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Abstract 

Domestic violence and abuse (DVA) is a pervasive phenomenon that disproportionately affects women 

(ONS, 2021). While existing DVA research often addresses the physical, emotional, sexual, and financial 

manifestations of abuse experienced by women, as well as coercive control, the spatial realities of DVA 

are rarely explored in the same way. 

It is argued that societal sexism enables and excuses domestic abuse (Women’s Aid, 2022), and as 

sociological and feminist explanations of the prevalence of DVA have developed, there has been a move 

towards making ‘public’ a problem that was once thought ‘private’. Although welcome, this shift in how 

we approach DVA – along with the rejection of traditional male-female, public-private binaries – has 

displaced debate about the relationship between women and the home. 

This research argues the case for reclaiming the ‘domestic’ in DVA following an exploration of how home 

changes for victim-survivors of DVA, what the idea of home represents, and how re-building home can 

aid women in their recovery. Following 15 in-depth, qualitative interviews and the application of 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), this research has found that there is a unique spatial 

quality to DVA; that DVA has spatial consequences that move with victim-survivors; that the home is an 

important site of reclamation for victim-survivors; and that feeling 'at home' matters in the context of 

DVA. 

This research proposes that by recognising what the home symbolises to victim-survivors, a greater 

understanding of how DVA is experienced and how its long-term implications may manifest is available. 

This research also offers possible indicators of DVA in relation to space, as well as practical 

recommendations for agencies and organisations who re-house women, whether in permanent or 

emergency accommodation.
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1 
Introduction 

 

1.1 Laying the foundations 

In the year ending March 2022, the Crime Survey for England and Wales (CSEW) estimated that 2.4 

million people aged 16 and over experienced domestic violence and abuse (DVA). The police recorded 

approximately 1.5 million domestic abuse-related incidents and crimes in England and Wales in the same 

period, with approximately 910,000 of those recorded as domestic abuse-related crimes, an increase of 

7.7% on the year ending March 2021 (ONS, 2022).  In the most recent 12-month period, police reports 

from Scotland and Northern Ireland estimated that there were approximately 65,000 and 33,000 

recorded domestic abuse-related incidents, respectively. The United Kingdom’s largest specialist 

domestic abuse organisation, Refuge, claims that less than 24% of domestic abuse crime is reported to 

the police. The true extent of DVA across the UK is thus difficult to quantify, and yet the data that we do 

have demonstrates the persistence of DVA. A problem that was once kept behind closed doors is now 

widely accepted as a matter of public health and wellbeing – indeed, in the UK, the physical, 

psychological, and social impacts of experiencing DVA are now recognised by the government (Home 

Office: 48-51) – but the problem itself is not going away. This thesis therefore intends to explore how 

DVA is perpetrated by men and experienced by women in the place where it most frequently occurs – 

the home – and to explain why that is important to remember. 

 

Defining domestic violence and abuse 

In the UK, the term domestic violence and abuse (DVA) is more commonly used than ‘gendered violence’ 

or ‘intimate partner violence’ (IPV) (Heywood, Sammut, and Bradbury-Jones, 2019), and it is this 

terminology that I will use throughout this thesis. Before I go on to explain in more depth the significance 
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of DVA as an appropriate term, I want to first outline how violence and abuse against women and girls 

is defined on both a global and local level and outline the rationale of this thesis.  

In 1993, the United Nations’ Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women (1993) defined 

the term ‘violence against women’ (VAW) as ‘any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely 

to result in, physical, sexual, or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, 

coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in private life.’ VAW as a 

definition encompasses, but is not limited to, acts of physical, sexual, and psychological violence that 

occur in the family, within the general community, and as perpetrated by the state. Similarly, the World 

Health Organisation defines intimate partner violence (IPV) as behaviour by an intimate partner or ex-

partner that causes physical, sexual or psychological harm, and its definition includes physical 

aggression, sexual coercion, psychological abuse, and controlling behaviours (WHO, 2021). 

These definitions have evolved in recent years to include the concept of coercive control more explicitly. 

In the UK, per the Domestic Abuse Act 2021, domestic abuse is recognised when one individual who is 

‘personally connected’ to another engages in behaviour towards that person that is ‘abusive’. ‘Abusive’ 

behaviour is defined as physical or sexual abuse; violent or threatening behaviour; controlling or coercive 

behaviour; economic abuse; psychological, emotional, or other abuse. The Act (2021) understands 

abusive behaviour as a single incident as well as a course of conduct. Similarly, Women’s Aid defines 

DVA as an incident or pattern of incidents of controlling, coercive, threatening, degrading and violent 

behaviour, including sexual violence, which is perpetrated in the majority of cases by a partner or ex-

partner. The organisation also includes harassment and stalking and online or digital abuse in their 

definition of DVA (Women’s Aid, no date). 

As outlined in section 1(3) of the Domestic Abuse Act 2021, physical abuse and violent or threatening 

behaviour can involve, but is not limited to, ‘being, or being threatened to be, kicked, punched, pinched, 

pushed, dragged, shoved, slapped, scratched, strangled, spat on, and bitten.’ The use or threats of use 

of weapons and objects, violence or threats of abuse or violence against family members, and the denial 

of access to medical aids or treatment are also named. Statutory guidance issued under section 77 of 

the Serious Crime Act 2015 defines controlling or coercive behaviour as involving, but not limited to, 
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controlling the daily activities and behaviour of another, ‘including making them account for their time, 

dictating what they can wear, what and when they can eat, when and where they sleep’ (Home Office, 

2015: 4). Control can be extended over an individual’s finances, as well as their relationships with family 

members, friends, and community contacts. Individuals can also be controlled by threats to expose or 

disclose sensitive information. Emotional and psychological abuse can include manipulative, hostile, and 

threatening behaviours (Home Office, 2022: 37). 

However, legal and statutory definitions of DVA do not necessarily reflect general societal understanding 

of abusive behaviours as they are outlined in the Domestic Abuse Act 2021. In the UK, a recent report 

questioning respondents’ attitudes towards hypothetical scenarios of DVA found that not all behaviours 

that fall under the formal definition of abuse are regarded as equally serious or ‘wrong’. When asked to 

what extent they thought certain behaviours were ‘wrong’, acts such as sharing intimate photographs, 

inflicting physical abuse, installing location tracking software, inflicting sexual violence, monitoring bank 

statements, and threatening action were all viewed as ‘extremely wrong’ by over half of those who 

responded; in contrast, 49% of respondents labelled constant criticism as ‘extremely wrong’, with 46% 

applying that same label to monitoring clothing and only 26% to post-relationship stalking (Women’s Aid, 

2022: 19).  

Although this is just one, limited perspective, it appears that the variable experiences of DVA are not 

considered or understood by the wider public with the same equality that they are afforded under UK 

law. What is it about the sharing of intimate photographs and physical abuse, for example, that prompted 

the majority of respondents to agree that those behaviours are ‘extremely wrong’? Equally, what is it 

about constant criticism, the policing of clothing, or post-relationship stalking that led respondents to 

regard those actions as potentially less harmful or meaningful in the context of abusive behaviour? It is 

beyond the scope of this research to present an answer to these specific questions, but I would like to 

take a moment to suggest that the intimate, everyday behaviours that we have now come to understand 

as coercive and controlling – and therefore abusive – are still more difficult to imagine. After all, these 

are the covert interactions that are most likely to stay private, to stay in the home; in contrast, the 

distribution of revenge porn or incidences of assault are not as easily concealed within the confines of a 
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relationship. It has long been the aim of feminist activists, campaigners, and researchers to undermine 

the predominantly private quality of DVA and to open the doors of the home to others as a way of 

exposing the scale and reality of the problem, as well as to draw attention to the ambiguity of 

interpersonal dynamics that may not immediately be thought of as abusive. Indeed, some abusive 

behaviours are more insidious and are harder to uncover or even recognise. It is in the recesses of the 

home where these less visible behaviours unfold that this thesis directs its attention. 

 

Contextual considerations 

I would like to take a moment to briefly reflect on the context in which much of this research was 

produced: namely, the global COVID-19 pandemic. The relationship between the pandemic and the 

prevalence of DVA cannot be simply drawn. The ONS presents a mixed statistical picture of incident 

rates of DVA in 2020, a period punctuated by stringent nation-wide lockdowns and more localised stay-

at-home orders. While an increase in offences flagged as domestic abuse-related during the pandemic 

was recorded in England and Wales, the ONS argues that this cannot be directly attributed to the 

pandemic due to improvements in police recording (ONS, 2020). Similarly, His Majesty’s Inspectorate 

of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services’ (HMICFRS) review into the policing of domestic abuse 

notes that at the start of the first lockdown, many forces had fewer than usual reports of DVA and that 

there was ‘no apparent rise in the overall number of domestic homicides’ (HMICFRS, 2021). However, 

the London Metropolitan Police Service noted an increased number of third-party calls alerting them to 

domestic incidents, the HMICFRS identified an overall increase in first-time reporting, and specialist 

domestic abuse services reported ‘very large increases’ in calls to their helplines and online support 

services (ONS, 2020; HMICFRS, 2021). These insights are indicative of an increase in severity of abuse, 

alongside a lack of available coping mechanisms, rather than prevalence. 

The effect of COVID-19 on DVA services for victim-survivors is more clear-cut. In a survey conducted 

by Women’s Aid, 84.4% of responding support services felt their ‘ability to effectively support women 

had been affected’ by the pandemic (Women’s Aid, 2020). Worryingly, in a concurrent service user 
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survey, 67.4% of victim-survivors said that their experiences of abuse ‘had worsened’ since the 

pandemic, with 78.3% saying that COVID-19 had made it ‘harder’ for them to escape DVA (Women’s 

Aid, 2020). In a retrospective survey,  21.2% of victim-survivors reported an escalation of physical abuse 

during the pandemic; 68.2% said that emotional or psychological abuse had intensified. An 

overwhelming 75.6% of respondents reported that the abuse they experienced during the pandemic 

had impacted their mental health (Women’s Aid, 2022). 

These data suggest an exploitation of the public health crisis by perpetrators, whereby COVID-19 was 

used as ‘a tool for coercion and manipulation’ and for instilling fear in victim-survivors (Women’s Aid, 

2020). The message from nations to its citizens to ‘stay home’ also had profound implications for victim-

survivors, as ‘stringent restrictions on movement shut off avenues of escape, help-seeking and ways of 

coping’, whilst playing into the hands of those ‘who abuse through tactics of control, surveillance, and 

coercion’ (Bradbury-Jones and Isham, 2020: 2047). The lockdown measures observed throughout the 

UK, and the framing of staying at home as a kind of moral and civic duty, unintentionally granted abusers 

‘greater freedom to act without scrutiny or consequence’ (ibid.). Although this thesis does not refer to 

DVA experienced during the pandemic, the attention it trains on the home as a space uniquely implicated 

by violence and abuse offers a pertinent exploration of how home may be experienced in times of crisis. 

 

Opening the door wider 

Here, I summarise what this thesis intends to address and why, before introducing the three central 

questions that this research seeks to answer. Although DVA is not limited to partners who co-habit, the 

most common setting of the violence and abuse experienced by women is the home. The significance 

of this cannot be overstated, as ‘if a violence-free home cannot be found, a woman cannot be free from 

violence’ (Dobash and Dobash, 1992: 6). The home is acknowledged as a separate site for enquiry in 

the context of DVA research (Warrington, 2003), and there is meaningful work to be found on the theory 

of home and how it is implicated as a space when violence and abuse occurs (Davis, 2003; Stark, 2007; 

Javaherian et al., 2007; Netto et al., 2009; Abrahams, 2010; Callaghan, Alexander, and Fellin, 2016). 
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However, in DVA research, the home is mostly viewed as a symbol of privacy that perpetuates the nature 

of DVA, such as in Marcus (1994), Hearn (1998), Goldsack (2000), Stark (2007), and others. As will be 

examined in the subsequent literature review chapter, much of the discussion in existing DVA research 

focuses on the practicalities of housing and tenure, rather than experiences of home or space. With that 

in mind, I have distilled what I view as some of the most prevalent themes in the literature into the 

following four categories: journeys of DVA; re-housing and housing instability; DVA as a cause of 

homelessness; and the role of the refuge. Evocative and insightful work has been done on what it means 

to live with DVA, with qualitative research effectively communicating the enveloping experience of 

coercive control (Stark, 2007; Williamson, 2010; Pitman, 2017), sexual violence (Bagwell-Gray, 2021), 

psychological abuse (Daw et al., 2022), and even DVA in pregnancy (Bacchus, Mezey, and Bewley, 

2006). However, although this scholarship sensitively explores the realities of violence and abuse, there 

is still a significant gap in existing knowledge about what it means to experience DVA in the home 

specifically and how spatial relationships and interactions are altered as a consequence of the violence 

and abuse that occurs there. Using qualitative, phenomenological methods, this thesis addresses how 

re-focusing attention on the ‘domestic’ in DVA, and centring the ‘domestic’ as an organising or 

explanatory principle, can reveal victim-survivors’ experiences in and of the home both during and after 

DVA. This thesis therefore offers an original contribution to a body of knowledge that has, thus far, 

overlooked the nuances of home, how the home is transformed by DVA, and what can be learned from 

the act of re-claiming it. 

With the intention of addressing the gap in knowledge that I have identified across existing research, I 

have framed this thesis around the following three central questions:  

1) How is DVA enacted in the home? 

With this question, I am asking how violence and abuse may be materially enabled or exacerbated by 

the space of the home. For example, are there certain spaces within the home that are more likely to be 

sites of violence and abuse than others? Is the physical layout of the home and its fixtures and furnishings 

ever exploited by the perpetrator of violence and abuse? With what effect is the spatiality of the home 

used as a tool for extending other types of violence and abuse, including controlling behaviour? 
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2) How do victim-survivors’ relationships with the home change following experiences of DVA? 

Here, I am asking how victim-survivors of DVA respond to the home once it has become a site of violence 

and abuse. For example, while living with a perpetrator, do certain spaces of the home become unsafe 

or take on new atmospheric meaning? Are victim-survivors’ movements within and interactions with the 

home altered both during and after incidences of violence and abuse? Is a sense of home, if it exists, 

lost when that home becomes associated with abuse – and, if so, to what extent is that absence felt in 

new homespaces? Do spatial reminders or learned spatial behaviours move with victim-survivors? 

3) What are the differences between a ‘house’ and a ‘home’ for victim-survivors of DVA? 

This final question asks to what extent the symbolic differences between the terms ‘house’ and ‘home’ 

are felt and understood by victim-survivors of DVA, if at all. Is the sense of feeling ‘at home’ something 

that can be later re-captured if it is lost during experiences of DVA? What is it that transforms a house 

into a home? Finally, resting on the hypothesis that a sense of home is lost during experiences of DVA, 

how important a process is it for victim-survivors to rebuild and re-establish the home that they have 

previously been denied? 

 

1.2 Situating the research 

A sociological and feminist approach 

In this section, I outline how the above research questions will be explored and the findings theorised, 

as well as within which framework(s) I position the enquiry of this thesis. To try to capture the essence 

and experience of what it means to live in a home where DVA occurs, this research rests on the notion 

that ideas of home, and space more broadly, are socially and interpersonally constructed through 

embodiment. In other words, the spaces that we pass through and settle in throughout our lives are 

shaped by our comportment, and the reverse is also true. Certain spaces, then, inevitably become 

intertwined with the identities and behaviours of those within them, resulting in some bodies feeling more 

‘at home’ in those spaces than others (Puwar, 2004). I would argue that this concept of spatial negotiation 
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is also manifested at an everyday level in the home. If a house as a built entity is not necessarily nor 

automatically a home (Blunt and Dowling, 2022), feeling ‘at home’ is a dynamic endeavour of meaning-

making, routine, and habitual practices, rather than a pre-defined position that we take on when we cross 

the threshold. It is the day-to-day engagement and the interactions and relationships that are grounded 

within the four walls of a house that shape the meanings we attach to that space and, in turn, contribute 

to our understanding of home and who lives there. These statements underpin my decision to research 

experiences of DVA through a spatial lens. By considering the application of theories relating to the use 

and functions of space, such as ontological security, (dis)orientation, and home-making, this thesis looks 

to counter the absence of spatial consideration in existing DVA research using a phenomenological 

approach that enriches ‘our understanding of everyday life experience’ within the home (Adams and van 

Manen, 2008: 616). 

The assumptions relating to the creation and maintenance of space that I have made intersect with 

feminist theory. I will address the value in considering both public and private space from a feminist 

perspective in chapter three (that is, that space is gendered and unequally structured), but for now I 

want to outline my understanding of DVA. Informed by a feminist epistemology, the work of this thesis is 

supportive of explanations of violence and abuse that reflect structural inequality between the sexes and 

representations of gender. It acknowledges that so-called ‘traditional’ masculinity is associated with the 

use of violence and abuse (Abramsky et al., 2011), and that men often self-gender abusive behaviours 

as a justification, in that DVA may be framed as a mechanism for ensuring that gendered expectations 

within heterosexual (read: normative) relationships are met (Totten, 2003, in Davis and Greenstein, 2009; 

DeKeseredy and Dragiewicz, 2007; Stark, 2007; Anderson, 2009). It also aligns with the argument that 

DVA, along with violence against women and girls more broadly, is a social phenomenon that is enabled 

by gender disparity in society (Ali and Naylor, 2013). As a feminist researcher, I accept the supposition 

that DVA is embedded in issues of gender and power, and that violence and abuse can be methods for 

maintaining that power (Anderson, 1997; Ali and Naylor, 2013). I am also sympathetic to the influence 

of the structural environment, and I agree that sex and gender interact with factors such as race and 

socioeconomic status in ways that alter power dynamics within relationships (Ali and Naylor, 2013). 
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Taking a structural or intersectional approach to theorising DVA is necessary for understanding how all 

women are affected by their experiences, as well as culturally specific forms of abuse, and avoiding 

disempowering representations of victim-survivors (Sokoloff and Dupont, 2005: 40). Supportive of the 

sociological perspective towards DVA – that tension over tangible and intangible resources, conflict, and 

environmental stressors are all possible contributory factors for violence and abuse – this thesis is 

situated at the intersection of feminist and sociological theory (Ali and Naylor, 2013). It accepts the 

interrelationship and interdependence between relational and societal factors that may contribute to 

violent and abusive behaviour, while paying particular attention to the patriarchal paradigms that 

disadvantage both women and men by generating division. 

Critics of the application of feminist theory to DVA misrepresent the conceptualisation of gender and 

power as reductive and wilfully ignorant. For example, Dutton, Hamel, and Aaronson (2010, in Johnson, 

2011) suggests that feminist scholarship on DVA views the issue as an exclusively male-perpetrated 

crime against females. By ignoring other etiological contributions to DVA, Dutton et al. argue, men are 

always presented as intentional perpetrators whose goal is to uphold power and control in relationships, 

while women who perpetrate DVA are simply reactive or defensive. This is not the intention of this 

research. Rather, conceptually and methodologically, the work of this thesis views feminist theory as an 

important explanatory lens for DVA, one that shapes the way the problem is defined and understood, as 

well as lived. 

 

Typology and terminology 

It is also important to consider the terminology that we use when we speak of DVA. Numerous typologies 

of violence and abuse have emerged across the literature, with Johnson (2011) delineating differences 

between intimate terrorism as a pattern of violent coercive control; violent resistance, when victims of 

intimate terrorism respond with violence of their own; and situational couple violence. Johnson argues 

that most intimate partner violence does not fit the power and control model of intimate terrorism; rather, 

‘it is situational couple violence and must be treated accordingly’ (2011: 296). Stark (2007) also suggests 
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that there are three typologies of partner abuse: couple fights, partner assault, and coercive control. For 

Stark, coercive control is more gendered than couple fights or partner assault, but it is simultaneously 

less violent. In response, Anderson (2009) suggests that Stark’s designation of coercive control as 

gendered but not violent, and fights and assaults as violent but not gendered, ‘facilitates the argument 

for a gender-neutral approach to partner violence’ (2009: 1454). This thesis does not attempt to 

introduce a novel typology of violence and abuse, nor does it contribute to debate around existing 

typologies that have been identified by others; rather, aligned with the legal definition in the UK, this 

thesis understands DVA as inclusive of coercive control and inherently gendered. The decision to use 

DVA over other alternative or analogous terms is also deliberate, as in this research, it is the ‘domestic’ 

in DVA as a signifier and locator of violence and abuse that holds particular significance. 

Care must also be taken regarding the language we use to refer to women who have experienced DVA. 

Meaning is constituted through language, and the words we use to talk about women and their 

experiences are critical in their role of helping us to perceive ‘the realities of women’s lives as well as 

possibilities for change’ (Profitt, 1996: 34). Language and terminology also structure the work we do in 

that the linguistic choices we make are representative of what we are highlighting as well as what we 

are excluding (ibid.). In DVA and related research, women who have experienced violence and abuse 

are often referred to as ‘victims’, ‘survivors’, or ‘victim-survivors’. Work with women who have 

experienced sexual assault has uncovered the multiplicity of meanings for both ‘victim’ and ‘survivor’, 

with the ‘victim’ label sometimes connoting helplessness and passivity and the ‘survivor’ label 

communicating agency, strength, and initiative (Papendick and Bohner, 2017). However, either label 

may be embraced or rejected by women who have experienced violence and abuse. Where the term 

‘victim’ can lead to further victimisation and objectification, and ‘survivor’ suggests active resistance and 

recovery, women may refer to themselves as ‘victims’ to ‘convey they had suffered a harm they could 

not control’ (Leisenring, 2006) or because they do not believe their experiences are as severe as the 

term ‘survivor’ might suggest (Papendick and Bohner, 2017). Sympathetic to the ‘victim’ label, Dunn 

(2004) argues that such terminology effectively criminalises DVA and that ‘survivor’ typifications ‘confer 

a kind of self-sufficiency’ that may limit disclosure and shift responsibility away from society and onto 
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the individual (2004: 248). Where women have been asked to identify themselves as either ‘victim’ or 

‘survivor’ in previous research, the contradictions and complexities of identity work are exposed, with 

women mindful of the stigma and associations of any label (Leisenring, 2006; Williamson and Serna, 

2017). As Leisenring (2006) points out, these identities, like most identities, ‘are not objective statuses’; 

instead, they are ‘created by discourses and are thus interpretations people use in self-construction and 

self-representation’ (325-326). In this research, I did not ask women what, if any, terminology they 

preferred. To reflect the fluid and ongoing nature of recovering from DVA, and to avoid making implicit 

judgements by applying either the ‘victim’ or ‘survivor’ label, I have opted to use the term ‘victim-survivor’ 

in this thesis. 

 

1.3 Thesis overview 

In this final introductory section, I provide a brief overview of how this thesis is organised. Chapters two 

and three present the findings from two narrative literature reviews, with chapter two covering existing 

empirical research on DVA and chapter three exploring the ways in which the ideas of private space and 

the home are imagined, theorised, and critiqued in relation to women. The decision to dedicate two 

separate chapters to the literature review is intended to show the gap that I argue currently exists 

between our understanding of experiences of DVA and experiences of home, respectively. The 

separation of the literature review is not, however, indicative of a disconnected research process; rather, 

it is the case that I often found and followed threads while researching one area that then guided my 

enquiry in the other.  

 

Chapter two, ‘The Geographies of Domestic Violence and Abuse’, explores the relationship in DVA 

research between the violence and abuse that victim-survivors experience and the place(s) that are 

implicated and affected by those experiences. While references to the home can be found across the 

literature, the domesticity of DVA – by which I mean the significance of its spatiality – is not afforded 

consistent attention or consideration. ‘The Geographies of Domestic Violence and Abuse’, therefore, 
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reviews literature that addresses the journeys taken by victim-survivors as they leave an abuser, the 

consequences that DVA can have on housing (in)stability and homelessness, and victim-survivors’ 

experiences of refuge and temporary accommodation. Chapter three, ‘Finding and Theorising Space 

for Women’, untangles existing theory on gendered space, the idea of home and its complicated 

association with women, and the embodiment of space(s). By exploring theory relating to gendered 

spatial binaries, ontological security, and space invaders, chapter three simultaneously exposes the 

spatial deficit in existing research on women’s experiences of DVA while also demonstrating why the 

home may not always be thought of as a site of appropriate or valuable feminist enquiry. As well as a 

slippery concept that can be difficult to apply to practical, evidence-based research, the home may also 

be viewed as a setting that replicates, and even enables, the inequality between men and women in 

wider social space. Ultimately, however, ‘Finding and Theorising Space for Women’ presents an 

argument for sharpening the focus on the unique setting of DVA and why it can in fact be uniquely 

revealing to reconsider how the ‘domestic’ in DVA is experienced both during and after incidences of 

violence and abuse. 

Chapter four addresses the epistemological and methodological justifications for this thesis. As well as 

outlining the chosen research design, chapter four engages with the issues of defining 

phenomenological research methods, undertaking feminist research, and working with participants who 

may be considered vulnerable. This chapter also details the recruitment process and provides profiles 

of the 15 participants who took part in this research project. 

In chapters five and six, I present the key findings of this research following the application of 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin, 2009; Braun and Clarke, 

2020). The four super-ordinate themes that I drew out of the data – in other words, the key findings – 

explore the spatial quality of DVA as it is enacted by perpetrators, the spatial consequences of DVA on 

victim-survivors, the home as a potential site of reclamation, and what it means to feel ‘at home’. 

Mirroring the organisation of literature review chapters two and three, chapters five and six are separated 

to address the ways in which they correlate with issues regarding the spatiality of DVA and the 

experience of the home as a space with personal significance. The voices of the women who took part 



13 

in this research are prioritised in these chapters, with the interwoven stories of the participants offering 

insights into the varied experiences of home. Both chapters also include adaptations of a reflective diary 

that I kept throughout the interview and analysis processes.  

Chapter seven is a continuation and development of the analysis introduced in chapters five and six. 

Chapter seven synthesises the findings in more depth and situates the results of this thesis in respect to 

the research questions and the gaps that have been identified in existing scholarship. Chapter seven 

draws together discussions of the spatiality of DVA and the relationships victim-survivors have with 

home, demonstrating explicitly how the exploration of the domestic (the home) as a complicit space in 

cases of DVA is an innovative process for further understanding experiences of DVA. In response to the 

research questions, chapter seven outlines an alternative perspective on theorising DVA, reframes 

victim-survivors as active, invested users and creators of space, and finally, presents an argument for 

reclaiming the idea of home as somewhere that can be a setting of empowerment and recovery for 

women. 

This thesis closes with chapter eight. To conclude, I start by revisiting the research questions that framed 

this enquiry, highlighting how they have been responded to. I then address the methodological and 

theoretical limitations of the project, including areas for improvement and possible further development. 

Finally, this thesis ends with recommendations for future research endeavours in this field along with 

practical, applicable suggestions that may be relevant to existing policy and practice. 

Ultimately, it is the intention of this thesis to provide new knowledge relating to the centrality of home in 

cases of violence and abuse, and to establish how considerations of space can contribute to making 

sure that homes are safe and nurturing spaces for women.  
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2 
Literature Review I: The Geographies of Domestic Violence and 

Abuse 

 

Introduction 

The experiences of women who live through domestic violence and abuse (DVA) are mapped in a 

number of ways: they are mapped onto the body – physically, emotionally, and psychologically – and 

they are mapped across time, space, and place. This chapter will turn to the latter issue, walking through 

existing literature on what Molly Warrington (2003a) refers to as the geographies of violence and abuse. 

Warrington defines the geographies of violence and abuse as a series of spaces traversed by victim-

survivors of DVA, including the home as the initial site of abuse, the refuge, and the temporary or 

permanent accommodation they move into upon leaving. 

Warrington acknowledges ‘the home space’ (2003a: 368) as a separate site for enquiry in the context of 

DVA. However, the dominant discourse relating to research on home and DVA still often concerns 

housing, and I will argue that the geographies of violence and abuse in existing research overlook the 

significance of the home as an abstract and affective idea. Although work on the significance of home in 

DVA research is available (see Meth, 2003, for a valuable discussion from a South African perspective), 

there is little scholarship from a Western viewpoint that looks beyond the home as a site of privacy that 

enables DVA to persevere or stay ‘hidden’ (Maguire, 1988; Hanmer, 1990; Marcus, 1994; Schneider, 

1994; Hearn, 1998; Bazell and Gibson, 1999; Goldsack, 2000; Hanmer, 2000; Mooney, 2000; Morley, 

2000; Stanko, 2003; Young, 2005; Stark, 2007). Searches of the literature that attempt to explain the 

domestic setting of such violence, using key terms such as ‘domestic violence’ and ‘housing’, or even 

‘domestic violence’ and ‘home’, produces a body of work predominantly focused on discussions of 

housing practicalities – indeed, most commonly the idea of re-housing – or the experiences of women 

in refuges, as will be explored in depth throughout this chapter. This is not a new dilemma: Munro and 
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Smith (1989) in their wider discussion of gender and housing note that it is ‘hardly surprising’ the role of 

women in the housing market has been reduced to analysis that is simple, ‘descriptive and prescriptive’ 

(3). Their words resonate still, 30 years later, with women – and, notably, victim-survivors of DVA – not 

always recognised in research as active, engaged users and creators of domestic space. The ‘domestic’ 

in DVA, therefore, needs to be reconsidered to reflect the reality of victim-survivors’ lived experiences. 

This thesis offers an original contribution to existing knowledge by doing just that. 

Following a narrative rather than systematic approach to account for the plurality of themes in housing-

related DVA research, the review in this chapter will address four different aspects of victim-survivors’ 

experiences with space(s) as seen most frequently across the literature: victim-survivor journeys; DVA 

and housing; DVA and homelessness; and the role of the refuge. This chapter’s review of the literature 

intends to examine how the spaces experienced by victim-survivors are currently understood, theorised, 

and investigated, and establish where integrating theoretical approaches to home may be particularly 

valuable. 

 

A note on the narrative literature review 

Across a number of disciplines, systematic literature reviews in particular are recommended above other 

methods. A systematic review follows a fixed structure or protocol where literature searches are 

conducted in a rigorous, transparent, and replicable way. Siddaway, Wood, and Hedges (2019), for 

example, argue that systematic reviews tend to be ‘of higher quality, more comprehensive, and less 

biased’, and are a ‘substantive contribution to knowledge’ in their own right (752). Elsewhere, scoping 

reviews may be used to ‘map’ a body of literature, determine its scope or coverage, and to identify, 

‘examine and clarify definitions’ associated with a certain topic (Munn et al., 2018: 3). A scoping review, 

for example, may present an overview of how a phenomenon or issue is theorised and understood in 

existing literature. In respect to this research, while a scoping review may have offered a more 

substantive picture of how expressions and experiences of home are understood in existing DVA 

literature, I adopted a narrative approach to analysing and synthesising relevant literature so as to offer 
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a more sensitive analysis of the interrelatedness of housing, tenure, homelessness, and home. Defined 

by Greenhalgh, Thorne, and Malterud (2018) as an ‘interpretive and discursive synthesis’ of existing 

literature, a narrative review is a useful approach that acknowledges the ‘depth and difference’ in 

scholarship such that readers understand how and why a researcher has drawn ‘new insights about a 

field’ (Thorne, 2018: 2). By including two narrative literature reviews in this thesis, it is my intention, as 

Thorne (2019) argues, to work with ‘not truths but ideas’, and to interpret, connect, and reflect on those 

ideas as a transparent ‘theory-building technique’ (Baumeister and Leary, 1997). 

There is debate regarding the rigor of narrative literature reviews, with critics suggesting that narrative 

reviews are inherently unsystematic, lack explicit search criteria, and are vulnerable to researcher bias 

and subjectivity (Green, Johnson, and Adams, 2006; Baker, 2016); they may also ‘cherry pick’ evidence 

to serve a particular argument or perspective (Greenhalgh, Thorne, and Malterud, 2018).  It is important 

to note, then, that while narrative reviews may diverge from the methodology of more systematic 

approaches, narrative reviews also often involve iterative processes of identifying, selecting, and 

appraising relevant and significant literature, as was the case for the two literature reviews presented in 

this thesis. A narrative literature review ultimately shapes its argument by the ‘thoughtful, in-depth, 

critically reflective processes of engagement with ideas’ (Greenhalgh, Thorne, and Malterud 2018: 3), 

and I have attended to these processes in both this chapter and the one that follows. 

 

2.1 Glimpses of home in domestic violence and abuse research 

What’s in a name? 

The domestic setting of home is not completely ignored in DVA research discourses, so I first want to 

address where the space(s) and idea of home are addressed, however incompletely. Abrahams (2010) 

acknowledges the ‘deep emotional significance’ of the word ‘home’ for all of the 12 women they worked 

with for their book Rebuilding Lives after Domestic Violence. Rebuilding Lives after Domestic Violence 

does not claim to present the meaning of home for victim-survivors of DVA, but rather an authentic look 

at how women work through their lives after leaving an abuser, where they go after seeking refuge, and 
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how they attempt to start afresh. Nonetheless, Abrahams dedicates an entire chapter to discussion about 

‘The Transformation of Home’ for the victim-survivors they interviewed and even takes time to untangle 

the relationship between women and home in society. Abrahams shares moving stories about the 

women they met furnishing their new spaces, caring for their ‘self-worth’ by painting and decorating 

their new home ‘to their own taste’ (2010: 40), and finding pride in DIY projects around the house; they 

conclude that the women’s respective moves to a new home ‘was the essential foundation’ for the 

transformational process observed in the participants and that finding home had contributed to the re-

building of their identities and sense of self (2010: 43). This is all important, illuminating work. However, 

indicative of much of the research relating home to experiences of DVA, Abrahams ends this chapter 

with notes on the logistics of finding a property, moving, as well as participants’ experiences of support 

services and housing applications. Similarly, a separate report into the process of rebuilding lives after 

DVA by Kelly, Sharp, and Klein (2014) found that having ‘a safe home’ was crucial to the rebuilding 

process (9). The report cited touching testimony from victim-survivors who acknowledged the separation 

between ‘house’ and ‘home’. ‘I haven’t moved into my home yet, I’m sort living in a house at the moment,’ 

one woman said (2014: 64). Another called the creation of ‘home’ the ‘best feeling’: ‘I mean we 

decorated, I actually painted the bathroom, you know, just those little, little things that transform a space 

into a home’ (ibid.). While Kelly et al. (2014) dedicate space to participants’ experiences that offer insight 

into the home-making process, their formal recommendations relating to the idea of finding a safe home 

return to issues of refuge provision and access to suitable social housing. 

Elsewhere, in Davis’ (2003) Housing Associations – Rehousing Women Leaving Domestic Violence, 

there is a chapter titled ‘Women’s Experiences of Finding a New Home’; however, Davis’ chapters 

referring to ‘home’ concentrate on issues of re-housing. Addressing this issue of finding a new home in 

greater depth, Javaherian et al. (2007) also pay attention to the importance of holding onto the 

semblance of home for women leaving an abusive partner, quoting one victim-survivor who reflected on 

missing her house and ‘home things’ while living in a refuge. ‘You need home things. You need 

something that’s yours,’ they explained (2007: 45). Acknowledging the significance of ‘finding a new 

home’, Javaherian et al. claim that, for some victim-survivors, finding a space to make their own was an 
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important step ‘in beginning a new life’ – indeed, for one woman, just ‘the thought of finding a new home’ 

was what gave her the strength to leave her relationship (ibid.). Yet, despite these findings, Javaherian 

et al. consolidate their recommendation for practitioners to support victim-survivors in finding a new 

‘home’ with other areas such as ‘finances, vocation, childcare…transportation, safety, and social 

participation’ (2007: 54).  

 

Theories of domestic space 

Research that qualitatively explores the experience of DVA may indicate how the space of the home 

gets caught up with the actions of perpetrators, although they are not necessarily openly framed in such 

a way. Hearn (1998), for example, explains how the damage left by the physical violences of men can 

become ‘part of the material form of the house’ (91) and exposes how men are frequently able to leave 

the home after a violent or abusive incident. Perpetrators frequently recall walking out – ‘‘I just left, ‘I 

went out’, ‘I fucked off’, ‘I went to go for a drink’’ (1998: 169) – in stark contrast to what we know about 

victim-survivors’ inability to leave a home. Harne (2011), too, notes that perpetrators may pin their 

partners to the ‘wall or floor’, pound ‘walls with fists’, and leave ‘live electric wires exposed’, bonding 

their aggression and violence to the space of the home. The descriptions of violence and abuse across 

the works of Hearn (1998) and Harne (2011) are difficult to read at times, yet their use of vivid, unflinching 

data allows readers to imagine what those experiences must have looked and felt like for victim-survivors 

living with an abusive partner. Images are conjured of dark spaces, damaged walls, and old wreckages 

of once-loved furniture, and those images provide us with a glimpse into a violent home. Hearing how 

victim-survivors experience space in and after moments like those, however, are able to offer a more 

complete picture of the experience of DVA. 

The home as an implicated space in DVA is also explored in Evan Stark’s (2007) seminal work on 

coercive control. Stark attests that the ‘familiar setting’ of coercive control – the home – is ‘critical to 

instilling fear’, and they explore in detail the case studies of victim-survivors who have experienced 

control over the ‘microdynamics of [their] everyday life’ (2007: 206; 320). In the home, these 
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microdynamics amount to perpetrators hiding in closets, dictating where household items should sit 

(including food in the refrigerator), and setting arbitrary domestic rules such as bedspreads sitting 

‘exactly one and three-eighths inches off the floor’ and vacuum lines remaining visible in carpets (2007: 

207; 318). Stark also classifies the surveillance of coercive control as a form of violence that occupies 

and takes up space, and even refers to the ‘spatial extension of coercive control’. The spatial dimensions 

of control that Stark so effectively illuminates are not necessarily interpreted as literally spatial, however, 

with Stark instead highlighting the way that perpetrators extend control over ‘psychic’ and ‘social space’ 

(2007: 209-210; 344), rather than the material space of the home. Again, Stark takes time to 

communicate how victim-survivors ‘forge safety zones to secure moments of autonomy’ to mitigate the 

regulation they experience in space, but these are only acknowledged as sometimes taking place in the 

‘literal physical spaces’ of the home (2007: 216). Stark also addresses the complicated relationship 

between women and the domestic sphere, highlighting that any ‘secondary gains’ they might derive 

from ‘enacting domesticity’ eventually evaporate when control becomes omnipresent in the home. 

Although perceptive connections are drawn between the experiences of coercive control and home, 

much of the analysis Stark presents on the domestic sphere pertains to its setting as somewhere that 

houses violence and abuse that has since become domesticated. Through Coercive Control, Stark offers 

a starting point for spatial explorations of DVA, and indeed concludes that coercive control as a 

constituent of violence and abuse places ‘the existence of a vital personal sphere’ at risk for women 

(2007: 387). Stark adds: ‘Nothing emerges more clearly from my work with abused women than the 

importance they attach to moments of autonomy in personal life where they can discover, preserve, and 

experiment with the sense of what is uniquely theirs.’ This thesis will present findings that speak to this 

statement, but it will also look at how the personal lives are navigated by women within, and with the 

help of, home. 

Where the spatial effects and qualities of domestic violence are perhaps most effectively connected is 

in Callaghan, Alexander, and Fellin’s (2016) work on the embodied experiences of children who have 

witnessed DVA. Callaghan et al. present the embodied ways children both escape and recover from 

experiencing domestic violence – specifically, how they often extend ‘into the material spaces of the 
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home’ (2016: 411). Through the use of interactive interviews with children who were asked to share 

drawings and spatial maps, this research not only outlines how the space of the home can become a 

tool for perpetrators of abuse, but also for victim-survivors and witnesses through coping and resistance 

practices. One child’s spatial map articulated the way their father ‘transformed’ their home through 

violence, marking and identifying parts of the house (‘the windows, the doors, the rooms [her father] had 

broken into’) that had become interwoven with the memory and idea of violence (ibid.). Another child 

revealed how they would use dens and hideaways to remove themselves from witnessing abuse. By 

moving into ‘a tiny little crack of the house’, they were able to feel ‘safe, secure and able’ in a space and, 

even if for a moment, recreate a small sense of ‘home’ (2016: 413-415). By telling the story of children’s 

spatial experiences of DVA, Callaghan et al. capture the curative potential of home, and how creative, 

deliberate interactions with space, acts of ‘corporeal resistance’ (2016: 416), can undermine the spatial 

effects of a perpetrator’s behaviour and preserve a victim-survivor’s relationship with the space(s) 

around them. 

This brief overview of scholarship that contends with the idea of home intends to demonstrate how 

conversations about housing and home are often conflated in the context of DVA research (Abrahams, 

2010), and in the case of Davis (2003) and Javaherian et al. (2007), how the terms can be used 

interchangeably, or their definitional subtleties overlooked. It also shows where ideas of lived space and 

the home have been applied to the problem of DVA, although not necessarily together. The themes 

introduced here are reflected in much of the literature I review throughout the rest of this chapter, and 

my intention to segment my literature review into sections relating to DVA and space, place, and home 

separately is an effort to further expose the gap that exists between women’s experiences of abuse and 

women’s experiences of home as they are communicated in research. 

 

2.2 The journeys of victim-survivors 

Contextualising the first steps 
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The journeys of victim-survivors are just as important to consider as the destinations reached; they are 

complicated by both internal and external moving parts, they are often dangerous, and there are no 

standardised routes for escape. These journeys are not always linear, nor are they always successful. 

For a victim-survivor’s journey away from an abusive relationship to begin is dependent on a number of 

factors, from the initial recognition of abuse to knowing how and where to seek help. A victim-survivor 

must consider whether they have sufficient resources to leave, what will happen to their children if they 

have them, how – if at all – to inform their partner of their intentions, and even what time of day they may 

be able to find an opportunity to safely leave. 

The nature of abuse that victim-survivors experience limits these considerations, or ‘space for action’. 

Sharp-Jeffs, Kelly, and Klein (2017) consider ‘space for action’ the space, and time, that women need to 

build confidence to manage day-to-day activities such as decision-making, dealing with the authorities, 

balancing finances, maintaining personal relationships, connecting with the community, and parenting. 

Significantly, ‘space for action’ must be made so that a woman is able to leave an abusive relationship 

in the first instance. When women experience high levels of coercive control in relationships, Sharp-

Jeffs et al. found that their ‘space for action is more likely to be limited’ (2017: 182), indicating that the 

type or severity of abuse is an immediate barrier to a victim-survivor embarking on their journey to leave. 

As well as practical considerations for victim-survivors, research from east Africa has indicated that 

cultural meanings attached to the home and family unit by individuals and communities can also act as 

barriers to leaving an abusive partner. In their work with intimate partner violence survivors in north-

eastern Uganda, Mootz et al. (2020) acknowledged that the symbolism of the home and its connected 

spaces limited participants’ ability to ‘alter, leave, or remain separated from a violent domestic space’ 

(984). A core issue of this thesis, what home can, and does, represent for women and victim-survivors 

of violence and abuse will be discussed in greater depth in the following chapter – albeit from a Western 

perspective. 

Another factor that victim-survivors face when considering their journey away from abuse is post-

separation violence, with incidences of violence more likely to rise after the end of a relationship. 

Significantly, the physical post-separation violence that victim-survivors are vulnerable to is also more 
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likely to be fatal (Femicide Census, 2020). Upon leaving a relationship and relocating to a different 

address, women are also at risk of behaviours such as stalking and harassment (Allen, 2017), as well as 

perpetrator-led ‘concerted’ campaigns that attempt to turn a victim-survivor’s extended family and 

community against them (Humphreys and Thiara, 2003: 201). This form of social and spatial isolation is 

especially pertinent for Black, minority ethnic, and refugee victim-survivors, whose gendered and 

racialised positions in society force them to navigate further discrimination while seeking help (Gill and 

Banga, 2008).  

 

Knowing where to turn 

Leaving a violent and abusive partner does not necessarily signal the end of a relationship, in the same 

way that formal separation is not contingent on leaving a shared space. Although it is generally accepted 

that leaving an abusive partner is usually linked to leaving the home (Baker et al., 2009, in Ponic et al., 

2011), Ponic et al. (2011) argue that ending a relationship with an abuser ‘is not synonymous with a 

residential move’ (590). In their research with 309 women who had experienced DVA across three 

Canadian provinces, Ponic et al. found that 63.5% of participants did not move in the month they had 

otherwise identified as having left their partner; one third of participants did not move at all (ibid.). Ponic 

et al. suggest that distinguishing these patterns of moving among women who have experienced 

violence and abuse disrupts ‘the stereotype that women are regularly displaced after leaving an abusive 

relationship’ (2011: 1590), but decline to consider a woman’s position beyond physical, geographical 

displacement. While staying in a property after the end of a relationship may offer material stability and 

reassurance, this research will establish why it is important to also consider the emotional displacement 

felt by victim-survivors who live in spaces that are inherent reminders of, and monuments to, violence 

and abuse. 

Across the literature, there are contradictory accounts about where a victim-survivor may choose to 

journey to after leaving an abuser. Indicative of the singularity of women’s experiences, there is evidence 

that victim-survivors find themselves both isolated from their family, friends, and wider community 
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(Binney, Harkell, and Nixon, 1985; Bowstead, 2017) and reliant on their loved ones for housing (Davis, 

2003; Long, 2015). What is consistent, however, is that women often feel as though they have little to 

‘no choice’ (Binney, Harkell, and Nixon, 1985: 178) over their accommodation as their journeys away 

from violence and abuse begin. 

Susan Long (2015) interviewed 15 women who had taken part in a transitional living programme in the 

US and found that their journeys post-separation were often ‘hectic and chaotic’ (1027). Long discovered 

that women who turned to family and friends for temporary or permanent housing after leaving a 

relationship were caught up in new domestic disputes, felt obliged to manage ‘others’ expectations’, or 

follow the ‘rules’ of the new home (2015: 1028). Long also found that some victim-survivors would even 

move ‘house to house’ with their abusive partners in an attempt to keep the family together and do things 

the so-called ‘right’ way (ibid.). 

In their work with women tenants who had been re-housed due to DVA by three different housing 

associations across the UK, Cathy Davis (2003) found that the women they spoke with ‘only approached 

family members if they believed that they had a reasonable chance of getting the help they needed’ 

elsewhere, later noting that rarely were those arrangements designed to be ‘permanent’ (2003: 127-

128). Davis’ findings resonate with Long’s, illustrating that the journeys of victim-survivors of violence 

and abuse are often precarious and contingent on the generosity and understanding of others. 

In a 2017 study, Janet Bowstead mapped and quantified women's journeys of escaping domestic 

violence in England, concluding that DVA journeys are ‘complex and disruptive’ experiences on both 

the micro and macro scale (118). Acknowledging the very ‘individual and isolated’ (2017: 112) journeys 

that victim-survivors experience, Bowstead identified women who felt simultaneously forced away from 

their homes and from their family, friends, and work. Bowstead argues that ‘safety’ often required women 

to embark on their DVA journeys ‘in secret’ (2017: 114), with some severing all contact with those around 

them to ensure that their abuser could not locate them once they had left. Likening the journeys 

undertaken by victim-survivors to a kind of ‘individual exile’ (ibid.), Bowstead effectively captures the 

loneliness and remoteness of victim-survivors’ journeys from DVA, as well as their complexities. Like 

Davis (2003) and Long (2015), Bowstead recognises that victim-survivors’ journeys are rarely simple or 
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standalone; instead, they argue that most women experienced complicated journeys ‘of multiple stages 

over time and space’ before they were able to reach a space of relative safety, with some making up to 

’10 moves’ (2017: 115) following the end of their relationship.  

In their research on the compounding effects of violence and abuse on Australian women’s housing, 

employment, mental health, and participation in activities of civil society, Zufferey et al. (2016) found that 

women and their children had to make frequent, sometimes significant, geographical moves to leave an 

abusive partner. The women they spoke to reported living in ‘constant fear and frequently moving and 

leaving their home/homes with ‘nothing’ and ‘nowhere to go’’ (2016: 470). Similarly, Diemer, Humphreys, 

and Crinall (2017), in their examination of accommodation-related decision-making among women 

accessing DVA support services in Australia, depicted participants as ‘on the move’ regardless of their 

living situation at the time of study (243). Their investigation also echoed the work of Sharp-Jeffs, Kelly, 

and Klein’s (2017) theory of ‘space for action’, finding that victim-survivors’ journeys were dependent on 

the type of abuse they had experienced. For example, women who reported severe physical assault 

were more likely to relocate to temporary accommodation upon leaving their relationship. These ideas 

of repeated, protracted, and unwelcome moves that change with the nature of DVA highlight the often 

unsettled status of a woman leaving an abusive relationship; however, here, the unpredictable and 

dislocating nature of some DVA journeys is framed largely in terms of address and tenure. 

Where I propose my research can complement and strengthen existing literature on victim-survivor 

journeys is through offering insight into what finding and feeling ‘at home’ looks like for women who have 

experienced DVA. By asking questions about the differences between housing and the home, we can 

begin to investigate further possible explanations for multiple, destabilising moves in the early stages of 

leaving an abusive relationship outside of issues of practicality and availability, as well as why victim-

survivors may, in the first instance, opt to a return to a family home. 

 

Staying local 
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Where discourse surrounding the journeys of victim-survivors starts to open up into areas relating to 

ontological security and the emotional attachment to the home, it is often when the locality of journeys 

is considered. Amid a context of public sector cuts, Janet Bowstead (2015) mapped the DVA journeys 

of women across the UK, many of whom had sought the services of a refuge. The nation-wide ‘spatial 

churn’ (2015: 335) Bowstead identified led them to call for an end to a localised approach to refuge 

provision; in other words, that resources and funding for services be allocated in light of the extensive, 

nation-wide nature of victim-survivors requiring refuge. With women and children in ‘every local authority 

experiencing domestic violence’, Bowstead highlights the importance of services being available in ‘all 

types of places, across the country’, as the localised model means that many local authorities are only 

able to assist non-local women ‘to the same extent that their local women access services elsewhere’ 

(2015: 336; 342). 

