violence (HBV) and in the production of effective responses. These, she maintains,
include moving away from a narrow, culture-based view of FM and HBV towards one that sees violence
against women as a cross-cultural, human rights issue that requires universal attention.

Nel Whiting explores ways of effecting operational change through training. She stresses the importance of
theory and of centrally locating the testimonies, words and pictures of survivors in training programmes.
However, while acknowledging the importance of training, she also points to the dangers of using training
as a panacea or as a box to be ticked. She states that training cannot be carried out in isolation from
organisational policies and that procedures have to be put in place to support the implementation of
learning if realistic capacity-building in this area is to be achieved. This includes the provision of effective
support and supervision and an integrated approach to pre- and post-qualification training.

Although it has only been possible to comment specifically on a very small number of chapters, the
overwhelming message that comes through in this book is that failure by professionals to apply an
analytically orientated gendered analysis to the situations they encounter frequently serves to compound
rather than address the violence experienced. How women who experience violence are viewed or
constructed by social workers and other professionals is of crucial significance. This is a book that informs
and challenges, and as such it makes an important contribution to theory, policy and practice in the field.
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