For Bowstead (2015), the refuge represents a point in a victim-survivor’s journey where they are able to 

escape violence while resisting ‘further dislocation’ (342). This is reflected in their participant interviews, 

with women explaining that they will ‘stay put if they can and… stay local if they have to move’ (2015: 

334). Bowstead found that victim-survivors are only likely to move outside their locality ‘if they are forced 

to do so’ (ibid.), with urban women seeking accommodation services in urban areas and likewise in rural 

settings. The explanation offered for the majority of victim-survivors travelling beyond their localities is 

that of ensuring safety or being ‘forced into decisions’ by abuse (2015: 340), rather than a desire to 

move elsewhere. Bowstead argues that women try to ‘reduce the dislocation [they experience] by going 

to the type of place they are familiar with’, adding that ‘domestic violence journeys are not about wanting 

to change place’ (2015: 335; 341). Hetling and Zhang (2010), who investigated the relationship between 

geography and the need for domestic violence agencies in the US, come to a similar conclusion: that 

services are used by those nearby because it is ‘more convenient’ (1146). 

Although the convenience and the desire of victim-survivors to mitigate dislocation that Hetling and 

Zhang (2010) and Bowstead (2015) identify both contribute to discussions of practicality and availability 

in the context of DVA journeys, I argue that there is another dimension to their work. By confirming that 

victim-survivors often seek out convenient or grounding space(s) on their DVA journeys, it is possible 
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that they may be attempting to rediscover or retrieve what had been denied of them during an abusive 

relationship. As well as security or the maintenance of other personal relationships, I would suggest that 

by staying ‘local’, women are seeking familiarity, predictability, and even comfort on their journeys. These 

feelings, as I will discuss later, all contribute towards the attributes of home as identified by victim-

survivors of DVA in this research. 

 

The journey to recovery 

As has been discussed, the journeys of victim-survivors of DVA are frequently challenging to plan, 

navigate, and maintain, and although these journeys can be thought of as ongoing, there is evidence 

from across the literature that an endpoint is possible. This endpoint – however it is constituted materially 

– is important to consider in relation to the self. Woodhall-Melnik et al. (2016) make the effort to do just 

that; as well as seeking stability through housing, they propose that victim-survivors with previously 

‘unstable’ housing situations are also ‘seeking stability… in the narratives of the self that can be created 

to gain ontological security’ (255). Going further, Catherine Robinson (2008, in Woodhall-Melnik et al., 

2016) argues that experiences of DVA or intimate partner violence can cause ‘alienation’ in that they 

often impact an individual’s capacity to ‘secure and maintain stable homes’ (2016: 256). Embracing the 

home as a distinct and unique space, Robinson defines it as a place that is corporeally, geographically, 

and socially ‘orienting’ (ibid.). Similarly, in their in-depth qualitative case study involving 10 victim-

survivors and children in the US, Hetling et al. (2018) found that women associated ‘moving on’ with the 

opportunity to heal (534). In other words, by accepting the space(s) in which they place themselves, or 

by achieving constancy at the end of their DVA journey, victim-survivors are able to begin a separate 

journey of recovery. 

Nicole Allen’s (2017) analysis of the 2016 Family Options Study in the US touches upon the parallel 

processes of DVA and recovery journeys, acknowledging that leaving an abusive relationship is not 

always ‘a naturally desirable endpoint’ (249); rather, it is often the beginning of an altogether different 

experience. Allen also cites Sullivan and Olsen’s (in press) recognition of the second journey victim-
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survivors may face, suggesting that ‘housing stability may allow for the emotional strain of experiencing 

trauma to surface’ (2017: 250). Allen recommends that additional, satellite support alongside 

accommodation may be required for victim-survivors of abuse to successfully maintain housing, 

although they do not expand further on how finding home is intertwined with the emerging trauma that 

Sullivan and Olsen reported women felt upon moving into a new and established home. 

Victim-survivor journeys as they are represented across the literature are reflective of the experiences 

of DVA as a whole. The journeys that women take upon leaving an abusive relationship are contingent 

on overcoming the disempowerment and dislocation they have faced, and the journey as a process itself 

is often necessary for undoing those feelings. The repetitive, taxing, and fractured nature of the journeys 

briefly discussed in this section epitomises the difficultly victim-survivors of DVA have in re-establishing 

the self and reclaiming the home once an abusive relationship has ended and they have settled in a 

space. Although issues of ontological security and the affective potential of the home have been touched 

upon in the literature I have discussed, explorations of victim-survivors’ experiences often conflate 

housing and home as if they are the same entity; as if to secure housing is to secure a home. The 

problematic nature of this assumption will be discussed further in the following sections, reviews of the 

literature related to DVA and housing and DVA and homelessness. 

 

2.3 Domestic violence and abuse and housing 

An implicated space 

Secure housing is regarded as an integral issue to the problem of DVA. A lack of access to safe, 

affordable, and independent housing is often attributed as a central reason for many women staying in, 

or returning to, relationships with partners who are abusive (Morley, 2000). Baker et al. (2010: 437) 

argue that DVA and housing instability are ‘inextricably linked’, relating the negative economic, social, 

and health outcomes often faced by victim-survivors of DVA to their experiences of abuse and housing 

instability in equal measure. It is perhaps Dobash and Dobash (1992) who put it best, however, writing: 

‘If a violence-free home cannot be found, a woman cannot be free from violence... The importance of 
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housing cannot be overestimated’ (6). It is important, therefore, to review existing literature on the 

relationship between DVA and housing. Issues such as housing instability, unsuitability, re-housing, and 

the diminished opportunity for victim-survivors to access accommodation in the first instance all 

contribute to a more rigorous understanding of what it is like for a woman to leave an abusive partner. 

While this section of the literature review does not wish to undermine the vital work that housing research 

has done for improving the lives of victim-survivors, I frame this discussion as a further example of how 

the practicalities of and routes to shelter often dominate the conversations we have about what it means 

to live somewhere as a victim-survivor of DVA, as well as how an approach centred on the idea of home 

can add to and strengthen our understanding of the spaces inhabited by victim-survivors. 

 

Housing (in)stability 

Housing instability can be defined as multiple moves, missing bill repayments or skipping meals to 

prioritise rental or mortgage instalments, receiving threats of eviction, and temporarily staying with family 

or friends between moves (Baker et al., 2010). Housing instability is linked to women’s mental and 

physical well-being, with greater instability correlating with higher levels of depression, missing work or 

school, and requiring emergency medical care, as well as poorer health outcomes and a lower quality 

of life (Rollins et al., 2012; Jeffrey and Barata, 2017). DVA is thought of as a cause or precursor to housing 

instability, with the need for safe housing or the economic resources to maintain housing identified as 

one of the most pressing concerns for women taking the steps to leave an abusive partner (Clough and 

Draughon, 2014). 

Jeffrey and Barata (2017) examined women's experiences of priority-subsidised housing programmes 

for victim-survivors of intimate partner violence in North America. After interviewing 10 women, they 

found that, although important, housing programmes can impede women’s efforts to leave an abusive 

relationship or household in a safe and timely manner. Many of the women who took part in the study 

expressed feeling out of control or helpless as a result of the specific housing policies they were forced 

to navigate, with many blaming the lack of choice available to them as the cause. Jeffrey and Barata 
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highlight the unintended consequences of certain housing programmes for DVA victim-survivors in their 

research, stating that a lack of choice led to perceived helplessness, unfair treatment, and that women 

sometimes felt obliged to stay in accommodation that was unsafe or inappropriate. ‘They know you are 

boxed. You’ve got no alternative,’ one woman said of a housing programme (2017: 923). Along with 

recognition of how inflexible or inaccessible housing can pose additional danger to victim-survivors, 

Jeffrey and Barata conclude that some programmes might, therefore, ‘inadvertently contribute to a cycle 

of abuse and control’ for victim-survivors of violence and abuse (2017: 924). While this is just a snapshot 

of one group’s experiences within the confines of a specific housing pathway, the limited sense of 

autonomy that the participants felt even post-abuse is a familiar finding across the literature. Where I 

suggest my own research can build upon Jeffrey and Barata’s results is in the presentation of the 

experiences of women trying to find and make a home as a separate entity, which is fundamental in 

overcoming the loss of agency many victim-survivors feel. 

The concept of housing (in)stability is significant, in that it can contribute to the likelihood of victim-

survivors of DVA being able to leave their abusive partner on a permanent basis. In turn, separation from 

a violent or abusive partner is more likely when long-term, non-emergency housing options are available 

(Tutty et al., 2014; Allen, 2017). When re-housing is an unpredictable or volatile process, it may also 

increase the risk of victim-survivors experiencing symptoms of trauma, which Long (2015) and Allen 

(2017) suggest may be more likely to emerge once a victim-survivor is in stable accommodation and 

has the time and space to reflect on their experiences. 

Clough and Draughon (2014) identify a number of barriers to women attaining housing stability in their 

US-based study, including insufficient finances, exploitative landlords, under-resourced social service 

and domestic violence agencies, exhausting bureaucracy, and a ‘one-size fits all’ approach to allocating 

housing. Barriers ranged from systemic to individual, with many participants explaining that they had 

been moved to sub-optimal housing or undesirable neighbourhoods (2014: 679) and one admitting that 

her dog, which helps her feel safe from her abusive partner, had limited her options as many of the rental 

properties she had been offered would not accept pets. These findings are consistent with Long’s (2015), 

who observed that many housing solutions extended to victim-survivors subjected women and their 
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children to ‘undesirable settings’ (1022). The alternative, living in precarious, temporary housing, leaves 

women with little else to do but attempt to establish ‘micro-control’ over the few things they have a say 

in, such as paying bills and caring for their children (2015: 1026). Sullivan et al. (2022) argue that the 

adoption of a Domestic Violence Housing First (DVHF) model over the Services as Usual (SAU) approach 

is a possible solution to ensuring greater housing stability, with victim-survivors more likely to report 

decreased physical, psychological, and economic abuse when re-housed by agencies in the US within 

the DVHF framework. In the UK, a similar picture of mixed results is established. Netto, Pawson, and 

Sharp (2009), in their UK-based research on the ‘Sanctuary’ model, where women facing housing 

instability due to DVA are supported to remain in their current residence, found that one participant 

reported feeling ‘imprisoned’ in her property and expressed desire to move; another said they would 

have preferred to move due to ‘a lack of perceived safety’ (731). However, Netto et al. also found that 

for the majority of women, the ‘Sanctuary’ scheme had made ‘an immediate and beneficial impact’ to 

their lives, with participants reporting increased confidence ‘and enhanced personal safety and mental 

well-being’ (2009: 730). 

While much of the existing literature on re-housing and housing instability in the context of DVA does 

not unpack the meaning of home and how it might be important to victim-survivors, it is considered in 

places. Malos and Hague (1997), for example, acknowledge that the eventual offer of a property to 

victim-survivors may not always ‘provide anything worthy of the name ‘home’’ (398), suggesting that 

they recognise a meaningful difference between the two terms. Reflecting on the wants and needs of 

women being re-housed after experiences of DVA, Malos and Hague found that the most important 

element was safety, and that women considered safety as ‘the basic requirement for any place they 

would be able to call a home’ (1997: 404). They go further still, describing other signifiers of home as 

somewhere with enough space, enough bedrooms, and a garden for the enjoyment of themselves and 

their children. 

 

The opportunity of ‘home’ 
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Secure housing has been recognised as the basis for victim-survivors feeling a sense of stability, physical 

and mental safety, and allowing them to have a ‘fresh start, to be self-sufficient, and to concentrate on 

healing’ (Jeffrey and Barata, 2017: 914). A thorough investigation into the extent that the provision of 

housing is the same as the provision of something akin to ‘home’ is rarely the focus in existing DVA 

literature; however, themes of ‘home’ are sometimes discussed. 

For example, in their research into the role of a supportive housing programme for victim-survivors and 

their children in the US, Hetling et al. (2018) examined how housing may help women heal from trauma 

related to their experiences. They outline the four key principles of permanent supportive housing as 

‘affordability, safety and comfort, accessible and flexible support services, and empowerment and 

independence’ (2018: 528). They suggest that permanent supportive housing offers victim-survivors a 

‘place to call one’s own that makes a person feel safe and secure in the world’ (ibid.). The participants 

associated healing with the opportunity to regain a sense of self and feelings of independence were 

considered contingent on having space to build confidence. Hetling et al. point out that many of the 

residents they spoke with described the accommodation they lived in as a place they could call ‘home’, 

as well as a stable, affordable, and safe: ‘all residents used the word, ‘home’’ (2018: 534). The research 

draws the conclusion that housing that can also be considered a ‘home’ contributes to an environment 

in which victim-survivors can heal. Participants expressed the need for a space that offered ‘relief from 

stress and worry, time to think about the future’, safety, ‘and the ability to focus on self-care’ (ibid.). 

Hetling et al. claim that their findings develop existing research by re-framing the role of housing as 

something that not only promotes safety and financial stability, but also the ability for victim-survivors to 

recover and heal from trauma in what they call ‘a more holistic way’ (2018: 537). Ultimately, they 

conclude that safe, affordable, and long-term housing has a direct relationship with the ability of victim-

survivors of DVA to recover from past trauma and begin the journey to healing.  

Hetling et al.’s (2018) findings are significant, and I found it refreshing that the use of the word ‘home’ 

by participants was recognised as an indicator of something separate from the issue of housing. 

However, I would suggest that the conclusion that victim-survivors of DVA may only begin to heal 

‘because of the stability offered by having affordable long-term housing’ (2018: 537) fails to respond to 
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the significance of ‘home’ and what that might look like for those who do not have access to the kind of 

stable housing they speak of. In some sense, it is as though Hetling et al. are arguing that victim-survivors 

who may find themselves in short-term housing, temporary accommodation, or even a refuge cannot 

establish a sense of ‘home’ in the same way, and narratives of re-settlement rely on the assumption that 

secure housing will lead to a new chapter in a victim-survivor’s life. In turn, this continues to perpetuate 

existing discourse that DVA research is principally preoccupied with issues of tenure and housing 

security, rather than something more abstract, subjective, and perhaps, hopeful.  

Woodhall-Melnik et al. (2016) make the effort to subvert, or at least disrupt, this argument, recognising 

that researchers often rely on definitions of housing stability that focus on material conditions such as 

affordability and permanence. They claim that many researchers neglect the ‘psychosocial dimensions 

of housing’ such as feelings of safety, security, belonging, and attachment to ‘home’ (2016: 254). 

Although Hetling et al. (2018) do make reference to ideas of home and ontological security, they do not 

stake the claim that such feelings are ‘important aspects of women’s experiences of personal and 

housing stability’ (2016: 254). To further understand women’s relationship with stability, Woodhall-Melnik 

et al. distinguish between the house as a physical space and the home ‘as a place to which people 

ascribe emotive meaning’ (ibid.). Using place attachment theory, which posits that people bond with 

spaces by assigning personal, emotional meanings to them, they claim that it is worthwhile to explore 

the experiences of housing instability and home as separate phenomena when working with women who 

have also experienced violence and abuse.   

In their work with Canadian victim-survivors of IPV on low income, Woodhall-Melnik et al. (2016) found 

that for many of the women they spoke to, the material and structural stability afforded by securing 

housing was ‘not enough’ (258), even though it was a difficult process for many of them to achieve and 

maintain that ‘ideal vision’ of housing stability. Participants conflated their definition of housing stability 

with being able to maintain housing for a significant length of time, as well as financial independence, 

consistency, and safety; however, the women also discussed the importance of feeling self-reliant and 

of finding comfort in their home. Another important element of stable housing identified by participants 
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was being able to build a ‘foundation upon which to start again, to grow, and ‘feel free and plan for the 

future in’’ (2016: 262).  

Ultimately, Woodhall-Melnik et al. (2016) conclude that housing plays an integral role in assisting women 

who have experienced violence and abuse with re-building the concept of ‘ontological security’ (263) – 

in other words, re-building the sense of home. They found that gaining a sense of ‘permanency, routine, 

and control’ (ibid.) were all conducive to the feeling of having somewhere recognisable as a home, rather 

than a house. Woodhall-Melnik et al. advise researchers interested in definitions of housing stability to 

contemplate both the physical elements of a house and the ‘psychological elements of the home’ as a 

way of developing a more inclusive and meaningful understanding of how space is experienced by 

women who live or have lived in violent or abusive households. This is a premise that my research 

attempts to expand on. 

 

2.4 Domestic violence and abuse and homelessness 

Establishing a relationship 

In England, the Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities found that domestic abuse was 

the third most common known reason for loss of last settled home from April to June in 2022, while 

domestic abuse was the most common support need for households with children who were owed either 

a prevention or relief duty. Similarly, existing literature acknowledges a causal link between experiences 

of DVA and homelessness. Tutty et al. (2014), Long (2015), Zufferey et al. (2016), Allen (2017), and 

Arnold (2019) all acknowledge DVA or intimate partner violence as a primary cause of homelessness, 

with Allen (2017) claiming that it is more frequently a cause than poverty or unemployment. Victim-

survivors of DVA are more likely to experience homelessness, as well as housing insecurity, than those 

who have not experienced violence or abuse (Klein et al., 2022). Housing continues to be a common 

unmet need for women seeking support upon leaving a violent or abusive partner, either because their 

partner refuses to leave the property they share, they are in a precarious financial situation, or there are 

few viable options available for those women who otherwise ‘can’ leave a household (Long, 2015), and 



34 

experiencing DVA has both direct and indirect pathways to homelessness (Sullivan and Olsen, 2016). 

Netto, Pawson, and Sharp (2009) also point out that there may be circumstances which make it 

‘unreasonable’ for a person to continue to live in a property; in which case, a person becomes ‘legally 

homeless’. This is a particularly common scenario in the context of DVA. Despite the prevalence of 

homelessness among those who have experienced violence and abuse in the home, there is limited 

discussion on what it means to be ‘homeless’ beyond the issue of having material, stable housing, as 

touched upon in the previous section housing instability. 

 

Forced homelessness 

Some victim-survivors report the threat of homelessness as being a part of the abuse they experienced. 

Perpetrators of violence and abuse may physically throw their partner out of a shared home, while others 

will direct their abuse towards the property or a woman’s possessions (Tutty et al., 2014). In an extreme 

case, Tutty et al. (2014) found that two of the women they spoke with were made homeless after their 

abuser burned down their residences. Women experiencing DVA also find themselves in a position 

where they want to leave an abusive partner but feel unable to because they have nowhere else to stay 

(Binney, Harkell, and Nixon, 1985). Where this does happen, there are heart-breaking examples of 

women with limited options resorting to spending nights in telephone boxes, public toilets, and cars after 

experiencing a particularly violent attack (Clough and Draughon, 2014; Tutty et al., 2014; Zufferey et al., 

2016; Jeffrey and Barata, 2017). Some women may also take the decision to ‘double up’ with family or 

friends (Baker et al., 2010; Jeffrey and Barata, 2017), but this is rarely a long-term solution. The crux of 

the matter for many victim-survivors trying to escape violence and abuse is that they often have to live 

somewhere they do not want to – whether that is the property they share with their abuser or alternative 

accommodation. If a victim-survivor is able to access emergency or temporary accommodation, such as 

a refuge, it can be the case that they are only offered shelter for a limited time. Fisher and Stylianou 

(2016), in their US-based study, found that the short-term allocation for DVA refuges places many victim-

survivors in the difficult position of ‘choosing between returning to an abusive partner or becoming 

homeless’ (788). Relatedly, in the UK, councils can decline to offer long-term housing if they believe an 
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individual has made themselves intentionally homeless. While this definition does not apply to victim-

survivors escaping abuse (Shelter, 2021), it may be applicable after initial accommodation has been 

found if it is considered reasonable to stay in, potentially forcing victim-survivors to live in spaces they 

do not feel comfortable in. Meanwhile, England (2022), in their work on domestic abuse support within 

the Welsh statutory homelessness system, found that identifying specific domestic abuse-related cases 

presented challenges in the provision of suitable housing, with DVA-related cases often thought of as 

too ‘difficult, complex, or specialist’ for generalised homelessness services to deal with (2022: 7). 

 

Defining homelessness 

Somerville (1992) argues that there is ‘much more to homelessness than the minimal definition in terms 

of rooflessness’ (1536); equally, Tutty al. (2014) claim that homelessness exists on a spectrum, with a 

variable definition. However, the significance of being able to access physical shelter – and, indeed, 

finding a roof over one’s head – is present in the literature. Both Long (2015) and Hetling et al. (2018) in 

their work with victim-survivors of DVA found that some of their participants placed value in having a 

‘roof’ in particular. ‘We have, you know, a roof’, one woman said (Hetling et al., 2018: 534), while another 

claimed that she no longer considers herself as facing challenges because she ‘had a roof over [her] 

head’ (Long, 2015: 1030). 

Yet, as well losing the security, warmth, and comfort that shelter can provide, homelessness can trigger 

feelings of ‘grief’ and compound trauma in victim-survivors of violence and abuse (Malos and Hague, 

1997; Netto, Pawson, and Sharp, 2009). Osuji and Hirst (2015) also speak of women feeling as though 

they had lost their personal identities after losing a home, experiencing detachment and loneliness as a 

result. Where Osuji and Hirst’s findings differ, however, is that they also address the idea that a sense of 

homelessness can occur even if an individual has access to physical shelter, arguing that ‘individuals 

can experience the feelings of having no place to call home when their home environments are fraught 

with discord and disequilibrium’ (2015: 91).  
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Although Osuji and Hirst’s (2015) research does not involve victim-survivors of DVA explicitly, their focus 

on the experiences of women in housing instability uncovered a relationship between women who had 

had difficult relationships with partners or family members and a feeling of homelessness. Many of the 

participants described themselves as having lived in houses rather than homes (2015: 95). Osuji and 

Hirst suggest that access to housing, or finding housing stability, does not equate to getting out of the 

feeling of homelessness, and that experiences of precarity and homelessness are ‘more about the 

individuals and less about their current housing status’ (2015: 96). Interestingly, Osuji and Hirst also 

found that women who left a property and spent time living on the streets described their position as an 

extension or continuation of the homeless feelings that started when they had previously had somewhere 

fixed to live. Situating the emotional and psychic experiences of women in housing instability on a par 

with the material, Osuji and Hirst re-consider the journey through homelessness as having two 

components: the literal movement between living circumstances and the ‘figurative passage through 

time and within the self, in terms of seeking personal authenticity and re-discovery’ (2015: 97). 

The process of ‘exiting’ homelessness is another theme present in existing literature discussing victim-

survivors of DVA and homelessness, with Tutty et al. (2014) concluding that the institutional response in 

many cases is inadequate. They acknowledge that women’s needs are not being met effectively, and 

that to tackle the issue of homelessness among victim-survivors is to provide the ability to create new 

‘homes’ for themselves and their children. Bretherton (2020) reports that housing, income, and 

employment precarity endure beyond homelessness for many women, although they also found that 

among their UK sample, domestic abuse was not as widely reported as a cause of homelessness as in 

other research. 

Elsewhere, Zufferey et al. (2016) touch upon the issue of finding new homes for victim-survivors of abuse 

in an effective and sensitive way. In an Australian survey of 525 women, they found that the most 

frequently used description about the effects of DVA on housing was the loss of a safe home, with women 

typically reporting not having a sense of home as a result of their experiences. Zufferey et al. take a 

moment to reflect on what it means to have endured the loss and destruction of home, equating home 

to feelings of safety and community, as well as having the resources required to emotionally and 



37 

physically recuperate from experiences of abuse (2016: 471). Significantly, they found that many women 

who no longer consider themselves homeless still struggle to regain the housing status and sense of 

safety they enjoyed before they experienced DVA, reporting that women’s rights to safety and security 

across all categories of housing were eroded by violence and abuse. However, although Zufferey et al. 

accept that there is a difference between finding housing and home for victim-survivors of DVA, their 

final point refers only to ‘access to private rental, services, public housing assistance, property 

settlement’, ownership, ‘and women’s ability to negotiate and maintain their standards of living’ (2016: 

473). Where they claim to analyse women’s experiences of the long-term effects of DVA on housing and 

their connection to home, their conclusion only makes fleeting reference to the latter. ‘The not ion of a 

safe home reflects a person’s inner self, a place where one goes to ‘recharge’ oneself, immersed in 

objects of our personality and identity’, they write (2016: 474), but restrict their presentation of 

homelessness to that of a physical, material state. While it is helpful to connect the loss and destruction 

of a connection to home as a cause of homelessness, I propose that there is value in considering a 

severed connection to home as a form of homelessness in itself, not unlike Wardhaugh’s (1999) idea of 

feeling ‘homeless-at-home’, where a sense of loss may endure even while living in a material house. 

‘Just as there are many routes to becoming homeless, so there are various ways of being homeless,’ 

Wardhaugh argues (1999: 102). The type of homelessness that Wardhaugh identifies, and what I am 

also alluding to here, is one that relates to ‘complex and shifting’ identities (1999: 93) that become 

displaced when violence and abuse occurs. 

 

2.5 The role of the refuge 

Providing relief 

In the UK, the refuge movement was pioneered in the 1970s, primarily by the feminist charitable 

organisation Women’s Aid and necessitated by an insufficient public response to what was chiefly 

considered a private problem. Part of a wider feminist movement, refuges worked towards promoting 

freedom, autonomy, and equality, of which responses to end male violence were also an aim (Bowstead, 
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2019). Refuges are integral sites of shelter and recuperation for victim-survivors of DVA and their 

children, however the extent to which they are always able to provide safety from pursuit, danger, or 

difficulty can be varied. For women who have experienced violence and abuse, the refuge is a common 

stop on the journeys they take to escape – journeys that Bowstead call ‘journeys of resistance’ (2017: 

117) – and the valuable role refuges play in a victim-survivor’s experience after leaving an abusive 

partner is communicated across the literature (Binney, Harkell, and Nixon, 1985; Warrington, 2003; 

Postmus et al., 2009; Bowstead, 2015, 2017, 2019; Diemer et al., 2017). In the UK, in the year ending 

2021, Women's Aid estimated that over 10,000 women and almost 12,000 children were supported by 

refuge services, while over 124,000 women and over 148,000 children sought the help of other 

community-based services (Women’s Aid, 2022). Official government data on the use of domestic abuse 

victim services in England and Wales also revealed that in the year ending March 2021, 61.9% of 

referrals of women to refuge services in England were declined and 40.2% of referrals of women in 

Wales were declined (ONS, 2022). Demand is worryingly significantly higher than provision, and it is 

clear that refuges offer life-changing, indeed life-saving, services for a large number of women and 

children experiencing DVA. However, there is also evidence that refuges can sometimes compound, or 

even echo, elements of the experience of living in a violent home for some women (Baker et al., 2010; 

Chanmugam, 2011; Fisher and Stylianou, 2016). 

Fortunately, for many victim-survivors of DVA, their overall experiences of the refuge are positive, even 

when conditions are basic or overcrowded (Binney, Harkell, and Nixon, 1985). One of the acknowledged 

benefits of staying in a refuge for victim-survivors of DVA, even when on a short-term basis, is the 

opportunity for women to have contact and build relationships with others who have had similar 

experiences (Warrington, 2003; Bowstead, 2017). Being able to forge a connection with people sharing 

your space can encourage a greater understanding of what has happened ‘within a more collective and 

structural context’ (Bowstead, 2017: 117-118). Warrington (2003) also suggests that the space of a 

refuge can enable fear to ‘recede into the background’ (145), giving way for women to share stories and 

draw strength with and from one another instead. Another benefit of the refuge network is its geographic 

reach, with many victim-survivors able to access support on their own geographic terms. They can seek 
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help from as near or far as they need to, ensuring that the risk of further dislocation is reduced for those 

who are already experiencing profound upheaval (Bowstead, 2015). As well as offering victim-survivors 

greater control over their decision-making and their living situation, the majority of refuges also adopt a 

feminist philosophy. The refuge is therefore, for many, a personally and politically safe space, with 

women-focused services actively aiming for empowerment rather than possible further re-victimisation 

(Warrington, 2003). 

The refuge is not necessarily the first place that women leaving an abuser will turn to, however – 

especially outside of the UK. Whether a practical or personal decision, victim-survivors may seek help 

from other services or individuals. Diemer et al. (2017), for example, state than women in Australia are 

less likely to spend time in a refuge upon leaving a violent or abusive situation. Despite being a well-

known option, Diemer et al. claim that it is also the ‘least used’ (2017: 33) option. Equally, Postmus et al. 

(2009), in their US-based study, found that ‘most abused women seek help first from family and friends’ 

before making use of more formal support (853-854). While these findings may not speak to victim-

survivors of DVA in the UK, and they are likely to be representative of a different refuge system, I believe 

that it is still worthwhile to consider why the refuge may not be the first thought for some seeking safety. 

 

Experiences in refuge 

In the early ‘90s, Somerville (1992) suggested that refuges for women escaping DVA have a problem: 

that although they can provide ‘the essential ‘safe house’, they can rarely restore the wider experience 

of home which the women have lost’ (1535). This is not an altogether unfair critique on the role of the 

refuge, as although they are not designed to serve as permanent spaces of security, there is evidence 

across the literature that victim-survivors’ experiences of the refuge can inhibit the process of recovery. 

This is, in a number of cases, due to both the refuge’s material and imagined space. Individuals interact 

with and negotiate different spaces on a daily basis, but only certain spaces have the potential to actively 

promote well-being (Clark, 2020), and in the context of DVA, recovery.  
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Baker et al. (2010), in their US-based study, found that for some victim-survivors, staying in a refuge 

intensifies the stressful period they are already navigating, with ‘conflicts and misunderstandings’ 

between service users and professionals not uncommon (434). It is not unreasonable to imagine how, 

for some, co-existing with strangers with little personal space and minimal privacy can be a source of 

tension. In exploring the barriers to seeking help from emergency shelters, Baker et al. also found that 

the physical structure of the refuge, such as a re-purposed older building, forces a communal 

atmosphere that victim-survivors may not be comfortable dwelling in. They also note that shelters are 

often tasked with working around ‘outdated or inadequate facilities’, often in part because of limited 

funding for improvements (2010: 434). The location of the refuge was also a challenge for victim-

survivors who were forced to move away from their family, friends, and wider community, leaving them 

feeling isolated. 

Fisher and Stylianou (2016) identified similar issues, noting that victim-survivors living in a refuge may 

experience difficulty adapting to a different way of living. ‘Noise, lack of privacy, crowded conditions, a 

temporary atmosphere, strict rules, and a sense of isolation or ‘imprisonment’ are commonly cited by 

victims and advocates as reasons for dissatisfaction within shelters’, they write (2016: 789). Among the 

22 participants they conducted their research with, Fisher and Stylianou found that 43% of them had 

considered leaving the refuge in a bid to find permanent housing, with one participant saying that she 

felt stressed about not feeling ‘settled’; ‘I just want to be somewhere that [my son] can call ‘home’’, she 

added (2016: 795). In addition, among the 14 participants who expressed that they were considering 

leaving the refuge, the reasons they gave were ‘shelter-specific’ (2016: 797). 

In another US-based study, Chanmugam (2011) investigated the perspectives of adolescents and their 

mothers on emergency DVA shelters in the state of Texas. Although a number of younger participants 

praised the refuge for its safety, food, and being able to offer financial support to their parents, five out 

of the 14 adolescents interviewed revealed that the accommodation ‘reminded them of a prison’ (2011: 

405). ‘All five used the word ‘prison’’, Chanmugam noted, with participants drawing attention to security 

features within the refuge such as ‘locks, fences, security windows, and buttons to electronically open 

doors’ (ibid.). Two of the young participants added that they felt a reduced sense of privacy while living 
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in the refuge due to the number of people under one roof and the provision of security cameras. In 

contrast, the mothers who took part in the study focused on their positive impressions of the refuge 

experience, ‘expressing relief and gratitude’ for the services available (2011: 407). However, 

Chanmugam found that the mothers did not offer ‘specific aspects’ of the refuge they liked, 

concentrating instead on the overall sense of safety they felt and their positive interactions with staff 

(ibid.). Some of the mothers interviewed offered suggestions for improvement, commenting on the need 

‘for more space and services for children and youth’ (2011: 410).  

In a follow-up study, Grieder and Chanmugam (2013) revisited their findings to consider how the 

application of environmental psychology in the design of DVA shelters may improve the experiences of 

victim-survivors and their children. Drawing upon existing research in healthcare settings, Grieder and 

Chanmugam argue that the emotional needs of individuals using services such as a refuge can be better 

met with greater consideration for the built environment. They suggest the implementation of strategies 

that ‘promote autonomy and a sense of control for residents’, as well as design choices that create a 

‘home-like atmosphere’, which in turn, promotes ‘the ‘bonding of people to place’’ (2013: 372).  

Grieder and Chanmugam also point out the importance of ‘allowing and enabling individual 

personalisation’ as a way of encouraging place attachment (2013: 373), along with ensuring that the built 

environment enables residents to control their level of privacy as well as facilitating social engagement 

when needed. Ultimately, Grieder and Chanmugam call for ‘a paradigm shift’ that ‘values the physical 

environment as a meaningful element in empowerment of [DVA] survivors, proposing that sensitive 

refuge design can act as an ‘adjunct… by helping to restore control, privacy, and emotional comfort 

(2013: 375). By offering potential solutions to the arguably ‘unhomely’ environment of the refuge, and 

recognising it as such in the first instance, Grieder and Chanmugam effectively highlight the role that 

physical space can play as either ‘supportive or unsupportive’ of those who dwell within it (2013: 376). 

Turning to the UK, in their work with 20 women in refuge across seven locations in England, Bowstead 

(2019) presents the space of a refuge as one integral to women’s recovery and empowerment after 

experiences of DVA, but also as more than just a ‘safe container for women and children on the move’ 

(85). Bowstead’s research characterises the refuge as a distinctive space of encounter that can enable 
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more ‘interactive and collaborative practices and relationships’, in comparison to other services which 

work on a one-to-one basis (2019: 82). As well as a safe space that protects women and children from 

perpetrators of abuse, Bowstead regards the refuge as providing space for autonomy and action. For a 

refuge to successfully support the survival and recovery of the women and children who live there, and 

to offer what they term ‘more-than-safety’ through contact, encounter, interaction, and collaboration 

(2019: 85), the physical space of the refuge is secondary to the workers and residents. Where refuges 

are more likely to retain the feminist practices with which they first started, women are given the room 

to co-create the refuge space in ways that counteract the isolation and displacement they may have felt 

when first walking through the door.  

In their research, Bowstead makes reference to ‘home’ as a ‘key source and site of belonging and 

personhood’ (2019: 79). Although their conclusion does not explicitly ascribe women feeling ‘more-than-

safety’ to them having captured a sense of home within a refuge space, it does not seem unreasonable 

to suggest that the collaborative and supportive atmosphere that Bowstead witnessed contributed to the 

connection women made with both the space and each other. The research ends on a hopeful note, 

with Bowstead revealing that participants were ‘believing in and achieving positive lives after the refuge’ 

(2019: 86), suggesting that the refuge had qualities that had gone some way to restoring the ‘belonging 

and personhood’ Bowstead had previously associated with home. 

Where examples of a more negative refuge experience can be found is in the perspectives of the 

children who have moved with their mothers, as in the work of Chanmugam (2011). Across 20 refuges 

in England, Bracewell, Larkins, and Stanley (2021) interviewed 20 young people aged between 13 and 

18, as well as refuge staff, about the experiences of refuge life for teenagers. The majority of participants 

reported a need for increased access to computers and the internet, with Bracewell et al. (2021) 

suggesting that digital access promoted happiness among the young women in the refuge. Where 

participants were happier, the researchers observed that they also had greater access to different 

spaces outside of the refuge, including physical, emotional, and virtual spaces. Bracewell et al. noted 

that for the participants who were interviewed after their stay at a refuge, they had all re-gained internet 

access. This, for them, reinforced the ‘disparity between home and refuge life’ (2021: no page number). 
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As well as allowing the young women to complete homework or revision tasks, access to the internet 

meant they were able to maintain their support networks beyond the refuge and have a form of personal 

entertainment, such as movies, music, or gaming. Significantly, many of the teenagers also reported 

feeling as though they had limited privacy and ‘personal space’ (2021: no page number), with some also 

admitting that they felt lonely or isolated from their peers. Bracewell et al. point out that isolation is a 

tactic often used by perpetrators of DVA, as is extended control over an individual’s resources, choices, 

and time. 

Bracewell et al. (2021) acknowledge a refuge’s vital role in securing the physical safety of those seeking 

escape from DVA. However, they say, ‘safety and recovery from DVA requires more than this’ (2021: no 

page number). Where refuge policy and practice is underpinned by ‘a restricted focus on risk mitigation 

and protectionism’, they add, the opportunities available to young women in particular are diminished 

(2021: no page number). Although in this study the participants interviewed were accompanied by their 

mothers and had not therefore sought refuge independently, the research offers insight into the 

limitations of refuge as a space that offers the familiarity, comfort, and restorative potential that home 

has, reminding us of the importance of home for victim-survivors of DVA. 

Similar to Bracewell et al. (2021), Bowyer, Swanston, and Vetere’s (2015) research explores the 

experiences of 10-16 year-old girls staying in temporary accommodation with their mothers following 

exposure to DVA. Bowyer et al. (2015) interviewed five girls, four of whom were staying in a refuge at 

the time of research. Notable across each story was the sense that the girls ‘felt powerlessness and 

perceived themselves as helpless, having a lack of control over the whole transition’ (307). The 

participants compared their move into temporary accommodation to entering ‘a whole new world’ (2015: 

308), with many admitting that they felt they had lost their personal space. Interestingly, the loss of 

personal space in this research is framed as more important than the loss of the family home or any 

material objects. Bowyer et al. suggest that this personal space is both physical and mental, with the 

removal of a physical personal space disrupting the girls’ ability to ‘think things through and process 

them’ (2015: 309).  
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Again, echoing the findings of Bracewell et al. (2021), the experiences of temporary accommodation in 

Bowyer et al.’s (2015) study can be likened to the experiences they had before moving into the refuge. 

Although safe from DVA, the participants’ safety was considered fragile as they navigated a new set of 

dangers and threats associated with their living situation, including their safety being ’in the hands of 

others whom they saw as not able to keep them safe’ (2015: 310). Bowyer et al. noted that the girls felt 

confused and uncertain about their situation, perpetuating their feelings of a general lack of safety, 

agency, and also of powerlessness.  

The final finding from Bowyer et al.’s (2015) research was that the participants felt at the mercy of their 

environment and the actions of others, leading to internalised coping strategies. Rather than being able 

to ‘escape within escaping’ or given the ‘space to process’ what had happened to them and their mother, 

the girls appeared to feel as though they had to deal with their emotions on their own. Bowyer et al. also 

found that the participants would seek comfort from ‘transitional objects’ such as soft toys or games that 

came to represent continuity in an otherwise changing environment. 

The conclusions to be drawn from existing research into the experiences of the refuge highlight, perhaps 

inadvertently, the importance of victim-survivors being able to find a space that they consider home 

upon leaving a violent or abusive relationship. Despite meeting women and children’s core needs of 

shelter, warmth, and community, they often do not serve as a replacement for the home that victim-

survivors and their families are often looking for. Providing a roof, therefore, is not the same as providing 

a home, and I am arguing that it is counter-productive to overlook why that matters in the context of 

DVA. When a refuge is at its best, it offers a restorative space that, along with providing shelter and 

practical help, gives ‘women time to think things through… to regain strength, confidence and self-

esteem, and to try and put fear behind them’ (Warrington, 2003: 147); to remind them that feeling ‘at 

home’ again is possible in the future (Javaherian et al., 2007). It would be remiss of me to neglect the 

refuge, too, as one of the first spaces where some victim-survivors are able to develop genuine 

relationships with other for the first time, and importantly, ‘to relax and have some fun’ (Warrington, 

2003: 147) The refuge, however, is a means of achieving ‘home’ or a stepping stone to ‘home’ – one 

stop in a journey to recovery – and so to end research interested in the lived experience of DVA with 
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victim-survivors at the refuge is to lessen our understanding of how much women’s lives can change 

when they are able to make a home on their own terms. How home is conceptualised, built, and 

experienced is this thesis’ next focus. 

 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have critically reviewed existing literature and drawn out key themes relating DVA and 

the ideas of housing and home. The concept of home is not entirely absent from established scholarship 

on housing and violence and abuse; however, it is often inconspicuous, misappropriated, or conflicted. 

In this literature review, I have attempted to demonstrate the gap that exists between women and the 

home in the context of violence and abuse, and how a continued focus on women’s experiences of the 

re-housing process, housing instability, homelessness, and the refuge neglects the involvement of the 

home during and after DVA. Adopting an approach that considers experiences of home sensitively and, 

importantly, separately is the first step towards reclaiming the ‘domestic’ in DVA. The second step – that 

is, applying theoretical understandings of the home as an embodied, affective, and active space to DVA 

– is what I will turn to in the next chapter, ‘Finding and Theorising Space for Women’. 
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3 
Literature Review II: Finding and Theorising Space for Women 

 

Introduction 

To begin to understand how women orient themselves and are oriented by others, Ahmed (2006) 

suggests that we start from ‘the point from which the world unfolds: the ‘here’ of the body and the ‘where’ 

of its dwelling’ (8). In other words, our situatedness and position in space play integral roles in how we 

understand the world and our experiences of it. We navigate our daily lives amid a crowd of intersecting 

contexts and realities, internal and external, which in turn, alter our connectedness with certain spaces. 

Some are able to forge stronger connections with the world around them than others, and this chapter 

focuses on the ways I perceive women in particular can be (dis)connected to space. This chapter serves 

as a continuation of my research into women’s experiences of the home, and so investigates literature 

on the public-private spatial divide, embodiment, the idea of ‘home as haven’, domestic labour, and the 

home as a site of exclusion. The second of two narrative literature reviews, this chapter divides 

discussion into four theories relating women and space: gendered space; the home; women and the 

home; and space invaders. Violence and abuse in the home is addressed briefly in this chapter. For now, 

however, I aim to review how women are incorporated into theories of space(s) and why finding space 

for women – both literally and in research – is an important way of intimately understanding women’s 

lived experience and applying that to our existing knowledge of DVA. 

 

3.1 Gendered space 

Building blocks 

Just as gender is ‘best understood as a particular form of the social positioning of lived bodies’, whereby 

we relate to each other within historically and socially specific contexts (Young, 2005: 22), so is space. 
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Space, like gender then, is socially constructed. From a feminist perspective, public and private space(s) 

are inherently gendered. More than that, by some, space is also considered unequally structured 

because of its gendered nature. Johnson (1990), for example, argues that the constitution of space is 

designed to ‘privilege men at the expense of women’, leaving space not only gendered but ‘patriarchal’ 

in the way it is conceived and lived in (20; see also White, 1988, in Johnson, 1990; Spain, 1992). Space 

cannot, therefore, be considered neutral, even when the maleness of space is invisible to both men and 

women (Puwar, 2004). 

From this perspective, space is viewed as a product of a ‘highly structured and inequitable society’ 

(Johnson, 1990: 21), where the end result is likely to disadvantage women. England (1991) agrees with 

this position, claiming that the gendered allocation of resources, facilities, and opportunities within a city 

is reflected in its essential structure (135). Why this happens, it is argued, is because spatial structures 

‘are conceptualised as being both the medium and outcome of social action’ (1991: 136); in other words, 

space holds up a mirror to those within it – and that mirror is a tool for reproducing and reinforcing 

existing social relations and inequalities. The impacts of this can be definitive. Of the understanding that 

women and men are spatially segregated as a result of men’s privileged position of producing and 

reproducing power, Spain (1992) argues that access to knowledge and resources is controlled through 

the synchronised control of space. Ultimately, the dominant group – which Spain acknowledges is not 

always stratified by sex or gender, but also by race and class – is able to preserve its status while 

simultaneously limiting the status of the subjugated, which in this case is women. Spain offers an almost 

defeatist review of the gendered production of space, arguing: ‘Gendered spaces themselves shape, 

and are shaped by, daily activities. Once in place, they become taken for granted, unexamined, and 

seemingly immutable’ (1992: 28-29). Spain is not alone in believing that behaviour and space are 

‘mutually dependent’, or that ‘people define space’ (Ardener, 1993: 113), but there is a more flexible and 

forgiving interpretation of how space is gendered to be found. 

Massey (1994), for example, agrees that gender is implicated by ‘the ways in which we inhabit and 

experience space and place, and the ways in which we are located…’ (164). In their understanding of 

place as separate to space, and as a site that is formed by contextual social relations, Massey states that 
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the gendering of space and place ‘both reflects and has effects back on the ways in which gender is 

constructed and understood in the societies in which we live’ (1994: 186). This may sound like the same 

argument as in Spain (1992) or Ardener (1993), but Massey’s notion of ‘place’ as a separate entity takes 

into consideration that contexts change, and that power (im)balances shift. Rather than submit to the 

argument that the problem with space is the people who are in it, those who create it, determine it, and 

compose it (Kirby, in Davidson, 2000: 33), Massey’s understanding of gendered space and place can be 

thought of as offering some kind of agency. This is echoed in Price’s (2002) understanding of space, 

who argues that how we come to understand our environment – whether we feel comforted or alienated 

by it – depends simply on who we are. A feminist perspective may challenge this, amending Price’s 

argument to reflect that our experiences of space depend on who we are allowed to be; but their point 

that ‘different interpretations can be nurtured regarding the same site’ still stands (2002: 41). 

The process of designing and building an environment is not always viewed as explicitly dealing with 

gender. Boys (1990) argues that many design proposals by architects and planners use concepts such 

as function or objectivity, which are then related to ideas of masculinity and femininity. Stereotypically, 

the feminine is characterised as the subjective, social, and emotional experience of space, as well as the 

decoration and style of a space. In turn, this may be considered ‘trivial and (dangerously) frivolous’ 

(1990: 253) by what is traditionally a male-dominated profession (Blunt and Dowling, 2022). Despite 

Boys’ observations, they suggest that it is the ‘continuing monopoly of the historical home/work-

women/men divide’ that is a significant factor in explaining the position of women in society and the 

gendered dimensions of the environments that we come across in our daily lives (1990: 254). This divide, 

or binary, is open to critique. To consider the relationship between gender and spatial structures and 

subsequently determine that women are ‘innocent, passive victims of an environment’ is something that 

England (1991) considers as bordering ‘on spatial fetishism’ in a way that oversimplifies not only the role 

that women play in shaping space and place, but the role of people in general, and the relationships we 

forge with spatial structures (143). McDowell, too, regards the mapping of space onto gender a key part 

of the establishment and maintenance of women’s position in society (2003, in Beebe, Davis, and 

Gleadle, 2012), as though to reduce place and location to a given gender is to perpetuate spatial division. 
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Beebe, Davis, and Gleadle (2012) follow this lead, arguing that it is ‘no longer enough’ to simply 

recognise and accept that ‘male’ and ‘female’ spaces are ‘constructed’. Instead, they propose, it is the 

‘social and political use of space’ that lies ‘at the heart of its construction’ (2012: 530).  

Beebe et al.’s (2012) argument is challenged by Shaikly and Lira’s (2022) work on addressing gender-

bias in the built environment of London. Shaikly and Lira foreground their research by acknowledging 

the existence of what they call ‘gender insensitive design’, unpicking its effects on ‘wide-spread spatial 

inequality’ that is manifested in ‘inadequate sanitary and facility provision, fear in public spaces, and 

territorialization by men’ (2022: 1). Shaikly and Lira accept the ‘androcentricity of urban planning’ as put 

forward by Blunt (1994) and Little (1994), and its contribution, along with fear in public space, to a form 

of social control where women are unlikely to exercise their position in the urban environment (2022: 3-

4). However, they draw the conclusion that inserting women into the process of designing and creating 

space is not necessarily the most effective solution. Upon comparing how key independent organisations 

involve young women in the design of public space, Shaikly and Lira promote the direct engagement of 

women to ‘help inform frameworks and devise context-specific solutions’, rather than having 

practitioners execute women’s own design solutions. By doing the latter, they argue, there is a risk of 

‘indirectly perpetuating gendered behaviour’, as young women’s preferences in design are inevitably 

‘constrained by the inequitable social conditions in which they are formed’ (2022: 16). To avoid certain 

types of public space remaining the territory of men, then, we need the political and social shift that 

Beebe et al. speak of, but as Shaikly and Lira have found – and the feminist theorists of the ‘90s first told 

us – it appears we are as much a product of our environments as they are of us. This idea is something 

that is also touched upon in Acarón’s (2016) work, who frames spatial negotiations performed by women 

as normalised, with ‘the social constraint of gendered, fear induced space being considered a ‘given’’ in 

their everyday lives (146). 

 

Public and private 
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If we are to accept that space and gender have an interdependent relationship in the public sphere, then 

the same can also apply to the private sphere. Rather than a separate dichotomy, however, the gendered 

power relations that play out in private may be viewed as closely interlinked with the gendered dynamic 

witnessed in public. How gendered space operates and is navigated behind closed doors compared to 

the public street can differ, however. 

Hearn (1992) argues that private domains, as well as the activity therein, ‘are effectively the bases of the 

public domains’ and their respective activity (21). Evidence of this is found in the way that men dominate 

both public and private institutions, with Hearn suggesting that the existence of ‘public patriarchies’ 

enables ‘private patriarchies’ to persist (1992: 82). Stark (2007) agrees, claiming that perpetrators’ 

attempts to ‘encase women’s subjectivity in their roles as home-makers, care takers, sex objects, and 

dependents’ are nothing more ‘than a projection of the male imaginary from the public to the personal 

sphere’ (386). More explicitly than Stark, Hearn appears to accept the public versus private, male versus 

female binary, stating that the meanings of the public and the private are ‘mapped onto the meanings of 

other hierarchies’ of male and female (1992: 87). Despite this, Hearn also acknowledges that the public 

streets themselves are often ‘bastions of men’s power’, or even men’s violence (1992: 137). In the 

context of DVA, it should also be noted that similar relations are common, with the innate privacy of 

domestic space enabling the violence and abuse that male perpetrators frequently exercise by keeping 

it hidden.  

While Hearn’s (1992) analysis may lead us to infer that both public and private spheres are male-

oriented, the private sphere has also been traditionally considered as inherently feminine – although not 

in an unproblematic way. Colomina (1992), an architectural historian, calls the split between the interior 

and exterior of buildings ‘gender-loaded’ (94), representative of the division between the intimate, the 

private, and the social, the public. Davidson (2000) adopts a similar view, claiming that the contours of 

the public-private binary ‘are as much a product as a reflection of binary constructions of gender’ (35). 

Schneider (1994), meanwhile, is more explicit, arguing that the ‘traditional notion of ‘separate spheres’ 

is premised on the dichotomy between the ‘‘private’ world of family and domestic life (the ‘women’s’ 

sphere), and the ‘public’ world of the marketplace (the ‘men’s’ sphere)’ (37-38). This dichotomy is 
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politically motivated, with the ‘state’ ultimately making the decision as to what defines the family and the 

market, respectively. ‘Meanings of ‘private’ and ‘public’ are based on social and cultural assumptions of 

what is valued and important,’ Schneider argues, ‘and these assumptions are deeply gender-based’ 

(1994: 39). 

Madigan and Munro (1999) believe that the geographical separation of men and women into public and 

private spaces is partly due to the process of what they call ‘suburbanisation’, where women are ‘trapped 

in the child-centred world of the suburb’ without sufficient access to the public facilities available in cities 

(61). In the so-called morally superior suburbia, women find themselves in what is essentially a 

domesticated enclave, which is reinforced by the space itself and ultimately difficult to resist. Madigan 

and Munro argue that housing design, particularly in a suburban context, embodies ‘dominant 

assumptions’ about nuclear family relations, no matter how far that ideal may be from reality. The 

problem here is, much like the interplay between gender and space, is that privacy and isolation 

becomes built-in to the bricks and mortar, which inevitably has ‘some impact on the residents’ (1999: 

62). How the gendered nature of the public-private divide is replicated through housing design is evident 

in the differences between the front and back of the house, Madigan and Munro claim. Where the front 

of the house represents the ‘public, male’ face of the family, with a formal entrance and higher quality 

finish (think, ‘curb appeal’), the back of the house is more likely to have a more ‘utilitarian aspect’ 

demonstrative of the private, domestic sphere (1999: 62-63). Of course, this kind of intra-domestic 

public-private divide is rarely utilitarian in practice, and Madigan and Munro’s depiction of the segmented 

nature of the home rests on assumptions about class and lifestyle, where suburban houses are more 

reflective of the ideals of ‘bourgeois family life’ (Blunt and Dowling, 2022: 102). Young (2005) 

acknowledges the flaw of viewing aspects of the homespace as utilitarian, associating the gendered 

division between public and private space with what is thought of as public and private work. While there 

may be less of a gendered public-private divide in the workforce today, Young points out that work such 

as caring – ‘for persons, their bodily needs, their emotional well-being, and the maintenance of their 

dwellings’ – is primarily done by women as unpaid labour in private homes (2005: 22).  
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In contrast to Hearn (1992), Schneider (1994), and Madigan and Munro (1999), Goodfellow and Mulla 

(2015) approach the gendered division between the public and private spheres differently. They suggest 

that ‘it is not that the world comes to shape the domestic, but rather it is the domestic that overflows the 

home and seeps into the world’ (2015: 260). Rather than subscribing to the belief that it is the public 

sphere that dictates and influences the power relations that play out in private, they appear to claim the 

opposite. This is especially relevant when considering interventions in the home made by the police or 

social workers. If private and public spaces are both gendered, however, claims of provenance can 

become distracting. After all, as Blunt and Dowling (2022) argue, home is fundamentally a ‘part of rather 

than separate from society’ (15), and the porous spaces of home are closely bound up with and even 

produced through, relations of power, rather than separate from them – and vice versa (27-29). 

 

Embodied space and spatial bodies 

Where the prevailing gendered nature of space can be explained further is through explorations of the 

body in space, how it comes to be, and where it feels comfortable. Acarón (2016) describes space as 

an entity able to preserve power and influence social relations, but it is the body, ‘as the nexus of 

experience’, that they claim acts ‘as both a receiver and actor, producing and being produced by spatial 

relations’ (139). For Young (2005), these spatial relations are gendered, with the comportment and 

bodily movement of men and women reflective of their positionality in wider space. Young argues that 

girls ‘project an enclosed space’ and boys ‘project in open and outwardly directed space’ as a 

reproduction of the way the sexes, in the main, move their bodies in space (2005: 40). To consider space 

as patriarchal, as Johnson (1990) does, it is not unreasonable to claim that women’s restricted movement 

is dictated by the gendered social ideals and norms that shape space. Indeed, it seems that Young 

implies this, arguing: ‘for the most part, girls and women are not given the opportunity to use their full 

bodily capacities in free and open engagement with the world, nor are they encouraged as much as 

boys’ (2005: 43). 
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Puwar (2004) argues that there is a ‘sheer maleness’ to particular spaces that causes the occupation of 

those spaces by women to become something of a ‘conscious’ project (7). Puwar acknowledges the 

connection between bodies and space, and the repeated, cyclical, and contested nature of that 

connection. ‘While all can, in theory, enter’ a given space, ‘it is certain types of bodies that are tacitly 

designated as being the ‘natural’ occupants’, Puwar argues (2004: 8). For marginalised bodies, such as 

those of women, existence within a space may still not afford them the right to occupy it; for some, they 

can never really be considered – or feel like – ‘the somatic norm’ (ibid.).  

Puwar’s (2004) conceptualisation of natural and unnatural users of space is echoed in Ahmed’s (2006) 

discussion on familiarity and inhabitance in relation to bodies and space. Taking a phenomenological 

approach, Ahmed argues that spaces are not exterior or separate to bodies; instead, bodies ‘become 

the space they inhabit’ by taking up space (2006: 53). Proposing a symbiotic relationship between space 

and bodies, Ahmed suggests that the body is affected by the location or environment it moves in, and in 

turn, that bodily movement works to shape the space as well as the body itself. The ability to inhabit and 

shape a space is a privilege, it seems, with bodies that ‘do’ more in spaces more likely to inhabit them. 

‘If spaces extend bodies, then we could say that spaces also extend the shape of the bodies that ‘tend’ 

to inhabit them,’ Ahmed explains (2006: 58). The opportunity for inhabitance and spatial familiarity is 

also dependent on gender, something that Ahmed considers as ‘affecting’ what bodies are able to do. 

So, if familiarity is predicated on inhabitance – and inhabitance is established through movement – then 

restricted bodies are alienated, or disoriented, in space. For Ahmed, it is important that women are 

proactive in their use of space, so that they can claim it, fill it, and forge a connection with their 

environment. 

However, as I hope to have demonstrated in this section, social spaces are not ‘open for any body to 

occupy’ (Puwar, 2004: 8). Instead, space and place are implicated by a gendered hierarchy that limits 

women’s corporeal freedom in both public and private. If space is organised by constructs of gender, 

and bodies are, in turn, organised by space (Puwar, 2004: 32), then it is not difficult to see how the 

concept of gendered space can be seen as discouraging and repressive – oppressive, even. These 

ideas will be developed, and contested, in subsequent sections that discuss the idea of home more 
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broadly and the relationship that women have with the ‘homespace’. As these sections will bring to light, 

the home is an essential, grounding place for investigating people’s experiences of the world and the 

places within it, and in turn, how the home functions as an ‘anchoring point’ for identity (Blunt and 

Dowling, 2022: 12-13). 

 

3.2 The ‘home’ 

Everything, everywhere, all at once 

To understand how the space of the home is lived in and experienced by women, I consider it important 

to turn to theories of the home that explain its symbolism. By considering the cultural and sociological 

insights of home as separate to the geo-politics of public and private, domestic space, this section of the 

literature review contextualises the inherent value in viewing the home as a unique space for building 

relationships and meaning, as well as a unique space for academic enquiry. At the heart of this research 

is the belief that ‘home is more than house’ (Blunt and Dowling, 2022: 92). Instilled with personal 

meaning, the home is ultimately subjective and open to (ongoing) interpretation dependent on context 

(Easthope, 2010). However, the difficulty in defining ‘home’ is arguably the essence of its definition; that 

home is multi-faceted and, ultimately, its meaning ‘all depends’ (Mallett, 2004: 84). What home depends 

on is historically, culturally, and temporally specific, for rather than being simply bricks and mortar, home 

is considered across a multitude of disciplines as ‘an ensemble’ of objects, spatial organisation, social 

relations, and meanings (Goodall, 1990: 269). And even that, as a compromise, is contested, with 

Douglas (1991) suggesting that home cannot even ‘be defined by any of its functions’ (288).  

For Douglas (1991), home is a series of contradictions, ‘localisable’ yet unfixed at once. While a home 

must be made up of some kind of space, it may not necessarily resemble shelter of any kind. ‘Having 

shelter is not having a home, nor is having a house, nor is home the same as a household’, Douglas 

argues (289). Temporality is also an important facet of home for Douglas, with their understanding of 

home resting on its ability to have ‘structure in time’. This is because, they suggest, people exist within 

a specific time and space, and the home as a container for people ends up reflecting ‘aesthetic and 
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moral dimensions’ distinct to that time (ibid.). Each home, therefore, has a unique capacity for memory 

or anticipation, for the past, present, and future (Douglas, 1991; Brickell, 2012; Atkinson and Blandy, 

2017; Blunt and Sheringham, 2019). Saunders and Williams (1988) situate home in time and space in a 

similar way, arguing that home entails ‘both spatial and social dimensions’ (82) that are interrelated with 

those who take up the space. More than ‘a passive container’ (1988: 91), for Saunders and Williams the 

home is an example of a socio-spatial system where the social and physical aspects of home are merged 

together to situate and contextualise our day-to-day activities and relationships. Kearns et al. (2000), too, 

consider the ‘symbolic and latent’ meanings of home as a means of satisfying human needs and 

anchoring individuals within a ‘larger set of settings’; importantly, it also offers ‘a window’ to the spatial 

culture of its surroundings (388). As a socio-spatial system, the home is thought of as ‘the nodal point of 

our society, the locale through which individual and society interact’ (2000: 84), but there is sometimes 

a material dimension to the definition of home, too.  

For example, Saunders and Williams (1988) make reference to ‘the outside of the house’ in their 

discussion of home, suggesting that their version of home works within a literal and ideological 

framework. For them, the walls of the house ‘represent a barrier and a signifier to the world beyond of 

the values and social placement of the household within’ (1988: 84); in other words, home operates as 

a tangible, visible representation of who we want to be and who we think society wants us to be. Fairhurst 

(1998) also relates the physicality of home to the way it is used, suggesting that the ways in which 

individuals experience and embody home is fundamental to understanding social life. Equally, Handel 

(2019) believes that researching home without exploring the ‘materiality of the home/house’ would be 

to produce an understanding that is ‘too partial and thin’ and neglects the human experience of home 

in its all of its variable contexts (1047). For Handel, it is through recognising the wider position of 

‘home/house’, including its literal surroundings, that make it a study of human and political and 

significance (2019: 1052). However, if home is necessitated by a house – or a basement flat, or a 

sprawling cottage, and everything in between – the walls of that structure become a barrier to knowledge 

as well as to the public, in that we end up knowing ‘surprisingly little about how millions of ordinary 

people…live the reality of the home’ (Fairhurst, 1998: 91). 
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For Blunt and Varley (2004), a similar grounding is required for their analysis of home, which they 

observe as a space shaped as much by everyday practices and material cultures as by social relations 

(3). They argue that attending to domestic design and practices can strengthen existing discourse and 

develop our understanding of home(s) and belongings, as, like space and gender, architectural and 

spatial practices and home are mutually constituted. Although Blunt and Varley suggest that geographies 

of home influence, and are influenced by, more than just the household (2004: 4), they find theoretical 

explanations for our relationships with home through what Easthope (2010) suggests is ‘the concept of 

‘place’’ (136). The benefit of positing home as a particular kind of place, Easthope argues, is that it 

‘provides a framework for addressing connections between people’s home-places and their 

psychological well-being’ that pushes the boundaries of housing research and exposes the ‘dynamics 

of conflicts surrounding home-places’ (ibid.). 

Yet, for many, the outward-facing structure of home is merely a feature of, rather than its central 

character (Mallett, 2004; Baxter and Brickell, 2015). Wardhaugh (1999), for example, writes: ‘Whatever 

home is, popular wisdom tells us that ‘a house is not a home’’ (94). Instead, Wardhaugh considers home 

as an expression of social meaning and identity, along with a physical arrangement of space. Where a 

house and a home differ in this case, is that a house is ‘rational, geometric’, and a home is ‘an expression 

of lived space, of human meaning, and being-in-the-world’ (ibid.). The idea of being-in-the-world is 

achieved through dwelling, which is an active, ongoing process, rather than a static state that one can 

achieve in absolute terms (Heidegger, 1971, in Handel, 2019). Understood from a Heideggerian 

perspective in this way, homes are always in flux and open to change – and, by extension, so are those 

who live in them. 

For many, this is symbolic of the wider social context that home(s) can be found in. As previously 

mentioned, homes are invested with a multitude of ‘meanings, emotions, experiences, and relationships’ 

(Blunt and Varley, 2004: 3), and because of this, the idea of home – and of space and place more 

generally – is thought of by some as ‘provisional’ (Mallett, 2004: 70). To try to offer something a little 

more concrete, Mallett (2004) suggests that it is through the construction and negotiation of an identity 

that home as place gathers meaning. A home can thus be identified as a home in the traditional sense, 
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a dwelling, a homeland, or even a constellation of relationships (2004: 77). In this way, however a home 

takes its form, it has a connection with a spatial and relational realm ‘from which people venture into the 

world and to which they generally hope to return’ (ibid.). Mallett’s analysis of home applies Ahmed’s 

(1999) idea of inhabitance, which I introduced in the previous section, ‘Gendered space’. Using Ahmed’s 

theory, home can be understood by looking at the ways people ‘do and feel home’ and the activities that 

are ‘performed by, with, or in persons, things, and places’ (Mallett, 2004: 80). Characterised by individual 

actions and experiences, the home inevitably becomes a holder of emotion, where ‘home and more 

particularly being at home is a matter, at least in part, of affecting or feeling’, whether that be a certain 

feeling’s presence or its absence (2004: 79). These ideas have influenced how I position the home in 

this research. 

As a site of multiplicities and paradox, it can feel overwhelming navigating the geographical and social 

significance of home. As Mallett (2004: 84) condenses it: 

‘[Home] can be a dwelling place or a lived space of interaction between people, places, things; 

or perhaps both. The boundaries of home can be permeable and/or impermeable. Home can 

be singular and/or plural, alienable and/or inalienable, fixed and stable and/or mobile and 

changing. It can be associated with feelings of comfort, ease, intimacy, relaxation, and security 

and/or oppression, tyranny and persecution.’ 

For all of its inscrutability, however, home is a place of potential where perspectives can change and 

discoveries are made (hooks, 2015); it is a construct that is forged in the imagination and in the physical 

world at the same time. How home manifests as a place that offers a variety of experiences, despite its 

shared cultural significance (Atkinson and Blandy, 2017), and as a fundamental ‘repository of meaning’ 

(Jupp et al., 2019), has been replicated in the findings and analysis of this research, and as this thesis 

progresses, it will propose that home can mean something different to each one of us. It can be 

everything, everywhere, all at once. 

 

Security and attachment 
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Another perspective for theorising home is through the concept of security and attachment. This is often 

understood as ontological security. Defined by Giddens (1990), ontological security ‘refers to the 

confidence that most human beings have in the continuity of their self-identity and in the constancy of 

the surrounding social and material environments of action’ (92). Giddens maintains that place is an 

integral factor in the establishment of ontological security, as it creates a psychological ‘tie’ between the 

biography and geography of the individual (1984: 367). Saunders (1990, in Hiscock et al., 2001) suggests 

that it is home specifically that offers a vital source of ontological security, as it is home where people 

most frequently feel in control of their environment and are able to re-establish autonomy in a world that 

is otherwise threatening and, for many, uncontrollable. Dupuis and Thorns (1998, in Hiscock et al. 2001) 

agree, stating that when the home is a site of consistency in the social world, and allows the day-to-day 

routines of human experience to unfold, it becomes a foundation upon which to build identity. 

Hiscock et al. (2001) see the theory of ontological security as a basis for the idea that people need more 

than just sustenance and shelter to live fulfilled lives; that they need ‘a secure base to which they can 

return’ in times of trouble (50). Bowlby (2019) agrees, stating that a lack of security of tenure caused by 

short-term contracts and high rental costs has negative consequences for ontological security. However, 

Hiscock et al. (2001) argue that if ontological security is obtained primarily through home, or housing, 

questions are raised about its applicability in an increasingly precarious economy, where stable tenure 

is a privilege of the few. In their research on tenure in Scotland, they found that being a home owner in 

itself does not guarantee ‘feeling more protected in or by the home’ when compared to social renting 

(2001: 57). Although they also claim that owner occupiers have more control than tenants over their 

home, they argue that greater autonomy is attributed to wealth and personal characteristics of 

occupants, rather than tenure. Where home ownership may reflect wider stability in an individual’s life, 

Hiscock et al. conclude that stability, or ontological security, is not dependent on it. These findings have 

implications for our understanding of home, as well as for victim-survivors of DVA, who often struggle 

with spatial instability. Hiscock et al.’s findings suggest that ontological security does not need to affix 

itself to a long-term, dependable space; it is instead something that can move with individuals. 
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Adjacent to ontological security is the idea of attachment to the home, which manifests in a number of 

ways. Drawing conclusions from their research in Rome, Giuliani (1991) found that some individuals felt 

‘at home’ amongst their community, rather than in their home. Giuliani also observed that feelings of 

attachment or rootedness were affected by the ability to identify with a certain home, surmising that 

those who said they regretted past moves in their lives may have been expressing regret over losing a 

previous identity (1991: 140). Giuliani considers the home as an object that enables the inhabitant ‘to 

express his or her individuality’ and as a ‘custodian’ of individual history, but they do not concede that 

home is ‘unique and irreplaceable’ (ibid.). For Giuliani, even when homes are tied up with significant 

historical life events, they are ultimately replicable, because attachment to home and what it can be has 

already been realised once before. In line with Hiscock et al.’s (2001) findings, Giuliani’s work on 

attachment reveals that the constancy of ontological security can be found in the experience of home, 

rather than the home as a physical entity. The role of home in experiencing ontological security has a 

psychological component, as well as a physical one, then (de Botton, 2006, in Atkinson and Blandy, 

2017). This is endorsed by Handel (2019), who argues that ontological security is ‘never given, but rather 

made and remade’ (1052). How individuals reaffirm ontological security, they say, is through the creation 

of homes that produce and reproduce individuals and their identities. 

How homes contribute to and interact with identity is another important factor in the establishment of 

security and attachment. Hockey (2000), Price (2002), Blunt and Varley (2004), Mallett (2004), Young 

(2005), Osuji and Hirst (2015), Atkinson and Blandy (2017), and Bowlby (2019) all regard the home, and 

how it is lived in the everyday, as a central component of identity formation. Self and home, as Hockey 

(2000) puts it, ‘are mutually self-constituting’ (149), and people’s sense of self is also ‘expressed through 

home’ (Blunt and Dowling, 2022: 11). Ideally, then, the home as a space intrinsically involved in identity 

formation is one that is positive and affirming, where individuals feel at ease and are able to express and 

fulfil themselves however they choose (Mallett, 2004). (For more discussion on how self-expression 

through practices of ‘homeyness’ can contribute to feelings of comfort, security, and independence, see 

Dowling and Power, 2011.) In reality, though, this is not always the case. Blunt and Varley (2004) 

acknowledge that the home can invoke a sense of alienation that is ‘intimately tied to a sense of self’ in 
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as much as it can invoke a sense of belonging (3). When feelings of alienation or estrangement are 

generated by the home, this can have a coinciding effect on identity, where ‘there is a sense of 

detachment from the self’ (Osuji and Hirst, 2015: 91). The effects of a fractured sense of identity as a 

result of fragile home-self relations spill out into the wider environment. Bowlby (2019) suggests that 

through fittings, furnishings, upkeep, and the relationships within them, homes are a way for people to 

‘mark out their social identities’ (54); if identity is compromised by home, therefore, it is unlikely to take 

shape in public space, too. 

Security, attachment, and identity can be established and maintained in the home through the deliberate 

and agentic occupation of the home as a space (Easthope, 2010). In other words, the process of building 

and making is integral to the experiencing of home (Heidegger, 1971). Home-making, in this sense, is 

not to be confused with housework, but rather akin to Pink and Leder Mackley’s (2016) application of 

Ingold’s (2011) ‘making’ to home – ‘making’, that is, as a craft that requires skill, improvisation, and 

creativity. Young (2005), for example, sees the home ‘as an extension of and mirror for the living body 

in its everyday activity’ (140), where habits and routines shape the home in a personal and visible sense, 

and where the self is constructed along with the home (Ahmed, 2006). This position has political 

relevance, too, as without occupying and having the opportunity to shape a home in the process, an 

individual is ‘deprived’ of a fulfilling existence (2006: 152) and a sense of their broader direction within 

life (Atkinson and Blandy, 2017). It is thought that the affective bonds that materialise through 

situatedness and occupation allow people to change the nature of a space (Easthope, 2010) and prepare 

for the lives that are led outside of the home, and these are particularly important issues for marginalised 

bodies that grapple with space in both public and private. Handel (2019) captures the political essence 

of finding security and attachment in the home effectively, recognising that to build one’s own home is 

in fact ‘an act of world-making’ (1053) – and for some, to build is their only act of resistance. 

 

Home, sweet home? 
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As well as a physical site for offering security, fostering attachment, and shaping self, the home exists 

as an idealised symbol. The home, as we want and hope it to be, is a place for joy, comfort, and protection 

from external forces. As both ‘material and imaginative’ (Blunt and Dowling, 2022), the home is a 

metaphorical space of affective potential and belonging. This is, however, a ‘normative’ model (Brickell, 

2012: 225). In reality, the home has the capacity to be both a haven and a site of violence, abuse, and 

danger (Fairhurst, 1998).  

The juxtaposed constitution of the home is enabled by its association as a place of retreat (Chapman 

and Hockey, 1999). This, for some, is also intertwined with notions of intimacy and family. Bowlby (2019), 

for example, relates the popular presentation of the home as a space of love, safety, and comfort to the 

‘nostalgic vision of ‘family’’ (54). A conventional, functioning family unit is one that is supposed to protect 

and care for its kin, but it is also one that embraces each other when they are free from the expectations 

and customs of the public-facing world. Saunders and Williams (1988) point out that when we want 

others to relax and ‘be themselves’, we invite them to ‘make themselves at home’’ (88) – and we welcome 

those who do so into our fold. However, the home’s role as a retreat is often based on romanticised 

assumptions of ‘the white, middle class, and heterosexual nuclear family’ (Wardhaugh, 1999: 96), and 

for many, these assumptions are delicately balanced or altogether unrecognisable. Chapman and 

Hockey (1999) suggest that this is, in part, due to the function of the home as a space for the ‘more 

problematic aspects of human embodiment’ such as illness, death, and violence (11). But when a home 

is seen as a private retreat from the outside world, it also becomes a place where actions and behaviours 

that would be challenged or rejected can retreat to. Mallett (2004) proposes that the home is lived ‘as a 

tension’ in this way because of the binary oppositions of ‘inside/outside, work/home, public/private, 

comfortable/uncomfortable, safe/unsafe’ that underpin and perpetuate the idea of home (71). 

When the public sphere is widely accepted as a space that is exclusive and threatening for many, it is 

understandable that we look to the home to act in opposition to that conflict. Bachelard (1964) thought 

of the home as a shelter for daydreaming, where the daydreamer is protected by its space and 

inhabitants are allowed to dream ‘in peace’ (in Pint, 2013: 111). As a consequence, the home becomes 

an essential element of that imaginary existence and a ‘daydream’ in itself. Of course, the home as a site 
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infused with what Bachelard calls ‘felicitous images’ discounts those who cannot imagine their home as 

a haven or retreat. In their critique of Bachelard’s Poetics of Space, Pint argues that Bachelard totally 

neglects the ‘social and political dimension’ of individuals’ lived experiences of home, allowing negative 

understandings of the home as a space to ‘fly under the radar’ (2013: 113). Thus, when people’s 

experiences of home do not align with ‘the purified space’ of the domestic – or the intimacy is of a violent 

nature (Fairhurst, 1998) – the home contributes to the ‘social and spatial exclusion’ that many expect it 

to counter (Wardhaugh, 1999: 96). 

If a haven, the home is expected to be a space of familiarity in as much as it is a space of privacy and 

intimacy (Kearns et al., 2000). However, when familiarity is disrupted or denied in the home, its status as 

a sanctuary dissolves and it can become a threat. In their thesis on so-called ‘Houses of Doom’, Hockey 

(2000) exemplifies how the unfamiliar and unknown secrets of the home can make it a place of danger, 

acknowledging that even moving into a new home means ‘moving into spaces that housed the hidden 

and not necessarily socially acceptable aspects of other people’s lives’ (152). This is because many 

individuals still experience terror first-hand in the apparent safety of their own home, despite what media 

representations would have us believe about the risks of stranger crime. It is easier to accept, Hockey 

argues, that people are vulnerable, rather than the ‘much prized home offers little by way of security’ 

(2000: 157). When the security of the home is breached, Hockey argues that the home maintains an 

essence of unfamiliarity; this is seen, they say, in the way that people flee the home or ‘support the 

bulldozing of property’ when they become relics of violence (2000: 160). The implications of this stretch 

out beyond the four walls of the space, with the ‘imperative to separate the self’ from the home through 

or its destruction or the act of moving an attempt to displace the ‘stigmatised’ identities of those who 

were once within a dangerous home. As an arrangement of objects and meanings, Vas, Ellen, and 

Leonard (2015) consider the home as an important way of connecting the self to the world. However, 

they argue that those connections can be distorted when the intimacy or familiarity of the home is 

threatened. When this occurs, the home becomes ‘spooky’ (2015: 358) – or, indeed, ‘unhomely’ – and 

the home is exposed as a space that is consistently managing the threat of being ‘contaminated’ by 

alternate meanings, behaviours, objects, and people who we would rather keep out of our ‘haven’. 
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Atkinson and Blandy (2017) consider the home as both a place and concept around which our ‘deepest 

fears find focus’, as well as our ambitions and hopes (20). They describe the home as a ‘shell’, which 

protects the psychic development and sense of self of those within it. It is poignant, I think, that shells 

are porous and breakable. The precarity of the home as a ‘shell’, alongside the ups and downs of daily 

life, means that the home often becomes a space where trauma and turmoil are lived out, no matter how 

hard we may try to position it as a refuge. The realisation that the home may become unsettled and 

unfamiliar due to anxieties generated from within the home itself leads Atkinson and Blandy to consider 

the home as an ‘embattled fortress around which a protective moat has been thrown’, rather than that 

of a haven (2017: 56). This moat, they accept, works simultaneously to keep threats both out of and 

within the home, for as well as a space offering sustenance and security, the home ‘is also a space of 

bleak violence, neglect, and everyday transgression’ (2017: 63). 

For Baxter and Brickell (2015), the unravelling of the home and its loaded symbolism is an important act 

of defiance. In their work on ‘home unmaking’, Baxter and Brickell argue that the process of unmaking 

home is a critique of the ‘centrality of home-making’ in existing literature, and the prevailing idea that 

‘home is made’ (2015: 134). For Baxter and Brickell, the creation of home through the weaving together 

of social relationships, identities, and materialities ‘fashions and reproduces the domestic’; to combat 

this, they call for the process of divesting, damaging, or even destroying the ‘material and/or imaginary 

components of home’ (ibid.). Deemed a natural part of the life course of all homes, the process of 

unmaking home is a way of recognising ‘that peoples’ domestic lives are rarely fixed or predictable, but 

rather dynamic and varied’ (2015: 135). As well as recognising its potential to be disempowering, Baxter 

and Brickell suggest that unmaking often works concurrently with the recovery of or remaking of home. 

Ultimately, unmaking home is a way of challenging the public-private binary that encourages us to 

misconstrue the home as a place ‘liberated from fear and anxiety’, as well as the idealised foundations 

of an established definition of home. As this discussion has shown us, the home can be conceived of as 

unfamiliar and dangerous and comforting and intimate at the same time. Rather than dismissing the 

threats that the home can pose as deviations, Baxter and Brickell’s home unmaking brings into focus 
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the homes we might discriminate against for not attending to normative conventions, and more 

importantly, those we might overlook or ignore out of fear. 

 

A site of capital 

Another way that home can be understood is as a site of financial, political, and social capital, where to 

have ‘capital’ in the form of a home is to feel supported by and included in wider society. For Blunt and 

Dowling (2022), this is best understood through the term ‘home ownership’. Notably, they point out, we 

understand ownership using the word ‘home’ rather than ‘house’, as though only those who are able to 

buy property are capable of then making a home. The physicality we associate with ‘house’, however, is 

still important. In Kearns et al.’s (2000) research into the psycho-social benefits of home, they found that 

their results corroborated the idea of home as ‘residence’; in other words, as ‘living in a particular type 

of dwelling in a particular place’ (406-407). These findings support the idea that home is a physical, 

perceptible structure, as well as something more affective and abstract. Similarly, Steiner and Veel’s 

(2017) discussion on the boundaries of home highlights the role of the walls of a dwelling as a ‘dividing 

line’ that demarcates an individual’s position in society. Although we can also think of them in immaterial 

or metaphorical terms, the walls of a home represent a ‘latent cultural constituent’ that Steiner and Veel 

believe is pertinent when posing questions of ownership (2017: 1-3). In this case, walls represent a form 

of (literal) capital that signifies ownership of some kind, and gives individuals control over their 

environment and the relationships they have with space both in and outside of the home. In other words, 

‘houses are commodities’ (Blunt and Dowling, 2022: 93). In the early ‘90s, Hill (1991) thought of home 

as an influential symbol of ‘relative affluence’, which in turn helps to define us in society (298). Almost 

20 years later, Atkinson and Blandy, in their critique of neoliberal approaches to housing and 

architecture, agree: ‘We now think more about what our house is worth than what that home is for’ (2017: 

35). 

In their work with homeless women living in temporary accommodation, Hill (1991) noted that although 

a reduced attachment to consumer goods is a consequence of poverty, material, tangible items are an 
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important way of communicating intangible ideas and hopes for the future. Hill found that many of the 

women they interviewed ‘used fantasies about future home life as a coping mechanism’, but stressed 

that these fantasies were a function ‘of their sense of the past’ (1991: 308). Even in the midst of 

homelessness, the women’s aspirations for home relied on the home lives they had previously had. They 

either hoped to one day recapture and replicate positive experiences of home, or use a new home to 

resist and protect them from negative experiences. In both cases, the home becomes a symbol of social 

capital, in that it is an important factor in the women feeling as though they are centred and recovered 

in life. Hill’s findings are reflected in Douglas’ (1991) assertion that home in all of its forms exerts ‘control 

over mind and body’ (303). Douglas suggests that the home uses synchrony and order to protect ‘access 

to other goods, movables, and perishables’ from both outsiders and those within the home. They go on 

to define the home as a system, albeit a fragile one that is ‘easy to subvert’ or exploit. For Douglas, ‘the 

most subversive attack on the home is to be present physically without joining in its multiple co-

ordinations’ (1991: 301) – essentially, to reap the rewards of home without contributing to it. As a tangle 

of conventions, duties, and expectations, Douglas views the home not as a money economy, but as a 

‘gift economy’, where ‘every service and transfer is part of an ongoing system of exchanges’ (1991: 302). 

Of course, this is something that can easily become a point of contention between members of a 

household, where the labour – or capital – that they put into the home is not reflected back. 

With capital of any kind comes power, and houses and homes are often thought of as being part of 

power structures (Handel, 2019). In their case study on Palestinian homes in the West Bank, Handel 

developed a theory of home that exposes the power given to those who have access to home in 

determining what home looks like and who it is for. In this example, tens of thousands of Palestinians 

were found living with the ‘constant threat of demolition’ hanging over what were conceived as ‘illegally 

built’ homes. Nevertheless, the homes continued to be built, demonstrating how the urge to make a 

home is both a way of finding a necessary place in the world and ‘an inherently political experience’ 

(2019: 1048). While this may be an extreme example, Handel’s analysis is important for uncovering the 

power relations that may be at stake in the creation of homes, and how they come to represent ‘agency 

and politics’ (2019: 1059). Recognising the value in looking at the politics of home, Jupp et al. (2019) 
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also conclude that by examining the home as a material site of everyday lives, the intersection of lived 

experience and ‘wider circuits and regimes of power’ can be opened up and understood. This is worth 

remembering in the context of gendered spatial inequality, particularly when victim-survivors of DVA are 

involved, as the home is frequently removed of its potential to become a site of social, material, and 

political capital for them. It is on this pertinent point that I end this section on ‘The home’ and turn in to 

explanations of the relationship between women and home. 

 

3.3 Women and home 

A dividing line 

The relationship between women and home is a contentious issue, and feminist scholars across a 

number of disciplines have worked hard to resist the intertwined identities of the domestic and the 

‘feminine’. Pushing back against the reductive ideology that relates women to the home has been on the 

feminist agenda for some time, and as a feminist researcher producing what I hope is a feminist piece 

of work, I am wary of contributing to a stereotype that has roots, and takes root, in sexism. I believe there 

is value, however, in considering how the dynamic between women and the home is theorised – and 

whether there is a hopeful, progressive stance to be found. 

Resting on the premise that space is socially constructed, much of the existing literature on this issue 

considers the home as a place of deliberate division (Goodall, 1990; Douglas, 1991; Spain, 1992; Marcus, 

2004; Bowlby et al., 1997; Chapman and Hockey, 1999; Davidson, 2000; Blunt and Varley, 2004; Segal, 

2007). Both the home itself and the habits, routines, and relations within it are divided along the lines of 

gender it is claimed, with women burdened with greater levels of domestic labour and expected to spend 

more time in the home than men. How we view the home, and what happens there, is devalued by this 

association with women, Spain (1992) argues, despite the home’s existence as a status symbol (Mallett, 

2004). Why the ideological and material nature of the home develops within a gendered framework is 

because of the overlap between the concept of ‘home’ and ‘family’, according to Bowlby et al. (1997), 

with homes assumed as becoming homes because they are the environment within which close, private, 
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intimate relationships between family are located (344). Even women on higher incomes or with more 

social mobility are expected to accept that the home, and the family within, is the central focus of their 

everyday lives, Bowlby et al. suggest. In addition, Chapman and Hockey (1999) observe the division of 

the home in the way that women move about it, arguing that women have ‘virtually no personal space in 

the household, in contrast to the men or children of the home, who often retreat ‘to individual bedrooms, 

studies, garages, or sheds’ (10), and their time is often rationed, too (Goodall, 1990; Madigan and Munro, 

1999). Segal (2007) suggests that this is inevitable when men and women live together in partnership, 

as their separate public worlds are simply ‘reconstituted’ inside the home itself (5).   

For some, however, the division of the home is not inevitable. From a postmodern feminist perspective, 

if division within the home is reliant on, and perpetuated by, a gender binary, then the ‘deconstruction, 

revision, or transcendence of dualistic categories of gender’ can undermine – and possibly erase – this 

dividing line (Baber, 2009: 56). A postmodern approach, which assumes that the social construction of 

knowledge and understanding is refracted through a hierarchical, power-laden binary, anticipates that 

the deconstruction of categories of sex and gender will initiate ‘emancipatory’ actions both within the 

home and beyond it (2009: 57). This argument may be particularly persuasive for some in the context 

of DVA, where the binaries of gender, space, and gendered space are thought of as contributory, even 

explanatory, factors for the issue of enduring violence and abuse against women. The risk of a 

postmodern perspective, Baber argues, is that although there are benefits to challenging the idea of a 

heterogeneous category of ‘women’, by fragmenting the experiences and identities of women, we are 

de-emphasising the ‘imbalance of power between women and men’ (2009: 63).  

In the past few years, that imbalance of power between women and men in the home (re)emerged 

following the arrival of the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic, where the flaws of government policy that 

conflated staying home with staying safe or performing a kind of civic duty were exposed. The messages 

shared by politicians to the public imagined the home as an unproblematic space of ‘safety and care’, 

as well as novel spaces of education and work, while ignoring what Bowlby and Jupp (2020) consider 

the more ‘problematic realities of home’ (no page number). While citizens were told to stay at home, the 

inequalities of the home and household became ‘more intensely experienced’ as households adjusted 
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to more pressure. This pressure was brought upon women more than men, particularly women as 

mothers, Anderson, Lafrenière, and Wood (2022) argue. The positioning of the home as a recuperative 

and protective space during a public health emergency embodied ‘idyllic visions of the domestic sphere’, 

they suggest, with women expected to take on the role of the ‘collective catch-all and societal safety net’ 

(2022: no page number). The increased strain on women in the home had a detrimental impact on their 

experiences of the space: 

‘The sanctuary of domestic space that home may have been was reconstructed and reimagined. 

Any preconceived and or pre-pandemic notions of “home as haven or heaven” were stripped 

away, and for many mothers, the pandemic saw home lose many of the restorative 

characteristics it may have once had’ (2022: no page number). 

Indeed, in the longer term, it is argued that COVID-19 ‘profoundly reshaped what it means to feel at 

home in the world, both imaginatively and materially’ (Blunt and Dowling, 2022: 314). By disrupting the 

‘inside-outside’ balance, the pandemic redefined what Devine-Wright et al. (2020) refer to as the 

‘meanings, values, and functions’ of everyday life-spaces, as well as how they interrelate with one 

another (2020: 3). By making visible the home’s connection to realms of the extra-domestic – the wider 

‘social conflicts and socio-economic structures’ it reflects and reproduces – the pandemic response 

exposed the ‘everyday politics’ of the home (2020: 4). These conflicts were perhaps felt most acutely by 

those already experiencing spatial inequality, such as those in poverty, the precariously housed, the 

vulnerable, and victim-survivors of violence and abuse. Devine-Wright et al.’s argument that lockdown 

restrictions necessitated by the pandemic further problematised normative representations of home is 

compelling, then, as is the challenging of space as a ‘primary locus of care, safety, privacy, and 

protection’ (2020: 3). The pandemic prompted Gurney (2023) to reimagine and reframe the locus of 

home in a more forceful way, suggesting that COVID-19 exposed the home as a ‘key locus in a 

geography of harm’ (2023: 238). Arguing that ontological security is predicated on ‘taken-for-granted 

and [an] often illusory set of attributes’, Gurney calls for a repositioning of the home as a space where 

social harms pool together and are ‘stored and amplified’ (2023: 249), particularly in times of crisis. This 

is, of course, of particular pertinence to women and victim-survivors of DVA, which as a form of violence 
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and abuse is ‘increasingly connected’ to experiences of both national and international crisis (Blunt and 

Dowling, 2022: 313-314). 

If the consequences of COVID-19 undermined the notion of home as a place of safety and refuge, in 

turn, it exposed the danger in expecting women to retreat there. In their research on the consequences 

of COVID-19 on DVA, Bradbury-Jones and Isham (2020) draw attention to what they call a pandemic 

paradox, where the messages relayed to stay at home to stay safe represented a threat to victim-

survivors. Staying at home for victim-survivors is never a prerequisite of safety, and in the context of 

COVID-19, stringent restrictions on movement shut off ‘avenues of escape, help-seeking and ways of 

coping’ for women living with violence and abuse (2020: 2047). As well as harming those needing to flee 

the home, Bradbury-Jones and Isham point out that the national and local lockdowns that were imposed 

in the UK – along with additional restrictions on work, travel, and social lives – played ‘into the hands of 

people who abuse through tactics of control, surveillance and coercion’ (ibid.). The case for 

acknowledging the dividing line of power between men and women in the home, and how that may 

materialise, is therefore still relevant. 

 

Domestic labour 

The aim of this thesis is to consider and reinstate the ‘domestic’ in DVA; it is crucial, therefore, that I take 

some time to revisit the previous point on domestic life and labour and consider existing research on the 

issue. By and large, work roles and perceptions of authority ‘are constituted and reproduced within the 

home on the basis of gender’ (Saunders and Williams, 1988: 85), and ‘house-as-home is also a space of 

production or work’ (Blunt and Dowling, 2022: 99). Keeping in mind the power imbalance between men 

and women in the home is important, particularly when considering the issue of domestic labour – or 

‘doing home’ (Bowlby et al., 1997) – and how it is divided, as it helps to dispel the myth that the home is 

a place of rest and safety (Johnson, 1990; Wardhaugh, 1999). It was traditionally conceived that women 

should view the upkeep of the home and the family as a ‘worthwhile job’ (Wilson, 1980, in Goodall, 1990), 

and although this sentiment is 40 years’ old, sexist attitudes and notions of the role of women in the 
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home still persist, with women still taking on much of the practical and emotional responsibilities for care 

and management within the home (Jupp et al., 2019). Wardhaugh (1999) tracks the ‘often 

unproblematic’ association between the home and women, explaining that gendered divisions relate to 

how women are looked to to ‘maintain hearth and home’ as well as the embedding of ‘presumed feminine 

principles of boundedness, physicality, and nurturance’ within the home (97). Although women 

contribute to the majority of domestic labour, Wardhaugh points out that their autonomy is still limited: 

‘many still lack ‘a room of one’s own’, still less any control over the ordering of time and space within the 

home’ (1999: 101; also Mallett, 2004). Mallett (2004) suggests that this is, in part, because of the way 

that women view the home themselves. The home is considered by some women as a feminine, 

nurturing space – particularly when those living there subscribe to the nuclear family ideal. The emotional 

and spatial needs of women are therefore secondary ‘to those of their husband(s) and children’ (2004: 

75). Mallett also draws attention to certain design features of the home that do not appear ‘effectively 

gendered’ despite women’s relationship with the home, such as the height of kitchen worktops or 

cupboards. In this case, they are neither in or out of reach for the average man or woman. What reflects 

particular ideas about gender and gendered roles, then, is ‘the activities that are performed in these 

spaces at given times’ (2004: 76-77), rather than design. To what extent women feel they have a choice 

in performing domestic labour, however, is debateable.  

Regardless of the extent women are socialised into the role of taking care of the home, Chapman (2000) 

suggests that many women feel responsible for the organisation of domestic space and, as a 

consequence, ‘come to believe that they know the best way that tasks should be done’ (164). Chapman 

also argues that with an intimate knowledge of the home and how it is run, women have the (rare) 

opportunity to exercise ‘considerable control’ over men (2000: 165). Rather than adopting a subordinate 

role, women who undertake the lion’s share of domestic labour have some form of power over the space 

of the home, in that it provides the incumbent with knowledge about who lives in the house and presents 

the chance to define ‘standards of order and comfort which are permissible in the household’ (ibid.: 170-

171). In a reflective longitudinal study, Sullivan (2000) charted the shift in the gendered division of labour 

in UK households. Sullivan found that although a reduction in gender inequality in the performance of 



71 

‘feminine-associated tasks’ had occurred, activities such as cleaning remained highly gendered. They 

concluded, however, that the increase in men’s participation in domestic labour, measured in terms of 

time contributed, should be regarded ‘as significant’ (2000: 453). While Sullivan reported an uptick in 

‘egalitarian’ couples particularly among the full-time employed, a recent study by Christopher (2020) 

appears to suggest that the gendered division of household tasks has persevered. Drawing on research 

with 25 working parent heterosexual couples, Christopher found that women had a larger input in the 

management of and responsibility for a variety of domestic tasks. Christopher noted a disparity between 

men’s and women’s contributions throughout the home, as well as men’s relative power ‘to choose 

which tasks they could ignore, and which they took on board or shared’ (2020: 13). Significantly, 

Christopher also found that the perceived distribution of domestic labour was a source of tension for 

almost every couple they worked with, with partners eager to demonstrate that they did tasks. 

Christopher suggests that for some of the women, this connected to ‘normative understandings of their 

gendered role and the moral understanding that they should not only be caring for their children but 

also making a home’ (ibid.).  

The social relations of a woman’s domestic and personal life also have implications for the division of 

paid labour, it is argued (Goodall, 1990). Goodall (1990) maintains that women are expected to preserve 

the illusion that keeping the home and family organised is but the work of a moment, and that even the 

most ‘concentrated labour processes ‘are presented as ‘pristine, calm, [and] innocent of signs of toil’ 

(273). To work in the home is thus re-framed as a way of simply spending ‘non-work leisure time’, and 

women are thought of as consumers rather than workers. The implications of women being ‘consumers’ 

within the home, Goodall suggests, is that women then adopt and acquire the qualities of their ‘goods’: 

‘caring, safe, style-conscious’ (ibid.). Madigan and Munro (1990) adopt a similar argument about the role 

of women in domestic space. Although they acknowledge that the ideal of family organisation has moved 

on from the hierarchical model of the nineteenth century, and the space of the home has become more 

democratic and egalitarian, a heteronormative familial ideology still puts pressure on women to shape 

the interior of the house. They argue that women still bear the responsibility for the impression of order 

and comfort that is given to outsiders when they come into the home, and that this is achieved through 
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the construction of the home as a space that enables ‘a comfortable family life and exhibits good taste, 

colour sense, and displays [a woman’s] skills as a consumer’ (1990: 127). Madigan and Munro point out 

that we should be careful not to succumb to the ‘seduction of stereotyping’ in discourse on women and 

the home, or imply that these expectations apply to the majority of women, however I believe that their 

arguments still have relevance. As seen in the overwhelming numbers of property television 

programmes, interior design or home-making accounts, and ‘mummy bloggers’ on social media, a 

predominantly female audience is captivated by carefully curated images of home that make domestic 

(and family) life look attainable – aspirational, even. (See Chambers, 2020, in Blunt and Dowling, 2022 

for more discussion on the feminine associations of craft and aesthetics in property television.) In the 

digital landscape at least, the act of home-making is still a valuable commodity as much as it is a form of 

escapism and entertainment. It is the case, too, that this genre of media has been cultivated by women 

for other women. It is not unfair, then, to suggest that many women still participate in ‘keeping up 

appearances’, as it were, even today.  

Voicing concern over the unequal division of domestic labour is not an unproblematic position, however. 

hooks (2015), for example, suggests that feminist activists who argue for wages for housework ‘as a 

means of giving women some economic power and attributing value to the work they do’ are attaching 

the same stigma to housework as those who consider it, and other service work, ‘devalued’ (104). 

Critiquing the feminist opinion that work outside the home was the key to liberation, hooks suggests that 

this discourse ignored the exploitative and dehumanising work that working class women were forced 

to do. In defence of domestic labour, hooks argues that well-done housework can contribute to individual 

well-being and even reduce stress. ‘By learning housework, children and adults accept responsibility for 

ordering their material reality. They learn to appreciate and care for their surroundings,’ she writes (2015: 

104), suggesting that domestic labour has the potential to be empowering and self-fulfilling. Similarly, in 

an ethnographic study in a working-class community, Koch (2019) observed that women’s extended 

role within the home is often supported and subsidised by other women. Rejecting a universal link 

between the home and the nuclear family, Koch argues that in Britain’s industrial neighbourhoods, the 

household has ‘always operated within matri-focal networks of neighbours and kin’ (2019: 88). Rather 
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than ‘just an instrumental endeavour’, women’s pursuit of collaborative household arrangements and 

sharing work and care responsibilities with each other is ‘central to furnishing people with a sense of 

family and home’ they might not have otherwise had (2019: 89), signifying that domestic labour is not 

always a bind. 

 

The problem of violence and abuse 

The majority of incidents of violence against women take place in the home – so common is the home 

as a site of abuse, Pain (1997) suggests that an accurate map of even urban rape ‘would highlight far 

more bedrooms than alleyways and parks’ (233, in Blunt and Dowling, 2022). The latest data from the 

Office for National Statistics shows that in England and Wales, the victim was female in 74.1% of 

domestic abuse-related crimes in the year ending March 2022. Between the year ending March 2019 

and the year ending March 2021, 72.1% of victims of domestic homicide were female. Additionally, in 

the years ending March 2017 and March 2020 combined, 63% of sexual assaults by rape or penetration 

were reported to have occurred in the home (ONS, 2021). It is undisputed that women disproportionately 

experience violence in the home – indeed, these figures are likely to be an under-estimation of the extent 

of violence within the home, as they only account for incidents that have been reported to the police. 

Equally, the figures represent the counting of incidences rather than patterns of abuse, which is further 

likely to obscure coercive control and the day-to-day experiences of DVA in the home. One of the 

explanations for the endurance of DVA is the veneer of privacy that the home offers. Being in a private 

space is a central part of being ‘at home’, but as well as offering protection from public scrutiny, the 

home as a private space can be manipulated by perpetrators of violence and abuse to confine and isolate 

their partners (Goldsack, 2000; Stark, 2007). It is argued that privacy is as central to the constitution of 

‘the violent home’ as it is to the ideal home, as it obscures incidences of DVA from public view and 

justifies the lack of public and official intervention (ibid.). In some cases, the private nature of the home 

can even exacerbate ‘the likelihood and severity’ of violence and abuse (Goldsack, 2000: 1240). 

Experiences of violence and abuse can also distort the relationship that women have with the home in 

that although it is still considered an intimate space, the intimacy is bonded with terror (Price, 2002). 
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Highlighting how traditional perceptions of the relationship between women and the home can be 

dangerous, Brickell (2012) notes that such an ‘ideological scripting of home’ often makes it difficult for 

women to recognise the abuse they are experiencing, or when they do, to tolerate it ‘so as not to signal 

a deep failure or collapse of home’ (234). In turn, this can lead to violence against women in the home 

becoming normalised against a backdrop of impunity (Tripp, 2013). Similarly, Vas, Ellen, and Leonard 

(2015) suggest that when women fail to achieve the ideal of domesticity and harmony within the home, 

men may resort to violence ‘as retribution’ for their failure (351).  

The ‘domestic’ in DVA is not ‘merely a physical or spatial locale’; for Marcus (1994), for example, it is 

representative of the status relationships that underline the treatment of women in the home. Critical of 

the terminology, Marcus suggests that the ‘domestic’ label enables the shielding of violence within the 

home whereby violence ‘remains part of tradition’ (1994: 27). Going further, Pain (2014) argues for a re-

conceptualisation of DVA as ‘everyday terrorism’, arguing that a revised definition of violence and abuse 

in the home has greater political and social significance. Framing domestic violence as everyday 

terrorism draws attention to its severity, Pain suggests, and ‘it muddies the boundaries between forms 

of violence that are usually framed as public, political and spectacular, and forms that are usually framed 

as private, apolitical and mundane’ (2014: no page number). Price (2002), too, presents the case for 

abandoning a romanticised notion of home altogether, as they believe that violence against women is 

‘abetted, enabled, by that normative ideal’ (40-41). The gendering of home is also, for Chapman and 

Hockey (1999), what binds women to the domestic sphere, despite the fact that they are vulnerable to 

violence in that space. However, in this case, the ‘domestic’ label of DVA is valuable in that it reveals the 

extent to which the home can fail to serve the interests of ‘all members of the household’ (1999: 11). To 

the same end, (re)integrating the ‘domestic’ in DVA also encompasses other relationships affected by 

abuse in the home beyond that between intimate partners, such as the abuse of children, older women, 

and carers, for example. 

 

Domicide as a form of violence against women 
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Domicide is defined by Porteous and Smith (2001) as ‘the deliberate destruction of home by human 

agency in pursuit of a specific goal, which causes suffering to the victims’ (12, in Blunt and Dowling, 

2022: 222). As a concept for framing the destruction of homes in times of both war and peace, it relies 

on the positioning of home as a place of significant meaning, one that provides shelter, security, and 

freedom as well as rootedness and belonging (2001: 61, in Blunt and Dowling, 2022: 222-223). Although 

it has been critiqued for overlooking the ‘multi-faceted and interwoven elements’ of home (Nowicki, 

2014: 788, in Blunt and Dowling, 2022: 223), the agency and resistance of those who experience the 

destruction of home, and for assuming heteronormativity, it may be useful to imagine domicide in relation 

to DVA. In their seminal work on DVA and forced eviction in Cambodia, Brickell (2020) uses Home SOS 

to ‘reaffirm and reprioritise the home as a political entity’ (2020: 2). Positioning the home as a space 

where crisis often unfolds in and through its ‘spacialities and temporalities’ (2020: 207), Brickell calls for 

DVA and forced eviction to be regarded as a kind of domicide, and of forms of both gendered and 

structural violence, particularly in times of state-perpetrated crisis. Inextricably connected to the extra-

domestic, the home and the homemaking practices that disproportionately fall on women thus become 

collateral damage when they are embedded ‘in a political economy of inequality and violence that causes 

injury and unnecessary death’ (2020: 29) – and deliberately so.  

As well as ‘attempted deprivations of home, its material infrastructure, and sense of belonging’ (2020: 

10), Brickell positions DVA and forced eviction as preconditions for the physical and emotional survival-

work that further re-defines the home in times of crisis. By focusing on how Cambodian women perform 

survival practices within and in defence of the home, Brickell contributes to the argument of home as a 

space for political resistance: 

‘…while the home is implicated as an exclusionary and unhomely site of domestic violence and 

forced eviction in Cambodia, justice is simultaneously premised on (re)claiming the material and 

ontological security that it nominally affords’ (2020: 35). 

Through the exploration of women’s domesticity against a backdrop of state violence, the home as a 

physically and imaginatively compromised space is exposed once again. Although Brickell presents the 

stark realities of the ‘spatial entanglements between war and the intimacies of everyday life’ that play 
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out across the domestic (2020: 37), their work illuminates the multiplicities of home and its existence as 

an ‘ambiguous space’ that encounters, and contains encounters of, ‘brutalisation and coercion as well 

as creativity and agency’ (2020: 207). By applying Blunt and Dowling’s (2022) multi-scalar theory of 

home, Brickell’s research reveals how the day-to-day, intimate constructions of the home are intertwined 

with power relations beyond it. While the spilling over of conflict into and out of domestic space is not 

the focus of this research, the moving portrayal of women’s experiences of home in Brickell’s Home 

SOS supports the argument for considering how home can be defined by, and later reclaimed in spite 

of, violence and abuse. Answering critiques of Porteous and Smith’s (2001) notion of domicide, Brickell’s 

Home SOS incorporates Van Isacker’s definition of domicide that encompasses ‘the denial of 

homebuilding capacities’ (2019: 614, in Blunt and Dowling, 2022: 224), demonstrating how homebuilding 

can be reconsidered as an act of reclamation. It is this idea, albeit on a more intimate scale, that this 

thesis builds upon, following the ways that home may be lost and recaptured by victim-survivors of DVA. 

 

A place of political promise 

It could conceivably be argued that continued discussion on the relationship between women and the 

home is a hangover from the past, a reductive practice, or worse, a self-fulfilling prophecy. There are, 

however, compelling theories for renewing the focus on the home as a personal, ideological, and political 

space. In their work on a feminist perspective on housing, Johnson (1990) suggests that a feminist 

analysis of housing should ask ‘questions of access, privacy, work, design, safety, rest, and desire’; these 

are relevant, they argue. By scrutinising the home from this angle, social scientists may deepen their 

understanding of how the home can become emblematic of – and sites of – resistance to patriarchy 

(1990: 23; Bowlby et al., 1997). They continue: ‘If the home is women’s place, it is indeed one of the few 

spaces they have’ (1990: 23). Jupp et al. (2019) are equally encouraging in their assessment of the home 

as a site for research involving women, presenting the domestic sphere as a valid place for ‘finding’ 

women and coming to appreciate their everyday experiences (6).  
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As well as a relevant space for enquiry, there is evidence that women actively use the home to subvert 

their domestic confinement. Goodall (1990) argues that women often intervene in the construction of 

the home and ‘disrupt’ and ‘transgress’ the desired arrangements and power structures. Women, too, 

use the home as a vehicle of self-expression, shaping the material composition of the home where they 

can as an affirmation of their identity (Bowlby et al., 1997). Admitting that it is difficult for feminists ‘to 

exorcise a positive valence to the idea of home’, Young (2005) argues that the home has ‘critical 

liberating’, as well as oppressive, potential, because it offers a space in which to ‘express uniquely human 

values’ (124). Against a backdrop of lingering austerity and deepening inequality in Britain, Jupp (2017) 

frames the home as an important place for investigating gendered expressions of citizenship, as well as 

‘home-based or community organising’ (352-353). Highlighting the political nature of the domestic, Jupp 

outlines three registers of home-centred activism that women engage with in the context of economic 

turmoil: everyday coping and connections as currency; the occupation of liminal spaces and ‘border 

positions’; and trauma and change as a spur for and motif of activism (2017: 361). Finally, the home can 

also offer a more nuanced understanding of marginalised women’s lived experience. Boys (1990) points 

out that the idealised – albeit contested – sense of a gendered home resonates mostly with white, middle-

class women in the West, and that greater attention should be paid to cultivating an intersectional 

understanding of the home. For working-class and Black women in particular, Boys argues, the home 

and the gendered public-private divide more generally has ‘a much more contradictory and ambivalent 

effect’ (1990: 252), which suggested alternative definitions of DVA risk overlooking. 

On reflection, I trace my ideas of home to be grounded in the work of bell hooks, whose writing on the 

homeplace moved me to explore the curative, restorative power of the home. In Yearning: Race, Gender, 

and Cultural Politics, hooks (2015) reframes the home as a radical political space for Black women in 

the United States. Starting with reflections from childhood, hooks presents the home as belonging to 

women ‘not as property, but as places where all that truly mattered in life took place’ (2015: 41-42). For 

Black women, the home was a shelter in all senses of the word, as it gave them the time and space to 

nurture themselves, build community, and importantly, build resistance. Displaced from the public world, 

they (re)turned to the home to ‘make life happen’ and to construct spaces ‘of care and nurturance’ 
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(2015: 42). Historically, hooks argues, African-Americans viewed the creation of a home as having a 

political dimension, as it gave them the security and strength to live through the tyranny of institutional 

and structural racism (and in the case of women, racialised misogyny, too). hooks maintains that it is ‘no 

accident’ that the home is ‘subject to violation and destruction’, because without the means of 

constructing a home, a ‘meaningful community of resistance’ cannot be built either (2015: 47). While I 

am mindful not to overlook the sensitive cultural significance of hooks’ thesis on home, I would suggest 

that her argument can apply and extend to many women who have felt compromised or displaced in 

space. My argument is that hooks’ theory of the homeplace is applicable, and indeed salient, in the 

context of DVA, as it is the idea of home that is first taken from women when they experience violence 

and abuse within it. This thesis, therefore, aims not only to recall but to substantiate hooks’ position on 

the homespace. The journey to recovering the home has significant personal and social potential for 

women who take that first step away from violence and abuse, and for hooks, the renewal of our concern 

with the home has political potential, too. 

In response to feminist and postcolonial critiques of home, and in alignment with hooks, Young (2005) 

posits a new framework for imagining the restorative and political potential of home. Predicated on ideas 

of preservation, safety, individuation, and privacy, Young resists arguments that deny the value many 

women give to ‘homemaking’ (2005: 138). Regarded as somewhere that is personal ‘in a visible, spatial 

sense’, Young draws together the home, the things within it, and the arrangement of those things to re-

conceptualise the space as supportive of ‘the body habits and routines of those who dwell there’; more 

than that, Young argues for the recognition of home as ‘an extension of and mirror for the living body’ 

(2005: 139). Sensitive to the temporality of home, Young suggests that the home does not fix identity, 

but rather anchors it in a material sense such that there is ‘continuity between past and present’ (2005: 

140). Rather than a mirror attached to the walls and plasterboard, then, it is helpful to think of Young’s 

mirror as a handheld one, a compact: one that we hold up to ourselves for a self-centring, reassuring 

glance now and then. In response to the argument that having home ‘as a bounded identity is a matter 

of privilege’, Young calls for a conceptualisation of home that ‘carries a core positive meaning as the 

material anchor for a sense of agency’ amid shifting identities: 
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‘This concept of home does not oppose the personal and the political, but instead describes 

conditions that make the political possible. The identity-supporting material of home can be 

sources of resistance as well as privilege’ (2005: 149). 

By recognising the potential that home has in offering preservation, safety, individuation, and privacy, 

Young views the recognition of the ‘existential meaning of being deprived of that experience’ as a parallel 

process (2005: 151). This is helpful when considering how and why home may be of import to victim-

survivors of DVA, as it accepts the coinciding opportunities of home for oppression, exclusion, and 

conflict and mutuality, acceptance, and love. As with hooks, Young’s analysis of home recognises the 

ambivalent and ambiguous responses victim-survivors of DVA may have to that space, while alerting us 

to the political promise of exploring the significance of the domestic. By engaging with victim-survivors’ 

relationships with the idea of home, we find that neither experience of home necessarily ‘cancels out the 

other’; rather, they are inter-connected. To recognise this kind of co-existence – and to accept that 

homemaking may represent acts of resistance and identity work – both challenges and focuses our 

‘expectations of home’ (Weir, 2008: 9-12) and what it should represent to all who dwell in one, as well 

as encouraging a deeper understanding of the recovery and reclamation processes that those who have 

lost home may follow. 

 

3.4 Space invaders 

Disorientation 

As an attempt to understand the effects of women’s often disoriented position in space – both in public 

and private – I will now turn to Nirmal Puwar’s (2004) concept of ‘space invaders’. Taking into account 

the gendered and racialised nature of public space in particular, Puwar’s exploration of what it means to 

be a space invader asks what happens when bodies who are not expected to occupy certain spaces do. 

This occurs, for the most part, when women and racialised minorities take up positions in space that are 

not traditionally ‘reserved’ for them. Although Puwar accepts that space moves and changes depending 

on how it is used and who engages with it, they also agree with Massey’s (1994) argument that to be of 
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and in space is not the same as belonging to it. ‘Some bodies are deemed as having the right to belong,’ 

Puwar argues, ‘while others are marked out as trespassers, who are, in accordance with how both 

spaces and bodies are imagined (politically, historically, and conceptually), circumscribed as being ‘out 

of place’’ (2004: 8). These bodies are ‘space invaders’. Puwar asserts that bodies become ‘invasive’ 

when they are ‘highly conspicuous’, and that bodies become visible in this way when they are associated 

with specific spaces over time, and when spaces become marked as ‘territories’ belonging to particular 

bodies (2004: 141). Puwar examines the spatial hostility experienced by women in public and institutional 

spaces, such as parliament, but I would argue that women are also treated as space invaders in the 

home when DVA takes place. Although women and the home have a close relationship when the 

domestic sphere is saturated with a controlling and abusive male presence, women are often left feeling 

as though they are intruders in their own home, which has implications for their interactions in the space 

of the home, as well as their sense of identity. This kind of displacement within space is aligned with 

Ahmed’s (2006) interpretation of orientation, where strangeness is made familiar through ‘the extension 

of bodies into space’ through action and habit formation. Disorientation, on the other hand, occurs when 

that extension fails or is prohibited by other bodies. The relation between action and space is ‘crucial’ 

for Ahmed, as ‘spatial relations between subjects and others are produced through actions, which make 

some things available to be reached’ (2006: 52). This sentiment is also echoed by Grosz (2001), who 

claims that the more a body becomes disinvested in space, the less able it is to effectively inhabit it as 

its own. As my data will show, for women who experience DVA, the home becomes out of reach, as their 

movements within and interactions with domestic space are fundamentally restricted.  

Acarón’s (2016) work on embodiment is another useful concept for appreciating how bodies can 

become disoriented in space. They define embodied space as ‘the location where human experience 

and consciousness take on material and spatial form’ (Low, 2003, in Acarón, 2016: 141). Ideally, 

embodied space is navigable and moveable, so when embodiment is restricted with or without consent 

it can be interpreted as an ‘an act of oppression or violence’ (Acarón, 2016: 142). The implications of 

experiencing restricted embodiment stretches beyond the physical, with individuals who cannot freely 

use space or ‘find a home’ often left feeling alienated from themselves. This is because, Acarón argues, 
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spatiality is intertwined with a sense of self and identity. The idea of personal space is equally important, 

as it is associated with safety, trust, and opportunities for ‘social transaction and negotiation’ (2016: 144); 

these social transactions and negotiations within space are important for sustaining agency and feeling 

control. Acarón also notes how the portable nature of embodied space can illicit ‘body-based reactions’, 

in that returning to certain spaces with negative experiences can transport an individual – and their body 

– back into a moment or memory. In the context of DVA, this is an idea worth exploring, especially when 

victim-survivors remain in the homes that they experienced abuse in. Space is not only shaped by bodies 

and actions, according to Acarón, it is also shaped by ‘perceptions of vulnerability to violence’ (2016: 

146). When thinking about how bodies take up space in the way that Acarón describes – or perhaps how 

they do not take up space – we can gather a greater understanding of how women may be at risk of 

feeling disoriented in the home. 

 

The Other 

Individuals may become ‘space invaders’ or disoriented in space when they are regarded as ‘the Other’. 

Although hooks (2015) argues that transgressing space can be a liberating, pleasurable endeavour, 

existing as the Other in space is commonly thought of as an uncomfortable, alienating experience. An 

awareness of the Other’s existence is equally troubling, and is reflected in what Atkinson and Blandy 

(2017) refers to as a notable increase in ‘fortress homes and neighbourhoods’ (13), where the protection 

of one’s property against those who do not belong or are not welcome is prioritised. This protective 

behaviour is often automatic, exemplified by the fear or irritation we might feel when there is an 

unexpected knock at the door, or the worry that when we are not at home, someone will enter it. Atkinson 

and Blandy argue that, within a neoliberal climate, homeowners adopt increasingly strategic defences 

of the home, and even a ‘progressively vengeful rhetoric’ against those who are thought to pose a threat. 

Closely related to these feelings of security and anxiety is the idea of ‘homely and unhomely’, Atkinson 

and Blandy suggest, which revolves around ‘that which is ours versus that which is not ours’ (2017: 50). 

Pint (2013) builds on this in their critique of Bachelard’s Poetics of Space, claiming that the Other’s 

diametric difference or strangeness disturbs the tranquillity of Bachelard’s ‘felicitous space’ of the home. 
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Pint also suggests that the threat of the Other has bearing over the layout and constitution of domestic 

space and what kind of relations we want to make (im)possible in our own homes.  

Sibley (1995), in their work on the geographies of exclusion, positions the home as a potential space of 

(and for) exclusion, where the home becomes ‘polluted’ through the projection of fear and difference 

onto the presence of ‘non-conforming people, activities, or artefacts’ (91). Indeed, it is our response to 

real or imagined outsiders and intruders that often conceptualises our so-called ‘ideal’ home (Chapman 

and Hockey, 1999; Kaika, 2004). Sibley argues that the home’s vulnerability to pollution is caused by 

tension between individuals about ambiguous boundaries. In turn, the anxiety felt by members of a 

household when others’ day-to-day routines and activities within the home do not adhere to these 

boundaries contributes to spatial ‘Othering’. The material space of a home is important for Sibley, as the 

layout of a dwelling determines ‘the number of physical boundaries and interior spaces which can be 

regulated or defended’ (1995: 97-98), and it is often the case that attempts to dictate and order space 

become enduring characteristics of an environment. Sibley offers the example of parents setting spatial 

boundaries for their children, such as keeping children out of adult spaces or regulating the amount of 

time they spend doing activities in a given space. Sibley adds that ‘same-‘Other’ relations’ are not 

invariably shaped by negative stereotypes of the Other (1995: 100), however this is not the case in the 

example of violence and abuse within the home. In the context of DVA, the individual setting spatial 

boundaries and regulating movement is the perpetrator, and they do so to extend control over their 

partner. This problem is exacerbated by Sibley’s belief that keeping control within the home relies on 

maintaining clear, unambiguous boundaries. My findings will show that as the spatial boundaries and 

rules set by perpetrators are frequently arbitrary and susceptible to change, the space of the home can 

feel increasingly ‘out of control’, which as a result, may lead to an escalation of abusive or violent 

behaviour where increasingly illogical spatial boundaries are set. 

 

Home as the Other 
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One key element of Blunt and Dowling’s (2022) critical geography of home is the acceptance of 

connections between home, power, and identity. Home often exists as a site and tool for defining, 

extending, and contesting power and identity. In this vein, just as bodies can become the Other in the 

home, certain representations of home can become the Other, too. It is important, therefore, to be 

mindful of the implications of accepting the home as a space that is socially constructed, as it is also one 

that contributes to the construction of ideals of domesticity, intimacy, and belonging that are found 

outside the household (Blunt and Dowling, 2022). As a political entity, the home is vulnerable to being 

politicised, and as Kaplan (2002, in Blunt and Dowling, 2022) points out, there is a double meaning to 

the ‘domestic’ as both a nation and the space of the household. These meanings, Blunt and Dowling 

argue, ‘are closely bound up with shifting ideas about the ‘foreign’’ (2022: 192); of who is and is not 

welcome or accepted as being ‘at home’ in these manifestations of the domestic. They draw our attention 

to the ways in which some homes are viewed with scepticism, distrust, and fear, too. Blunt and Dowling 

suggest that by viewing home through intersecting domestic, urban, national, imperial, and transnational 

scales, we are able to better recognise the power relations that ultimately render the home ‘a space of 

oppression, injustice, and inequality’ (2022: 312), but also, I would suggest, how uncritical conceptions 

of home may designate certain homes as the Other in as much as they may be Othering to those unable 

to experience the ideal(s of) home.   

As well as contributing to the Othering of certain homes such that they are regarded as unworthy or 

even deviant, nationalist and colonial typifications of home and the domestic can render the space 

unattainable, even unknowable, to many. It is beyond the scope of this research to offer an in-depth 

engagement of theories of displacement and emplacement, but I direct the reader to the likes of Murcia 

(2018; 2021), Elliott-Cooper, Hubbard, and Lees (2019), and Dossa and Golubovic (2019) for 

explorations of the precarity – and, indeed, violence – of rediscovering home following forced 

displacement, or perhaps Othering. The journeys and homemaking processes of the displaced and 

diasporas are reminiscent of those of victim-survivors following DVA, where the work required to reclaim 

home is occupied with feelings of resistance, ‘mourning, nostalgia, and remembrance’ (Ahmed et al., 

2003: 9), as much as it may also be liberatory. That is, in part, Ahmed et al. explain, due to the bound-
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together affective and temporal qualities of home, where the past, present, and future converge. 

However, their reminder that ‘it takes time to feel at home’ even after experiencing its loss reminds us 

that the possibility of such a position yet remains (2003: 9), and that in the context of DVA research, 

examining how victim-survivors may ‘return’ home or find recovery in space is valuable, even when their 

home may be regarded as the Other – from both inside and outside the house.  

 

Women as the Other 

From a feminist perspective, women are frequently framed as the Other. In The Second Sex, Simone de 

Beauvoir (1949) argued that humanity is fundamentally ‘male’ and it is therefore men who get to define 

what women are and can be, rather than women themselves. As the Other, women are denied autonomy 

and are thought of in relation to men such that the woman then determines and differentiates herself in 

relation to the man. For de Beauvoir, the man is the subject and the absolute, whereas the woman is the 

Other. For Young (2005), women’s position as the Other is closely associated with their relationship with 

the home. Young argues that a patriarchal gender system has granted men a subjectivity that depends 

on women’s ‘objectification and dereliction’, and that women’s existence in the home is only contingent 

on men building it in the first instance. In this way, men are seen as the creators, owners, and controllers 

of property, while ‘women serve as raw materials, caretakers, and goods themselves to be traded’ (2005: 

129). The only comfort for Othered women in the home, Young suggests, is for her to try to ‘derive 

satisfaction’ from her position, but Young suggests that this is rarely successful. On the other hand, 

Wardhaugh (1999) believes that it is the ‘unaccommodated woman’ that is the Other, in the sense that 

women without a place in the home threaten to undermine the construction of the domestic space as a 

‘source of identity and as a foundation of social order’ (106). Importantly, however, Wardhaugh 

acknowledges that women can also feel unaccommodated in the home itself.  

This is perhaps best expressed in Nicole Moulding’s (2016) research with Australian victim-survivors of 

gendered violence. In their analysis of women’s experiences of violence and abuse, Moulding observed 

how victim-survivors are Othered by perpetrators as both a part and consequence of the abuse. Enabled 
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by gender inequality, violence against women at the hands of men exaggerates existing contradictions 

of how women are thought of as ‘subject and object, person and non-person’ at once (2016: 157). 

Moulding argues that a lost sense of self is central to coercive control, and through men’s positioning of 

women in the home, women are seen as property or servicers to men’s needs, denying them as persons 

or subjects in their own right as well as space in which to exist. Moulding notes that many of the women 

they worked with admitted to having lost the sense of themselves as individuals with identities, agencies, 

and autonomy, with one participant explaining that she had been beaten down ‘to nothing’ and made to 

feel both ‘nothing’ and ‘wrong’. Moulding also found that women’s relocation as the Other in the home 

affected their embodiment, with victim-survivors reporting feeling unsafe in their homes, having to ‘walk 

on eggshells’, or moderating their ‘every movement and action’ so as not to trigger a negative response 

(2016: 140-151). Similar findings will be echoed in this thesis. The fear and isolation experienced by the 

women continued beyond the home, with the participants also reporting anxiety and panic in public 

spaces or when alone. Moulding attributes this to a breakdown in ontological security and a greater 

sense of self, demonstrating how experiences of violence and abuse can force women into viewing 

themselves as the Other. The women in Moulding’s research also shared stories that resonate with 

Puwar’s (2004) concept of space invaders. One participant described the world as ‘disorienting’, 

because spaces that she had once known had suddenly become completely different – so much so that 

she felt she could not ‘get out’ of a certain space even when she knew she had the freedom to; here, 

she views herself as a space invader but cannot act on it (2016: 147). Conversely, another participant 

admitted that she felt safe in the home when she ‘probably shouldn’t’, as it had been the site of abuse; 

here, she acknowledges that others may see her as a space invader of a different kind. These ironic 

experiences of space expose the delicate balance between self and space, and particularly, how the 

home can be both the cause of and solution to feeling spatially adrift, as I will explore in my own research 

in the following chapters. 

 

Conclusion 
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In this chapter, I have explored the complicated relationship that women have with space, including 

public space and the home, as well as what happens when women are prevented from forming 

attachments to space. I have argued that space of all kinds is gendered, explored the mass of 

contradictions that is the ideal home, charted the ambivalent dynamic between women and the home, 

and introduced the idea that space is culturally and politically compromised. This literature review has 

attempted to outline how the application of spatial theory can contribute to our understanding of power 

dynamics, social relations, and everyday lives, particularly when undertaking research on individuals 

whose use of space is restricted. As a counterpart to chapter two, ‘The Geographies of Domestic 

Violence and Abuse’, this literature review has highlighted the kinds of debates that are missing from 

existing research in DVA, while also untangling the possible reasons for the reluctance to re-focus 

attention on women’s experiences of the homespace. As the final review of the literature before I present 

and analyse the findings of this research, the discussions in this chapter are intended to function as 

indicators of my position as a researcher interested in women’s experiences of violence and abuse and 

as the foundations for this thesis’ central argument of reclaiming the ‘domestic’ in DVA. 
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4 
Methodology 

 

“In short, she got involved.” (Nielsen, 1990: 6). 

 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I outline the epistemological and methodological considerations that serve as the 

foundation for this research project, as well as the overall research design. I start by offering an overview 

of the importance of researching DVA within a feminist framework and what constitutes feminist 

methodology, before moving on to a discussion about the feminist interview and the role of narrative in 

feminist research. I then address the concept of feminist phenomenology, my decision to apply 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) in this study, and present a step-by-step breakdown of 

how data analysis was performed. Following a section on the merits of adopting virtual methods, I explain 

the recruitment process of this research study. The penultimate section of this chapter includes a brief 

discussion on participants, including a table (Table 1) representing participant information that I invite 

the reader to refer back to in subsequent chapters. This chapter closes with a section that explores some 

of the ethical considerations that researchers must be mindful of when working with victim-survivors of 

DVA. 

 

A note on reflexivity 

To reflect the shifting and ongoing nature of researcher reflexivity, I have decided against including a 

conclusive section on the issue in this chapter. Instead, l will make reference to reflexivity and the 

importance of researcher transparency throughout the following discussion on methodology and 
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research design, and my reflections during the analytic stages of this research will be interwoven with 

the presentation and analysis of the data. It is my view that researcher reflexivity is intrinsic to conducting 

successful feminist, phenomenological research, rather than a parallel process or addendum. 

 

4.1 A feminist methodology 

This research rests on a feminist, sociological understanding of DVA – namely, that women’s 

experiences of violence ‘cannot be understood outside gender-power relations’ (Nicolson, 2012: 47) 

that exist on interpersonal, institutional, and structural levels (Jackman, 2002; Iadicola and Shupe, 2012). 

I believe that attempts to explain the possible reasons for DVA and other forms of gender-based violence 

are most convincing when engaging with theories relating to men’s power, their sense of entitlement to 

power, and their fear of not having that power (Hearn, 1998; Kaufman, 2000; see also DeKeseredy and 

Schwartz, 2005 and Kimmel, 2007). Existing research attests that there are notable differences in how 

men and women enact violence, with men more likely to inflict greater physical harm than women, 

appear more threatening, and more likely to engage in coercive and controlling behaviours (Dobash and 

Dobash, 1998; Dowd, 2013; Donovan and Hester, 2014; Iwi and Newman, 2015). This is also exhibited 

in the way that male perpetrators of violence self-gender their actions (Dobash and Dobash, 1998) and 

attempt to construct ‘masculine identities’ through their acts of violence and subsequent explanations 

for it, such as presenting themselves as ‘rational, competent, masculine actors’ and using language to 

describe incidents that reflect 'hegemonic notions of femininity and masculinity' (Anderson and 

Umberson, 2001: 362). 

Critics of a feminist explanation for male violence warn that gendering the phenomenon of DVA reduces 

perpetrators to a ‘homogenous population’ (LaViolette, 2013: 54). Both Corvo and Dutton (2006) and 

Lombard (2013) suggest that centring theory on issues relating to masculinity may lead to determinism, 

the displacement of men’s autonomy, or provide perpetrators with an immutable excuse for their 

behaviour. The feminist approach to understanding DVA is also disputed for overlooking other potential 

contributors to violence, including psychological and behavioural factors such as stress and substance 
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abuse (Corvo and Dutton, 2006; Hoff, 2009). More sympathetic critiques of the feminist model warn 

against its tendency to ‘universalise’ heteronormative experiences of violence and abuse (Donovan and 

Hester, 2014). Equally, research into rehabilitative practice with perpetrators recommend a more 

flexible, pluralist approach to tackling the problem of DVA. It is suggested that deviating from a narrow, 

gendered approach may avoid limiting the progress of perpetrator programmes and ignoring the 

intersecting degrees of privilege outside of sex and gender that may affect both perpetrator and victim 

(Gelles, 2013; Iwi and Newman, 2015). 

Contested though it may be, I believe that it is important to situate my understanding of DVA within the 

context of feminist theory. For decades, feminist thought has made visible the invisible, the private public, 

and the previously silenced voices of women heard. It is my perspective, therefore, that DVA is a feminist 

issue, and that to research the experiences of women who have experienced violence and abuse is an 

act of feminist praxis. Of course, it is not enough to proclaim that research conducted within a feminist 

framework is inherently feminist. Despite long-running scholarly debate, there is no universally agreed-

upon definition of appropriate feminist research. Although the variations of feminist research methods 

can feel overwhelming, the consensus that there is no real consensus of what a feminist methodology 

looks like is also reassuring to a novice researcher like myself. Adopting a feminist methodology requires 

care and deliberate decision-making, but it is also an empowering pursuit. 

Although feminist research is often qualitative, qualitative research is not fundamentally feminist – and 

therein lies the first contested stumbling block. It is reasonable to argue that the feminist research 

endeavour aligns closely with – even mirrors – the endeavour of the qualitative researcher to explore 

‘people’s subjective accounts of social life’ and to understand behaviours, relationships, and phenomena 

across society (Avis, 2005: 3). And so, in my naivety as a fledgling PhD candidate, I assumed that by 

simply hoping to speak to women and shine a light on the darker corners of women’s experience, my 

methodology was essentially a feminist one. I soon learned that qualitative research can still be employed 

in ‘non-feminist ways’, falling into the trap of reproducing ‘the mainstream failure to notice women and 

their concerns’ (DeVault, 1996: 33), and that quantitative research can be helpful in establishing 

prevalence and naming women's oppression (Westmarland, 2001). Rather than there being an ‘essential 
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link between feminism and qualitative research’ (Finch, 2004: 61-64), then, it is accepted that qualitative 

research becomes feminist through its conceptualisation and application, and by thinking carefully about 

the questions that are asked and how the answers will be understood. 

How methods alone come to support a feminist methodology depends on the individual researcher and 

how they follow their line of inquiry. Nielsen (1990) suggests that the purpose of feminist research goes 

beyond paying attention to women’s experiences, but as seeing them as active participants in the 

research process. In other words, a feminist methodology is founded on a feminist epistemology. 

Feminist epistemologies reject traditional ways of knowing that previously excluded or undermined 

women as agents of knowledge and communicators of experience (Harding, 1988). Finch (2004) 

reminds us of the argument that only experience that is expressed by women directly is ‘the legitimate 

basis for feminist research’ (63), as do Spencer, Pryce, and Walsh (2014), who present feminist research 

as work that focuses on women as the ‘legitimate and core sources of knowledge’ (92). McHugh (2014) 

develops this point, suggesting that feminist research is not just research about women, but also 

research for women. Outlining three shared concerns of feminist research, McHugh argues that it must 

give voice to women’s lives and experiences, overcome gender inequality at the personal and social 

level, and improve women’s opportunities and the quality of their lives. 

Stanley and Wise (1993) offer a more explicit definition of feminist methodology, stating that feminist 

research should seek to learn ‘how oppression occurs where it occurs in the context of our differing 

everyday experiences’ (170). Acknowledging the separation between the researcher and the 

researched, Stanley and Wise also assert that feminist research should respect and attempt to theorise 

‘being’ and ‘becoming’ as processes that are intimately tied to everyday, lived experience (1993: 196). 

‘There is something more to feminist research than simply intent and state of mind’, they explain (1993: 

35). It is suggested that this ‘something more’ is contingent not only on a researcher’s relationship with 

those they are researching, but on their own consciousness and experiences of being a woman. 

Although I am reluctant to pass value judgements about research on the basis of a researcher’s gender, 

the importance Stanley and Wise place on the researcher’s lived experience is reflective of my own 

approach to feminist methodology, where ‘the personal’ is re-evaluated throughout the research 
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process. Stanley and Wise reiterate the importance of researchers presenting themselves and their 

understandings in the work that they do, recommending that the power imbalance between researcher 

and the researched is addressed by laying open and making vulnerable the researcher. Work that calls 

itself ‘feminist’ must, in turn, be scrutable and ‘morally adequate’ in relation to a feminist ethic (1993: 

200), although these are not issues exclusive to feminist research alone. 

Expanding on the feminist researcher’s role, Stanley and Wise (1993) call for researchers to proactively 

‘construct’ data, rather than merely ‘reconstructing or reclaiming or reflecting’ it (201). Conversely, 

Ramazanoğlu and Holland (2002) characterise feminist research as having a ‘political responsibility to 

tell accurate stories of the nature of violence’, why such violence exists, and how its forms are made 

meaningful (46). Though their use of the word ‘stories’ hints at a reciprocal and co-operative relationship 

between a feminist researcher and the participants she speaks to, their emphasis on accuracy indicates 

a deviation from Stanley and Wise’s (1993) call for the construction of data, which suggests the building 

of something new – albeit on existing foundations. Individual experiences expressed through research 

are inevitably interpreted by others, expressed in a different language, and affixed with meanings that 

participants may not have intended. Ramazanoğlu and Holland claim that just as ‘an account of rape can 

be told differently’ to different people, and victims can position themselves ‘as victim, as survivor, as 

terrified, as brave’ (2002: 125) all at once, attempting to make sense of someone else’s experience can 

produce an entirely new concept. 

One possible solution for achieving authenticity in DVA research is through the application of standpoint 

feminist theory. Standpoint epistemology begins in the everyday lives of the marginalised and under-

served (Harding, 1992); in the case of DVA, therefore, it begins with victim-survivors. By learning from 

those at the bottom of social hierarchies, we can offer a sharper assessment of those who exist above 

them and the power structures that operate between them. By speaking with women who have 

experienced DVA, we are not only learning about their world, but ‘men’s worlds and the causal relations 

between them’ (Harding, 1992: 444). However, Smith (1988) suggests that standpoint feminists should 

make their personal experiences of the everyday the foundation of their inquiry, and that to authentically 

comprehend the social construction of the world is to know it from within. Rather than framing 
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sociological readings as reality, or imposing a conceptual framework on others’ experiences, standpoint 

feminists are informed by their existing knowledge of the everyday. If knowledge is to be based on 

experience (Harding, 1988), then my role as a researcher of DVA who has not experienced a violent or 

abusive relationship is brought under scrutiny. Can I, in good conscience, claim to offer an authentic 

presentation of the experiences of victim-survivors if I do not share a similar experience? Another 

criticism of standpoint feminism is that it veers into the territory of universalism; that it perpetuates the 

idea that there is one, unifying story to be told about women’s experience, as though women are a 

homogenous group (Harding, 1988). I understand that I cannot completely satisfy this tenet of standpoint 

feminism, but I think that exploring the role of the researcher and their place in both the world and the 

act of research is an important methodological discussion. While my research does not label itself 

explicitly as a work of standpoint feminism, it is nonetheless shaped by it as an approach. Fundamentally, 

this research commits itself to finding women, encouraging women to tell their stories, and bringing 

those accounts to the fore (DeVault, 1996) in a bid to address inequality and motivate change. This is 

particularly important in the context of DVA research. 

 

4.2 The feminist interview 

McHugh (2014) reminds feminist scholars that their research should be open, collaborative, and an 

example of a democratic process, where researchers pay equal attention to their own voice in their work 

as they do to their participants’ voices. The feminist interview is intended to encourage and develop an 

active dialogue between researcher and participant that works beyond the parameters of an interview 

schedule or guide. An in-depth, semi- or un-structured interview is preferable, so that the conversation 

facilitates enough time and space for participants to generate their own distinct and discernible voice. 

This is sometimes accompanied by a participatory approach, where participants are treated as co-

producers of research and given accounts of a researcher’s interpretation of their words to review and 

comment on. Oakley (1981, in McHugh, 2014) suggests that this method can break down power 

hierarchies that may otherwise be present in the research process. In their work on ‘doing’ narrative 
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interviewing, Fraser (2004) proposes that researchers consider the circulation of analytic drafts to get a 

'preliminary response to the ideas being raised' in their interpretations (196). Although I did not offer 

participants the opportunity to review any analysis, and did not apply a traditional narrative approach to 

the interview process, I would like to take a moment to reflect on the role of narratives more broadly, 

and how interviewing in an open way can validate the knowledge of ‘ordinary’ women and unearth 

hidden or subordinated ideas, as Fraser suggests (2004: 184). 

Open, in-depth interviews with an ‘intimate’ feel have the potential of offering a healing and empowering 

space for inquiry (Buchanan and Wendt, 2018; Hardesty, Haselschwerdt, and Crossman, 2019), 

particularly for participants who are talking through experiences of abuse. Hardesty, Haselschwerdt, and 

Crossman (2019) believe that by asking questions about areas such as a participant’s perceived 

strengths or their coping strategies, an interview can become a predominantly positive experience 

where participants view their contribution as ‘important for being able to help other survivors’ (4810). 

Buchanan and Wendt (2018) also observe the importance of participants feeling as though they have 

contributed something ‘constructive’ by agreeing to an interview. With the right approach, they found 

that the possible benefits of a qualitative interview go further than ‘making a difference’; that speaking 

about experiences of DVA outside of a therapeutic context can empower victim-survivors to view 

themselves as contributors, rather than help-seekers. In this research project, I made an active effort to 

ensure that I expressed the value in hearing participants’ individual stories and took time at the end of 

the interview to ask participants if they had any advice for women who may have found themselves in a 

similar situation. I believe this to be a useful adaptation of standpoint feminist theory that I discussed in 

the previous section, and also as an exercise in subverting the ‘dominant’ discussion of women as 

‘damaged’, ‘on the edge’, or ‘easily manipulated’ victims of DVA (Buchanan and Wendt, 2018: 774). 

 

4.3 Changing the narrative 

Through the open-ended, in-depth interview, participants are often able to tell their story in the research 

process. As part of my endeavour to reflect participants’ voices and the different ways through which 
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they communicate their experiences of DVA, I considered working within a narrative research 

framework. A narrative approach extends beyond the presentation of stories and considers in parallel 

how those stories are constructed by individuals and how meaning is made through the act of storytelling 

(Sparkes, 2005). This is an important standpoint to consider in DVA research, as experiences of violence 

and abuse are often difficult to ‘narrate’ in a conventional or linear way, and many victim-survivors feel 

as though their stories cannot, or will not, be heard. By concentrating on the construction of a narrative, 

as well as its content, it is argued that narrative research can encourage ‘new insights and awareness 

into social processes’ (Fraser and MacDougall, 2017: 243), while also giving time and attention to ‘whole 

persons’ (Frost and Ouellette, 2011: 154-155). This is possible even when a narrative is superficially 

incomplete or when a participant’s narrative drifts into the tedium and intricacies of the everyday 

(Czarniawska, 2004). Encouraging participants to build a narrative – to tell a story – as part of the 

research process can be considered a deliberate, productive act of self-articulation and sense-making. 

Slembrouk (2015) suggests that narrative research allows us to make sense of what we encounter 

throughout our lives, and Bochner and Riggs (2014) go one step further, proposing that storytelling has 

the potential to fill life with meaning. 

The nuances and idiosyncrasies of how we communicate with one another is an ‘ongoing and 

constitutive part’ of our realities (Bochner and Riggs, 2014: 200), and so when conducting narrative 

research or analysis, the researcher must take care to work with attuned sensitivity and responsibility to 

both the narratives they listen to and the ones they later write themselves. The ‘novel reading’ (DeVault, 

in Czarniawska, 2004) produced by the researcher of a particular event or experience is an integral part 

of narrative research, and even with rigorous reflective practice, the researcher accepts that they are 

presenting multiple possibilities, versions, and truths, rather than knowledge that is objectively ‘right’ 

(Fraser, 2004). This has potential to be problematic in the context of DVA research, where raising 

questions of authenticity, accuracy, or even participant fallibility can become a distraction. This is 

especially pertinent when victim-survivors have experienced violence and abuse over a prolonged 

period of time. Indeed, many cases of DVA cannot be reduced to one identifiable incident or, rather, 

‘story’; abuse is often experienced as a fluctuating pattern of behaviours, and the effects can linger long 
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after an abusive partner has left. To ask others to tell the story of their abuse, therefore, could assume 

that that chapter of their life is closed. 

Critics of narrative research suggest that the stories we tell ourselves and one another can be restrictive 

or become self-fulfilling prophecies (Freeman, 2015). If reality is only created by narrative, they also 

argue, then living ‘in the moment’ is a near-impossibility. Freeman (2015) acknowledges these 

arguments but chooses to present narrative as something that is ‘woven into the very fabric of 

experience’ rather than ‘some sort of fictive imposition’ (34). However, Freeman’s assertion that 

‘existential rootedness’ can somehow be realised through the act of narration is incompatible with the 

questions and themes being explored in this research study. It is my position that rootedness or 

existential belonging is achieved through the process of creating a home, rather than telling a story. 

Narrative researchers contend that the cultivation and presentation of personal stories is more likely to 

initiate practical social and political change (Frank, 2002). Outlining the curative potential of stories, and 

of narrative research more generally, Frank (2002) writes: ‘People can move from experience to politics 

only when their experience is narratable to themselves and others, and thus made legible’ (112). Both 

Frost and Oullette (2011) and Squire et al. (2014) suggest that narrative research can also impact policy-

making in a more meaningful way, providing those with the power to make change ‘the ability to listen 

and envision responses’ to questions of impact and decision-making (Frost and Oullette, 2011). For Frost 

and Oullette, narrative research subverts the status quo, where lived experience has the potential to 

shape policy, rather than the other way round. In addition, Bochner and Riggs (2014) claim that research 

stories can challenge the ‘traditional norms of writing and research’ (206). 

While it is possible to see the value in researching DVA within a narrative research framework, I opted 

against this approach to qualitative research; the central focus of this thesis is to understand how 

experiences of domestic space and the home were (and are still) lived by victim-survivors, rather than 

how those experiences may be narrated. I do believe, however, that it is important to acknowledge the 

benefits of highlighting and sharing narratives in the context of DVA. Where DVA research can learn 

from the centring of narrative is in the capacity that narratives have to maintain dialogue and inspire a 

wider discussion about what it means to be a victim-survivor of DVA. Just as generations before us have 
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passed on stories, by interweaving research with distinct and evocative narratives, individual experience 

can be ‘removed from the private sphere’ into the public, where it becomes part of ‘an all-encompassing, 

political and social narrative and context’ (Squire et al., 2014). It is this facet of narrative research that I 

hope my own research can speak to. 

 

4.4 Feminist phenomenology  

To avoid universalising or even reducing women’s lived experience – and to mitigate the risk of 

misinterpretation – I will argue that feminist methodology can learn from phenomenology as a research 

method. As well as presenting a participant’s life-world, feminist phenomenological research attempts 

to present the researcher’s, too, by locating and contextualising their perspectives, biases, and 

privileges. While intertwining the experiences of the researcher and the researched may produce ‘partial 

truth’, Patricia Hill Collins argues that even ‘knowledge that is admittedly partial is more trustworthy than 

partial knowledge presented as generally true’ (in DeVault, 1996: 41). 

As with feminist methods, there is no phenomenological method that takes precedence. Each branch or 

approach of phenomenology has its own place in research. Phenomenological research is the study of 

‘lived or experiential meaning’, as well as of the attempts to describe and interpret those meanings 

(Adams and van Manen, 2008: 614). Resting on assumptions of social constructions of reality versus 

objectivity, phenomenology – specifically, the existential phenomenology of the likes of Heidegger and 

Merleau-Ponty – considers the ‘being of beings’, rather than the ‘being’ itself as a ‘thing’ (2008: 615).  

‘Successful’ phenomenological research asks questions about how we experience the world or a 

phenomenon, shares those answers as authentically as possible, and then enables those who engage 

with a piece of research to re-live those experiences. One enduring, albeit perhaps unfair, criticism of 

those who apply phenomenology in research, however, is that they devote much of their time talking 

about phenomenology and what it can achieve, rather than ‘doing’ phenomenological work (Bernstein, 

1983, in Nielsen, 1990).  
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To help with this, Bradbury-Jones et al. (2017) developed the QR-LAW (Qualitative Research Level of 

Alignment Wheel), a tool designed to differentiate research based on factors such as sample size, data 

collection methods, and what processes are used throughout data analysis. In their review and synthesis 

of qualitative research in health and social science literature, Bradbury-Jones et al. argue that an 

‘insufficient understanding’ of phenomenology’s several methodological strands (that is, descriptive, 

interpretive, hermeneutic, and life-world phenomenology) can create a ‘disconnect’ between what a 

researcher claims they are doing and what they eventually present (2017: 628). This, too, extends to the 

application of qualitative methods in general. The guidance of the QR-LAW can act as an important 

indicator of rigour, as well as reduce the risk of producing diluted and inconsistent work. A practical tool, 

the QR-LAW offers an unambiguous, prescriptive set of characteristics that researchers can refer to 

along the journey of their work. The QR-LAW asserts that phenomenological research aims to 

understand the essence of experiences of a phenomenon among a small number of participants. It 

collects data via documents and archival material, open-ended, often in-depth interviews, and participant 

observation. Phenomenological analysis lists and groups statements of meaning, develops textual and 

structural descriptions, and offers an overall description of the experience (Bradbury-Jones et al., 2017). 

After discovering the QR-LAW, I worried that I had misrepresented my research as phenomenological. 

Working with 15 participants, rather than the recommended 10, I wondered whether my methodology 

aligned closer with generic qualitative research. There are, after all, similarities between the two: Willig 

(2014) defines qualitative research as something that hopes to ‘find out more about people’s 

experiences, their thoughts, feelings, and social practices’ (2). Do thoughts, feelings, and social practices 

not make up the essence of an experience? Like phenomenological analysis, generic qualitative 

research also works with a small, purposive sample and uses individual or group interviews to collect 

data, and data is analysed using thematic analysis or content analysis.  

For further guidance, I turned to Braun and Clarke (2020), who offer a helpful comparison of thematic 

analysis (TA) – specifically, reflexive TA – and other forms of qualitative analytic approaches, including 

my intended method of IPA. Braun and Clarke define IPA as an approach that employs a guiding 

theoretical framework of phenomenology, asks research questions that explore personal experience 
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and meaning-making, and uses interviews to collect first-person accounts of individual experience using 

a small sample. An example interview guide that illustrates how the interview questions in this research 

encouraged stories of lived experience can be found in Appendix 4. In terms of analytic steps, themes 

are developed across cases in TA; in IPA, although themes are also identified across cases, there is an 

idiographic component in that each interview is focused on independently before being looked at in the 

round. IPA also takes note of participants’ 'pronoun use, pauses, laughter…language, repetition, tone, 

degree of fluency' (Smith et al., 2009, in Braun and Clarke, 2020), as well as metaphor – idiosyncrasies 

of communication that I believe researchers exploring intimate, personal experiences should be 

especially mindful of. 

Critics of phenomenological methods warn that researchers who claim to analyse in this way may still 

only offer light, descriptive analysis that ignores the context of participants' sense-making and how they 

are grounded in the social world. It may also be difficult for phenomenological research to have 

'actionable outcomes' with clear implications for practice (Sandelowski and Leeman, 2012, in Braun and 

Clarke, 2020). To help with this, and in keeping with my own research aims, I have opted to merge 

feminist methodology with that of phenomenology and, returning to the discussion of voice, finding what 

can be described as a feminist phenomenological voice within my work (Fisher, 2010). 

Feminist phenomenological methods have been successfully applied across the social sciences (see 

Baird and Mitchel, 2014 and Simms and Stawarska, 2013 for examples), and one method of amplifying 

feminist phenomenological voice is through the presentation of ‘complex, rich’, and evocative 

descriptions of lived experience throughout the analytic process (Finlay, 2009: 8); through finding voice. 

I have attempted to do this in this research by offering descriptions of ‘lived situations, often first-person 

accounts, set down in everyday language’ (ibid.) in my findings and analysis chapters, paying attention 

also to a participant’s use of language – how they re-tell their experiences – and expressions of non-

verbal communication and interaction where appropriate (Thorne, 2014; Fraser and MacDougall, 2017). 

This is similar to what van Manen (2007) refers to as a ‘pathic’ approach. The ‘pathic’ refers to the 

general mood and sense of being in the world; in turn, the ‘pathic’ researcher attempts to communicate 

that experience in their work, where what is read is also felt by the reader (2007: 21-22). Through the 
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pathic reading, re-reading, and re-writing of experiences, ‘the power of phenomenological texts’ can be 

unlocked and resonance achieved. To produce research that resonates with our own experience of life 

as well as our own ways of meaning-making is to reveal an experience’s essence (Amos, 2016; Lacity 

and Janson, 1994). This is especially important in the context of DVA research, but a feminist lens can 

strengthen our understanding of that essence and give the researcher room to interrogate the context 

and particularities of ‘the social and cultural world’ and ‘of social and political being in that world’ (Fisher, 

2010: 94). 

Difficulties can arise in applying a methodology that is simultaneously feminist and phenomenological, 

however. Eberle (2014), for example, argues that phenomenological analysis takes place in ‘the here-

and-now of lived experience’ (14), rather than retrospectively. Of course, this is not always possible nor 

appropriate. In the case of discussing historical incidences of domestic violence and abuse, the 

phenomenon that is being researched has already taken place, even though it is sometimes the research 

that helps bring the nuances of that experience to light. In phenomenological research, it is also advised 

that researchers go through the process of ‘bracketing’, where their personal experiences and 

worldviews are, at least initially, excluded from the data collection process (Adams and van Manen, 

2008). This is in contradiction to McHugh (2014), who advises the feminist researcher against bracketing. 

So, too, do Simms and Stawarska (2013), who call for ‘double book-keeping’ in feminist 

phenomenological research, where a researcher takes note of the ‘inter-subjective’ experience of 

research, including what is not said by participants (12). 

Willig (2014) views phenomenological research as something that delivers an ‘empathic’ interpretation 

of data. An ‘empathic’ interpretation asks researchers to treat the text being analysed as its point of 

departure, as well as its foundation. ‘Empathic’ interpretation prioritises and privileges an individual’s 

account, using their own words to form and construct an understanding and portrayal of an experience. 

Although there is an acceptance that interpreting data will involve ‘a degree of appropriation’, an 

‘empathic’ researcher should not attempt to affix a greater, ‘more ‘real’ or ‘true’’ meaning onto a 

participant’s account of an experience; instead, they process what they see, hear, or read, ‘digest’ and 

‘metabolise’ it, and generate it into something new (2014: 4-6). If not ‘empathic’, interpretation is 
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‘suspicious’, in Willig’s understanding. A ‘suspicious’ approach positions the interpreter as ‘the expert’, 

as someone who has a ‘superior understanding’ of the phenomenon under investigation (2014: 3). Willig 

argues that a ‘suspicious’ framing asserts that experiencing or enacting something is not the same as 

‘understanding it’ (ibid.). If true, it is possible that research is only compassionate and meaningful when 

it is actively co-produced; it is also possible that my approach as a phenomenologist in this research 

does not meet the desired criteria. The voices heard throughout the discussion and analysis chapters of 

this thesis are predominantly those of the participants, but my own voice as a researcher is there, too. It 

is there in the careful selection of quotes and interview excerpts, the readings ‘between the lines’ that I 

present, and in the construction of a narrative journey, from beginning to end, that examines the 

evolution of home in the context of DVA. 

Where I have attempted to bridge the gap that Willig (2014) identifies is through the close and 

conscientious observation of conducting research within a feminist framework, by continually grounding 

the voices of participants, and by maintaining reflexivity throughout the process with excerpts from 

reflective diaries and transparent explanations of interpretation. I hope that by taking time to 

acknowledge that I am working with an overlay made up of my own ideas and experiences, along with 

existing scholarship, I am still able to present a sensitive, authentic, and moving account of victim-

survivors experiences of DVA. How this will be done in the analytic stages will be addressed in more 

detail in the following section. 

 

4.5 Applying Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 

Smith, Flowers, and Larkin (2009) assert that the primary concern of IPA is ‘the lived experience of the 

participant and the meaning which the participant makes of that lived experience’ (80). As a method of 

analysis, it is also tentative and essentially subjective, where the ‘truth’ claims put forward by the 

researcher are an account of not necessarily what the participant is thinking, but what they think the 

participant is thinking. IPA is an ongoing and iterative process (Smith, Flowers, and Larkin, 2009; Taylor 
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et al., 2015); it is a fluid exercise that relies on a considered and flexible engagement with the text by the 

researcher. It is ‘open to change’ and it is ‘only ‘fixed’ through the act of writing up’ (2009: 81). 

Concerned with the particularities of lived experience and sense-making, IPA is applied most commonly 

to examine experiences of ‘existential import to the participant’ (Smith, 2011: 9). In the context of DVA 

research, the application of IPA allows victim-survivors to share, and researchers to interpret, 

experiences of violence and abuse with attuned sensitivity and depth that caters to both its uniqueness 

and enduring nature. Both DVA and home are navigated, experienced, and become embodied in 

variable, even imperceptible, ways, and so IPA permits a thoughtful exploration of how those 

experiences may relate to and interact with one another over time for each individual. Smith (2011) 

suggests that what separates a ‘good’ piece of IPA research from a less successful example is the 

focused, comprehensive, and engaging presentation of an experience; it is also research that effectively 

communicates the ‘complexity, ambiguity, and nuance’ in participants’ accounts’, where presenting a 

‘density’ of evidence and sampling from across the corpus of data is encouraged (2011: 17-20). 

Research that uses IPA positions itself as being able to say something that is both ‘substantive and 

specific’ (Clarke et al., 2016: 1429). So, while exploring victim-survivors’ relationships with home – an 

issue that may be deeply intimate and subjective – having the space to contemplate and untangle the 

myriad feelings and behaviours expressed is especially important, for both the participants and the 

researcher. The intricate analytical work invited by IPA is mirrored in what Smith terms ‘interpretative 

flair’ (2011: 23), offering researchers the opportunity to be creative as well as persuasive with the 

presentation of their findings. Knowing that I would be working with profound stories of experience, each 

told by a unique voice, this aspect of IPA is one that I was particularly drawn to.  

Although perhaps most frequently applied in healthcare research, across the literature, IPA has been 

applied to work exploring experiences of, and relating to, DVA (Clarke et al., 2016; Murphy-Edwards and 

van Heugten, 2018; McCarthy, 2019; Westcott, 2023). Justifications for the application of IPA include its 

suitability to smaller sample sizes and under-researched topics of inquiry, as well as the deeper level of 

analysis it allows for. Pointedly, Murphy-Edwards and van Heugten (2018) suggest that the rich insight 

afforded by IPA is not about generalising or extrapolating findings; rather, it is about exploring the 
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impacts of violence and abuse in a way that resonates and encourages further investigation. It is with 

this intention that I write this thesis. 

The first step of IPA is the researcher’s immersion in the original data (Smith-Merry, 2015). The analytic 

process begins with the researcher taking, for example, one interview transcript and reading and re-

reading the data. Transcripts of an interview should include a verbal component (the words spoken), a 

prosodic component (the ways in which words are said), and a paralinguistic component (notes on any 

accompanying non-verbal communicative behaviour) (Kowal and O’Connell, 2014: 3). To maintain a 

strong participant-led focus, I adhered to the recommendation that researchers consider re-reading a 

transcript while listening to the original recorded audio, and to make a note of any personal reflections 

on the interview experience or responses to the data in a separate notebook (Smith et al., 2009). 

Detaching one’s own feelings about, or reactions to, the first stage of data analysis – also known as 

‘bracketing’ – is a key element of ensuring faithful researcher reflexivity. 

The second step of IPA is the initial noting process, where a researcher examines semantic content and 

language use at an exploratory level, before moving on to a more sensitive analysis (Smith, et al., 2014). 

Here, the researcher maintains an open mind and notes anything of interest in the transcript. As well as 

allowing the researcher to become familiar with the original data, the work of initial noting encourages a 

clear phenomenological focus by beginning with a ‘descriptive core of comments’ about the participant’s 

experience. This eventually develops into a noting process with greater depth, as the researcher adds 

linguistic comments that explore the participant’s specific use of language, and conceptual comments, 

which engage with the content ‘at a more interrogative and conceptual level’. At this stage, the 

researcher is looking for key words, phrases, or explanations of a phenomenon or event that are found 

in a participant’s use of description, the assumptions they make, the idioms or idiosyncrasies of an 

individual’s speech, and even emotional responses to the interview dialogue. During this point in the 

analytic process, it is important that researchers remember they are attending to the participant’s words 

only, and that any interpretation that begins to emerge from this step is inspired by their original 

responses to the interview. 
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The third step in the IPA process involves turning initial notes into themes. Here, the researcher 

considers the comments they attached to a transcript and attempts to produce a ‘concise and pithy 

statement’ relating to areas of importance. Simultaneously grounded in the data and abstracted enough 

to be conceptual, the themes a researcher arrives at are usually expressed as phrases or denoted as 

single-word ideas (Smith, et al., 2014: 92). Next, the researcher turns their attention to the fourth step of 

IPA: drawing together emergent themes. This part of the analytic process should lead to the production 

of a structure that points to ‘the most interesting and important aspects of [a] participant’s account’ 

(2014: 96). The researcher can create this structure through a number of approaches, including 

abstraction, subsumption, and numeration. The researcher can also seek out oppositional relationships 

between themes or try to identify ‘temporal, cultural and narrative’ contexts within them. Smith et al. 

demonstrate how themes can be interlinked to create a ‘super-ordinate’ theme through example. After 

highlighting themes such as ‘excessive thinking’, ‘mourning and grief’, ‘depression’, ‘shock’, and ‘loss of 

self-esteem’ within a transcript of an interview about living with HIV, they then grouped them together 

under one ‘super-ordinate’ theme titled ‘The psychological consequence of HIV diagnosis’ (2014: 96). 

Another possible approach includes examining themes for their specific function within a transcript. 

Rather than interpreting themes as indicators of meaning relating to an event or experience, it may also 

be relevant to organise themes as ways in which the participant has presented the self during an 

interview. Whichever method(s) opted for by the researcher, a recording of how the analytic process 

progressed in this stage is crucial. To keep the analytic process transparent in this research study, I 

have drawn up a list of the emergent and super-ordinate themes from the compiled interview transcripts, 

which can be seen in Appendix 5. 

The final step of IPA involves looking for patterns across cases. Before this stage, it is important that 

each transcript and its attached analysis remains separate and distinct. Smith et al. (2014) recommend 

treating each case ‘on its own terms’ as a way of doing ‘justice to its own individuality’ (100), and of 

keeping the reflective element of analysis in check. When looking for patterns across cases, it is 

recommended that the researcher literally considers the big picture by laying each table or figure of 

analysis out on a large surface and looking across them in one place (2014: 101). Questions to remember 
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at this stage of the IPA process include, ‘What connections are there across cases? How does a theme 

in one case help illuminate a different case? Which themes are the most potent?’ (ibid). In respect to 

this step in the process, after going through each transcript individually, I decided to ‘name’ four super-

ordinate themes that I felt applied collectively to the data. These themes, which will be discussed through 

chapters five to seven, are: 1) The spatial quality of DVA; 2) The spatial consequences of DVA; 3) The 

‘home’ as a site of reclamation; 4) What it means to feel ‘at home’ and why it matters.  

Once notes have been used to build themes, which are then used to form patterns, IPA is still not 

complete. Instead, it is time for the researcher to move on to what Smith et al. (2014) call one of the 

‘critical parts of the process of doing IPA’: the write-up (109). A successful write-up should balance 

transcript extracts with the researcher’s detailed analytic interpretations of the text. The purpose of the 

write-up is two-fold, as researchers must give an account of and communicate their data while offering 

an explanation as to why the data is significant, and what it can tell others. This is echoed in Roulston’s 

(2014) view of interview analysis, which states the construction of findings ‘through writing and re-

writing’ as one of the four important fundamentals of the phenomenological analytic process (7). The act 

of writing as part of the IPA process is not simply a way to present findings, however, it is also a ‘joint’ 

production of understanding from both the researcher and the researched. Inevitably, then, this kind of 

collaborative attitude towards data analysis must be reflected appropriately in the final project – Smith 

et al. suggest that this is most effectively done by including clear evidence from the relevant transcripts, 

including raw extracts. As well as contributing to the representation of a researcher-researched 

dialogue, interweaving original data with analytical commentary makes the researcher’s evidentiary base 

‘transparent’, allowing readers and peers to evaluate the claims made in a project (2014: 110). 

 

4.6 The virtual interview 

From March to December 2021, I conducted 15 one-on-one interviews over Zoom. In accordance with 

UK government COVID-19 guidelines and University of Birmingham policy at the time, interviews were 

conducted using remote, virtual methods in lieu of face-to-face meetings. Fortunately, internet 
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accessibility was not an issue for the women I spoke with, and no concerns were raised prior to interview 

about web access or the availability of video-conference software. I conducted each virtual interview 

from a secure room in my own home at a time convenient to the participant. Although the decision to 

speak with participants remotely was a necessary practicality – I had originally intended to interview 

participants in their own home where possible and appropriate, as a form of ethnographic research – I 

chose my own home as a backdrop, rather than the institutional setting of a university room. Coming 

from my own personal space into participants’ own personal space(s) offered an opportunity to 

democratise the research process; given the research topic, it also felt particularly pertinent. 

Alternatives to face-to-face meetings have evolved as viable methods for data collection in recent years. 

Even before the outbreak of COVID-19 in 2020, virtual methods have proven successful and uniquely 

beneficial in qualitative research. Far from being ‘second best’, a growing number of researchers argue 

that the online interview is in fact equal to the so-called ‘gold standard’ of its face-to-face equivalent, with 

many citing the practicality, ease, and even democracy of video calling as reasons to consider a move 

to online. 

Hanna (2012) sums up the more obvious benefit of internet technology: its ability to bridge ‘issues 

around access and distance’ (241), and across a variety of disciplines, the introduction of online methods 

is considered more ‘convenient’ for both researchers and participants (Eeden-Moorefield, Proulx, and 

Pasley, 2008; Janghorban, Roudsari, and Taghipour, 2014; Seitz, 2015; Heath et al., 2018). When used 

in research into areas such as cultural differences, the virtual interview has been called ‘invaluable’, as 

it is said to allow researchers to ‘involve participants wherever they are in the world’, perhaps even 

‘transcending geographical boundaries’ by nullifying distance and disconnect (Lo Iacono, Symonds, and 

Brown, 2016: 3). By closing the literal gap between countries and cultures, Lo Iacono et al. (2016) 

suggest that the online interview simultaneously expands opportunity. They argue that the use of Skype 

as a research tool removes distance as a variable in recruiting participants, allowing for a more diverse 

research sample. This is certainly the case in this research study, where the application of video-

conferencing software allowed me to speak with participants living as far from my Birmingham office as 

Northern Ireland and Scotland.  
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As well as encouraging qualitative research to become more representative, the online interview has 

been credited with promoting a more democratic approach to data collection. Hanna and Mwale (2017) 

explain that the option to conduct an interview online places greater control in the hands of the 

participant by not only offering them ‘flexibility’ in terms of scheduling (the ‘when’), but also in relation 

to where the interview can take place. Again, virtual methods are presented as convenient at their core 

– not least because ‘the participant can be at home’ (2017: 259). Emphasising the re-balancing of power 

that is prompted by participants choosing an interview location, Lo Iacono et al. (2016) refer specifically 

to ‘the comfort of one’s home’ (5), inferring that not only is it simply practical to use online interview 

methods, it is also more familiar, reassuring, and even safer for those taking part in research. 

The issue of the setting or space of an interview is a significant one, particularly when researching the 

spatial relationships of DVA survivors. In this research, participants were invited to share their 

experiences of domestic abuse, how it may have altered their use of space, and to communicate how 

violence has changed the way they feel about home. For the participants’ stories of home to be told from 

that very place – their home – presented potential for uniquely rich and meaningful data, and even 

responses that may not have otherwise arisen from the neutrality of an office or meeting room. On three 

occasions, participants picked up their device to pan the camera around the room they were in, 

welcoming me – albeit virtually – into their home to get a feel of their surroundings and to illustrate the 

conversations we were having about space. Here, the participants revealed what Lo Iacono et al. refer 

to as a ‘back and front view’ (2016: 8), an intimate yet managed snapshot of their space that offered 

greater insight into how they present themselves and their homes. 

As well as being a source of comfort and familiarity, the participant’s chosen backdrop can assist 

dialogue and sometimes even serve as an ice-breaker (Whale, 2017). While discussing sensitive 

subjects, it has been observed that a participant’s location can double up as a prompt, mitigating any 

difficult or prickly moments in conversation. In addition to fostering a general feeling of safety and 

security for participants, virtual interview methods can also ensure the personal safety of the researcher. 

As Hanna (2012) points out, while talking via Skype, for example, ‘both the researcher and the 

researched are able to remain in a ‘safe location’ without imposing on each other’s personal space’ 
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(241). This is an important consideration when speaking to survivors of violence and abuse, who may 

otherwise feel reluctant to open up a space to others and whose welfare and wellbeing have previously 

been compromised by their immediate environment. Seitz (2015) further illustrates the benefits of 

participants feeling ‘comfortable’ during in an interview as a result of being in their own private spaces, 

finding that some participants they spoke to felt ‘less nervous and less pressured’ when they were 

physically separate from the researcher (230). Overall, considering the role of ‘personal’ space in 

research, a virtual, at-home interview, it seems, may not only contribute to a more productive and organic 

interview, but it may also help to create a more enjoyable interview experience. I believe this is reflected 

in the (unprompted) choice that some participants made to send me photographs or further descriptions 

of their home after our interviews had ended. Although the content of these particular emails has not 

been used as data in this research, the pride and interest communicated via follow-up messages 

suggests to me that participants had enjoyed our discussion and wanted to ‘show’ me more. 

While there are advantages to interviewing a participant in their chosen personal space, methods reliant 

on technology and an intrinsically distanced approach bring with them a new set of problems for 

researchers. Aside from the risk of connectivity or logistical trouble, virtual, at-home interviews may 

present unexpected disruption or distractions. The issue of participants becoming distracted is a 

‘considerable downside’ for Hooley et al. (2012), who warn that participants’ responses to external and 

off-screen events are hard to understand or react to when there is a loss of visual and contextual 

communications and clues, such as body language (57). Without a shared location and context for an 

interview, rapport – argued as a ‘pre-requisite for minimising social distance and establishing trust’ 

(Weller, 2017: 614) – can be difficult to establish.  

As a researcher, building rapport with your participants before and during an interview is an integral part 

of the process. Not only can this connection ‘lead more naturally to reciprocal mutual disclosure’ where 

appropriate, it can lead to more candid discussion, thereby giving the researcher a ‘richness’ and quality 

to their data (Weller, 2017: 614). Seitz (2015) argues that the in-person interview is better at achieving 

a relationship of trust and rapport between the researcher and researched: ‘sitting down with someone 

face-to-face can create a personal connection and allow the researcher to read important non-verbal 
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clues’ (229). The overlooking or misinterpretation of physical, unspoken cues is another potential barrier 

to negotiate while interviewing participants virtually; without asking for clarification, a glance off-screen 

could be equally translated as a participant’s discomfort or nervousness, or it could simply be that they 

were momentarily distracted. Where feelings can be misinterpreted, they can also be masked, and Seitz 

also raises concern over the lack of direct eye contact. The ‘talking heads’ format of an online video 

interview can detach researcher and participant it is argued, and without the intimacy and warmth we 

find in face-to-face interactions, some participants may feel more reluctant to discuss personal matters. 

Fortunately, this is not something that was perceived as an obstacle by either party throughout the 

interview process in this research study. At the end of each interview, I asked participants how they had 

felt about meeting virtually; no concerns or issues were raised. This is, in part, because of the national 

context at the time of interview, where much of the population had been working from home and 

corresponding virtually for some time (see Archibald et al., 2019 for more discussion on finding familiarity 

with virtual methods). 

One final aspect of virtual rapport-building worth recognising is the unintended consequence of 

removing researcher-participant boundaries through online methods – or, rather, their perceived 

removal. Although the home is a natural setting for the participant, it is not necessarily natural for a 

formal research interview to take place there. Hanna and Mwale (2017) note the dialectical nature of the 

virtual interview’s setting, suggesting that it is both private and familiar; it ‘in some sense is both ‘public’ 

and ‘private’’ (260). How we act, present ourselves, and respond to situations will differ based on whether 

we feel as though we are in public or private, and it is often difficult to negotiate between the two 

contradictory identities. In the case of a virtual research interview, participants are faced with the paradox 

of acting formally – adopting the role of an interview subject – in what is otherwise an informal 

environment. Furthermore, the usual signifiers of a formal research interview (such as recording devices 

and the researcher’s note-taking) are invisible. Weller (2017) highlights the risks involved when a 

participant feels comfortable or at ease in an interview because of their location, noting that some 

participants she spoke with conceived their remote interview as a more ‘informal’ contribution to the 

research project, akin to a conversation with ‘friends or peers’ (618). As well as offering the researcher 
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richer data or a more spontaneous exchange, such a feeling can work against the participant, who may 

inadvertently disclose more than they would have done during a physical interview. Weller poses this as 

a possible ‘danger’, particularly when an interview needs to be handled with extra sensitivity, adding that 

researchers should be mindful of how remote methods can ‘downplay’ the interaction as a research 

encounter (2017: 622-23). In this research study, I took care to mitigate the risks identified by Weller, 

such as reiterating the purpose of the interview, informing participants they had the opportunity to ask 

questions about the research before formally proceeding, and reaffirming prior written consent to be 

audio recorded. Participants were also made aware that they could stop or pause the interview at any 

time. 

Throughout the literature, the argument for when best to apply virtual methods rests on an individual 

research project; there is no designated pathway that will recommend an online video-conferencing tool 

over a face-to-face interview. Instead, researchers must consider the nature and scope of their research 

before choosing the most appropriate and supportive methodology. Its potential as an innovative method 

notwithstanding, Seitz (2015) ultimately recommends that the online interview is avoided when research 

is asking more sensitive qualitative questions. ‘More personal topics might be most appropriate for 

traditional, in-person interviews,’ Seitz decides, ‘as there is no substitute for direct personal connection’ 

(2015: 234). This is a sentiment echoed by Lo Iacono et al. (2016), who specify that ‘interviews 

connected to abuse, drug habits or alcoholism’ might be better undertaken ‘in shared space’ (6). Deakin 

and Wakefield (2014) appear to agree, suggesting that the overall experience of the virtual interview is 

contingent on a participant’s personality, and that online rapport may be difficult to achieve in some 

circumstances (610). Researchers must be mindful, too, of the additional responsibility participants may 

be taking on when they agree to meet virtually. 

Nonetheless, the virtual interview offers a unique and innovative approach to qualitative research. As 

online and virtual methods continue to advance, the decision to forgo traditional, face-to-face 

conversations is a sound one even outside issues of convenience. In the case of this research study, the 

decision to interview participants virtually ultimately rested on what was practically possible at the time, 

and I was fortunate that participants both had access to and felt comfortable using video-conference 
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software. However, when exploring the phenomenon of domestic violence – and, importantly, its impact 

on spatial relationships – I would argue that video-conferencing tools and online methods can be re-

framed as inherently useful tools, rather than substitutes. Social science research relies, and even 

thrives, on meaningful, authentic communication and experiences, and I am confident that the process 

of interviewing was not diminished by the use of virtual technology. 

 

4.7 Recruitment 

The recruitment process for this research was forced to adapt in scope and procedure due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic. I had hoped to recruit participants with the help of a registered charity under the 

umbrella of Women’s Aid Federation England. Following a meeting with an employee of the organisation, 

it was our joint intention that those working for the organisation would share information about the 

research project to service users, if and where appropriate. Potential participants were to be identified 

using the agreed-upon criteria and approached by organisation staff to participate in the research study. 

The criteria stipulated that participants were women who: 1) had experienced DVA, used the services 

of, and were still in contact with the organisation; and 2) were living in either temporary or permanent 

accommodation but not be in known contact with the perpetrator or considered at risk. As well as 

providing access and acting as an intermediary, the close involvement of the charity throughout the 

recruitment and interviewing process intended to mitigate any potential risks to either participants or 

researcher (Abrams, 2010, in Breckenridge et al., 2017). 

The emergence of COVID-19 and its subsequent impact on DVA services meant that the already limited 

resources of organisations could not stretch to assisting with access and recruitment. After discussions 

with my supervisors, it was agreed that I would take on a more proactive role in the recruitment process, 

using word-of-mouth and social media in the call for participants. The participant criteria were amended 

to reflect a broader audience, asking for women who: 1) had used the services of a formal organisation, 

charity, or support group; 2) no longer felt at risk; 3) would be happy to discuss their experiences of DVA 

with me. The advertisement was shared on the social networks Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter using 
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tailored search terms and hashtags to reach specific audiences. The advertisement was also shared 

among relevant research networks and online support groups for survivors of DVA, who in turn shared 

the call for participants with their members.  

All women who initiated contact were reminded of the criteria and then sent a participant information 

sheet outlining the research project’s aims, as well as information relating to the interview process, 

confidentiality, participant withdrawal, data storage, potential risks, and compensation.  

 

4.8 Participants 

In line with the participant criteria, all 15 participants I spoke to were women. Although it was not a 

prerequisite of this research project, all of the participants’ ex-partners were men; all of the incidents 

and experiences spoken about in interview were examples of male-to-female abuse. This was an 

expected outcome due to the gender asymmetry in DVA, but the findings of this study are not necessarily 

inconsistent with the experiences of women who have experienced violence or abuse in a same-sex 

relationship (see Barnes, 2013 for a nuanced discussion of DVA in same-sex relationships). 

To acknowledge the existence of male victim-survivors of DVA is also important, and this research does 

not intend to negate their stories and experiences. While I accept that men’s experiences of DVA may 

also be considered a feminist issue, this research’s exploration of the idea of home and the 

acknowledgement of the gendered nature of private, domestic space intentionally excludes male voices. 

Nonetheless, I believe there is scope for future research into men’s experiences of the home both as 

possible victim-survivors of DVA and even as perpetrators. 

Participants ranged from being in their 20s to their 50s. The youngest participant I spoke with was 29 

and the oldest, 58. In this specific sample, it transpired that the majority of participants aged 40 or over 

had experienced DVA while in their 20s or 30s. The findings from this research cannot, therefore, speak 

to the experiences of women in violence or abusive relationships later in life, who are often missing or 
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under-represented in the field of DVA research (Straka and Montminy, 2006; McGarry, 2008; Seff, 

Beaulaurier, and Newman, 2008; Bows, 2017). 

All of the participants I spoke with lived in the UK, with all but two living and using services in England. I 

spoke to one woman living in Scotland and another in Northern Ireland. All participants described 

themselves as living in urban or suburban areas at the time of their abuse. The findings from this research 

cannot, then, offer insight into the unique challenges that women who have experienced DVA in rural 

areas may face, such as social isolation, limited access to transport, and even heightened conservative 

attitudes (Saint Arnault and O’Halloran, 2016; Bowstead, 2020; Barlow, Davies, and Ewin, 2022). 

Although ethnic minority women more often become victims of DVA than ethnic majority women (Heron, 

Eisma, and Browne, 2022), only two of the 15 women interviewed for this research study were from a 

minority ethnic background, and issues pertaining to participants’ racial or ethnic identities were not 

pursued by either party in interview. As I did not explicitly ask participants their racial or ethnic identity, 

these demographics are not formally recorded in Table 1. This does not mean that the ways in which 

‘intersecting patterns of racism and sexism’ can alter experiences of DVA (Crenshaw, 1991: 1243) were 

deliberately ignored during the design of this research study, but rather that they did not emerge in 

discussion as a factor in participants’ experiences of home either during or after living with an abusive 

partner. One participant disclosed that she feared being ‘stereotyped’ as a single mum to ‘mixed-race 

children’ by agencies upon first leaving her abusive partner, but this was not expanded on. To follow this 

thread now would be beyond the scope of this research, and I point the reader to the likes of Martin 

(2016) and Olabanji (2022) for discussion on the importance of inclusivity and sensitivity in DVA services 

and wider gender-based violence practice. Cultural factors have been identified by some researchers 

as potential barriers to disclosure and help-seeking for victim-survivors of DVA (Femi-Ajao, Kendal, and 

Lovell, 2020; Hulley et al., 2022), as well as reasons for both remaining in and leaving abusive 

relationships (Heron, Eisma, and Browne, 2022). Conversely, Haq and Lewis critique existing discourse 

around minority ethnic communities in relation to violence and abuse as susceptible to framing 

‘community’ as a homogenous, ‘oppressive entity that sanctions the perpetration of violence against 

women’ (2014: 374). There is more work to be done both with and for women from under-represented 
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communities in DVA research, and while this study does not attempt to address that particular gap, I am 

confident that the stories communicated in this research will resonate with victim-survivors from across 

all backgrounds. 

 

 Age Location Current residence 
Time since end of 

relationship 
Relationship length 

Fern 40s England Owned 3 years 16 years 

Thea 30s England Rented (private) 9 years 8 years 

Sadie 20s England Rented (private) 4 years 5 years 

Johanna 40s England Owned 18 years 7 years 

Elena 30s England Parental home 5 years 7 years 

Frances 30s England Owned 8 years 5 years 

Lauren 30s England Owned (previously with ex) 3 years 6 years 

April 40s England Rented (private) 3 years 16 years 

Ingrid 40s Scotland Rented (social) Unknown Unknown 

Ruth 50s NI Owned (previously with ex) 3 years 25 years 

Marissa 20s England Rented (social) 8 years 4 years 

Evelyn 40s England Rented (social) Unknown 15 years 

Nina 50s England Owned 10 years 11 years 

Carrie 50s England Rented (private) 16 years 20 years 

Grace 40s England Owned (previously with ex) 5 years 8 years 

 

Table 1: Participant information 

 

4.9 Ethical considerations 
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In advance of recruitment and data collection and in line with the University of Birmingham’s Code of 

Practice for Research, ethical approval for this research project was sought from the Humanities and 

Social Sciences Ethical Review Committee. The committee granted full ethical approval, a copy of which 

can be found in Appendix 1. 

What constitutes ‘sensitive’ research is a debated topic. Previously, it had been thought that to research 

a ‘sensitive’ issue was to research something considered ‘taboo’ (Faberow, 1963, in Dickson-Swift, 

James, and Liamputtong, 2008) or an otherwise ‘private’ issue (McCosker, Barnard, and Gerber, 2001). 

While the nature of ‘sensitive’ research is open to interpretation, research into issues such as DVA, 

sexual violence and abuse, mental illness, and grief is widely categorised as ‘sensitive’, whereby the 

psychological and emotional risks of disclosing information are heightened. The definition of ‘sensitive’ 

research has evolved in recent years to consider the potential ‘threat’ that is posed by the research topic 

to not just any participants, but to all those involved in the process, including the wider research team 

(Gregory et al., 1997; Dickson-Swift et al., 2008). Studying ‘sensitive’ topics creates both methodological 

and ethical considerations for a researcher, not least because the ‘sensitivity’ of a research area is not 

always immediately apparent (McCosker et al., 2001). Despite the risks involved, embarking on 

‘sensitive’ research has the potential to address some of society’s ‘most pressing social issues and policy 

questions’ (Sieber and Stanley, 1988, in Downes, Kelly, and Westmarland 2014). When working with 

‘sensitive’ issues, then, a researcher has a responsibility to themselves, their colleagues, the wider 

population, and primarily, their participants.   

To mitigate the possible risks involved for participants of ‘sensitive’ research, researchers must be 

vigilant about matters involving confidentiality and anonymity, privacy, and informed consent. Dickson-

Swift et al. (2008) recommend that researchers address issues of disclosure, understanding, 

voluntariness, and competence in relation to their participants. In other words, they must ensure that 

participants understand fully the nature of the research they are involved in, what they are consenting 

to, and that their involvement is entirely voluntary. On the point of confidentiality and anonymity, 

participants’ real names are not used at any time in this research project, nor are any potential identifiers, 

such as location. Any other names mentioned by participants during interview were redacted during the 
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transcription process. Data has been stored in a pseudo-anonymised format, with the exception of a 

master list that links participants’ first names with their given pseudonym. This was drawn up to ensure 

accuracy and to aid participant withdrawal if it was requested. Pseudonyms were generated using an 

online random name generator tool, and participants were referred to by their pseudonym throughout 

the transcription, analysis, and writing stages. Participants were also made aware that I was not working 

on the behalf of any organisation, nor was I trained in any formal safeguarding or signposting practices. 

Participants were advised that any information disclosed to me during interview would remain 

confidential, unless I had reason to believe that an individual was at risk. For example, if a participant 

had disclosed information that gave me reason to believe that they, another adult, or children may be at 

risk, limited confidentiality would have been practiced, and any concerns referred through the 

appropriate channels. Fortunately, this was not required in this research study. 

When opting for a one-off, in-depth interview, researchers must also take into account how much time 

is taken before, during, and after the interview to establish their relationship with the participant. For their 

work with disabled women who had experienced DVA during pregnancy, Breckenridge et al. (2017) said 

that building a relationship with their participants was a crucial part of ensuring the women they spoke 

with felt comfortable and that they were able to gather good quality data; for them, the interview was not 

the first and only contact between researcher and participant. Brannen (1988, in Dickson-Swift et al., 

2008), too, cautions that participants may share more information with the researcher during interview 

if it is their only encounter. Conversely, Oakley (1981, in Dickson-Swift et al., 2008) suggests that 

undertaking research after first establishing a relationship may be exploitative, with participants choosing 

to disclose more if they feel they ‘know’ the researcher. For this study, the only face-to-face contact I 

had with participants was at the time of interview. Any email correspondence prior to interview related 

only to meeting logistics, including the sending of a participant information sheet, but I made sure to take 

time before formally starting the interview and reaffirming consent to have a grounding, casual chat 

about how participants were doing.  

In the context of DVA research, there are additional considerations to be aware of. Even when working 

within a mindful ethical framework, there is still the possibility that researchers recruit victim-survivors 
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who may still be in contact with their ex-partners. In addition, taking part in ‘sensitive’ research may 

unintentionally ‘re-traumatise’ victim-survivors of violence and abuse through the act of talking about 

their experiences (Downes, Kelly, and Westmarland, 2014). There is also evidence to suggest that rather 

than suffering from ‘post’-traumatic ‘disorders’, victim-survivors may experience ongoing and persistent 

trauma arising from violent or abusive relationships (Hulley et al., 2022), long after they have ended. For 

this research study, the inclusion criteria as communicated on recruitment materials stipulated that 

participants must consider themselves no longer ‘at risk’ of the violence or abuse they had experienced. 

While this is perhaps a woolly term, the criteria assumed that victim-survivors who approached me to 

take part in the study were able to comprehend the potential consequences of participating in research. 

Extra care was taken throughout the recruitment process to ensure that participants were aware that, 

although our conversation would mostly be about space and the idea of home, they may wish to disclose 

incidences of DVA that they felt relevant to the discussion. I followed up each interview with an email 

thanking participants for their time and contribution and advised them to either contact the network or 

organisation that advertised the research project or the National Domestic Abuse Helpline for support if 

they needed it. Much like Downes et al. (2014), I ultimately take the view that it can be reductive to 

designate all victim-survivors of DVA as ‘vulnerable’, and that to do so can undermine the agency of 

victim-survivors and the decisions they make. 

In line with previous discussions relating to narrative, there is evidence that taking part in well-designed, 

careful DVA research can have a positive impact on those who take part. Actively contributing to a body 

of work and having your story heard can be an empowering process, and there is also value in a 

researcher ‘bearing witness’ to participants’ experiences (Downes et al., 2014). At the end of each 

interview, I made sure to express my gratitude to participants for their input and offered to send an 

abridged copy of the finished thesis once submitted and accepted by examiners. By acknowledging that 

participants are a stakeholder in the research process, I believe the sharing of ‘sensitive’ stories can 

become an overwhelmingly positive experience. Indeed, in follow-up email correspondence, many 

participants said they felt ‘glad’ or ‘happy’ to have ‘helped’ in some way with this research, with some 

even calling the interview experience a ‘pleasure’. 
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5 
Findings I: The Spatiality of Domestic Violence and Abuse 

 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I present the first two key findings of this research. In keeping with the application of 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), I have split both this and the subsequent chapter into 

sections that correspond to one of four super-ordinate themes that I identified during analysis across all 

15 interviews. This chapter will focus on ‘The spatial quality of DVA’ and ‘The spatial consequences of 

DVA’, while chapter six will discuss ‘The home as a site of reclamation’ and ‘What it means to feel ‘at 

home’ and why it matters’. During the writing up process, I organised these four super-ordinate themes 

into sub-themes to portray the diversity and multiplicity in spatial experiences and relationships. These 

sub-themes do not intend to be prescriptive, and many of the participants’ voices will be heard in more 

than one place throughout each section. Following a feminist phenomenological approach that makes 

room for the voices and stories of participants (Finlay, 2009; Fisher, 2010), the accounts of DVA and 

spatial interactions as spoken about by the women I interviewed are the primary focus of this chapter 

and the next. Further in-depth analysis will be offered in chapter seven so as not to dilute or distract from 

the narratives and words of my participants, as well as the re-telling of their experiences that I present. 

 

5.1 The spatial quality of DVA 

DVA is sustained and enabled by its location of the ‘domestic’, or the home. It is characterised by both 

specific events and a protracted, palpable undercurrent of control, but whether it is considered overtly 

violent or more abstract and threatening, domestic abuse is constituted by the environment in which it 

takes place. A key finding from the data is that all 15 participants I spoke with related the abuse they 
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lived with to the space(s) they had shared with their abuser, disclosing experiences that had a notable 

spatial quality.  

Perpetrators of DVA may apply and exploit space in multiple ways, but there are three over-arching 

attributes to the spatial quality of DVA that can be drawn from the participants’ narratives. Firstly, 

perpetrators may use space in a material sense, whether that be through surveillance, the management 

or restriction of their partner’s movements, or the forcible occupation of spaces. Secondly, perpetrators 

may use space affectively; in other words, using the features of the home to bend, mould, and even 

remove their partner’s identity and connectedness with home from the space they live in. Finally, 

perpetrators also use space to their advantage by instilling an atmospheric quality to their violence and 

abuse, where reminders and threats of harm or abandonment are attached to spaces of the home, similar 

to the behaviours seen in coercive control.  

 

The material  

‘I felt like I was in a prison’.  

Beginning in a literal, material sense, it appears that perpetrators of DVA often use and disrupt the space 

of the home by preventing their partners from leaving the house they lived in, refusing to leave 

themselves upon separation, or frequently uprooting their partners and their families by consistently 

moving from one property to the next. The experiences communicated in this section reveal the full 

extent and depth of abusive and controlling behaviours that are lived and experienced through the 

materiality of domestic space, substantiating Handel’s (2019) call for reflecting on the materiality of the 

home when attempting to understand the experiences that play out within it. 

Indicative of an additional literal, physical component to Sharp-Jeffs, Kelly, and Klein’s (2017) theory of 

‘space for action’, Sadie’s partner ‘point-blank refused to move out’ when she told him she wanted a 

divorce, leaving her ‘still stuck sleeping in his bed’, as there was nowhere else for her to go. Similarly, 

Nina also recalls feeling ‘stuck’ in the abusive situation she was in, as at ‘several, several points’ she was 

‘blocked’ from ending the relationship by her ex-husband. Echoing that sense of obstruction, April tells 
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me that she was physically stopped from leaving the house she lived in with her abuser, as he, too, 

‘blocked’ her from moving as she pleased: ‘He did kind of, like, not let me go out the front door one time. 

He sort of blocked the door.’ The experiences communicated here offer an alternative way of 

conceptualising the home as a fortress (Atkinson and Blandy, 2017). However, in these examples, 

perpetrators transform the space(s) of the domestic into strongholds of their abuse, rather than securing 

them to keep those within the home safe. 

Meanwhile, Grace’s abuser took delight in knowing that she was unable to leave: ‘So, he would just sit 

back and laugh and tell me he’s not going anywhere,’ she recalls. Even once Grace had managed to 

end the relationship, her abuser ‘refused’ to hand over his set of keys, using his continued ‘access to 

the property’ as a weapon. In a similar vein, Marissa recalls ‘a lot of coming and going’ following the end 

of her relationship, with her abuser turning up ‘unannounced’ at her house on a number of occasions, 

and sometimes even breaking in. That creeping threat of violation, and the sense of unpredictability and 

insecurity that infused her immediate space, led Marissa to believe that her ‘house was marked’ and had 

become an inescapable target: ‘There was a lot of break ins, a lot of situations where he would turn up 

unannounced after long periods of time. A lot of police calls. My house was marked…’. 

Fern, who recalls moving a number of times throughout her relationship with her ex-husband, believes 

that her partner’s insistence on relocating so frequently was ‘part of the abuse’ she experienced: 

‘I felt I was always on the move, um, and, actually part of the abuse was about moving around 

so much, so I could have stayed in one place and not needed to move quite so frequently but 

he, he made it that I would move with him wherever he was going.’ 

Nina, too, laments the limited amount of time she was ever able to spend in a property, describing a 

routine where she was forcibly ‘moved on, moved on, moved on.’ Because of that instability, Nina 

explains that she was never able to make the houses she and her family lived in feel like home – ‘they 

were never home, really,’ she says. 

Well before any attempts to end a relationship or leave a space, victim-survivors of DVA may report 

feeling ‘trapped’, isolated, and restricted in their movements (Goldsack, 2000), transforming the home 
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as a space into one better resembling a ‘prison’, or as Stark (2007) envisions it, a ‘cage’. This deliberate 

form of spatial exclusion (Wardhaugh, 1999) has consequences for how victim-survivors feel they can 

relate to a space, as well as how easily they can move through the home. Amongst participants in this 

study, rarely were day-to-day routines unchanged by a perpetrator; rarely was movement around the 

house permitted without supervision; rarely did victim-survivors feel as though they had the choice to 

come and go throughout a space as they pleased. 

Elena describes feeling unable to move about the house she lived in with her abuser freely, likening the 

control he had over the space to a series of obstacles – cruel games, even. She tells me that it was as 

though her ex-husband had set ‘trip wires,’ ‘booby traps,’ and undisclosed ‘rules’ throughout the house, 

converting what was meant to be their shared home into a battleground where the odds were ultimately 

stacked against her: 

‘So, for a long time, I moved through my old house as almost as if to make— make yourself 

invisible in the sense that if you don't trip the trip wires, you know, like living with booby traps, 

basically. If you don't— if you don't trip those, if you just keep real neutral, then the hope is you 

won't, you won't cause anything or trigger anything to happen. So, most of my days were spent, 

sort of, trying to field those off or try and avoid those, and it never worked…’. 

Acknowledging that her abuser’s use of space had been a ‘really physical part’ of their marriage, Elena 

draws a familiar parallel between an abusive relationship and a prison: ‘So, the house became a really 

strange place for me… like my little prison, you know?’  

Frances also recalls feeling ‘trapped’ in the space she shared with her ex-partner, recognising the 

amount of time they spent together in a particular space with no ‘phone signal’ or nearby neighbours as 

‘some form of control’. Equally, Lauren tells me that she ‘wasn’t allowed to leave the house’ without 

permission or her abuser accompanying her. ‘I was never allowed to pick up my keys and go for a walk 

or anything – go for a drive, nothing,’ she says, revealing the extent to which she was confined within 

the four walls of the home. ‘I literally gave him the… keys to control me,’ she adds. Johanna also 

remembers feeling as though her behaviour was being monitored within the home, telling me that her 
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husband was ‘vigilant’. This inevitably led to a kind of mutual vigilance, where Johanna became vigilant 

of her movements in response to her abuser’s vigilance. This idea of omnipresent surveillance is a thread 

that runs through a number of the participants’ experiences – Carrie, too, remembers feeling ‘trapped’ 

in the space she shared with her abuser, as does Grace, who again equates her previous home to a 

‘prison’: ‘I always felt very down, I felt trapped. I felt like I was in a prison. I felt anxious. I felt angry that I 

couldn't get out.’ 

Another facet of the prison-like environment of a violent home is how the perpetrator manages, and even 

dictates, their partner’s use of the space they supposedly share. While discussing their experiences of 

abuse, several participants framed what would otherwise be considered everyday domestic chores as 

‘duties’ or ‘obligations’, while others recounted certain spaces becoming prohibited areas or once-

private areas, such as bathrooms, becoming ‘public’. 

Frances tells me that her ex-partner would often set the ‘agenda’ of the time they spent in a second 

house together; unsurprisingly, that ‘agenda’ was unbalanced. While her abuser would sit back and keep 

his hands clean, Frances would be given ‘demeaning’ and ‘time-consuming’ tasks around the house. 

These tasks were non-negotiable, with Frances characterising them as a ‘duty’ and an ‘obligation’. Ingrid 

also remembers having her use of space restricted by her abuser, revealing that she was prevented 

from going up and down the stairs because he believed that she ‘would be breaking’ them if she did; 

while getting her daughter ready for a day out, Ingrid ‘wasn’t allowed to go back upstairs’ to fetch 

anything she may have forgotten. This dictatorial approach to space was not limited to the stairs – Ingrid 

was prevented from cooking certain things, putting the heating on if the house became cold, sitting ‘in 

the same seat on the couch for too long’, or even ‘look[ing] at things the wrong way.’ Ingrid would also 

be forced to leave the home ‘at, like, four in the morning’ to avoid disturbing her ex-partner’s sleep when 

he returned home from work. This literal and temporal manipulation of space by Ingrid’s abuser 

contributed to what she calls a ‘very controlled environment’. Both Frances and Nina were also denied 

access to certain parts of the home, with Frances telling me that she was often ‘stopped’ from sleeping 

in her own bedroom. It became ‘a no-entry point’, she says. Nina’s abuser adopted a similar tactic of 
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isolation by taking over a space that they had initially designated for guests as his own – ‘but then he 

took over one of the rooms as his office,’ Nina explains, ‘so then we weren’t allowed guests.’ 

As well as exploiting the assumed privacy of the home to suit their own needs, some perpetrators of 

DVA also reverse certain spaces that would otherwise be private into ones that are exposed, limiting 

space within the home for victim-survivors (Chapman and Hockey, 1999). Although Thea once 

considered the bathroom ‘a safe space’ because she ‘could lock it’, her abuser ‘broke the door down 

one time’. Thea frames her ex-partner’s actions as ‘a demonstration of control’: ‘Like ‘I can find a way, 

you don’t—you know, you can’t stay in there.’’ After that, the room ‘stopped being safe’ for Thea. April 

details a comparable incident, saying that her ex-partner changed their bathroom door into ‘a bifold 

door’ with ‘no lock’. His motivation, to April, was clear. ‘He didn’t like me to have that sort of freedom or 

something,’ she says, although the ‘freedom’ she refers to is simply the ability to bathe without 

interruption.  

Perpetrators of DVA also tend to extend existing control over their partner to choices relating to the 

home, with abusers compounding their influence through a space’s interior. This may be achieved by 

unilaterally making design decisions, removing or refusing their partner’s belongings and preferences, 

or even constructing a stark, joyless scheme within the home. Far from trivial or superficial, the way a 

home looks and feels – including the way it is decorated – is an indicator that the balance of power and 

control within a space and relationship may be compromised or has been destroyed. To adapt Baxter 

and Brickell’s (2012) work on ‘home unmaking’, I would argue that in the context of DVA, perpetrators 

initiate a literal form of ‘unmaking’ through these behaviours, where the material components of the 

home are literally divested, damaged, and sometimes destroyed. 

Thea’s abuser instilled his control through decorating by deliberately ignoring her ideas and personal 

taste. ‘We had a really sparse, minimalistic, black, chrome, white house,’ she says, ‘and it’s not me.’ 

Identifying this kind of behaviour explicitly as ‘a form of abuse’, Thea adds: ‘It was like a show house, 

and if you live in a show house, you know it’s not yours.’ Sadie also tells me that her ex-husband ‘got rid 

of a lot’ of the furniture she had collected over the years, choosing instead to replace it with ‘standard, 

matching furniture pieces’, undermining her ability to foster ontological security through home-making 
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practices (Easthope, 2010; Bowlby, 2019). Sadie considers this a ‘gradual removal’ of her ‘personality 

from the house’: 

‘And I think I had not realised, I’d sort of not clocked, that kind of gradual removal of my 

personality from the house, um, until everything was very uniform and perfectly matching. But 

my friends obviously had really clocked it as part of the process of just the disappearance of 

me.’ 

Lauren, too, was unable to make ‘any change’ to the house that ‘wouldn’t have been straightaway ‘fixed’’. 

Similarly, April recounts never having ‘any choice about how the house looked’, saying that she wasn’t 

‘allowed’ to put her own mark on the space she lived in: ‘I hadn’t been able to do any decorating in our 

place. It was always up to him.’ Reminiscent of Thea’s ‘show home’, Marissa says that her abuser chose 

a ‘colour palette’ that was not what she’d ‘go for’ if given the option. It was ‘very dark, just greys’; Marissa 

later makes a point to describe her new home as ‘vibrant’. Carrie shares a similar experience, telling me 

that her abuser ‘wouldn’t let’ her ‘choose anything’ in the home; that her preferences were not 

considered: 

‘He wouldn't let me choose anything – it was all what he wanted in the other house. So, it was 

quite— it was quite masculine, I think, a lot of the colours. So, he wanted a black leather suite. I 

did not want black.’ 

The idea of not being ‘allowed’ to have an opinion over the shaping of a space is repeated, again, in 

Grace’s story. 

As well as denying their partners the chance to contribute to the look-and-feel of a space, perpetrators 

may also ‘make it difficult’ for any changes to be made. Nina tells me that her ex-husband would 

repeatedly frustrate any attempts she made to improve the home – ‘we were with a very basic kitchen 

for a while,’ she says, ‘we didn’t have central heating for a while.’ Carrie’s ex-husband also refused to 

‘spend any money’ on the house they lived in together, something she believes was a way of limiting her 

comfort in, and enjoyment of, the space. ‘It was like he wanted me to live in, us to live in, horrible 

surroundings,’ she says. ‘He didn’t want to make it nice for us.’ As the participants’ narratives outline, 
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there is neither rhyme nor reason for a perpetrator’s obfuscation of the home-making process, with 

Grace explaining that although ‘there was never an opportunity to upgrade, improve’ the house she lived 

in, she and her ex-husband had the finances and time to do so, signifying how a perpetrator’s control of 

the material space of the home may not necessarily be linked to controlling finances and income. 

Yet another way in which perpetrators use the material space of a home to their advantage is by 

designating particular rooms as primary sites of violence or abuse. These findings coincide with both 

Hearn (1998) and Harne’s (2011) observations that violence and abuse can be thought of as a ‘material 

form of the house’ (1998: 91). Kitchens, bedrooms, and bathrooms appear to be common choices for 

perpetrators, most likely because they are habitually used and near impossible to avoid. As well as 

ensuring that certain rooms become synonymous with physical abuse, a perpetrator’s decision to 

commit repeated acts of violence in either the kitchen, bedroom, or bathroom – as highlighted by 

participants – imbues those spaces with an implicit, recognisable threat. Such a threat then leaves an 

impression on their partner, altering their use of, and response to, that space in both the immediate and 

the long-term. 

Fern was the first participant to identify a pattern in her partner’s abuse, noting that she would often 

experience violence in both ‘the kitchen’ and ‘the bedroom’. Sadie, too, tells me that her ex-husband 

had ‘always’ targeted her in the ‘bedroom’ as well as ‘the bathroom’, where she’d often be in a state of 

undress and, from her abuser’s perspective, ‘where there’d be much less of a struggle.’ Much like April, 

who remembers there being a lot of ‘arguing’ in her kitchen, Johanna recalls that she was often 

‘summoned’ into the kitchen by her ex-husband, ‘ostensibly, to protect the children and stop them seeing 

what was going on.’ ‘I would always have to go into the kitchen’, she says, before recalling having to sit 

on the floor as ‘blows’ were ‘raining down’ on her head. Ruth, too, singles out the kitchen while revealing 

just how far she had to negotiate with both her abuser and the space. Even if simply trying to eat her 

dinner, the presence of Ruth’s ex-husband in the kitchen was persistent, inevitably limiting her use of it: 

‘Eating out there at the table would have been impossible, because that’s where he would have 

been. And even going into the kitchen to sort out dinner was pretty awful, because he was there. 
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And if he was there, and I was there in the same space, then he immediately launched into all 

this aggressive, horrible, really, really nasty talk’. 

Elena’s ex-husband would also use certain rooms within the house to ‘punish’ her, including locking 

himself in the bathroom ‘for hours’, ‘making’ her sleep in the spare bedroom, and assaulting her in the 

conservatory. Similarly, the bedroom was a ‘particularly unsafe’ space for Lauren after her ex-partner 

moved in, as it was in that room that Lauren’s abuser would rape her. In a further attempt to keep others 

out of their bedroom, and by extension to keep the harm in, he then ‘put a lock on the door.’ Again, 

Grace mentions the ‘bedroom’ as one of the most unsafe spaces within the house she lived in with her 

abuser. ‘There was some physical altercations throughout the house,’ she admits, but it was 

‘predominantly the bedroom’ where the abuse would take place. Before Nina moved out of the property 

she shared with her ex-husband, they were living in separate parts of the house; that didn’t deter him 

from using her ensuite, however, despite there being ‘lots of bathrooms’ at his disposal. ‘He would insist 

on coming up to there, and then coming through, even if I was getting dressed or anything, and using 

the bathroom,’ Nina recalls.  

Where threats can be implicit, they can also be explicit, and one of the most immediate and alarming 

ways the home may be co-opted by perpetrators of domestic abuse is through the re-direction of force 

or violence towards a physical space (Hearn, 1998; Harne, 2011). In these instances, perpetrators are 

not only demolishing the symbolic potential of a home, they are also warning their partners of the 

damage they’re capable of. That damage is then often exploited – with perpetrators either refusing to 

repair it or repeating their actions – turning ‘boot marks’, ‘indelible marker’ stains, and a ‘crack’ in the 

door into reminders that are fixed to the space. 

As well as physically abusing her, Lauren’s ex-partner would be violent towards the house itself by ‘trying 

to kick’ in the front door and leaving ‘boot marks’ on the property. Lauren describes how her abuser also 

repeatedly used doors within the home to generate fear; once, he took the door away from her son’s 

room and ‘chucked it in the garden’ after an argument. Another time, ‘he punched the door’ in a rage. 

‘I’ve still got a crack in my front door now,’ she admits. Although Carrie tells me that there had been ‘an 

act of violence’ in ‘every single room in the house’, her story uncovers another example of a perpetrator’s 
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fixation with doors. ‘Every door in the house’ had been damaged in some way, she tells me, adding that 

her ex-husband had also taken their bedroom door ‘off the hinges’ and ‘never replaced it’. Carrie’s 

abuser would also direct his aggression to the walls: ‘A lot of the walls had damage where he’d thrown… 

the TV, he’d throw a chair, he’d throw plates,’ she recalls. Ruth also discloses a series of events in which 

her ex-husband acted violently towards the house, telling me that she understands ‘the kicking in doors, 

the throwing things, or hitting things’ as ‘all part of aggression and violence’: 

‘He would burst into the— my bedroom at one o'clock, two o'clock, three o'clock in the morning, 

you know, turn on the big overhead lights and start the same old stuff, screaming the same 

abuse at me and the whole thing. And that was basically the way it went on. You know, kicking 

the doors. Erm, kicking in the front door of the house. I have a very heavy coffee table in this 

room… one Sunday he came home and just lifted it straight over, you know… Of course he 

smashed it. He didn’t care, he didn't care about anything.’ 

In a separate incident, Ruth recalls her ex-husband writing obscenities ‘on the wall in thick, blue indelible 

marker’ across ‘an area about five foot by four foot.’ ‘‘Rot in hell, bitch,’ he’d written on that wall. ‘I can't 

explain to you how upsetting that was,’ she says. The culmination of her ex-husband’s abuse led to an 

event that left Ruth fearing for her life. In a clear and direct threat, ‘he started hitting the, you know, solid 

pine bedside table really, really hard with a hammer, as hard as he could.’ Revealing the sheer terror an 

act of violence against an inanimate object can generate, of what that act represents, Ruth adds: ‘I just 

was thinking, ‘I’m a split second away from being dead here.’’ Fortunately, for Ruth, she escaped that 

incident without physical injury. 

 

The affective 

‘I don’t think they’d know I lived there – that strips away your confidence’. 

As well as a literal, material spatial quality, DVA can also be said to have an affective spatial quality as it 

is enacted, in that a perpetrator’s deliberate and considered manipulation of space may impact a victim-

survivor’s emotional attachment to the home. When individuals feel out of place at home in this way, the 
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home ‘is not experienced as homely or as a welcoming, personalised space’ (Blunt and Dowling, 2022: 

112). The relationship a victim-survivor has with the home is distorted both as the abuse takes place and 

after the relationship has ended. Whether a victim-survivor’s response is framed as a loss of identity, 

diminished ‘confidence’, or a greater sense of vulnerability, perpetrators reinforce the detrimental 

experience of living in a violent and abusive space to render their partners affectively homeless. 

Fern explains how she felt unable to fulfil the expectation of ‘keeping’ or caring for their house as a result 

of her ex-husband’s behaviour. After revealing that he had refused to buy a new vacuum cleaner or a 

new sofa, Fern explains how that decision contributed to her being ‘prevented’ from ‘forming’ any kind 

of meaningful or enjoyable connection to their domestic space: 

‘He prevented me from ever kind of having, forming any kind of home. He prevented me from, 

um, creating that, that space by withholding money and kind of saying that we didn’t have it to 

buy a new sofa or whatever… So, I feel like he prevented me from having an emotional 

attachment to where we’d live or that I couldn’t kind of express myself as well, by not being able 

to decorate.’ 

Thea, too, regrets feeling unable to establish a relationship with the space she lived in with her abuser, 

explaining that her ex-partner’s control over the house was something that ‘[stripped] away’ her 

confidence: ‘If any of my family or friends had gone in not knowing it’s my house, I don’t think they’d 

know I lived there. And that strips away your confidence, because your homespace should be your 

space.’ What, on the outside, may have been viewed as a sanctuary, a ‘really great opportunity’, and 

even a ‘wonderful gift’, for Thea, her home and the prospects it represented had become an embodiment 

of ‘just hell, basically’. 

Marissa recalls experiencing control ‘over every single thing’ while living in the house she shared with 

her abuser, revealing that regulating her own behaviour had eventually become ‘subconscious’. Rather 

than being able to enjoy living in a space, perhaps even thrive in it, Marissa recalls having to do simply 

whatever was necessary ‘to survive in that environment’. The effect this learned mediation had on 

Marissa was profound: ‘I lost the ability to even recognise what it was that I even wanted, or if I wanted 
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brown or white bread.’ Nina, too, discusses the process of losing an identity of her own while living with 

her ex-husband. ‘What’s in the home is not what you would have,’ she says, before tellingly describing 

an annexe into which her abuser moved as his ‘territory’. Rather than being a welcoming, open space 

that was part of the house they both lived in, Nina’s abuser had formed a domain that she associates 

with conflict – a domain that is contested and fought over, and ultimately always lost. 

 

The atmospheric 

‘It was just there all the time, you know’. 

When we think of our own homespace, it may evoke certain senses – the gentle hum of the television, 

for example, the smell of breakfast cooking on a Sunday morning, or even the heavy warmth of the 

bathroom after a shower. As well as a tactile physical space, and an affective one, home can also be 

considered synesthetic and atmospheric (Pink, 2004). Perpetrators of DVA of course contribute to the 

atmosphere of a home, but far from cultivating a comforting ambience and quiet, contented moments, 

they disrupt a space’s mood so that it is oppressive, ‘aggressive’, and draining. 

While Johanna lived with her abuser, her senses were bombarded by her ex-husband’s behaviour, which 

created an ‘unpleasant’ and ‘horrible’ environment throughout the home. Johanna explains that her 

abuser would often ‘fix speakers on the wall’ and play ‘banging’ music to disrupt her enjoyment of the 

space, and to annoy the neighbours. Alongside the ‘reverberating’ music, Johanna reveals that her 

husband used to smoke a lot of cannabis, causing the home to ‘really, really stink’, invoking an image of 

his intimidating behaviour literally hanging in the air of the home. Grace describes the house she shared 

with her abuser as ‘quite violent’ and ‘quite aggressive’, while also portraying it as a hectic, chaotic 

space. ‘It was very vocal; it was very loud,’ she recalls. ‘Everything was argumentative, everything was 

quite, erm— he had quite a presence about him.’ Noting that there was a certain ‘atmosphere’ 

throughout the home whenever her abuser was there, Grace adds: ‘You would walk into the house and 

it was very heavy, it was very drained. It was quite sad. It was quite dull, quite dark.’ These vignettes are 
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reminiscent of Bennett’s (2011) work on how the idea of possession, as in ‘the spectral presence of 

‘others’ in the home, contribute to understanding ‘homelessness at home’ (963). 

Although Lauren does not explicitly suggest that her abuser’s behaviour produced a particular mood or 

feeling within the home, she does reveal that he would literally patrol the house at night, ‘[shining] torches 

to check’ they were ‘all in bed and stuff.’ A skulking, menacing authority, Lauren’s ex-partner did not 

need to directly engage with her to infuse the space around them with his presence. That sense of a 

ubiquitous and intangible threat is something Marissa also alludes to, with her admitting that there was 

no specific part of the house she lived in with her abuser that felt unsafe. ‘It all did,’ she says: ‘ It was 

really just constant.’ When describing what it was like to live with her abuser, Evelyn doesn’t recall a 

specific event either, but she does indicate an oppressive and tiring atmosphere, saying that 

‘everywhere, everywhere’ felt dangerous to her. Evelyn also discusses experiencing ‘sleep deprivation’, 

adding that she ‘would always have to be doing something’ around the house to keep busy, and to keep 

the peace. ‘Because if I didn’t, I was lazy’, she says, ‘I was like a worker,’ and by extension, her partner 

was the one in control. Encapsulating the exhausting, unrelenting experience of living with a perpetrator 

of DVA, Nina says: ‘It was just there all the time, you know. It was all pervasive.’ It’s clear, then, that when 

a home is permeated by such an imperceptible, enveloping atmosphere, it feels – and indeed it is – 

difficult to escape from. 

 

Reflections 

Listening to some of the stories that participants shared with me about their perpetrators’ use of the 

home as a form of violence and abuse was difficult, and there were times where I found myself 

particularly affected by what I heard. This may be, in part, because of the familiar setting of the abuse in 

these experiences. While sitting in my own home, I tried to imagine what it might feel like to be wary of 

the place where I sleep at night, or how exhausting it must be to not feel able to nip into the kitchen to 

make yourself a cup of coffee in the morning or take a hot shower on a cold evening. These are all 

necessary, routine aspects of almost everyone’s day-to-day life, and the extent to which the victim-
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survivors in this research communicated the inescapable, almost heavy, presence of a perpetrator 

demonstrates the value in researching violence and abuse through a spatial lens. 

During analysis of this super-ordinate theme, ‘The spatial quality of DVA’, I noticed that across the data, 

participants related their experiences to space both literally and abstractly; that space can be thought of 

as the four walls of a house as well as an all-encompassing, immaterial ‘thing’. Some participants 

pinpointed certain rooms, for example, that they frequently experienced abuse in, or they recalled feeling 

‘stuck’ or ‘trapped’ in a space. Some participants shared that they felt their personalities had been 

deliberately removed from a space; others spoke of the spaces they lived in as embodying an oppressive 

or restrictive atmosphere. These varying, and sometimes overlapping, narratives highlight the 

importance of remembering – and reclaiming – the ‘domestic’ label that separates this phenomenon 

from other forms of violence, as well as offering insight that can be applied to the wider social science 

of how home, and spaces, are experienced. Rather than a simple descriptor or locator, the ‘domestic’ in 

DVA is also indicative of how it unfolds and is experienced by victim-survivors – whether that is 

physically, affectively, or as part of an intangible atmosphere that permeates a space. The next question 

to ask, then, is what happens once a victim-survivor is no longer living with their abuser and once the 

space they find themselves living in is free from violence? 

 

5.2 The spatial consequences of DVA 

As this thesis has so far outlined, a significant finding from the data collected is that DVA has three 

interlocking spatial qualities: literal, affective, and atmospheric. As I turn now to the consequences of 

abuse, a similar conclusion can be drawn, in that the spatial effects of DVA are also felt and lived with 

differently, with reverberating consequences on victim-survivors’ ontological security. Although each 

participant who contributed to this research has their own unique narrative, certain common experiences 

are notable across the data that expose how an abusive homespace becomes, in various forms, 

alienating (Blunt and Varley, 2004). With that in mind, I have grouped individual experiences together to 

illustrate the ways in which we can frame our understanding of how space is defined and shaped by 



131 

DVA. In this chapter, I will introduce each approach to space post-abuse – that is, negotiation and 

adaptation, protection, and estrangement and dislocation – before discussing the spatial consequences 

conveyed by each separate participant whose experiences relate to these three approaches. 

The participants’ approaches and responses to space following experiences of abuse can be understood 

as transient or long-lasting; reactive or restrained; fleeting or stifling. They can also be all of these things 

at once. The exploration of how victim-survivors’ change their ways of relating to the space of the home 

is important, in that it allows us to uncover how the meaning of home may change, too (Blunt and 

Dowling, 2022: 12). Such is the subjective and personal nature of home, and how space is embodied 

generally, it is important to note that the types of spatial interactions discussed in this chapter are not 

mutually exclusive; an individual moving on from an abusive relationship may recognise and make sense 

of their own experiences in relation to any – and perhaps all – of the three categories I have put forward. 

 

Negotiation and adaptation 

‘I don’t want to be reminded of how I once felt’. 

Victim-survivors of DVA may adapt around spaces in a literal sense, by making sacrifices and negotiating 

with their environments in a way that mitigates the risk of triggering a particular feeling, memory, or even 

habit they associate with their previous relationship. The findings presented in this section speak to 

Stark’s (2007) observation that DVA can be perpetrated through the controlling of the ‘microdynamics’ 

of life in the home. They also offer an additional interpretation of that idea: that the experiences of 

everyday control within the home become embodied. This adaptive use of space is recognised and, to 

some degree, managed by victim-survivors, but often, is expressed as though it is inevitable. 

At the end of her 16-year relationship, Fern moved out of the house she shared with her now ex-husband 

and into a new property. She tells me that she finds her new home and the freedom it represents 

‘beautiful’, but this new home does not entirely represent a clean break from the abuse she experienced. 

While Fern may feel safer in the house she now lives in, she admits that her behaviour in the space has 

an embodied familiarity: ‘The way that I move around my home and how safe I feel is… ingrained in me. 
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It almost feels like it’s in my body; in my bones or something.’ For example, Fern remembers actively 

‘avoiding’ the bedroom she shared with her abuser; now, despite being in her own home, she sometimes 

finds herself making similar choices. While she feels able to leave some doors in the house ‘wide open 

just to prove’ that she can, Fern’s ability to test and bargain with her surroundings does not extend to all 

areas of the home. Mindful of the memories attached to the bedroom, and perhaps unable to shake that 

defensive reflex, Fern still shuts her bedroom door when she goes to sleep, as a way of instilling a ‘sense 

of safety’, indicating how intimate spaces of the home can become bonded with fear in cases of DVA 

(Price, 2002). ‘I always have to have the bedroom door closed,’ Fern says. In an attempt to explain this 

continuing night-time routine, Fern argues that ‘moving to a new home doesn’t suddenly erase’ what 

has happened in a previous space. Rather, Fern suggests that it is also the ‘absence of bad things 

happening in rooms’ that can be ‘a trigger’ for her; that knowing her ex-husband can no longer hurt her 

is also recognising the hurt she previously suffered. Fern’s words here remind me of Long (2015) and 

Allen’s (2017) assertions that the trauma of experiencing DVA may emerge once victim-survivors begin 

to establish themselves in a new space. The extent to which Fern’s experience of abuse has fixed itself 

to her domestic habits – and to her relationship with the intimate spaces she lives in – is uncovered when 

she says that she is ‘still expecting something bad to happen’. Over two years on, and in a separate 

space, the spatial after-effects of DVA continue to linger in the quiet recesses of Fern’s home, lying in 

wait by the bedroom door. 

While living with her ex-husband, Thea recognised a dialogue between her identity and her environment 

– one that changed when she was away from the house and when she was in it. Rather than feeling any 

kind of attachment to the domestic space she lived in, and indeed to herself, Thea explains that she was 

only able to recognise who she was once she was removed from it: ‘Whenever I was outside of the 

house, I felt myself, and when I was inside the house, it felt completely different’. This may be, in part, 

because of the ‘very carefully’ negotiated domestic routines she felt compelled to follow when living with 

her ex-husband for eight years. While talking through how much care she would have to take while 

completing otherwise everyday tasks, Thea outlines the oppressive and dispossessing experience of 

living with an abusive partner: ‘You feel like you’re navigating rather than living in the space.’ As a 
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consequence of that kind of control, Thea admits that she still catches herself moving differently around 

dining areas – even in a new home: 

‘It still registers somewhere… I’m aware that I still have certain urges or certain, I don’t know, 

even like occasionally, like my partner will just say, ‘It’s okay to leave it’, like if we’re going to 

bed, I will like clean the kitchen, put everything away, get the dishwasher ready…’. 

Thea explains that it is ‘the little hooks and the little behaviours and the triggers’ associated with a home 

that are ‘hard to heal from’. Whether it’s deliberating how best to lay out a table setting to avoid an 

argument or flinching at the turn of a key in the front door, Thea’s story uncovers how the realities of 

violence and abuse are tied up with the ordinary comings-and-goings and rituals of home. ‘It’s the quiet 

stuff that happens behind closed doors that really has an effect,’ she insists. 

In the first few years after separating from her ex-husband, Evelyn recalls feeling restless and unable to 

settle in a space. Prevented from forming any kind of attachment to a house due to the nature of the 

abuse she experienced, Evelyn ended up ‘moving on average every two years, erm, for, uh, three times 

for about six years.’ Offering an explanation for the disquiet she felt, and perhaps still does, Evelyn insists 

that living with an abusive partner ‘does change you.’ ‘I still look over my shoulder,’ she says, adding 

that she is also ‘very security conscious’ following her experience. Reminiscent of Thea’s continued 

ambivalence towards the dining table, Evelyn admits that she sometimes feels needlessly obliged to 

keep on top of housework. Reminded of how fastidious her ex-husband would be regarding domestic 

chores, Evelyn’s moments of quiet are often interrupted by muscle memory: ‘I still sometimes now, I 

think, ‘God, you haven’t done the washing up for, like, an hour.’’ 

Reflecting on her experience of DVA, Marissa suggests that being in ‘fight or flight constantly’ – of ‘not 

being able to relax’ her ‘body’ and ‘mind’ – denied her ‘the chance to settle’ in a given space. While 

surrounded by cyclical upheaval and conflict, Marissa ‘could never quite manage’ finding this idea of 

home. Instead, in its place, Marissa describes finding an unrelenting and pervasive sense of 

‘hopelessness and unsafety’, ‘no matter where’ she stayed. Those feelings of isolation and exposure 

continued even after she had moved into a new space following her separation, as Marissa’s ex-partner 
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went through a period of stalking her. From living in a state of ‘constant fear’ and ‘anxiety’, Marissa would 

sometimes imagine that her abuser was near her house. ‘Whether or not he was actually there… I would 

see him,’ she explains. As others have also alluded to, Marissa’s domestic routine would often be 

disrupted by the abstract threat of her ex-partner. ‘I’d be fearful just to take the bins out,’ she says. 

Significantly, though Marissa ultimately felt able to take the bins out, she would have to consider the task 

carefully, making ‘a conscious effort’ about ‘when’ and ‘how’ she would do it. Although she is no longer 

being stalked by her abuser, Marissa admits that she is ‘not entirely happy with how [her] home presents 

at the moment’, partly because of the memories she attaches to her sofa. ‘They are the one thing that 

has come with me from the past,’ she explains. Until she’s able to replace the sofa she currently has, 

Marissa admits to a presence ‘lingering’ within the space, even though it was ‘a very small part’ of her 

experience. ‘But it’s still— they were very much in the other house,’ she says, unable to untangle her 

ex-partner’s abuse from the objects that were caught up with it and forced to adjust her life around them. 

Later, Marissa once again admits to feeling some kind of connection to the space she shared with her 

abuser because of the old furniture she has held on to. ‘I would like to just get rid of every single thing 

that ever associated with that place,’ she says, when asked if there was anything she would like to change 

about where she currently lives. ‘I don’t want to be reminded of how I once felt, or when I cried over 

there, or I was pushed over into that corner or, you know, things like that.’ Here, Marissa exposes the 

relationship between objects of the home and domestic abuse, and how past experiences can be 

embodied and relayed by the items we fill our spaces with. Not everything can be thrown, given, or 

hidden away, and that’s where a victim-survivor’s spatial adaptability – and resilience – kicks in. 

 

Protection 

‘I withdrew from it. I only used what I had to’. 

While the idea of using space ‘adaptively’ and ‘protectively’ could be considered interchangeable, in this 

instance, I propose this data shows that a ‘protective’ use of space refers to the ways in which victim-

survivors of DVA selectively disengage from aspects of the home that have become unfamiliar, 
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unwelcoming, or unhomely (Hockey, 2000; Vas et al., 2015). This is often a deliberate and co-ordinated 

decision, much like Stark’s (2007) analysis of victim-survivor ‘safety zones’ and Callaghan et al.’s (2016) 

theory of ‘corporeal resistance’, whereby victim-survivors avoid certain rooms, objects, or patterns that 

they associate with the space(s) they shared with their abuser. To use space ‘protectively’ is an act of 

self-preservation and one that is indicative of a survival instinct, and of an ongoing healing process. 

Johanna describes living with an abuser as an all-encompassing struggle, saying that her ex-husband 

had ‘created’ a ‘horrible atmosphere’ throughout each space they lived in. ‘All the properties that I’ve 

lived in with him, were really tainted by him,’ she explains, referring to entire spaces as ‘toxic’ as a result 

of her ex-husband’s behaviour. Perhaps most striking is Johanna’s use of the word ‘ruined’, which has 

a number of connotations. I take her words to mean that parts of the house she shared with her abuser 

were damaged and broken down by him, but also that the potential of those spaces to be something 

other than sites of violence and discord had been stripped away. Not only was Johanna’s space ‘ruined’ 

by her perpetrator, but it was transformed into a sub-set of ruins – of dilapidated and squandered spaces; 

of kitchens she struggled to keep clean and tidy; of living rooms she could not sit quietly in; of bedrooms 

she could no longer sleep soundly in. It is no surprise, then, that Johanna admits that living in a space 

that resembled the house(s) she shared with her abuser would be ‘traumatic’ for her: ‘I just couldn’t live 

with that again.’ Now, Johanna makes a concerted effort to keep her current home as tidy and clutter-

free as possible, something she directly links to the messy and chaotic spaces she used to live in. ‘We 

don’t have, like, loads of crap lying around, and I think that is probably related to those experiences,’ she 

says, revealing a commitment to separating her new home from where she used to live with her abuser. 

Sadie attaches her experience of DVA to domestic objects as well as certain spaces within the home, 

revealing that a poster she used to keep in the house she shared with her ex-husband caused her to 

have a body-based reaction (Acarón 2016); in this case, feeling physically unwell. On one occasion, 

while out for dinner with friends, Sadie spotted a picture that she had previously ‘hung above [her] bed’ 

in a restaurant. Despite its display in an otherwise neutral setting, the sight of the poster, associated with 

the abuse she had experienced beneath it, ‘sort of froze’ her breath ‘for a moment’. In an attempt to 

disconnect the poster from the abuse, and to restore the pleasure she once got from it, Sadie took it 
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with her when she moved with the intention of putting it up in a new space. She couldn’t reconcile with 

it. ‘I couldn’t bear having them up anywhere in my house,’ Sadie admits. ‘Anything that had been in that 

room just made me feel really sick…’. Revealing the lasting consequences of experiencing DVA in an 

intimate setting, Sadie says that she felt ‘really, really horrible’ seeing what had adorned the walls of her 

old house in her new home. As a way of avoiding moments like the one in the restaurant, Sadie keeps 

the bedroom she now sleeps in ‘completely plain’. For Sadie, this is a necessary mitigation rather than 

simply an attempt at a fresh start – she keeps her walls blank so that she can ‘feel safe’. Revealing that 

she still feels wary and uneasy in certain spaces, Sadie says that the ‘relationship’ she has with both her 

bedroom and bathroom – the primary sites of her abuse – ‘changes’ whenever a man is in her house. 

Conscious of the vulnerability and fear she used to feel in those spaces, Sadie will still avoid changing 

in the bedroom and adapts her behaviour accordingly: ‘I will get myself dressed in the bathroom, or, you 

know, I will be dressed before I come into bed.’ This adaptation of space is automatic for Sadie: ‘I will 

always wear clothes to bed. I don’t even think about it. It’s not like I consciously decide not to take the 

risk. I just do it.’ By applying theories of embodiment (Young, 2005; Acarón, 2016) to stories such as 

Sadie’s here, the extent to which DVA becomes intertwined with both the homespace and the bodies of 

victim-survivors can be appreciated in greater depth. 

While living in a different house that she also shared with her abuser, Frances deliberately limited her 

use of the kitchen to avoid spending too much time in the same place as him. Remembering the 

calculated choices she would make, Frances says that she would eat food that would take ‘like seven 

minutes’ to cook’; she ‘could be in and out of the kitchen’ that way. Upon ending her relationship, the 

abuse Frances experienced led her to shut others out of her personal space. ‘For years’ after moving 

out of the flat she lived in with her ex-partner, Frances tells me that she wouldn’t ‘let anyone come round’ 

to see her. In an attempt to regain control and privacy in her own new home, Frances protected her 

space from outside influence: ‘It was like, this is my space and no-one, no-one’s entering it. I’m just 

gonna keep it for me.’ 

Like Frances’ efficient trips to the kitchen, Ruth was also forced to limit her domestic routines to avoid 

contact with her ex-husband while they were still living together. Rather than being able to end the day 
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at her leisure, Ruth would ‘go to bed at nine o’clock, erm, in the evening, sometimes even earlier to get 

away from him.’ Ruth also recalls spending ‘as little’ time in the kitchen and dining room ‘as [she] could’, 

as that’s where her ex-husband ‘would have been’. Imbued with tension and echoes of confrontation 

and anger, the kitchen became a space that Ruth evaded: ‘For such a period of time, actually going into 

the kitchen to make any food was horrific.’ Although her house is big, Ruth felt as though ‘there just 

wasn’t any hiding place in it’ when her ex-husband still lived there, suggesting that, ultimately, 

everywhere felt unsafe for her. She builds on this, telling me that she would ‘withdraw’ from spaces of 

the house as they no longer felt open or recognisable to her. The behaviour of Ruth’s abuser had erased 

any familiarity or solace she had once known in the home: 

‘I just wouldn’t, I wouldn’t have anything to do with it, and likewise with the kitchen and the dining 

end there, I just— I withdrew from it. I only used what I had to… It wasn’t my place anymore. It’s 

as simple as that.’ 

Offering a moving account of ‘living in’ violence and abuse, Ruth says: ‘That sense of chaos permeates 

a place – and not just in the way that it looks physically, but in the way that it feels.’ The words of Ruth, 

and indeed other participants, demonstrate that there is a strong spatial quality to aspects of DVA that 

may conventionally be seen as primarily psychological or emotional. With her ex-husband no longer 

living in the house, Ruth tells me that she now feels ‘confident’ in her home – confident, but not wholly 

at ease. There are still some parts of the home that Ruth is unable to use without feeling exposed and 

uneasy three years on; she is unable to leave ‘the big outside door open’ in the summer, and she does 

not ‘like leaving the bedroom door’ or ‘curtains’ open at night. Revealing a lingering sense of vulnerability 

in certain spaces, Ruth says:  

‘Someone can be there without you having any forewarning… Somebody could appear just at 

any, any time. So, there's something about having the curtains closed that gives you that… You’ll 

be forewarned… And there's something really, really important about that, that wee bit of 

personal protection.’ 
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Before moving into a new property, Carrie stayed for a while in the house she had shared with her ex-

husband. She admits that it was ‘horrible’, ‘tough’ even, to be in the same space that had once served 

as the backdrop of frequent abuse. Carrie attaches her experiences of domestic abuse to not ‘just the 

rooms’ of a space, but to ‘the furniture as well’. She ‘tried to get rid’ of what she could in an effort to 

remove her ex-husband’s presence from the house. ‘But I couldn’t afford to, you know, completely 

change the house,’ she adds. After her ex-husband moved out of the property they shared, he left a 

number of his belongings behind – something Carrie struggled with: ‘I just— I could just never bear to 

touch it.’ Like Sadie’s visceral reaction to the poster, Carrie says she ‘felt sick’ knowing that her abuser’s 

items remained in the house. Unsurprisingly, this limited her use of the space: ‘It was all up in the loft, 

so I very rarely then went up in the loft.’ Despite the difficulty, Carrie also recalls feel ing as though she 

‘could breathe’ when she was no longer living with her abuser. ‘I wasn’t walking on eggshells’, she says. 

Today, Carrie remains inclined to view the home as a site of potential risk. Carrie feels as though she 

has to make the space she now lives in appear as secure as possible, buying ‘cameras, security cameras, 

burglar alarms’ to install. Considering how her house presents to others, Carrie says: ‘It’s very much, 

erm, lots of security.’ Despite the many signifiers of security throughout her home, Carrie admits to 

having what she calls ‘issues with bedrooms’. Although she has ‘a nice bedroom’ and an en-suite – 

something she had ‘always wanted’ – she chooses not to spend more time than necessary in there: ‘But 

I still actually don't spend a lot of time in my bedroom. The only time I go to my bedroom is to sleep, and, 

erm, as soon as I'm awake, I'm out of it, downstairs.’ 

As her ex-husband often worked long shifts, Lauren and her children would get some brief respite in the 

home, giving the space a palpably different atmosphere. ‘We were just all so much happier, because we 

could just breathe, we could just do what we wanted to do,’ she says of those rare moments of freedom. 

‘Something was lifted from us.’ That sense of having the dark cloud of abuse lifted from the home didn’t 

stretch across the whole space, however. After her abuser had moved out of the house she continues 

to live in, Lauren ‘changed it all’ where she could. For Lauren, changing the way a room looked or was 

organised did not negate the memories of being abused in these rooms. For example, at times, Lauren 

uses the past and present tense interchangeably when discussing her bedroom, suggesting that some 
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protective behaviours relating to that space are still needed. Rather than a symbol of safety, Lauren’s 

bedroom emerges as a spatial embodiment of the pain and fear she had experienced in her relationship: 

‘In the beginning, I did not sleep in [the bedroom]. Erm, I slept on, like— I slept in the boys’ room, 

to be honest, for the first six months or so… I kind of made excuses that the boys needed me in 

their room, or I used to fall asleep on the sofa downstairs quite a lot. Because just like the 

flashbacks and the nightmares and all that kind of stuff, and I don't want to be in here. It just 

scared me.’ 

As she attempts to settle in her home, Lauren finds herself having to recalibrate her movements within 

certain spaces, admitting that she does still ‘avoid’ areas of the house, highlighting how when bodies 

become disinvested in a space, they are less able to effectively inhabit it as their own (Grosz, 2001). ‘It’s 

a hard kind of thing to walk through a house that’s so full of ghosts and bad memories’, she says. The 

reason for Lauren’s ‘difficulty’, as she frames it, is the simple fact that she is living in the same place she 

shared with her abuser, and these findings may have implications for the suitability of the ‘Sanctuary’ 

housing model (Netto et al., 2009). For Lauren, the home remains ‘steeped in bad memories’, remnants 

of the past, and reminders of her experience – something that, from time to time, she still has to protect 

herself from. 

As seen in Moulding’s (2016) research, April, Nina, Carrie, and Grace describe living with an abuser as 

like ‘walking on eggshells’. Recalling the careful and restrained way she and her children would move 

about the house when her ex-partner was there – even in the day, when the home is usually bustling 

with activity and racket – Grace says: ‘We would try not to make too much noise if he was sleeping.’ In 

the context of the home as a site of and for domestic routines, narratives such as Grace’s here relate to 

Puwar’s (2004) theory of bodies existing as natural and unnatural occupiers of space to the home. After 

her ex-partner left the house she continues to live in, Grace ‘changed’ the bedroom ‘a lot’, as it was 

there he would abuse her most frequently. Having learned that she had fitted a security camera in her 

bedroom, I asked if she felt uncomfortable in that space. Grace concedes: ‘Uh, it’s difficult to say, 

because I felt uncomfortable enough to get the cameras.’ As well as having cameras in the bedroom, 

Grace installed security cameras in ‘the living room’ and ‘at the front and back of the house’; she calls 
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the positioning of these cameras ‘a safety mechanism,’ but they are a protective measure, too, in that 

the cameras represent an objective witness to the space of the home. Security cameras do not predicate 

feelings of security, however. Perhaps in this case, it is because the inherent unsafety and unease Grace 

feels in certain spaces is related to the experiences fastened to the home she lives in. 

When considering the idea of exploring the experience of DVA through a spatial lens, April tells me that 

she believes it is a ‘massively important’ perspective. Explaining how far her ex-partner’s abuse 

pervaded their surroundings, April says, like Johanna, that the space felt ‘horrible’. Rather than moving 

freely about her home, April recalls feeling as though she was ‘walking on eggshells’. ‘[It was like] being 

trapped in your own home,’ she adds. Recalling a time she re-visited the flat she had once shared with 

her ex, April says that she was ‘really anxious’ about being somewhere once instilled with ‘dark energy’ 

and where she had felt ‘awful’, even though someone else was living there: 

‘But I remember going back, and I remember going into the flat – and there's somebody else 

there now, he's lovely – and I remember being really anxious about standing in the kitchen with 

him, because it was a very small flat; a two-bedroom flat, ground floor. I remember feeling really 

anxious, because I didn't want to feel like I used to feel in that space.’ 

Ultimately, April’s concerns about stepping back into her old flat were misplaced, as the space no longer 

felt ‘constrictive’: ‘It was nothing. It was just completely different.’ Here, April is demonstrating how 

experiences can move with victim-survivors of violence and abuse, as well as the opportunity individuals 

have in shaping space, but she is also revealing how a space can provoke feelings of anxiety and fear. 

April’s anecdote underlines that while victim-survivors continue to recover from their experiences, they 

may need protection from the spaces that defined their abuse, or even those that bear resemblance. 

While living with her ex-husband, Nina recalls the balancing act she had to perform to keep herself safe 

while also protecting her children from the knowledge that she felt unsafe. Having to move through the 

house performatively, Nina felt unable to set the boundaries she otherwise needed in the space she 

shared with her ex-husband. ‘I felt like if I locked my bedroom door, then I was admitting that there was 

a problem,’ she says. Nina also compares the day-to-day experience of living with an abuser to walking 
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and living ‘on eggshells’, as April does. It is no wonder, then, that she remembers the space feeling 

‘oppressive’. While later reflecting on her relationship and how she reconciles her past experience, Nina 

uses an evocative analogy that articulates how she tries to protect herself and her home from intrusive 

reminders of the past: 

‘I try, I try and keep the doors— I try and keep that one locked out of the home, as such, but it 

does sneak in now and then. And then, yeah, things from, from the other relationship do come 

in. You do feel occasionally insecure in the home itself… You still, you sort of draw yourself back 

from completely engaging.’ 

Again, Nina’s story highlights how the spatial effects of DVA can move with a victim-survivor, including 

that reflexive need to protect oneself from not just an abuser, but the way they were made to feel in the 

home. 

 

Estrangement and dislocation 

‘You don’t belong anywhere, because you’ve lost your home’. 

The final spatial consequence of DVA is the loss of the idea of home altogether, of feeling adrift in space 

– or, to borrow Julia Wardhaugh’s (1999) terminology, ‘homeless-at-home’. I define this as a kind of 

literal dislocation, where victim-survivors struggle to position themselves in a safe, meaningful space as 

a result of losing the autonomy and intimacy offered by home. This idea acts as a subversion of Ahmed’s 

(2006) theories of familiarity and inhabitance, demonstrating how the opposite is often true in cases of 

DVA. These are not necessarily feelings that endure, however; the term ‘dislocation’ implies that re-

location and reconnection is possible, too.  

It is clear that Johanna has alienated herself from the ‘toxic’ and disordered spaces of her past 

relationship, as she refers to the houses she lived in clinically, as ‘properties’ and empty ‘shells’. Although 

the spaces weren’t literally empty, Johanna explains that she couldn’t relate to them, nor would she want 
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to. They were ‘shells’ because ‘they didn’t… absorb my character,’ she says, ‘because they were stained 

with his character’ instead. 

Frances admits to having had ‘a very visceral reaction’ to being in a particular space while living with her 

ex-partner. ‘I couldn’t necessarily articulate why,’ she says, illustrating the involuntary and embodied 

response victim-survivors may have while navigating a space connected to experiences of abuse. To 

temper her unconscious reaction to being in a specific property, Frances recalls trying to disassociate 

and disengage from her immediate environment as a way of protecting herself. As she could no longer 

use physical space to distance herself from her abuser, feeling trapped in the house in question, Frances 

explains how she would feel her body go into ‘survival mode’ every time she visited. 

Elena explains that she still has ‘a physical reaction’ to certain behaviours and spaces within the home; 

in her case, ‘the bathroom’. Although Elena is living in a safe place and is surrounded by loving family, 

she concedes that ‘even now’, she feels on edge when anyone whistles in the bathroom or in the 

evening. There are no direct memories of abuse attached to where she is currently living, but it is clear 

that Elena’s experiences are nonetheless entangled with space; that the abuse she lived through moved 

with her, beyond the four walls they first occurred in. The responses participants such as Elena and 

Frances have had in space(s) of the home indicate that there is a further internalised dimension to the 

trauma that may be felt by victim-survivors of DVA. The consequences of DVA for Elena are those of 

loss and estrangement. Reflecting on how the meaning of home has changed for her following her 

experience, Elena tells me that it is ‘important to understand’ how perpetrators of abuse refuse their 

partner a home:  

‘I think, I think it's important to understand what is taken from somebody when they are in an 

abusive relationship, and to understand that their very sense of safety and home and belonging 

is taken, because you then don't belong anywhere, because you've lost your home. You might 

be staying in someone else's home, but it's not yours, and so it's a real grief that you have to go 

through as well, you know?’ 
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Here, Elena communicates the extent to which violence and abuse can displace a victim-survivor, and 

they remind me, too, of the discussions by both Osuji and Hirst (2016) and Zufferey et al. (2016) 

regarding the loss of home. Stressing that she is speaking literally and figuratively, Elena tells me that 

she feels as though she has, in fact, lost both a ‘physical home’ and an ‘emotional home’. ‘It's a really big 

loss,’ she adds. 

While Ingrid does not explicitly mention the spatial consequences of DVA, she does allude to feeling 

dislocated and insecure. ‘You feel physically safe, but will you ever feel mentally safe again? I don’t have 

the answer to that,’ she says, when reflecting on the transition from a violent home to a peaceful one. 

She admits that she cannot ‘value possessions and things’ because she has not felt able ‘to carry 

possessions through life’. Her disinterest in material objects or home comforts come from having ‘to flee 

twice’ due to domestic abuse. ‘Possessions have just devalued over the years,’ she concludes. This 

notion of detachment is echoed in the attributes Ingrid relates to the idea of home. Rather than finding 

consolation in sentimental objects or even viewing the home as an anchor for identity, Ingrid believes 

that ‘community’ and ‘people’ are what is essential to feeling ‘at home’. Equally, Ingrid talks me through 

the space of her home in practical terms, adding that the only thing she would change about where she’s 

currently living is the installation of ‘a shower’. She mentions in passing that she would be able to do ‘the 

usual stuff that everybody else does with their homes’. ‘But that's just down to if you can be bothered 

doing it or if you want to do it,’ she adds, indicating that she does not share that priority. Later, Ingrid 

admits that she has ‘never felt attached to anything’ – ‘I don’t even know if I have a sense of what home 

is, to be honest with you.’ Acknowledging ‘that homesick feeling’ that others feel, Ingrid says that she 

cannot envisage missing a home in the same way. Suggesting that her experiences of DVA have broken 

down her ability to connect with a space on a personal level, Ingrid says: ‘I lost that a long time ago.’ 

 

Reflections 

While participants shared the different ways they had felt and experienced the consequences of violence 

and abuse in relation to the idea of home, I was struck by the frequent references to the materiality of 
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spaces, including objects. I was particularly surprised by the degree to which some of the participants 

had ongoing embodied responses even once they had moved into a different space altogether. At the 

time of the interviews, I had recently moved into a new home that my husband and I had bought. Although 

a new-build property, we spent the few weeks prior to our move-in date painting walls, laying floors, and 

tiling the kitchen. We had fun shaping our home together, just the way we wanted it, and we were 

particularly grateful that we were working with the typical ‘blank canvas’ of a new build: all-white rooms, 

screed floors, untouched appliances. My own experiences sat in direct opposition to those of many of 

the women I was speaking to, and I felt grateful for the opportunity to move effortlessly into a new space. 

I was also particularly moved by the feelings that Elena and Ingrid shared with me about their sense of 

loss of a home, and I realised that, on reflection, my sensitivity may have been because I had just found 

a home of my own. 

During the later stages of analysis of the super-ordinate theme ‘Spatial consequences of DVA’, I noticed 

that with each participant’s voice came the unspooling of a connective thread that ran through the 

individual experiences. Although there were repeated themes, such as a visceral reaction to physical 

reminders of abuse, and recurring images of intrusive memories and ‘walking on eggshells’, I realised 

that the participants were not just experiencing space differently, they were using it differently. Whether 

it was Sadie’s response to a poster, Carrie’s reluctance to spend longer in her bedroom in the mornings, 

or Elena’s grief over her home, the participants were communicating the challenges of re-learning how 

to position themselves in space. They had to either adapt their movements, protect, or dislocate 

themselves. I am arguing that recognising how participants explore, manage, and settle in private space 

in this way offers a richer understanding of how it – as well as, of course, the idea of home – is changed 

by incidences of DVA. Importantly, it also emphasises how difficult it can be for victim-survivors to 

separate what has happened to them from where it happened, and how feelings of displacement and 

unfamiliarity are brought with them into new spaces. 

 

Conclusion 



145 

In this chapter, I have charted two of the four super-ordinate themes I identified from the data during the 

application of IPA. Firstly, I noticed that there is a spatial quality to the way that DVA is enacted, whereby 

perpetrators use the literal or material space of the home to extend and intensify their abuse, attempt to 

alter victim-survivors’ affective relationship and connection with the home, and behave in a way that 

alters the atmosphere of the home. Rather than representing a separate category of abuse, the space 

of the home is implicated in whatever form of abuse is experienced, whether it be physical, emotional, 

sexual, or otherwise. Secondly, I found that there are spatial consequences to DVA. This relates to the 

way that victim-survivors change their behaviour and movements in the home as a result of their 

experiences. I found that participants adapted their use of space, used space protectively, or dislocated 

themselves from the home altogether. The different sensations of being at home during and after 

experiences of abuse, as well as how they may be ‘formed, re-formed, negotiated and renegotiated’, 

spotlight the complex, emotional, and personal geographies of domestic space (Smith, 2004, in Lowe 

and DeVerteuil, 2022). In this research, the movements or ‘sensations’ of victim-survivors are all, I would 

argue, indicative of a kind of coping mechanism; a means for women who are living with violence and 

abuse to respond to a home that feels unsafe, dangerous, and unknowable. 
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6 
Findings II: Rebuilding Relationships with Home 

 

Introduction 

After exploring both the spatial qualities and consequences of DVA in relation to the home in the previous 

chapter, I have laid the necessary foundations for the argument that the phenomenon of domestic abuse 

is intrinsically bound up with experiences of space. This argument does not begin and end with 

incidences of abuse, however. Even once violence and abuse is considered ‘over’ – in the sense that a 

victim-survivor is no longer living with or seeing the perpetrator of the abuse – space is still experienced, 

navigated, and lived in differently; in particular, the space of the home. While talking through their 

experiences of DVA and how they relate those experiences to the spaces they now live in, each 

participant tended to position their ongoing recovery in the home, either as an environment in which to 

re-build themselves or as a space needing to be re-built itself. Participants also spoke in explicit and 

implicit terms about the importance of reclaiming the home, reiterating how valuable a place the 

domestic sphere is for appreciating the lived experience of women (Jupp et al., 2019). 

Therefore, in this chapter, I will focus attention on victim-survivors’ changing relationships with the home. 

This discussion will be separated to reflect the final two super-ordinate themes of the data, ‘The home 

as a site of reclamation’ and ‘What it means to feel ‘at home’ and why it matters’. 

 

6.1 The home as a site of reclamation 

To frame the central argument of this thesis that the ‘domestic’ in DVA is in need of reclamation, I turn 

to the ways in which the victim-survivors in this research described their own acts of reclamation within 

the home. The processes of reclamation following experiences of DVA exemplify how the home as a 

material and imaginary space and senses of self are interconnected, with the act of rediscovering – or, 
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at the very least, accepting – the potential for home often taking place alongside a more personal 

(re)discovery. To illustrate how the home manifests as a site of reclamation for participants, this section 

addresses three different yet intersecting ways that victim-survivors of abuse may use and adapt the 

home as they begin the process of reclaiming it: reclamation through acts of resistance; reclamation 

through restoration of the home; and reclamation through the re-orientation of the ‘self’. 

 

Reclamation through acts of resistance 

‘He’d hate it. He’d absolutely hate it’. 

When I discuss the process of reclamation of the home through acts of resistance, I am referring to 

movements within space that can be characterised as defiant and resourceful; as acts of transgression 

that challenge a perpetrator’s pervasive control over the home and transform the space, if only for a 

moment, into a site of potential – and of relief. These acts, for the victim-survivors in this research, are 

mostly physical, engaging directly with the material interiority of domestic space, similar to the ‘safety 

zones’ Stark (2007) identifies in Coercive Control. They represent new forms of embodiment within the 

home and demonstrate how the idea of home can be recovered through deliberate, agentic occupation 

(Easthope, 2010). They confirm, too, Young’s (2005) and hooks’ (2015) position that the homespace is 

an integral site of resistance.  

For example, as she reflects on her experience of abuse, Thea tells me that she would often use the 

space of the home to carve out brief corners of respite where she could escape her ex-partner; she 

would ‘go to the bathroom’ simply because ‘she could lock the door’, for example. This use of space by 

Thea ultimately became what she describes as ‘a reflex’, rather than a conscious decision, illustrating 

the capacity an otherwise dangerous home has in offering a semblance of comfort. As well as retreating 

to the bathroom, Thea would occasionally ‘go under the bed’ to avoid further confrontation during 

conflict and to calm her nerves. This adaptation of space by Thea – in this case, finding (literal) nooks 

and crannies to withdraw into – is an attempt to re-discover the part of the home that is supposed to be 
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a sanctuary, as well as an element of ‘control’. ‘Because you’ve got this tiny, tiny choice of where you 

can be within the home,’ Thea explains. ‘Tiny’ though that may be, it is still, significantly, a ‘choice’. 

Frances also tried to re-frame her ex-partner’s dictatorial use of space throughout the home in a hopeful 

way. While discussing how the bedroom she shared with her abuser would often become ‘a no-entry 

point’ for her, Frances accepts that she was able to draw a positive from sleeping on the sofa. ‘I didn’t 

have him next to me,’ she explains, as if to say, ‘Well, it could be worse’. Rather than being awoken at 

‘three, four in the morning’ for an ‘argument’, Frances ‘didn’t have to deal with that’ when she was denied 

entry into the bedroom. Here, she is re-defining the sofa, taking it from somewhere she was forced to 

sleep and turning it into somewhere she could find respite in. Evelyn, too, describes how she sometimes 

felt able to enjoy the space of the home she shared with her ex-husband when he was absent, telling me 

that she would ‘sit down and just, I don’t know, look at the TV or look at a paper or, you know, read a 

book’ whenever he was away. Although watching television or leafing through the paper are quiet, 

everyday moments for most, for Evelyn, they are framed as a luxury. However, just as Thea and Frances 

did, Evelyn was able to re-discover the potential of the home in these breaks, embracing the space for 

what it could be, rather than retreating from what it was. 

Where Thea, Frances, and Evelyn were able to re-calibrate the feeling of home while still living with their 

partners, Ruth and Lauren demonstrate having engaged with a different kind of resistance – one that 

was only possible once their respective abusers had left the property they shared. After her ex-husband 

moved out, Ruth installed a number of protective measures throughout the house, including additional 

locks and surveillance cameras. Ruth recalls a friend telling her that having so much security throughout 

a home was ‘no way to live’, but Ruth was insistent on staying put: ‘…I did not want to leave my home,’ 

she says. ‘And with those measures in place, I could. I could feel safe here.’ Lauren took ownership over 

her new space in a similar way: by re-designing a room of the home that she was frequently ‘dragged’ 

into by her abuser. As soon as she was able to, Lauren converted what was often a common site of 

abuse into a playroom for her children – a room with meaning and promise. ‘And I did that little playroom 

up for the boys because it just went from being that dark, smelly, dusty little room… to a nice, bright little 

room,’ she tells me. Where previously Lauren may not have felt able to enter that particular space, 
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through the process of reclaiming the home, and resisting old spatial habits, she demonstrates that the 

spatial exclusion (Wardhaugh, 1999) felt by victim-survivors while living with abuse is not necessarily a 

constant. 

Resistance can also be found in the removal of objects from within a space. Indicative of the meaning 

that we often tie to belongings or features within the home (Kelly, Sharp, and Klein, 2014), Marissa tells 

me that she made sure ‘that all of’ her ex-partner’s things ‘had gone’ once she had moved into a new 

property. Reluctant, unable even, to keep mementos of their relationship around her, Marissa admits: ‘I 

felt repulsed by him, everything to do with him.’ Evelyn, too, explains the significance of being able to 

remove ‘anything’ she originally owned when she was with her ex-husband. ‘I got rid of it all because it 

was a constant reminder,’ she explains, ‘so, everything I’ve got now is mine and [my son’s], and we got 

this.’ By resisting the reminders of her previous relationship, Evelyn was able to feel ownership of a home 

once more. ‘This is ours,’ she says, gesturing all around her. Although she still lives in the property she 

shared with her ex-partner, Grace admits that she was also ‘very mindful’ about changing ‘the house a 

lot’ once he had left. However, there is now ‘very little that you could recognise’ from the space before. 

‘It’s got my stamp on it,’ Grace adds, proud of the space that she has (re)created. ‘It’s my home, it’s got 

my things in it, it’s got my, you know, the things that I like,’ she says, revealing just how personal a 

renovation – a reclamation – project can be. 

As well as reclaiming a property that once housed violence and abuse, participants express the 

importance of being able to reclaim how they live and move in a new space. Helping me to imagine the 

new home that she shares with her new partner, Thea tells me that she now feels secure enough to 

personalise where she is living; to express herself. Thea describes this new space as feeling ‘homely’, 

before going on to suggest where that sense of familiarity and comfort may come from. She points out 

that where she lives now is filled with books, where previously, her bookcases lay empty. In a direct act 

of resistance, Thea has confronted and subverted the demands of her ex-husband, who had once made 

her ‘get rid’ of all the books she had collected and enjoyed. While describing her current home, Sadie 

also illustrates the restorative potential of rejecting the characteristics of a house shared with an abuser, 

and how re-making the home in a material sense can be a form of self-care in the wake of DVA 
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(Abrahams, 2010). ‘I think where I live now, everything about my décor is a complete contrast of how it 

was when I lived with my ex-husband,’ she says. Far from superficial or representing a simple, surface-

level change, Sadie recognises the synergy between the space she now lives in and her sense of ‘self’. 

‘It’s me,’ she says. ‘It’s my identity, completely.’ April, too, made an active effort to transform the house 

she now lives in, telling me that one of the ‘first’ things she did was paint ‘everything’, as she hadn’t been 

able to decorate when she had lived with her ex-partner. ‘I painted the lounge bright turquoise… I got 

cerise, sort of magenta cushions,’ she says, reeling off colours. ‘I got yellow throws, turquoise throws.’ 

April clearly frames her decision to bring vibrancy into her home as an act of defiance. ‘[I wasn’t] allowed 

to have a say in how the house looks. So, when I moved here: turquoise walls.’ Similarly, Carrie finds 

solace in having been able to create a space that bears no resemblance to the one she once lived in 

with her ex-partner. While describing her house to me, it becomes apparent that Carrie has made an 

active effort to ensure that it is ‘totally different’ from where she lived before. ‘There’s nothing here at all 

associated with him,’ she says, something that makes it a ‘haven’ for her. As she talks about the look 

and feel of her home, Carrie continues: ‘And even when I’m choosing furnishings and things like that, 

everything’s about it being relaxing and calm… He’d hate it, he’d absolutely hate it’. She goes on to say 

that ‘everything’ in her current home is something that she has ‘chosen’ herself, from the ‘creamy white 

leather sofa’ – a departure from the ‘black leather sofa’ she had lived with previously – to her ‘red 

wardrobes’ and ‘colourful bedding’. (It does not surprise me when she tells me that her old bedroom 

was ‘all white’.) This idea of Carrie’s new space becoming a foil to her old house is something that she 

repeats again later, adding that she has chosen ‘all wood floors’ throughout her home. ‘I love wood 

floors,’ she says, before quickly reminding herself: ‘He’d have hated that.’ While Ingrid doesn’t directly 

refer to the idea of reclaiming a space, she does open up about how her behaviour has changed in the 

new space she now lives in. As we discuss what may prompt victim-survivors to realise they are in an 

abusive relationship, Ingrid makes reference to things she felt unable to do while living with her abuser, 

such as cooking cheese on toast and keeping the house at a temperature she found comfortable. In 

contrast, she now feels able to do those things – and enjoys doing them. ‘Oh, I love toasted cheese,’ she 

says, telling me that she now makes it all the time. She has her heating ‘set on 21 constant’, too: ‘I don’t 

let it go below 21.’ 
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Finally, it is important to recognise that reclamation can also be experienced through slow, quiet acts of 

resistance. Despite initially struggling with the idea of putting some of the furniture from her ‘old house’ 

into her new bedroom, Elena eventually took her things out of storage and brought them to a new home. 

Considering the act of moving old belongings into a new space, and the significance of re-drawing those 

instinctive boundaries, Elena concedes that her decision is actually a small triumph. ‘I have done it,’ she 

says, ‘and I think that’s been kind of good to reclaim some of that.’ 

 

Reclamation through restoration of the home  

‘Everything I have here is mine’. 

Victim-survivors of DVA may also reclaim the idea of home by restoring it – and, as such, restoring and 

reclaiming their identity. Whether this takes place in the same space that the abuse happened or 

somewhere different altogether, the women I spoke with attached meaning and value to the process of 

re-building a space in which they are able to feel safe, comfortable, and like themselves. To regain 

individuality and claim ownership over the home – however that may present itself – is ‘important’.  

Positioning autonomy alongside her pursuit of making a home, Johanna identifies the prevailing outcome 

of being able to put her ‘own stamp’ on a new space: it creates a home. Describing the work she and 

her new partner have put into the house they now share, Johanna says that by expressing herself 

through re-decoration, she has been able to make the space ‘really, really homely.’ April echoes 

Johanna’s anecdote, telling me that it was ‘really important’ she was able to make the space she now 

lives in ‘[her] own’. Equally, Ruth says that it was ‘really, really important’ that she was able to re-imagine 

the kitchen and cook for herself once more; to ‘reclaim that space, and… those tasks and those things’ 

associated with the room. She did just that, and now feels as though she can ‘get some enjoyment out 

of it.’  As well as filling the house she used to share with her ex-husband with pieces of art that ‘speak’ 

just to her – something she says gives her ‘great pleasure’ because it’s ‘[hers]’ – Ruth explains having 

‘literally reclaimed’ the dining room by replacing the furniture, demonstrating how the materialities of 

home are important ways of expressing and performing identity (Blunt and Sheringham, 2019). Ruth’s 
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homespace is no longer ‘uncomfortable’ or marked with things she ‘didn’t like, and that were smacked 

of all that horrible time’ – instead, it has been restored to a space of warmth and contentment. Ruth’s 

ability to reclaim and restore her sense of home in this way is characteristic of the success of the 

‘Sanctuary’ model, where such an arrangement is appropriate (Netto et al., 2009). 

Marissa, too, talks me through a similar process. Unlike Ruth, Marissa lives in a different property to the 

one she shared with her ex-partner, but she still regards the process of re-building a home – of figuring 

out a space on her own terms – as ‘empowering’. Revealing the importance of having had the opportunity 

to create a space for herself by herself, Marissa says: ‘And everything I have done here I have done by 

myself, and that’s a very empowering, ownership-type feeling that makes it mine.’ Marissa’s sense of 

achievement having re-built and restored the idea of home herself hinges on an important distinction: 

‘Everything I have here is mine.’ ‘It has not been touched by him,’ she reiterates. ‘It has not been 

manipulated. I haven’t been, erm, abused in any corner of this house.’ Evelyn communicates a similar 

feeling, explaining why she took the time to take ownership of her new space just as she likes it. ‘I look 

around and it’s a constant reminder this is my home; I choose what I can and can’t do,’ she says, the 

personal touches she’s made symbolic of a new freedom. ‘I choose when I want to clean up. I choose.’ 

Like Ruth, Marissa, and Evelyn, Nina has made choices throughout her new home in ways she was not 

previously able to. Describing the space to me, she (metaphorically) walks me through it step-by-

imagined-step, passing through each room where there is ‘a different feel’. ‘Each room has kind of a 

thing that’s to do with different places’ that either she or her husband feels a connection to, she tells me. 

Directly comparing the house that she lived in with her ex-husband to the one she lives in now, Nina 

expresses pride in having things the way she ‘likes’ and ‘wants it.’ ‘It’s so far away from anything that I 

would have had in my past life,’ Nina adds – because now, ‘all of the rooms have something in them that 

I like.’ The poignancy of Nina drawing parallels between the spaces she’s lived in and the chapters of 

her life echoes Javaherian et al.’s (2007) theory that, for victim-survivors of DVA, finding a new home 

can be symbolic of beginning a new life. 

 

Reclamation through the re-orientation of the ‘self’  



153 

‘It’s me. It’s my identity, completely’. 

By resisting the reminders and facets of a previously violent and abusive home and by restoring the idea 

of home itself, this research has found that victim-survivors are often able to re-orient themselves within 

a space in a more authentic way. Through reclaiming and re-examining her relationship with home, Fern 

tells me that – against all odds – she has achieved what she calls a ‘pipe dream’. ‘I would dream about 

what my life could look like if I wasn’t with him, and I pictured a house like the one I’m in,’ she says, 

adding: ‘I pictured that freedom that would come with it.’ Thea also refers to the idea of personal freedom, 

telling me that she often enjoys re-arranging rooms and moving furniture throughout her new home, 

simply because she ‘can’. She explains that she no longer ‘needs permission’ to do what she likes in the 

space that she lives in; there is no longer a need for bargaining or negotiating while moving about and 

enjoying her home. Epitomising how her new-found freedom has fostered a sense of belonging, Thea 

concludes: ‘It feels like I have a right to be here.’ 

Despite staying in the house that she shared with her ex-husband, Ruth has still been able to transform 

the space and re-position herself within it in three years following the end of their relationship. The 

changes she’s made to the home, as well as the changes she’s since noticed in her domestic routines 

and movements, lead Ruth to feel as though ‘there’s definitely a feeling of home’ where she lives, 

regardless of its history. Ruth connects that feeling explicitly to her experiences of violence and abuse. 

‘The funny thing is,’ she says of the feeling of home, ‘I think that has been reinforced in an indirect way 

because of what’s happened,’ as though the experience of DVA – however harrowing – played a 

formative role in her relationship with the space of the home. The changes to the space that Ruth made 

after her ex-husband left the home have allowed her to re-orient, and thus re-imagine, herself in and at 

home once again. Marissa also associates the process of re-defining a space and making a home as a 

parallel process to that of restoring her identity, calling it her ‘therapy’. Marissa considers the time and 

energy that she has given to her home reflective of ‘how deserving [she is] of all the things out there.’ 

Going further, Marissa sets out her new home as ‘the perfect analogy’ for her ‘life’, ‘because it’s taking 

something that’s so broken and looks so used and damaged… and it’s been completely revived.’ 

Optimistic for the future, and positioned in a safe and restorative environment, Marissa tells me she now 
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recognises that her home awaits ‘new things, better things to happen, things to see’ in the future. She 

recognises it for herself, too: ‘And it’s me, it’s me,’ she says. ‘It’s the same thing as me.’ 

There is another way in which participants convey the idea that home-making can be indicative of 

recovery, and that is through the fixing of their identities to their space and regaining the opportunity to 

experience home as a space for expressions of selfhood (Wardhaugh, 1999; Bowlby, 2019). Fern 

contributes to this idea by associating the process of ‘healing’ with the act of ‘nurturing’ of ‘your home’. 

The two are intertwined for Fern because, as she argues, ‘[the home is] a reflection of yourself.’ As Fern 

alludes to, and as has been explored across this and the previous chapter, it is the rediscovery of a 

home, rather than simply finding a house, that contributes so meaningfully to ontological security. Both 

Thea and Sadie re-affirm Fern’s understanding of how the home and ‘self’ co-operate with one another, 

as well as how what Greider and Chanmugam (2013) refer to as ‘place attachment’ can be achieved 

through the personalisation of a space. Reflecting on her new home and the differences others may 

notice in comparison to the house she shared with her ex-husband, Thea explains: ‘It just feels like if you 

walked in, you would see little things of mine.’ Sadie recounts the same experience, telling me that ‘so 

many’ of her friends are able to see Sadie in her new home, in ways they previously could not. ‘‘You feel 

like you again; the house feels like you,’’ visitors to her home tell her. Sadie puts this recognition down 

to her ability to ‘express’ herself and re-establish her ‘identity’ through the language of her new home, 

through its atmosphere, its details, and its inherent freedom. 

 

Reflections 

After asking participants to tell me about the spaces they currently lived in, and delving deeper into the 

interconnected process of transforming home and self, I noticed that the ‘mood’ of the interview changed 

from something contemplative, melancholy even, into one of hopefulness and joy. Participants felt able 

to joke with me about the quirks of their homes, and I felt genuine pleasure listening to some of their 

descriptions. As we were meeting virtually, I got the sense that participants were having to imagine and 

convey their home in ways they were not necessarily used to – after all, they were not able to just ‘show’ 
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me around. I believe this was valuable, however, and that is reflected in the fullness of participants’ 

narratives.  

While analysing the super-ordinate theme of ‘Home as a site of reclamation’, I found myself struck by 

the resourcefulness of participants, as well as the hopefulness that can be drawn from their experiences 

of reclaiming the home both during and after experiences of DVA. The varying ways that participants 

described how they had transformed their spaces felt especially moving, as I viewed those acts of spatial 

transformation as emblematic of the personal transformations many of the participants had gone through 

at the same time. I also found myself uplifted by the repeated references to personalisation, decoration, 

and the materialities of the domestic across participants’ narratives, and I was prompted to look back on 

occasions in my own life where I have turned to my bedroom walls or the coffee table and refreshed and 

re-arranged those spaces in an attempt to, ultimately, recalibrate myself. It may, at times, feel frivolous 

to reflect on the smaller details that constitute home and, in turn, what feelings they provoke, but I believe 

the pride that is conveyed through participants’ explanations of reclaiming the home challenges those 

doubts. Significantly, I believe this finding to corroborate how integral a space the home can be for 

women, as without the opportunity of a space that encourages resistance, restoration, and re-orientation, 

those steps towards undoing the disorientation of DVA are prevented from being taken. 

 

6.2 What it means to feel ‘at home’ and why it matters 

The fourth and final key finding from the data is that, for victim-survivors of DVA, there is a difference 

between a ‘house’ and a home. Aside from the semantic difference between the two terms, this research 

proposes that there is an identifiable difference in the meanings attached to both terms by victim-

survivors. In other words, although ‘house’ and ‘home’ are comparable signifiers, what is signified will 

differ. This finding, and those before it, supports the positioning of home as a space that is both material 

and affective (Blunt and Dowling, 2022). This is important, not only because of the way that victim-

survivors use the home specifically as a site of reclamation – which, as we saw in the last section, can 

be through acts of resistance, restoration, and re-orientation – but because it also indicates the need to 
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consider the home separately to practical issues regarding ‘housing’ in the theory and policy of DVA, as 

first outlined in literature review chapters two and three. 

This final discussion is, once again, divided into a number of sub-themes that make up the over-arching 

super-ordinate theme of ‘What it means to feel ‘at home’ and why it matters’, with participants’ voices 

shaping this consideration of home in relation to feelings of freedom, independence, ownership, 

reconciliation, and belonging. Woodhall-Melnik et al. (2016) argue that existing research has neglected 

‘psychosocial dimensions of housing’ such as feelings of safety, security, belonging, and attachment 

(254); the findings of this research counter those concerns. During the process of analysis, it transpired 

that some participants’ understandings of home embrace and connect with each sub-theme, while 

others’ focus on just one symbolic element. While I will touch upon each participant’s reflections on the 

idea of home throughout this discussion, the sub-themes are not intended to represent an exhaustive 

list, but rather, in line with a phenomenological approach, capture the experience of ‘at home-ness’ as it 

is felt by each victim-survivor in this research. As in the previous section, it is important to note that what 

participants feel define or make up a home are not fixed, nor are they mutually exclusive; for example, 

one victim-survivor may experience freedom but not independence, and yet still consider themselves 

‘at home’ in a space. 

Although participants occasionally used the terms ‘house’ and ‘home’ interchangeably during interview, 

each one confirmed that they perceived a difference between the words. Fern, for example, associates 

the idea of home with the ‘emotional and affective’, rather than it being ‘just a place’: ‘A home is a feeling 

and…it’s not necessarily associated with a place and…you can take feeling with you’. Because she has 

felt able to harness the ‘feeling’ that she associates with home, Fern regards the place she now lives in 

as ‘an awful lot more than just the bricks and the rooms’. Just as Nina describes home as ‘more of [a] 

feeling’, so too does Lauren: 

‘Erm, to my mind, the home is, it’s a feeling. A house is structure; it's a material possession. 

Whereas a home is the actual feeling that you get when you're there... Whereas a house is just 

bricks and mortar.’ 



157 

Reconciling the idea of home as something less tangible and material than bricks and mortar, Grace 

suggests that it is ‘a way of living’, while also acknowledging that it has taken her ‘a long time’ to feel ‘at 

home’ in the house she now lives in. The ‘way of living’ that Grace speaks of has a temporal element, 

reinforcing further the value in drawing a line between discussions of ‘housing’ and home. Feeling ‘at 

home’, this data suggests, is part of a more complex process of recovery than that first step of moving 

out, changing addresses, and getting a new set of keys. 

Even when home was not something that a victim-survivor found themselves in, it was still thought and 

spoken of as something more abstract than prescriptive; as something perhaps more meaningful than 

safe shelter. Elena, for example, admits that she still cannot ‘fully trust’ what she refers to as the ‘idea of 

home’ following the end of her relationship. The distinction in this instance is patent: finding somewhere 

comfortable and secure to live is not the same as finding home. Nonetheless, by exploring what feeling 

‘at home’ may mean for victim-survivors, this research also brings to the surface elements of ‘at home-

ness’ that are lost by women living with DVA. 

 

Freedom 

As she discusses the way she moves about her new home, Fern describes feeling able to bargain with 

and test its space by leaving doors ‘wide open’ and going to sleep on her own terms, ‘just to prove’ that 

she can. Through a newly-realised spatial freedom, Fern makes the first move towards a re-established 

familiarity and inhabitance in the home; she, like other victim-survivors in this research, is experiencing 

what it feels like when bodies are able to be extended into the space(s) of the home (Ahmed, 2006): 

‘I sometimes leave doors open just to prove that I can leave the door open. I’ll leave my front 

door open, like wide open [laughs]. Erm, almost to give myself a sense of, ‘It’s, it’s okay, nothing 

can happen to me’ – even with the door wide open [laughs], you know? I don’t avoid coming to 

bed anymore, which is a massive, massive leap forward…’. 

Similarly, but in more explicit terms, Thea explains that she equates the idea of home with ‘feeling free 

to be yourself’, which she says is, to her, ‘the only real difference’ between a ‘house’ and a home: 
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‘Here, I feel myself and I feel like I can be myself, and I feel like I can relax… You come in the 

door, you shut the front door, and you feel yourself and secure, more than maybe than being 

outside. And I didn’t have that feeling before. I felt the opposite…’. 

Sadie echoes a similar sentiment, explaining that she believes home to be a space where there are no 

constraints – real or implied. A ‘house’ bearing witness to DVA cannot offer the same autonomy: 

‘You can be in a place that is your house and 100% not be at home, because you’re not free to 

be yourself. You’re not free to just walk around, and you’re afraid of, you know, anything you 

might say that might just tip a switch and ruin your day.’ 

Elena re-affirms Sadie’s idea of home being predicated on the freedom to ‘walk around’, saying that she 

imagines the home to mean ‘the ability to be yourself without having to regulate your behaviour – just to 

be able to move through the house and your life without having to second guess everything.’ 

April, Marissa, and Grace all associate feelings of home with ‘freedom’, too, with April separating where 

she currently lives from the house she shared with her ex-partner as a space where she is able ‘to 

choose’ how she spends time: ‘That’s, you know, that’s freedom,’ she says. Marissa also uses the word 

‘freedom’ when discussing the nuances of a home, explaining that ‘freedom’ equates to ‘the very 

subtleties in things day-to-day that is just, like, being able to just do anything at any given time’. 

Comparing the environment of her home now to what it was like when her ex-partner lived there, Grace 

says that she also feels as though she has a new-found ‘freedom’, allowing her to move about and 

personalise the space the way she chooses to. 

Although many participants mentioned freedom in explicit terms, some evoked that sense by expressing 

feelings of comfort, safety, and warmth. After noticing that April had likened the ‘bliss’ she feels when 

‘meditating in a chair in a house [she feels] safe in’ to finally achieving the ‘freedom’ she had once hoped 

for, I looked across participants’ narratives for similar vignettes. Nina, for example, views home as a 

place where ‘you have the space to think and not, not be continuously under the abusive shadow’ – even 

if that place is ultimately limited to ‘just a room somewhere’. She adds: 
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‘Somewhere where, you know, you could come back from work and not worry that the house 

had been trashed, and come back, and you know just not have to worry what you were doing. 

Come back and things would be where you’ve left them. You could just relax…’. 

For Johanna, the idea of home is synonymous with ‘safety, comfort, warmth’, almost ‘like a retreat’. Ruth 

expresses a comparable sentiment, saying that feeling ‘at home’ is about ‘being safe’. Marissa also aligns 

the feeling of home with safety, saying that she is now able to identify the space she currently lives in as 

‘a home for the first time ever’ because it feels ‘predictable’, and she therefore ‘feels safe’. Of her new 

home, Marissa says: ‘…It’s become a sanctuary for me. It’s become my safe place. It's become the place 

that I actually want to be in. I want to sit in my living room. I never wanted to do that before.’ When 

thinking of the place she has felt most ‘at home’ throughout her life, Lauren relates that to feeling 

‘comfortable and familiar’, revealing also the importance of ‘trust’ in an intimate environment. In the same 

vein, Evelyn describes a home as somewhere ‘where you feel safe; you feel at peace, you know, that 

you enjoy’, later explaining: 

‘Yeah, a home is somewhere where it's warm, it’s inviting, you feel safe above all. I think the first 

thing there would be safety; where you feel safe. But it's somewhere that you feel safe, 

comfortable.’ 

Grace, too, believes that home should feel like a ‘safe haven, where you can, you know, you’re free to 

speak and do your own thing without repercussion’, explaining that ‘safety’ and ‘love’ contribute to a 

space filled with ‘happiness’.  

However the notion of freedom is expressed by participants, the data clearly shows us that it is an 

essential aspect of feeling ‘at home’ for victim-survivors of DVA, not just because of the calm and 

confidence it generates, but because it represents a stark change from the spaces they had previously 

shared with their abusers. ‘Now I wake up in the morning with a smile on my face,’ Evelyn says. ‘I have 

freedom now. I can, you know, I can do what I want, when I want, how I want. There’s no restrictions 

whatsoever.’ 
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Independence 

Although related to freedom, some participants emphasised the importance of independence. Where 

freedom may represent the new-found ability victim-survivors feel to do whatever they want, wherever 

they want, in the home, the notion of independence appears to connote feeling able to rediscover ‘at 

home-ness’ on their own. Fern thinks of her home as a ‘symbol’ in a number of ways, but primarily, it is 

a symbol of her ‘independence’ because of what she has managed to achieve on ‘[her] own’: 

‘My home represents an awful lot to me. It’s a symbol of my, erm, independence. It’s a symbol 

of my growth as well, to leave my ex-husband, which to be honest, I never thought I was gonna 

have the strength to do. Erm and it’s, erm, so it symbolises the struggle that I went through and 

what I managed to do on my own afterwards.’ 

Sadie also aligns feelings of home with feelings of ‘independence’, saying that the ‘independence’ her 

space has given her is something that she ‘values’ above others: 

‘And I value it; I value the independence. I value— like I said before, I value knowing that it’s my 

life that I have here, that I don’t rely on anybody. It’s just mine. And that’s, erm, yeah, that’s a 

really— that’s an important thing for me… I won’t let me down.’ 

Thea alludes to independence in a different way, explaining that she is able to feel ‘at home’ in the space 

she shares with her current partner because she is ‘choosing to spend time in a space’. A powerful act 

given the removal of choice inflicted by perpetrators of violence and abuse, ‘choosing’ to exist in – and 

enjoy – a space is a way of restoring and reasserting independence. Nina expresses this while reflecting 

on the first bedroom of her ‘own’ after moving from the house she shared with her ex-husband: ‘The 

bedroom was mine… It was my bed. It was where I could go if I wanted to.’ Marissa, too, communicates 

the sense of independence her home gives her in defiant and moving terms: ‘My home is what I want it 

to be and is what I say it is and is with who I say, when I say it is…’. 

 

Ownership 
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Fern, while talking about her ‘amazing’ home, admits that where she lives makes her feel ‘so uplifted’ 

because it ‘belongs entirely’ to her. Due to a shared ownership scheme, on paper, Fern does not own 

100% of her home, and yet she still feels the pride and accomplishment that comes with traditional 

ownership, strengthening the argument that ontological security is not dependent on tenure or 

ownership (Hiscock et al., 2001), but rather about having the space to re-establish autonomy. Ownership, 

then, is about more than what appears on the deeds – indeed, some of the participants who expressed 

feelings of ownership toward their space were living in rental properties at the time of interview. 

For Frances, ownership and the meaning of home lies in ‘stability and making somewhere your own, 

whether that be through material things’ or otherwise. She adds: ‘Whether… my name is on the papers 

is kind of irrelevant. Like, this is where I feel happy and at peace and at home,’ she says of the flat she 

found home in. Sadie reflects on ownership in a similar way, suggesting that what makes her current 

space ‘feel like home’ is the way she has ‘curated’ it, accumulating ‘art and pictures’ where previously 

she had not been able to. Equally, April also discusses the importance of having had the opportunity to 

‘create’ a space on her own and on her own terms: ‘Because this is my place that I've created. You might 

not like it, but this is mine. No-one else can take this away from me…’. 

Unsurprisingly, ‘mine’ is a recurring motif across a number of participants’ narratives. As she reflects on 

how she has redefined the space she once shared with her ex-husband, Ruth appears grateful to be in 

her home and for it to feel – for the most part – like it belongs to her alone. Explaining why she decided 

to stay in the property she had once experienced abuse in, Ruth says: 

‘I think that's what home means to me, you know? It's, it's the people and things that belong to 

them. And, erm, I mean, I could have walked away from here, as someone said to me, ‘Why 

didn’t you go and rent somewhere?’. I could have done that, but I wasn't gonna do that, because 

I knew that this is where I felt anchored…’. 

‘Anchored’ though she may be, Ruth concedes that she does have plans to sell her home in the future 

and move into a new space. Hoping to deepen the feelings of ownership she associates with her current 

home, Ruth looks to her next home as a ‘liberating’ prospect, because ‘for the first time ever’, it will be 
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‘just’ hers. ‘I would love to be able to have some new furniture that is just mine, you know, and that just 

feels that way; feels special’, she adds. Evelyn, resonating with the words of Fern, April, and Ruth, feels 

‘most ‘at home’’ where she is currently living. Having a sense of ownership is at the heart of that feeling: 

‘…I just look around and it’s like, you know, everything that I see – my TV, my cooker, my fridge. 

Everything is mine and it's okay. There's no— it’s not tarnished with him in any shape or form, if 

that makes sense?... So, everything I've got now is mine and [my son’s], and we got this. This is 

ours.’ 

Participants’ expressions of ownership also connected with the act of re-establishing control within a 

home – Frances, for example, relates the idea of home to both: ‘To have everything in my name as well, 

is also part, for me, is part of having a home because I can control that.’ April, too, mentions ‘control’. 

Despite renting the home she lives in, April considers it to be the place throughout her life where she 

has felt most ‘at home’; when asked why, she responds: ‘Because I came to be in control.’ Similarly, 

Carrie discusses the importance of ‘actually owning’ a space, mentioning the precarity and uncertainty 

that is often exacerbated by the rental market. She acknowledges, however, that ownership is only what 

‘initially’ transforms a house into a home: ‘So yeah, I think initially, it is actually owning it, and the rest of 

it is what makes it home to me is that it’s, that you can live in it and breathe in it’. Thinking more practically, 

Johanna accepts the importance of feeling ownership over a space, but feels as though there is ‘always 

a limit to how much you can consider’ a place ‘to be a home’ when it is not truly yours – or if you have 

limited control over how it appears – ‘because you know it’s temporary at the end of the day… you can’t 

do things like change the wall colour.’ 

 

Reconciliation 

Reconciliation as a part of ‘at home-ness’ can be thought of as what happens when reclamation of the 

home is achieved through re-orientation of the self, as explored earlier in 6.1, ‘The home as a site of 

reclamation’. Contemplating spaces where she has felt ‘at home’ in the past, Johanna attributes the 

ability to ‘inject [her] personality’ through forming the interior as a way of harnessing that feeling. ‘I could 
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make it just feel a space that was mine,’ she says. For Grace, ‘the ultimate’ thing that transforms a house 

into a home is ‘a period of time’, simply because time is what enables integration and reconciliation 

within a space. ‘You can't just move into a house and it become a home,’ Grace argues. Instead, it is 

about putting ‘your stamp on it, your mark.’ April, too, had a similar response, saying that she considers 

her home to be ‘an extension’ of herself. Ingrid, who at times struggles to associate with the idea of 

home, also positions it as somewhere that is ‘wherever [she is].’ Meanwhile, Marissa believes that self-

knowledge and -assurance is ‘a home feeling in itself’: 

‘There is this great sense of, ‘This is who I am,’ and that is a home feeling in itself. And this is all 

mine and I have done all of this, and that's— it's very powerful…when you can distinguish 

between the two.’ 

Sharing the ‘joy’ she feels in having her ‘home back’ following her ex-husband’s departure, Ruth explains 

that the house has come to feel like a home again, as she is now ‘able to feel at one in it, on my own, 

and not lonely’. The ‘joy’ that Ruth draws from feeling ‘at home’ is something Evelyn also articulates. 

Where previously she had felt unsafe ‘everywhere’ in the house she shared with her abuser, in her new 

home, Evelyn feels comfortable and happy in ‘every room’. She has reconciled with the idea of home 

and its potential: ‘And it’s like every room is, you know, to be honest, is a pleasure to be in. You know, I 

just love being in every room.’ 

 

Belonging 

Now that she ‘feels safe enough’ in her own home, Fern is able to ‘deny entry’ to whoever she wishes, 

as well as let others in, allowing her to share space on her own terms through what she considers an act 

of ‘intimacy’. Marissa, who believes it is ‘experiences’ that contribute to the creation of a home, suggests 

that home should be ‘pure and a place that’s not toxic, because nothing grows there, essentially.’ I take 

Marissa’s words to mean that as well as allowing herself to flourish; in this case, she is also opening the 

door for relationships to ‘grow’, too. 
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Thea maintains that a ‘normal’ or ‘good’ domestic situation relies on a healthy relationship, admitting that 

her ‘association with home has definitely changed’ now that she lives with a loving partner. In a stark 

contrast to her past relationship, Thea is now able to ‘co-habit’ and ‘live peacefully’ in a space. Later, 

when talking about the features of her ideal home in the future, Thea also mentions the importance of 

building ‘connections’, ‘networks’, ‘neighbours, and ‘community’, indicating that home is as much about 

relationships with those beyond its four walls, as well as the intimate ones within them (Saunders and 

Williams, 1988; Giuliani, 1991; Bowlby, 2019). Ruth, too, believes that home ‘isn’t just about the bricks 

and mortar here’, saying that it is ‘about the place and the people’ that surround it, including her 

‘amazingly supportive’ neighbours. Ingrid admits that what she appreciates the most about where she 

currently lives is ‘the community’, as well as the ‘security’ that her neighbours offer her. Ingrid finds 

comfort, for example, in knowing that ‘everybody knows what’s going on’: ‘If you’re stuck for anything, 

you can chat. People just help each other.’ Defining home as ‘a community…not a house or a property’, 

Ingrid concludes: ‘Where you live doesn’t matter. It’s about where you’re safe,’ and, it appears, it is also 

about having the opportunity to ‘make a connection’ with those around you. 

For victim-survivors, home is about nurturing existing connections, as well as making new ones both 

inside and outside of the home. While living with abuse, victim-survivors may feel excluded in the 

homespace, or as though other people dear to them have been excluded. When given the opportunity 

to reclaim the home, and nurture feelings of belonging, the home as a site of exclusion (Sibley, 1995) is 

transformed into one that is inclusive instead. Many participants identified the feeling of home with 

‘family’, however that looks, highlighting the significance of how relationships that play out in space can 

be supportive, as well as oppressive. Johanna defines home as somewhere ‘shared with family’, while 

Lauren imagines it as ‘that central force’ that holds her family together – something that ‘just bricks and 

mortar’ cannot do. Carrie, too, perceives home as ‘somewhere…that people can come in as well, visit, 

and maybe stay over…’, as does Grace, who makes a point of describing her home as a ‘very open’, 

‘airy’, and inviting space. ‘You can see that it’s a family home,’ she says, adding: 
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‘Anybody can live in a house… A home is what you make it. A home is what’s inside. It’s, it’s 

about the atmosphere, the people, the relationships, the, you know, it should be your safe, happy 

place. That’s your home. Your home actually isn’t always your house…’. 

It is interesting to note, however, that upon moving out of the house she shared with her ex-husband 

and back into her ‘family home’, Elena felt adrift. ‘I don’t feel like I’m, like, a fixed part of this house,’ she 

explains, characterising her relationship with the space as ‘transient’. Although a safe and loving family 

home, it is one that is clearly already imbued with its own memories, histories, and relationships – some 

that have been forged and have developed in the years Elena was living elsewhere. So, while belonging 

is nonetheless a core and integral part of feeling ‘at home’, it is important that victim-survivors are able 

to cultivate the relationships that ultimately root them in their own way. 

 

Reflections 

As I asked participants whether they thought there was a difference between the words ‘house’ and 

‘home’, and asked them to express what home meant to them, I got the impression that many of them 

were realising the potential of the intimate spaces of the domestic and the everyday, as well as how far 

their relationships with their immediate surroundings had changed. By being able to have a conversation 

about what home looked like during and after experiences of violence and abuse, participants appeared 

to understand the spaces they found themselves in as connected parts of their own journeys away from 

a perpetrator. When I asked participants if they had any advice to share for women who may be in similar 

situation to their own, many of them responded by addressing things such as being mindful of the 

recovery from DVA as an ongoing process, taking time for the self, and even whether it is wise to hold 

on to – or discard – certain objects. A lot of these words of advice, I noted, had a spatial element. 

Although every participant that I interviewed believes there is a difference between a ‘house’ and a 

home, it was clear that not everyone is ready or able to find themselves feeling ‘at home’ in a space, 

despite the time and distance that has separated them from their past experiences. Feeling ‘at home’ is 

not something that can be achieved or realised with a criteria, nor is it representative of a series of 
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objective steps that then lead to a fixed position, therefore. Instead, in the context of DVA, this data 

shows home to be part of an ongoing process of recovery and of healing. To what extent we can recover 

and heal from something is dependent on our environment – and some environments are, inevitably, 

more responsive to recovery than others. This data is telling us that victim-survivors of DVA believe that 

home is more than ‘just bricks and mortar’, and that the process of rebuilding or reclaiming home is a 

social, emotional, and relational one, as much as it is a material one. Importantly, it demonstrates just 

how far the home can function as a restorative and liberatory space (Young, 2005; hooks, 2015). As 

such, I view these findings as especially relevant to the current approach to real-world housing policy, 

and, as I will explore in the concluding chapter of this thesis, new ways of understanding and 

conceptualising home that may better reflect the needs of victim-survivors post-abuse. It may not be 

enough to remove a perpetrator from an existing space, or to re-house a victim-survivor into the closest 

available property, for example, as quick, clean breaks and fresh starts offer only the foundations of 

home. 

 

Conclusion 

In this penultimate chapter, I have charted the remaining two of the four super-ordinate themes that I 

identified from the data during the application of IPA. Making the case for a more sympathetic and 

nuanced understanding of the relationship between women and the idea of home, I have explored the 

home as an important site of reclamation for victim-survivors of DVA. The women I spoke with described 

engaging with the space of the home in a deliberate way both during and after their relationships, as a 

form of re-making in the wake of home ‘unmaking’. Both the home itself and victim-survivors undergo 

this process of reclamation through acts of resistance, acts of restoration, and acts of re-orientation of 

the self. This is not a linear process, however, and it is important to reiterate that reclaiming the home 

takes time as well as space. Finally, I attempted to address the question of what it means to feel ‘at home’ 

after experiencing DVA and why these feelings of ‘at home-ness’ can be so meaningful for women. In 

this research, victim-survivors associated the idea of home with feelings of freedom, independence, 
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ownership, reconciliation, and belonging. All of the women I interviewed felt that there is a difference 

between the terms ‘house’ and ‘home’, and that to find and secure a sense of home after spatial upheaval 

and alienation – however it looks – is an important part of finding themselves again and feeling able to 

start the next chapter of their lives. Why these findings matter in terms of responding to and theorising 

both DVA and the home will be explored in the final two chapters of this thesis, ‘Analysis and Discussion’ 

and ‘Conclusion’. 
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7 
Analysis and Discussion 

 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I develop my analysis of the four key findings of this research as presented in the 

preceding ‘Findings’ chapters. As well as relating each finding back to the research questions, I will offer 

analysis that situates the data of this research project within existing literature and set out how these 

findings implicate and contribute to our conceptualisation of DVA and the relationships victim-survivors 

have with the home. 

The first section proposes that the argument there is a spatial quality to DVA can enrich our 

understanding of the problem, offering examples of how violence and abuse can be enacted spatially as 

a way of maintaining power and control in the home. The second section turns to the spatial 

consequences of DVA and the re-positioning of the home as a space of reclamation and how these ideas 

correspond to Nirmal Puwar’s (2004) theory of ‘space invaders’ and wider discourses of ontological 

security. Importantly, this analysis will also propose that as well as being ‘space invaders’, women who 

have experienced violence and abuse can transform their position within the home and become space 

creators. As a result, this analysis frames the process of understanding women’s lived experience 

through the lens of the home as productive, rather than reductive. Finally, the third section of this chapter 

will explore where participants’ conceptions of home fit in to established debate on the matter, examining 

how helpful conversations about home over housing in the context of DVA can be, arguing that the home 

is in fact a valuable site of enquiry for women who have lived with abuse and for the restitution and 

reclamation of the ‘domestic’ in DVA. 
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7.1 A new perspective on domestic violence and abuse  

Making ‘space’ for space 

In this section, I will further analyse and discuss the first key finding of this thesis: that there is a unique 

spatial quality to DVA. This section consists of a response to the first research question, ‘How is DVA 

enacted in the home?’ and will offer a different perspective on how violence, and coercive control in 

particular, can be characterised and recognised by others in relation to domestic space. In other words, 

my argument here is that the space of the home is co-opted and exploited by perpetrators extensively 

and effectively. 

All 15 participants in this study related the abuse they lived with to the space(s) they had shared with 

their ex-partners. The participants recalled their experiences in reference to everything from entire 

rooms within a house, to physical features such as staircases and doors, to items of furniture, and even 

a house’s décor. In every interview, the victim-survivors identified a spatial quality to the abuse they had 

endured, singling out specific rooms where abuse would frequently take place, discussing the methods 

their ex-partners would use to inhibit or manipulate their own movement around the home, and 

describing the oppressive and unforgiving atmosphere of a home transformed by violent and abusive 

behaviour. 

How perpetrators of DVA use the space of the home to compound their behaviour varies – in other 

words, the spatial quality of DVA varies. Perpetrators can use the space literally, by managing the 

material space of the home; they can alter a space’s affective quality, by restricting a victim-survivor’s 

ability to form a fulfilling relationship with and attachment to the home; and they can alter a space’s 

atmosphere, creating a home that feels cold, hostile, and dangerous. It is not uncommon for the 

perpetrator to alter the home in each of these ways concurrently, changing almost entirely how victim-

survivors use the home on a day-to-day basis, how they feel about it, and how the home ‘feels’ to them. 

 

How perpetrators use space 
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Leaving an abusive relationship is difficult and uniquely dangerous, with the likelihood of an escalation 

of violence increasing during or after an attempt of separation (Long and Heather et al., 2018). The 

reasons for leaving given by victim-survivors vary (Anderson et al., 2003; Burke et al., 2001; Hendy et 

al., 2003; Heron, Eisma, and Browne, 2022; McFarlane, Campbell, and Watson, 2002) and are influenced 

by having children (Rhodes et al., 2010), as well as a victim-survivor’s intersecting identities and social 

positions (Barrios et al., 2021). Even the language of ‘leaving an abusive relationship’ and its meaning is 

contested (Ponic et al., 2011: 1590). Reasons for staying in an abusive relationship are equally 

complicated, but it is not always a decision that lies with the victim-survivor. Possible explanations for 

why perpetrators of DVA complicate and prevent their partners from leaving a relationship are explored 

in the literature (Bancroft, 2002; Dobash and Dobash, 1998; Crossman and Hardesty, 2018; Johnson, 

2008; Stark, 2007, 2009), however this point of analysis intends to contribute to discussion of how 

perpetrators stop their partner from leaving, with particular reference to the physical space of the home. 

As the findings of this research have shown, victim-survivors may be ‘blocked’ from leaving both their 

relationship with an abuser and the home in which the abuse primarily takes place. Victim-survivors may 

view the space they share with their abuser as a ‘prison’, as though they are ‘trapped’ in the home. Traps 

themselves, both literal and immaterial, may be set. Perpetrators are viewed as vigilant monitors of 

space, and victim-survivors become vigilant themselves as their movements and routines within the 

home are compromised. Chapman and Hockey (1999) claim that women ‘have virtually no personal 

space in the household’ (1999: 10), and this is especially true for women who live with DVA, as whatever 

space they are ultimately able to occupy is also shaped by ‘perceptions of vulnerability to violence’ 

(Acarón, 2016: 288). 

A permeating sense of surveillance is echoed in victim-survivor narratives in this research, with some 

participants revealing how their perpetrators had ‘stopped’ them from using certain areas within the 

home – whether that be the office or a specific spot on the sofa – or refused them the ‘luxury’ of lockable 

bathroom doors or having the heating on. The use of space by perpetrators in this way supports Madigan 

and Munro’s (1999) suggestion that the maximisation of privacy in the home is achieved through ‘space 

segregation and time segregation’ (66-68). In the context of my data, however, perpetrators are 
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maximising a different kind of privacy: one that enables their abusive behaviour while withdrawing the 

potential for privacy that women seek out as ‘an important means of escape’ (ibid.). These findings are 

also consistent with those of Callaghan, Alexander, and Fellin (2016), who observe that perpetrators 

‘increasingly limit’ victim-survivors’ ‘use of the physical spaces of the home [and] their access to 

resources’ during an abusive relationship; in turn, this leads victim-survivors to view their world as 

‘entirely constrained and reduced to the abusive relationship’ (43). Where my research departs from 

Callaghan et. al’s (2016) work to offer a novel perspective of victim-survivors’ experience of DVA is 

through the centring of women’s stories, rather than those of children. A central thesis of Callaghan et 

al.’s research is that children have an embodied capacity to resist violence and abuse in a way that 

challenges presentations of children who witness DVA as passive, ‘exposed’, and silenced. While these 

same assumptions can be made about victim-survivors, and children’s responses to DVA are of vital 

significance, my research is less about confronting assumptions and more about exposing the 

overlooked spatial effects of abuse in the home. 

This research has also shown that, within the home, perpetrators impose ‘rules’ or ‘agendas’ that victim-

survivors are forced to abide by. In these scenarios, victim-survivors may be given ‘duties’ or 

‘obligations’, such as housework. As in Dobash and Dobash (1998), Wardhaugh (1999), Chapman 

(2000), and Stark (2007; 2010), these findings resonate with the established theory that perpetrators of 

DVA exert control and glean power not only over their partner, but over the day-to-day routines and 

rhythms of the home. They dictate what is done in and to the home, where and when those things are 

done in the home, and ultimately, how their partner occupies the home. Where these findings advance 

that theory is through the in-depth exploration of how the space(s) of the home are changed materially 

and experientially.   

For example, a significant way that the home may be exploited by perpetrators of DVA is through a 

change in the look-and-feel of a space. Nine participants revealed that their ex-partners had taken over 

any decision relating to the interior of a home, with one comparing the removal of her own pieces of 

furniture to a ‘gradual removal’ of her ‘personality from the house’. While some participants recalled not 

being ‘allowed’ to make design choices or decorate their home, others revealed how an abusive and 
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violent home may look. It may be ‘sparse, minimalistic’, ‘dark’, or filled with ‘standard, matching furniture 

pieces. Although some may consider these changes around the home superficial or trivial, the 

significance of victim-survivors noting a uniform and unfamiliar design scheme that does not represent 

or reflect them corresponds to the idea that houses, and the objects in them, can become ‘spooky’ or 

‘unhomely’ as they threaten a person’s intimacy or sense of belonging (Vas, Ellen, and Leonard, 2015: 

358). Similar to Kaika’s (2004) work on the domestic sphere as a place of peace, which is only attainable 

when it keeps the Other ‘invisible and outside’, the findings from the data in this research indicate that 

perpetrators of DVA make an effort to position their partner as the Other. A perpetrator’s attempt to 

distance or ‘other’ a partner from the production of the home by denying their contributions to the space 

does not literally remove them from it, however; instead, a perpetrator’s attempt exposes ‘the limits of 

domestic bliss’, forcing victim-survivors to retreat from the home as a positive, affirming space (2004, 

281). For Kaika, a space that undermines so-called domestic bliss by allowing the Other in becomes a 

host of ‘the uncanny’ (ibid.). The idea of the uncanny, both familiar and unsettling, is reflected in 

participants’ invocations of a ‘show house’ – of a home that is filled with furniture that they recognise but 

did not choose, for example. I must point out that Kaika is not addressing the issue of DVA in their work 

here; rather, they are looking at the social and material construction of the home, as well as how the 

modern home functions as a sign, representation, and host of the uncanny. It is interesting that their 

findings are applicable in this discussion, and I believe that this demonstrates how linking discourses on 

violence and abuse and the home can inform our understanding of the experiences of both. 

Inaction around the home is another common theme across the data, with a number of participants 

explaining that they were seldom allowed to make any home improvements, even if the funds were 

available. Necessary repairs and DIY projects would often be stalled by the perpetrator, leaving spaces 

unfinished, incomplete, or uninhabitable. Brickell (2012) in their work on ‘doing home’ acknowledges the 

significance of a ‘denial of home’ over total exclusion from it, as the ‘image of home’ – how it could or 

should be imagined – often remains, with those without a fixed abode viewing their homelessness as 

separate to the absence of experiencing an ‘ideal’ home (231-232). This is consistent with the findings 

of this research, where some victim-survivors were left to live with the dereliction of the ‘ideal home’. 
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They had no option but to look at flimsy or non-existent fixes for damage and disrepair, such as a poster 

precariously covering a hole in the bathroom door or boot marks staining fixtures. 

This is important, as the refusal to repair a home allows a perpetrator to reinforce the control they have 

over a victim-survivor’s personality, identity, and self-expression, bending others in the home to their 

whims. A perpetrator withholding finances to replace a broken vacuum cleaner, install a working boiler, 

or fill a crack on a damaged door denies victim-survivors the chance to care for and make amends with 

the space they live in and simultaneously maintains their ‘presence’ even when they are not there. 

Examining the look-and-feel of the site of domestic violence in this way is important as it highlights the 

different ways that home can be taken from victim-survivors. The evidence from this data also suggests 

that financial abuse – where a perpetrator (mis)uses money to limit and control their partner – may also 

be intertwined with the idea of home, highlighting another element of day-to-day domestic life that is 

controlled by perpetrators. 

Nine participants detailed the way their ex-partner used specific spaces of the home as common sites 

of violence, with kitchens, bedrooms, and bathrooms emerging as rooms within which abuse frequently 

took place. I would suggest that these spaces are co-opted by perpetrators because they are habitually 

used by all members of a household and near impossible to avoid. As well as the convenience of utilising 

high-traffic areas within the home, transforming inherently private spaces such as the bedroom and 

bathroom into spaces where victim-survivors feel exposed and at-risk communicates an implicit threat 

and reminder that, in a violent home, nowhere is safe. This is, again, consistent with the findings of 

Callaghan, Alexander, and Fellin, who write:  

‘When the safe spaces of the home are unsettled, when they become a part of the experience 

of torture and violence, this contributes to the disruption of our sense of self, by re-signifying the 

safe spaces of home, remaking them as dangerous, as weapons of violence’ (2016: 413).  

The impact of perpetrators’ essentially zoning the home into safe or unsafe areas is, as Ruth explains, 

‘pretty awful’, as it limits victim-survivors’ movement in space and their use of it. When walking into a 

kitchen, bedroom, or bathroom that one has been abused or subjected to violence in distorts or 
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‘transfigures’ (Mulla, 2008: 317) the association one would usually have with those spaces. Instead of 

cooking dinner or making the bed, the habits and associations formed within the walls of a room give 

way to the ‘blows’ raining down on Johanna’s head in the kitchen or the sexual abuse Sadie experienced 

in the bedroom, and the materiality of the house comes to ‘signify the violence itself’ (Callaghan, 

Alexander, and Fellin, 2016: 413-414). 

Evidence from across existing literature reveals that perpetrators of domestic abuse frequently extend 

acts of physical violence to the bricks and mortar of the home; they may break items of furniture, punch 

holes in walls and doors, or ransack drawers and cabinets (Cook and Walklate, 2022; Dobash and 

Dobash, 1998; Harne, 2011; Hearn, 1998; Moulding, 2016; Stark, 2007). Goldsack suggests that the very 

‘fixtures, fabrics and furnishings’ of the home are in fact ‘the most frequent weapons’ utilised in cases of 

DVA, including knives, glasses, household and garden tools, and items of furniture (2000: 124-126). 

Similar anecdotes are retold in this research, with three participants detailing the damage that their 

perpetrators would deliberately inflict on their shared home. This included everything from taking doors 

‘off the hinges’ in anger and throwing chairs and plates to ‘kicking in’ or ‘punching’ doors to writing 

threatening messages on the walls in indelible marker. 

A recognisable hallmark of coercive control (Stark, 2007; the Domestic Abuse Act 2021), the destruction 

of parts of the home – along with the refusal to repair it, as discussed earlier – allows a perpetrator to 

both intimidate their partner and humiliate them, by showing disregard and perhaps even contempt for 

the home they may have built against the odds. As well as serving as an outlet for aggression, I would 

also argue that these violent outbursts towards the home serve as warnings or threats of the damage 

and harm the perpetrators are capable of. Mallett (2004) suggests that home is not necessarily defined 

by its structure or the people who live in it, but rather by ‘the activity’ that is performed by, with, or in it 

(80). The perpetrator ‘activity’ that has been explored in this section gives Mallett’s argument a new 

meaning, in that when it is applied in the context of DVA as a spatial harm, it positions the home within 

the confines of a limited and troubling definition. 

This research has also shown that perpetrators alter the affective potential of the home alongside 

materially changing the way victim-survivors use and enjoy the space. The consideration of the affect in 
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relation to the home and space is present in existing literature, with Goodfellow and Mulla (2015) 

acknowledging that ‘domesticity is considered in terms of the circulation of affect’ (262). The material 

and the affective as I refer to them in the context of DVA in this thesis often coincide with one another, 

with a perpetrator’s literal use of space leading to an affective ‘lack’ – a lack of somewhere to feel safe 

and comfortable in; of somewhere to enjoy; of somewhere to relate to. Wardhaugh (1999) suggests that 

victim-survivors of DVA experience this lack, grouping them among one of many ‘unaccommodated’ 

women. For Wardhaugh, unaccommodated women have either not accepted or been refused their place 

in the world (1999: 92), or indeed, in the home as it is understood as an ‘expression of lived space, of 

human meaning and being-in-the-world’ (1999: 94-95). Four participants spoke of losing a connection 

to their own home as a direct result of their ex-partners’ behaviour, consistent with Wardhaugh’s 

interpretation of feeling ‘homeless-at-home’ (1999: 96-97). 

One participant, Fern, believes that she was ‘prevented’ from ‘forming any kind of home’ or ‘emotional 

attachment’ to where she lived, aligning with Woodhall-Melnik et al.’s assertion that home is ‘a place to 

which people ascribe emotive meaning’ (2016: 254). Relatedly, other participants described feeling as 

though loved ones would not be able to recognise that they ‘lived’ in the home with her abuser or that 

they had ‘lost the ability’ to know what they wanted in the day-to-day. Although they do not mention 

identity explicitly, the meaning I take from these narratives is that, through abusive and controlling 

behaviour, perpetrators are able to strip the home of any meaningful relationship that victim-survivors 

may have once had with it, disconnecting and displacing their bodies without physically doing so (Mulla, 

2008: 319), and in turn, their sense of self and their individualised ways of making meaning in space. 

While living in a space that you cannot necessarily identify with – or that you cannot see or feel a 

connection to – you are therefore left ‘homeless-at-home’, present in space as an anomaly or anonymous 

occupier. 

The atmosphere of the home is made up of what Pink (2004) refers to as ‘the aural, tactile, olfactory and 

visual elements’ that influence how those who live in a space negotiate their gendered identities (10). 

The findings from the data suggest that perpetrators of DVA also harness these atmospheric ‘elements’ 

to generate an oppressive and menacing environment where identities are blurred. By disrupting the 
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atmosphere of an intimate space, perpetrators are also engaging in longer-term coercive and controlling 

behaviour that alters the essence of home – the very ‘thing’ we find hard to define – and how the space 

is experienced by those who live in it. This is important, as the essence of home, the ‘imaginative or 

figurative’ quality of it, is sometimes considered more important than the objective space of it (Price, 

2002: 57). Rather than referring to specific acts of violence, an abusive atmosphere has a temporal 

quality that lingers even when a perpetrator is not there. It becomes intangible and instilled within the 

materiality of the home. In this research, when participants who described an atmospheric quality to the 

abuse they experienced were asked if there were any spaces of the home that felt notably unsafe while 

living with their abusers, they struggled to identify specific areas or recall events that took place in a 

certain space. Instead, they describe the abuse they experienced as ‘constant’, ‘everywhere, 

everywhere’, and ‘all pervasive’. 

In cases of DVA like this, the perpetrator is successful in taking over and enveloping the entire space of 

the home, changing how it is perceived and experienced. Here, the house where abuse takes place is 

similar to Hockey’s (2000) ‘House of Doom’, where ‘[e]vil is… not seen to be confined to the moment, 

nor to the individual who is its victim or its perpetrator… but acquires its own agency and settles in the 

ordinary bricks and mortar…’ (147-148). The language used by participants in the data at these moments 

suggests that DVA can manifest itself, much like the idea of home, in ways that are difficult to define, 

qualify, or pin down. The inexact and blurry nature of participants’ accounts when trying to capture and 

communicate an abusive ‘atmosphere’ also invokes the premise of a kind of horror story, where a space 

is haunted by an unknown entity that cannot necessarily be seen nor heard, nor explained, but is there 

– and can be felt. 

 

Revisiting theories of domestic space 

As I identified in section 2.1 in the chapter ‘The Geographies of Domestic Violence and Abuse’, glimpses 

of home can be found in existing DVA research, including theories of domestic space. Although I also 

discussed the works of Hearn (1998), Harne (2011), and Callaghan, Alexander, and Fellin (2016) in this 
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section, here I want to turn my attention to the research of Stark and their conceptualisation of domestic 

space in coercive control. Evan Stark’s (2007) Coercive Control stands out as a piece of work in the 

body of DVA knowledge for its ability to address the location of domestic abuse and its spatial dimension, 

but also for the gaps those acknowledgements fail to fulfil. 

Stark acknowledges that the core tactics of coercive control are founded on gender norms in 

heterosexual relationships, such as women quitting work to ‘make a home’ or perpetrators targeting 

‘devalued activities to which women are already consigned’ within the home, such as household chores 

(2007: 210-211). Stark argues that coercive control may ‘degrade’ women ‘back into’ stereotypic 

portrayals of what it means to be a partner, a wife, and a mother and accepts that this compromises 

women’s relationships with domestic work and so-called feminine identities (2007: 213). Stark even 

suggests that the ‘infrastructure of coercive control is the extension of regulation to minute facets of 

everyday life’, particularly those tied up in the home (2007: 274). In his analysis of incidents from his 

case work, Stark (2007) identifies moments where perpetrators of abuse have used the spaces of the 

home to abet their coercive or controlling behaviour, including hiding in closets, denying their partner 

sleep, enforcing stringent and near-impossible rules relating to housework, and the destruction of 

beloved household objects and property. Stark also lays out how the home becomes central to 

perpetrators’ surveillance, as well as the efficacy of coercive control in convincing victim-survivors that 

their partner is ‘omnipresent’ across domestic space (2007: 209).  

However, I would suggest that the findings I have presented and discussed on the spatial quality of DVA 

dispute Stark and Hester’s (2018) assertions that violence and abuse in the home, including coercive 

control, is not exclusively domestic and that coercion and control are not necessarily types of violence. 

While coercive control as a form of abuse can of course extend out of the home, in this research, the 

home has been presented as a key mechanism for maintaining, exacerbating, and contextualising the 

state of ‘unfreedom’ that perpetrators seek for their partner. This thesis has revealed the spatial 

dynamics of DVA in a way that argues that – whether enacted physically, emotionally, or psychologically 

– the spaces of the home are bound up with the actions of perpetrators of violence and abuse, as well 

as the experiences of victim-survivors. To aid how we understand and envisage coercive control, Stark 
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(2007) asks us to imagine a cage with ‘seemingly discrete, unrelated behaviours’ as its iron rods. As we 

picture this cage, the iron rods – consisting of ‘a barrage of assaults, a locked door, missing money or a 

distributor cap, rules of cleaning, a mysterious text message, a timer set at the telephone’ – transform 

into the cage’s ‘bars’ (2007: 198). I want to present an alternative image. Rather than imagining a barred 

cage to comprehend the effects of DVA and coercive control, I would instead suggest that we invoke 

the image of a home instead, where the bars are swapped for four walls, closed windows, and a door 

that won’t budge. After all, it is the home itself where violence and abuse can be its most devastating.  

 

7.2 From space invaders to space creators 

Feeling unwelcome and unwelcome feelings 

In this section, I will further analyse and discuss the second and third key findings of this thesis: that 

there are spatial consequences for victim-survivors of DVA and that the home is an important site of 

reclamation for both the idea of home and a sense of self. This section consists of a response to the 

second research question, ‘How do victim-survivors’ relationships with the home change following 

experiences of DVA?’ and argues that women who have experienced abuse in the home are seen as, 

and may even see themselves as, ‘space invaders’. This is not a fixed identity, however, and this section 

will also discuss how the home has transformational potential in the context of DVA. 

As discussed in chapter two, ‘Finding and Theorising Space for Women’, the central characteristic of 

the ‘space invader’ is the awareness or impression of being ‘out of place’ (Puwar, 2004). To resist the 

‘space invader’ label is to defiantly take up space, and in turn, become oriented in it (Ahmed, 2006). In 

the context of DVA, I also want to take a moment to interpose this theory with Wardhaugh’s (1999) 

concept of being ‘homeless-at-home’, where the ‘unaccommodated woman’ – in this case, the victim-

survivor – is left figuratively homeless by a dislocated and displaced sense of self. This is a position that 

takes time to recover from, as even when a victim-survivor is no longer living with the perpetrator of 

abuse, the presence (or absence) of reminders of their experience can stay fixed to certain spaces and 

revert the body into a heightened state of vulnerability (Acarón, 2016).  
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The embodied and spatial consequences of violence and abuse that Acarón (2016) makes reference to 

are repeated in this research. All 15 participants, whether explicitly or implicitly, expressed feeling 

different in the space of the home when they were living with DVA, compared to how they felt in a home 

free from violence and abuse. Some participants revealed that they had adopted particular behaviours 

in a new homespace as a result of their previous experiences of abuse; others described having a 

‘visceral’ reaction to certain spaces, such as the bedroom or bathroom. Across the victim-survivors’ 

narratives, there is a sense that they had each embraced an embodied consciousness in the home, with 

some participants admitting that they would actively avoid certain rooms and spaces while they lived 

with their abuser – and even when they were not. From listening to the participants’ stories, I came to 

understand the home as a place that can be, to borrow Lauren’s phrase, ‘steeped in bad memories’. 

The immersion of abuse in a space left some participants feeling a reduced sense of attachment to the 

idea of home, and even a wariness that such an idea is possible, with the past experiences of abuse 

described as ‘lingering’ in homes once the perpetrator had left or the victim-survivor had left themselves. 

The spatial consequences of DVA manifest themselves in different ways, with victim-survivors 

responding to what had happened by adapting their movements in and around the home, self-regulating 

their movements as a form of protection, and emotionally distancing themselves from the idea of home. 

These findings all contribute to the argument that to live as a victim-survivor of DVA in the home is to 

feel as though you are an invader of that space. Indeed, the image of Evelyn ‘still looking over [her] 

shoulder’ suggests that she, like others, is expecting a tap on the shoulder and a voice in the ear to tell 

her that she is not welcome. 

 

Navigating hostility 

The findings from this research have shown that when victim-survivors are forced to contend with a 

home that is unwelcome, it becomes an embodied feeling that effects affective connections to the space 

of the home. One participant, Fern, described her movements, even in a new space, as ‘ingrained’ in 

her, as though her responses to the homespace are in her ‘body’ or ‘bones’. Another described how she 

adapted her use of space in the bedroom without ‘thinking about it’. The idea of ‘navigating rather than 
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living’ in the home also came through in the data as a way in which the lack of ontological attachment to 

the home can be experienced. The spatial adaptations that participants described themselves as making 

are consistent with Moulding’s (2016) findings, where women said they were often ‘walking on eggshells’ 

while living with an abuser and had changed their habits and routines within the home accordingly. The 

loss of a sense of self in the home is also poignantly captured in Moulding’s research, as I hope it is here. 

However, where my research adds to knowledge is by looking at how the spatial consequences of DVA 

can outlast the space that first accommodated the abuse and move with victim-survivors as they begin 

the process of starting a new life in a new space, or at the very least, a space that feels different. Although 

this is touched on in Moulding’s work, when it is, it mostly pertains to women’s incongruous impressions 

of where they feel safe, rather than the idiosyncrasies of navigating the home as a loaded and meaningful 

space both during and after experiences of DVA. These findings are also reminiscent of the conclusions 

offered by Shaikly and Lira (2022) in their exploration of overcoming gender-bias in public spaces. 

Shaikly and Lira argue that the involvement of young women in the design of egalitarian, accessible 

public space can inadvertently perpetuate gendered interactions, as gendered perceptions of space are 

embodied and difficult to unlearn. In the case of this research project, the data is relevant to private, 

domestic space, rather than public space. However, I believe that there is still value in drawing a 

connection between the two, in that both attempt to explain how the ways in which we have previously 

engaged with space elsewhere, particularly as women, unconsciously alter how we view and build our 

own spaces when given the opportunity. Where there is distance between the findings of Shaikly and 

Lira and my own research, however, is in their respective conclusions. Whereas Shaikly and Lira’s 

conclusions assume that it is difficult to shake off the feeling of being an invader or an unwelcome body 

in space, the findings here suggest that there are means of overcoming the imposition of the ‘space 

invader’ label when in the home.  

In this research, the findings revealed that victim-survivors may use space both as a means of protecting 

themselves, through avoidance and withdrawal, as well as a means of protecting their idea of home from 

others when they enter a new space. These vignettes are consistent with Young’s (2005) understanding 

of gendered space and comportment, and how women’s bodies are reluctant or unable to take up space 
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in the same way that men’s are. However, I would suggest that my research adds a further dimension to 

Young’s argument by demonstrating that experiences of DVA further complicate the existing spatial 

hurdles that women have to overcome, particularly in the home. As well as protecting the self from a 

literal space, this research has shown that victim-survivors of violence and abuse may also protect 

themselves from the emotions tied up with space, particularly ones that compromise a sense of 

ontological security. In this sense, the ‘space invader’ identity that DVA may inflict on women in the home 

is also reflected in victim-survivors’ coping mechanisms, where the disruptive embodied feelings of 

existing within a space become invasive themselves. The ways that participants have described 

navigating the home as a material and imagined space are evocative of the expressions of the Other 

that are discussed in both Sibley’s (1995) work on the geographies of exclusion and Atkinson and 

Blandy’s (2017) conception of so-called ‘fortress homes’. Six participants disclosed examples where 

they had used space protectively in a way that presents both themselves as the Other and the idea of 

home as the Other. Their recollections of ‘withdrawing’ from space or feeling ‘uncomfortable’ in the 

home during and after experiences of DVA indicate how enduring experiences as the Other, as well as 

the ‘space invader’, can be. What is also interesting is that, in this research, some participants framed 

their memories of abuse with ‘Othering’ language, with Lauren likening her past experiences to ‘ghosts’ 

and Nina explaining that she works hard to keep them ‘locked out of the home’.  

In addition to exploring the adaptive and protective uses of space, when we consider that victim-

survivors of abuse may also dislocate themselves from the home, it brings to light the long and complex 

recovery that many experience following the end of a relationship characterised by violence and abuse. 

It is not always enough simply to move, to relocate, to start afresh. As Elena explained, she sometimes 

feels as though she doesn’t ‘belong anywhere’ because she has ‘lost’ her home; she emphasises that 

she is not only referring to bricks and mortar when she says this, but a ‘physical home’ and an ‘emotional’ 

one in equal measure. Equally, Ingrid admitted that she doesn’t ‘have the answer’ to whether she will 

feel safe at home again. Although she told me that she is content in her new flat, Ingrid doesn’t ‘even 

know’ if she has a sense of ‘what home is’ as a result of her past relationship. I would suggest that this 

is because Ingrid has, so far, been unable to reconcile her sense of self with her environment. Elena and 
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Ingrid’s comments align with Blunt and Varley’s (2004) argument that alienation in the home is ‘intimately 

tied to a sense of self’ (3), as well as Osuji and Hirst’s (2015) parallel sentiment that estrangement within 

the home can lead to a sense of ‘detachment from the self’ (91), despite neither Blunt and Varley nor 

Osuji and Hirst framing their findings in relation to victim-survivors of DVA.  

Contemplating theories of the Other and the ‘space invader’ in the context of DVA has potential to be 

particularly effective – and affecting. By reminding ourselves that victim-survivors of DVA are navigating 

hostility and ongoing unfamiliarity in a space that is supposed to represent care, sanctuary, and 

protection, we are gifted a deeper understanding of how the home can remain an implicated space, and 

how indelible and disruptive the spatial consequences of violence and abuse can be. 

 

Rebuilding a sense of home 

Victim-survivors of DVA are not resigned to the labels of ‘space invader’ or the Other as a result of their 

experiences, and the findings from this research suggest that it is the home itself that enables that shift 

to take place. This research has charted the journeys of victim-survivors, following women’s narratives 

of violence and abuse and their experiences of home across important stages in the ongoing recovery 

process. What is perhaps the first step in that process is the reclamation of the home. This can take 

place while a woman is still living with her abuser, but it is most likely to begin once they are no longer 

sharing the home with the individual who compromised it initially. Findings from this research set out 

that victim-survivors of abuse use and adapt the home as part of their recovery, with reclamation taking 

place through acts of resistance, acts of restoration, and acts of re-orientation of the self. 

For example, participants who were all in the same home that they had experienced abuse in when I 

spoke with them seemed to enjoy telling me how much they had ‘changed’ the home since the abuse, 

not only as some kind of purge, but also because they finally had the freedom to do so. These ideas are 

consistent with Greider and Chanmugam’s (2013) research on encouraging place attachment in refuge 

spaces, where they argue the case for ‘allowing and enabling individual personalisation’ (373). 

Additionally, many of the participants spoke about decorating their home in direct opposition to what 
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their ex-partners would have done, transforming the acts of ripping up carpets and re-painting walls into 

triumphant, rebellious ones. April sums it up best, saying: ‘I wasn’t allowed to have a say in how the 

house looks. So, when I moved here: turquoise walls.’ When reflecting on April’s words, and those of the 

other participants, I am reminded of hooks’ (2015) conviction that work within and on the home is not 

always mundane, or even demeaning – it can be empowering and fulfilling, too. Importantly, these 

findings support hooks’ positioning of the homespace as a place for active, yet nurturing, resistance, 

strengthening hooks’ argument further within the context of experiences of DVA. 

The significance of acts of spatial resistance in the context of DVA has been identified previously – in 

Callaghan, Alexander, and Fellin’s work (2016), they found that children who had witnessed abuse in the 

home used dens and hideaways to retain a sense of safety, security, and of home. By telling the story of 

children’s spatial experiences of domestic violence, Callaghan et al. (2016) articulate the curative 

potential of home, and how direct interaction with space – acts of ‘corporeal resistance’ (416) – can 

undermine a perpetrator’s agenda. When I first came across this study, I doubted that women would 

retreat into literal nooks and crannies as imagined and discovered by children to keep them safe, but in 

the case of one participant’s story, I was wrong. While there is symmetry in the findings of my research 

and Callaghan et al.’s, the work of this thesis offers insight into how victim-survivors of all ages are 

strikingly resourceful in doing what they can to restore a semblance of home. 

Javaherian et al. (2007) also acknowledge the importance of the idea of home in their work, stating that 

‘the thought of finding a new home’ is something that offers some victim-survivors the strength to leave 

a violent and abusive relationship (45). While the findings from my own research do not pertain to the 

decision-making process of victim-survivors, they do suggest in more conclusive terms that finding and 

recreating a home is a source of strength. Four participants explained how 'important' or 'empowering' 

they found the process of recreating and restoring a home in a new space, with one saying that it gives 

her ‘great pleasure’ to know that she can now enjoy a home that she has shaped for herself and on her 

own terms. In total, six participants associated the restoration of the home with material, decorative 

changes, but these changes had an emotive impact as well as a functional one, with participants 

expressing pride in their choices.  
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These findings echo those of Davis (2003), whose work on how women rebuild their lives after DVA 

showed the positive potential of restoring comfort and normalcy in the home. Abrahams (2012) also 

details the transformative process of victim-survivors gaining control over their own space, pointing out 

that it is often achieved in direct coordination with the transformation of a home. ‘In every interview there 

were comments that this is what had made the new property feel like it was their home,’ Abrahams notes. 

‘In choosing colours, changing their minds and redecorating, they were acknowledging the way they 

were changing’ (2013: 31). The findings of this research support Abrahams’ observations that there is a 

symbiotic relationship between making homes and making selves; as one woman recalls: ‘I decorated it 

myself from top to bottom. I hung the lamps and changed plugs and… It’s mine. It’s not a man’s. It’s 

mine!’ (2013: 40). Where this research differs, however, is in its clear acknowledgement, and 

demarcation, of the home as a separate, specific space for potential. Going further, the findings from 

this research have shown that victim-survivors are often able to re-orient themselves within a space in a 

more authentic way as part of the process of reclaiming home. Put simply, the reclaimed and restored 

home leads to a re-oriented self. The victim-survivor is no longer a ‘space invader’, but instead is playing 

an active role in the creation of the home. The home then reflects this process back, repairing and 

renewing the victim-survivor’s displaced sense of self. 

With this in mind, the findings from this study add to existing research on how victim-survivors seek 

refuge in familiar places (Bowstead, 2019) or turn to loved ones for housing when taking the first steps 

away from an abuser (Davis, 2003; Long, 2015), the findings of which indicate the tendencies of some 

women to try to restore a sense of familiarity and security witin spaces that they already feel comfortable 

in and trusting of. In the case of this research, however, the findings are generated within an 

understanding of home, rather than housing, and reveal why attempts to reclaim and restore the home 

are important for women who have experienced DVA. For example, there are two participants whose 

narratives may be thought of as more reflective of existing research on DVA journeys and experiences 

of refuge. Their stories convey feelings of unsettledness, vulnerability, and disconnect. If we apply the 

idea of home to these experiences, and the trajectory of ‘space invader’ to space creator, the snapshots 

of Elena’s and Ingrid’s experiences are better understood as examples of what is felt when ‘at home-
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ness’ has not yet been achieved. The stories shared in the data support this idea that the home and how 

it is lived in the everyday is a central component of identity formation (Hockey, 2000; Mallet, 2004; Blunt 

and Dowling, 2022), as well as Bowstead’s (2019) recognition of the ‘home as a key source and site of 

belonging and personhood’ (2019: 79). However, Bowstead’s conclusions have emerged from the 

perspective of women using refuge services, rather than their experiences of re-building home, and the 

conceptualisation of home in humanist geography literature does not necessarily engage with the 

tensions and nuances that exist in space when violence and abuse occurs. This research, therefore, 

offers an original perspective on the ‘identity work’ that is intimately linked to creating or re-making 

home, particularly when that work is done by women who have experienced violence and abuse. 

This research’s key finding that the home is a site of reclamation for victim-survivors of DVA is seen in 

existing literature; Jeffrey and Barata (2017), for example, found that housing security is a basis for 

recouping a sense of stability and safety within the home for victim-survivors, as well as a contributing 

factor in their ability to become self-sufficient. Both Woodhall-Melnik et al. (2016) and Hetling et al. (2018) 

also acknowledge how moving on and finding spaces to heal is an important part of the recovery process 

for those have experienced violence and abuse in the home. However, as discussed in chapter two, ‘The 

Geographies of Domestic Violence and Abuse’, much of these arguments are situated within the wider 

discourse on housing, rather than home. The concept of home is not invisible in violence and abuse 

research – nor is DVA always omitted in discussions on home and space – but I have shown that by 

joining together these separate disciplines, we are provided with a more in-depth appreciation for how 

the spatial relationships that are negotiated and forged by victim-survivors become a part of the central 

experience of violence and abuse in general. When a home is cared for and lived in on the terms of all 

those who live in it, it becomes a renewed space of safety as well as representative of what has been 

overcome to get there. This is spoken about evocatively by participants of this research, who reflect on 

their new ‘homes’ as symbolic of ‘therapy’, having a ‘right’ to exist in a space, ‘freedom’, and as symbols 

of themselves. This is perhaps most touchingly expressed by Sadie, who says that her friends have 

noticed that she is visible in the home once again: ‘You feel like you again; the house feels like you’, she 

is told. 
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7.3 Redefining the relationship between women and home 

An argument for the ‘domestic’ 

In this final section of analysis, I will analyse and discuss the fourth key finding of this thesis: that there 

is a difference between a ‘house’ and a ‘home’ for victims-survivors of DVA. This section consists of a 

response to the third research question, ‘What are the differences between a ‘house’ and a ‘home’ for 

victim-survivors of DVA?’ and intends to provide justification for renewed discussion about the 

relationship between women and the home. It is with this finding that I hope to offer a persuasive 

argument for recognising the sensitivities of house versus home, and that to conflate the two risks 

neglecting the home as a space of significance for women who have lived with violence and abuse. It is 

with this finding that I will challenge feminist criticism of the association of women with the home, 

suggesting that rather than contributing to the gendered spatial hierarchies that oppress women, a 

sensitive engagement with the concept of home can reveal its capacity for providing hope and 

empowerment for victim-survivors of DVA. 

Critiques of the normative, romanticised ideal of the home suggest that experiences of DVA, as well as 

women’s expected position in the home, undermine or weaken the home as a concept, or even as an 

attainable space. As discussed in chapter three, ‘Finding and Theorising Space for Women’, the 

‘domestic’ signifier in DVA is more than a locator, but a representation of the unequal status of women 

in the home as a potential explanation for why violence against women takes place. Marcus (1994), for 

example, suggests that the ‘domestic’ label obscures the realities of DVA, while Price (2002) and Pain 

(2014) put forward cases for an abandonment of it entirely, as by maintaining the notion of the ‘domestic’, 

and thus the idea of home, we are ignoring that violence and abuse in the home is ‘abetted, enabled, by 

that normative ideal’ (2002: 40-41) along with other political and social interactions of men’s violence. It 

is true to some extent that the ideal of the home is diminished while DVA persists, and the findings from 

this research have explored the loss of home for victim-survivors in a meaningful way. However, despite 

the spatial quality and consequences of DVA, the home as a space is also a key component of victim-

survivors’ recovery. The findings explored in this final section of analysis therefore coexist with a more 



187 

sympathetic and balanced theory of the home, as found in Goodall (1990), Young (2005), hooks (2015), 

and Jupp (2017), where the potential of the home is foregrounded over its constraints and 

contradictions. 

In this research, all 15 participants agreed that there is a difference between the terms ‘house’ and 

‘home’, and the women I spoke with associated home with freedom, independence, ownership, 

reconciliation, and belonging. Importantly, for the majority of participants, they were able to speak of 

home in such affirming and positive terms because they had gone some way in reclaiming the space of 

the home themselves. These findings do not therefore offer an understanding of what home could look 

like for this group of victim-survivors, but how it is imagined and what it does look like. 

 

What makes a home? 

For victim-survivors of DVA, living in a space freely is a central part of feeling ‘at home’. That freedom – 

whether it is the freedom to leave bedroom doors open, sit quietly in the kitchen, or ‘be yourself’ – then 

generates a sense of safety and relief. As the findings of this research have shown, the experience of 

living with an abusive partner is often defined by fear, control, restricted movement, and insecurity; the 

experience of living somewhere that feels like home, however, has the potential to be altogether 

different. In total, 11 participants equated the idea of home with a sense of freedom, the ability to be 

yourself, and of predictability and safety. Drawing a separation between a house and home, Sadie 

explained that ‘you can be in a place that is your house and 100% not be at home, because you’re not 

free to be yourself.’ Marissa viewed her experience of home as ‘being able to just do anything at any 

given time’ without any fear or prior consideration for what might come next, while Evelyn concluded 

that she feels ‘at home’ now because she has ‘freedom’ that she did not have before: ‘I can do what I 

want, when I want, how I want. There’s no restrictions whatsoever.’ These feelings that have been 

described by the victim-survivors in this study are relevant to Giddens’ (1984; 1990) and Saunders’ 

(1990) work on ontological security, and significantly, they differ from some of the experiences 

expressed by women who had used the services of a refuge, who felt as though they had limited privacy 
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and autonomy (Baker et al., 2010; Chanmugam, 2011; Bowyer, Swanston, and Vetere, 2015; Fisher and 

Stylianou, 2016; Bracewell, Larkins, and Stanley, 2021). This suggests that finding shelter for victim-

survivors, although important, is just one part of the solution. Victim-survivors of DVA view independence 

as another facet of feeling ‘at home’. Although perhaps synonymous with freedom, independence in the 

context of recovering from an abusive relationship relates to the action of choice, as well as the 

acknowledgement of having a choice where there had not been one previously. Once in a space that 

they are able to call home, victim-survivors feel more able to make decisions regarding the home 

independently, and importantly, they feel empowered in doing so. Feelings of independence were talked 

about by five participants – Fern, for example, called her home a ‘symbol’ of the independence that she 

had achieved since leaving her abusive ex-husband. Sadie also spoke of the ‘value’ she held for her 

new-found independence, while Marissa spoke with satisfaction about the way she ran her home: ‘My 

home is what I want it to be and is what I say it is with who I say, when I say it is.’ The decisions Marissa 

had made about her home, how it looked and who it was for, were all hers, and it is clear that she found 

strength and pleasure in reclaiming self-sufficiency. 

Closely linked to independence within the home is the idea of ownership. Ownership, in the context of 

shaping and making a home, is something that participants placed particular importance on. For victim-

survivors of DVA, ownership goes beyond having a property in their own name – although it is worth 

noting that some of the participants I spoke with hoped to one day own their own home in the literal 

sense. It is often the case that victim-survivors have formally owned a property before, whether on their 

own or together with their abuser. While the weaponisation of home ownership may occur in cases of 

financial abuse, the sense of ownership that participants in this research speak of is, in the main, related 

to regaining control over personal, private space so that it can feel like ‘theirs’ again. Seven participants 

expressed the importance of feeling or having ownership of the home, and it appeared that ‘ownership’ 

acted as a byword for ‘control’. Indeed, two participants both talked explicitly about having ‘control’ over 

their home, while another two explained that they found security in knowing that the home (even if not 

literally) belonged to them: ‘The reason it makes me so uplifted— feel so uplifted is because it belongs 

entirely to me’. A sense of ownership may also be interrelated with the material, tactile aspects of the 
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home, including objects that cultivate a sense of what Dowling and Power (2011) call ‘homeyness’. One 

participant, for example, explained that she felt most ‘at home’ where she was currently living because 

she could look around and know that ‘everything’ she could see – her TV, her cooker, her fridge – was 

hers. It is important to recognise that some participants were critical of this more affective understanding 

of ownership, with one suggesting that ‘actually owning’ a home is important, as ‘there is a limit’ to how 

much you can consider a space a home when you know it is temporary. Another, however, suggested 

that ownership is only what ‘initially’ transforms a house into a home. Again, these findings coincide with 

the idea of home as a source of ontological security, although they challenge the argument that a lack 

of tenure specifically has negative consequences for such a state (Bowlby, 2019). The fact that some 

participants felt ownership in and of their spaces even when they did not formally own those homes 

suggests that it may be helpful to adjust our current definition of ‘home ownership’ and place greater 

emphasis on the home as an imagined, emotional space – and the idea of ownership on the ability to 

invest time and energy, rather than money, into a space. 

Another defining aspect of feeling ‘at home’ for victim-survivors of DVA is reconciliation. Victim-survivors 

feeling able to reconcile with the space around them is a transformative part of the recovery process, 

where the sense of self of a space’s user is projected back onto said space. Grounded in the freedom, 

independence, and ownership that contributes to a home, reconciliation is communicated by participants 

as an organic and reciprocal relationship between identity and place, and a purposeful one, too 

(Easthope, 2010). Communicating the importance of a reconciliatory home, one participant echoed 

Hiscock et al.’s (2001) assertion that the home should be a secure base to which individuals can return 

to, saying ‘that home should not ‘feel like a challenge. It should be the sort of place that you wanna 

unwind and rejuvenate before going back out in the world.’ Being able to imbue a space with your own 

identity, even by changing ‘the wall colour’ as another participant made a point of mentioning, is far from 

a trivial or superficial pursuit. Seven participants related feeling ‘at home’ to having the opportunity to 

reconcile themselves with the home or reconcile the idea of home itself. This was communicated in 

participants’ accounts of personalising their homes and their participation in shaping a space so that it 

reflected who they were and what they wanted the home to be. For one victim-survivor, realising the 
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potential of the home in this way, and actively building a relationship with her space, was a ‘powerful’ 

feeling. These findings are consistent with the theories of Heidegger (1971) and Young (2005), where 

home-making and dwelling are regarded as methods for extending and situating the body, as well as 

Ahmed’s (2006) theory that the (re)construction of the self in partnership with space is important for 

restoring feelings of security and attachment, as well as identity. They support, too, Dowling and Power’s 

(2011) argument that home-making ‘is not a one-way process’ (77), demonstrating that the home-

making practices that we, and especially victim-survivors of DVA, partake in contribute directly to how 

we value, understand, and experience home, and that time and space should be made available for 

these practices. When home-making is viewed as ‘a multi-directional’ relationship – that is, where the 

materiality of the house is understood as participatory in shaping, altering, surprising and even disturbing 

a sense of home (2011: 77) – the aspects of home that may be regarded as secondary to matters of 

shelter and security are given greater attention and respect for their role in shaping and consolidating a 

sense of identity. This aligns with Heywood et al.’s (2019) conception of thrivership. In their research 

with women who had experienced violence and abuse, Heywood et al. presented an alternative way of 

understanding how women may be ‘victims’ or ‘survivors’, arguing that the term ‘thrivership’ can resolve 

the issues associated with ‘victim’ and ‘survivor’ narratives and re-position women as ‘prosperous, 

growing, or flourishing’ (2019: 2). For Heywood et al., ‘thriving post-DVA [is] a ‘transformative’ process 

rather than an outcome’, and one that ‘represents more than just a return to ‘normal’; instead, it invokes 

images of women who feel free, safe, able to have fun, and ‘empowered and in control of their own life’ 

(2019: 6). What the findings from this research introduce to Heywood et al.’s theory is a space where 

that process of thrivership is able to take place, and furthermore, that contributes to it. 

Finally, the findings from this research have shown that victim-survivors of DVA may relate feeling ‘at 

home’ to a sense of belonging. Hand-in-hand with reconciliation, belonging represents an affinity that 

one feels to not just a place but also to others; to both the fixed space of a home and to the shifting, 

organic relationships that play out in it. While one participant defined home as a place of ‘belonging’ 

explicitly, other participants instead connected the idea of home to ‘family’, ‘intimacy’, ‘neighbours’, and 

‘community’. Taking into account the isolation felt by victim-survivors while living with an abuser, it is no 
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surprise that kinship emerges as a valuable aspect of home. 10 participants shared the notion of 

belonging as a part of feeling ‘at home’. Their narratives speak to the idea of feeling as though you 

belong in a specific space, but also the idea of belonging to a wider set of social relations that are 

maintained and enjoyed in the home, such as those shared with family, friends, and neighbours. 

Participants spoke movingly about being able to invite people over and see their guests take pleasure 

in the home they had created. In this research, feeling ‘at home’ for the majority of victim-survivors meant 

feeling ‘at home’ among a community of sorts, as well as having a space in which to nurture relationships 

and connections both old and new. The home is not necessarily a space of restriction, isolation, or 

division for women, then; often, it is a central contributor to feeling able to re-engage and reconnect with 

spaces beyond the home, too. It is important to note, however, that Elena felt as though she was not ‘a 

fixed part of [the] house’ she had moved into following her experience of DVA, despite it being what she 

called her ‘family home’. The idea that belonging is an element of cultivating home is consistent with the 

work of Saunders and Williams (1988), Kearns et al. (2000), Blunt and Varley (2004), and hooks (2015), 

who all consider the home as an important site for forming and maintaining relationships with others. It 

echoes, too, Mallett (2004), who argues that one of the many definitions of home can be that of ‘a 

constellation of relationships’. Yet, as Elena’s comments show – and indeed the very existence of 

turbulent relationships in the home – forging social connections and relationships is not necessarily 

enough to feel ‘at home’, and it is the sense that you belong somewhere first that allows you to let others 

in and share your space with you. 

These findings challenge the argument that to explore women’s experiences in the home is to confine 

them to that space or to overlook their existence beyond it. The ways in which all participants engaged 

with the question of house versus home by describing to me their homes, sharing their happiness in 

what they had created, or sharing their hope for what they would be able to achieve in the future is 

indicative of the promise that home offers for this group of victim-survivors of DVA. Home meant 

something to each of the women I spoke with, and importantly, it represented something that they 

thought they had lost but were able to reclaim by themselves for themselves. 
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Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have further analysed the findings of this research, following victim-survivors’ changing 

relationships with the home throughout their experiences of DVA. First, I presented a new perspective 

on DVA and coercive control that takes into account the unique spatiality of violence and abuse in the 

home. This is then carried through into my second point, that victim-survivors are able to restore agency 

and shift from being ‘space invaders’ to space creators as their relationship with the home changes. 

Finally, I explored the meanings of home for the women in this research, attaching the idea of ‘at home-

ness’ to freedom, independence, ownership, reconciliation, and belonging. Although this thesis cannot 

provide an answer to the question of what home may definitively look or feel like, it can share what home 

means to women who have lived with violence and abuse. This thesis also serves as a response to 

feminist critiques of the domestic and the homespace. It has carefully considered the serious impact of 

DVA on women, but it has done so with theories of spatiality, embodiment, and identity in mind. Rather 

than simply reducing women to the domestic sphere or imposing a relationship between victim-survivors 

of the home that may not exist, by examining and framing experiences of violence and abuse through a 

spatial lens that is especially attentive to ideas of home, this research has established that not only are 

women’s identities undermined by violent, abusive, and dangerous homes, women are able to take 

pleasure in domestic space; they are able to find solace when given the opportunity to rebuild the sense 

of home they had previously lost. In turn, this allows women to re-establish control and autonomy over 

the most intimate and influential spaces, and the one they engage and live with every day. By examining 

how DVA is enacted in the space of the home, how the consequences of DVA manifest spatially, and the 

different facets of home for victim-survivors, I have offered a compelling argument for reclaiming the 

‘domestic’ and the home in the research of DVA. For although the ‘domestic’ is implicated by violence 

and abuse, it is also the place where most women return to. 
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8 
Conclusion 

 

In this conclusion I will revisit the three central research questions that I initially outlined in chapter one, 

‘Introduction’, and summarise how each has been attended to, reiterating the significance of the findings 

of this thesis and the original contribution that it offers. I will then reflect on the methodological and 

epistemic limitations of this thesis, identifying areas that may benefit from further development and 

possible points of departure for future research. Finally, the last section of this chapter will present a 

number of practical recommendations relating to policy and practice that have arisen from the findings 

of this thesis.  

 

8.1 Returning to the research questions 

Here, I will return to each of the three principal research questions that guided the work of this thesis. In 

this section, I will consider the ways in which each question has been answered by the research and 

what conclusions may be drawn from them. 

1) How is DVA enacted in the home? 

By positioning the home as an affective space that encompasses the experiences of everyday life 

alongside a wider, and often contested, sense of being and belonging (Blunt and Dowling, 2022), the 

findings of this research show that experiences of violence and abuse in the home are spatially 

constituted. They also suggest that the interiority and domesticity of the home is a resource for 

perpetrators of DVA. The spaces of the home are utilised alongside violent acts and coercive control to 

magnify the experience of abuse. Victim-survivors may be forced to avoid or limit their time in areas of 

the home, such as bedrooms and bathrooms, and may have personal affects stripped from the home by 

perpetrators. Victim-survivors may feel resigned to live in chaotic, unfinished surroundings, or in spaces 
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that do not feel familiar or welcoming, safe, and comfortable to them. How the home looks and feels to 

victim-survivors as violence and abuse persists has a significant effect on their sense of identity and may 

leave them feeling as though they have lost part of themselves along with a sense of home. 

As outlined in chapter five, perpetrators of DVA take advantage of the unique space of the home in 

material, affective, and atmospheric ways. They may manage and restrict victim-survivors’ movements 

within the home, they deny and obfuscate the opportunity for victim-survivors to reflect themselves in 

the home, and they infuse the atmosphere of the home with their presence so that it becomes a 

threatening space. The participants’ narratives of living in a violent and abusive home expose the realities 

of what is happening to a space when it becomes the scene of an enduring crime, as well as the lasting 

impact of the distortion of the experience of home. 

2) How do victim-survivors’ relationships with the home change following experiences of DVA? 

In keeping in mind theories of embodiment, inhabitance, and ontological security, this research has 

identified two ways that victim-survivors’ relationships with the home change following experiences of 

violence and abuse. Firstly, the findings of this research reveal that victim-survivors’ perceptions of and 

behaviours in space are altered both during and after experiences of DVA. As a result, their relationship 

with the home is compromised. Victim-survivors described scenarios where they used space adaptively, 

protectively, or felt dislocated from areas within the home entirely. Adaptive behaviours amount to spatial 

negotiation, whereby victim-survivors may adapt their routines by entering spaces they feel vulnerable 

in, but only if certain conditions are met, such as whether a door remains open or closed, for example. 

Victim-survivors may also need to remove objects from their space or learn to live with tangible 

reminders of their experiences. Protective behaviours are associated with selective disengagement and 

withdrawal from certain spaces or domestic habits within the home, even when a victim-survivor has 

moved into a new property that they have not experienced DVA in. Feeling dislocated in space as a result 

of DVA may lead victim-survivors to feel that they have lost their connection to a home, causing feelings 

of disorientation, grief, and the sense that the ability to feel ‘at home’ is no longer possible. 
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Secondly, this research has shown that, however it is done, the opportunity to reclaim the space of the 

home is often a powerful, hopeful pursuit for victim-survivors, and one that may actively defy the actions 

of perpetrators. Although the reclamation of space is something that can be done while a victim-survivor 

is still living with their abuser, it appears that reclamation is most likely to be initiated once a new space 

is available. The findings of this research have demonstrated how home is reclaimed through the 

resistance of previous domestic routines and habits that victim-survivors may have fallen into, as well as 

the restoration and cultivation of home by personalising and decorating spaces. By resisting previous, 

negative experiences of home and restoring a sense of home that they identify with, victim-survivors are 

more likely to feel reoriented in space and the home specifically. By aligning their sense of ‘self’ with the 

domestic sphere through active, almost therapeutic practices, victim-survivors are able to recognise 

themselves reflected in the space of the home for what is often the first time in years. 

For the majority of participants in this research, victim-survivors had reconciled, in varying degrees, with 

the space(s) of the home. Their respective identities and senses of self had been rediscovered, 

reclaimed, through spatial practices of the domestic. However, this reconciliation process is not always 

linear, nor is it always possible for victim-survivors to undo and overcome learned, embodied behaviours 

that have developed as a result of experiencing DVA. 

3) What are the differences between a ‘house’ and a ‘home’ for victim-survivors of DVA? 

The findings of this research affirm that there is more than a semantic difference between the terms 

‘house’ and ‘home’ for victim-survivors of DVA, and that finding a house after leaving a violent and 

abusive partner does not precipitate the rediscovery of home. This thesis cautions against the conflation 

of ‘house’ and ‘home’ in DVA literature, policy, and practice, and draws attention to the importance of 

questioning what is actually meant when each word is used by those who have lived with violence and 

abuse. While victim-survivors may use the terms ‘house’ and ‘home’ interchangeably on occasion, it is 

likely that they are making distinct associations and inferences when they do. In this research, ‘home’ 

was conceptualised by victim-survivors as something that is more than bricks and mortar or a material 

possession; it is a feeling, a way of living, and it is also ultimately symbolic.  
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This thesis has outlined some of the emotions and states that may be associated with the home for victim-

survivors: freedom, independence, ownership, reconciliation, and belonging. Importantly, these feelings 

that contribute to a sense of home are able to be recovered by victim-survivors once they are no longer 

living with a violent and abusive partner. What transforms a house into something more meaningful is 

the opportunity to begin reclaiming the aforementioned freedom, independence, ownership, 

reconciliation, and belonging, and it appears that all rest, at least in part, on the availability of a space 

that can be thought of, lived in, and shaped as a home. The home may be perceived by victim-survivors 

as a critical element of their recovery from DVA into a position of ‘thrivership’ (Heywood et al., 2019), 

shifting from simply dwelling or existing in a space into something altogether more pleasurable and 

fulfilling. The opportunity to rebuild and re-establish the home for victim-survivors is important, then, and 

so too is the language we use. 

By exploring the everyday spatial comportment of victim-survivors in the home while living with an 

abuser, and by considering what the home as an imagined space means to women who have 

experienced DVA, this research has offered an original contribution to the understanding and theorising 

of DVA. By examining more closely the nuances of space and the potential of the home as a site for 

restorative orientation, identity work, and sense-making, this thesis offers what I hope is a persuasive 

argument for remembering the ‘domestic’ of DVA. Rather than viewing the ‘domestic’ of DVA as a 

descriptor or locator of violence and abuse that could otherwise happen elsewhere, this thesis contends 

that as well as being a unique phenomenon in and of itself, DVA is a uniquely spatial form of violence 

against, although not exclusively, women and girls. The literal space of the home, of the domestic, and 

the ideals it represents plays a fundamental role in maintaining the abuse it houses, as well as the 

prospect of recovery.  

 

8.2 Limitations 

Methodological limitations 
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As I touched upon in chapter four, ‘Methodology’, there are inevitable limitations to the chosen research 

design and methods that I adopted for this thesis, whether that be in relation to the way that data was 

collected and later analysed, the recruitment process, or the demographics of the women who agreed 

to participate. One element of this research that I am especially mindful of is its perceived generalisability. 

Like many, if not all, qualitative studies, I am aware that it is not possible, nor perhaps suitable, to stake 

claims of representativeness. Where issues of rigour have been addressed are in ensuring validity 

(accurately representing the phenomenon of DVA in the home), reliability (undertaking research in 

replicable ways), and generalisability (applying findings to other contexts, concepts, and theory) (Morse, 

2015; Hays and McKibben, 2021). On the point of generalisability, in the context of DVA research, I 

believe that the burden to produce applicable, relevant research that resonates with those affected is felt 

more keenly than perhaps other areas of qualitative research. The application of IPA in this thesis meant 

working with a modest sample size, and I am sensitive to the fact that the experiences of the 15 British 

women in this study may not correspond with the experiences of the millions of other women who have 

experienced violence and abuse across the UK, let alone beyond the West or in populations where the 

home is ascribed cultural significance that I have not been able to engage with in this thesis. The findings 

of this research may have looked differently with a more ethnically diverse sample, for example, in that 

Black and ethnic minority women are likely to experience discrimination and alienation from space(s) in 

ways that intersect with their racial identity (Blunt and Dowling, 2022). Considering this thesis’ application 

of hooks’ (2015) theory of the home as a restorative and political space, which itself emerged from the 

perspectives of African American women, voices of Black women who have experienced DVA may have 

been able to offer further insight into the unique relevance of hooks’ conceptualisation of home. By 

engaging in in-depth analysis and offering a ‘thick description’ (Hays and McKibben, 2021) of how home 

is experienced in light of DVA, issues regarding the generalisability of this research have been mitigated, 

in that they offer a possible jumping-off point for future enquiry. The findings of this research can only 

be strengthened by a more rigorous intersectional methodology and the prioritisation of speaking to 

women from marginalised communities whose experiences are all too often overlooked, and I welcome 

any development in this way. 
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It is also the case that for the women I spoke with, a not insignificant amount of time had passed between 

experiencing DVA and taking part in this research. This thesis cannot, therefore, authentically portray 

how the spaces of the home may appear to victim-survivors as they are living through abuse, nor neglect 

the possibility that time and distance from an event may alter perceptions of it. However, qualitative 

research is almost always working with people’s perceptions, and in the case of this research, the amount 

of time that had passed since participants’ experiences of abuse meant that they were perhaps able to 

engage with questions of spatiality and embodiment in a more reflective way. Additionally, by talking to 

victim-survivors while they are still living with DVA, insights into the rediscovery and reclamation of the 

home may not be uncovered, as they are not yet at a point in their lives where such processes are 

possible. Another possible limitation of this research design is in its centring of the home and space from 

the outset. While I believe that the findings of this thesis are no less powerful because of it, it may be the 

case that participants had such rich responses to my questions because they were already engaged 

with the idea of home and what it means to them. 

The researcher’s positionality in the application of IPA led me to conclude that sharing transcripts, initial 

notes, and the early analysis of interviews with participants may unduly influence my own interpretation 

of the data. On reflection, this may have been misplaced apprehension. Although I did not intend for this 

research to be co-produced in the traditional sense, I acknowledge that the decision to share findings 

with participants allows for a critical reflexivity that questions any taken-for-granted assumptions of the 

researcher (Gabriel et al., 2017) and, in turn, returns and reinforces the agency of participants. Practising 

reflexivity is uncomfortable and representation messy, and as Pillow (2003) argues, the presentation of 

self-reflexivity as a researcher simply making their subjectivity known may be ‘limited and limiting’ (2003: 

184). However, there is argument that a truly collaborative research process, where participants actively 

contribute to interpretation and analysis, is still borne out of an ‘unequal power relationship’, where power 

is ‘given’ to participants, rather than ‘taken’ (Trinh, 1991, in Pillow, 2003: 18).  

In her assessment of the ‘gift relationship’ in feminist interviewing and research, Oakley (2016) highlights 

that the conditionality of giving in research rests on whether participants understand ‘that they will not 

be given, in return, the chance to control the research product’ (2016: 10). Such was the case in this 
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research. Although this ‘gift’ is given within a particular power dynamic, Oakley argues that there are 

‘counterbalances’ available, such as participants developing their own narrative threads outside of the 

questions asked, resisting closure by attempting to continue the researched-researcher relationship, and 

even writing the research process out from their memories (2016: 10). I cannot speak for the latter two 

‘counterbalances’, but in this research, many of the women I spoke with embraced the open nature of 

the interview to go down their own paths of storytelling.  

Nonetheless, I accept that there are benefits to offering participants the opportunity to provide feedback 

on researchers’ interpretations and findings as a form of sense-checking. Ensuring that the conclusions 

of this thesis did indeed resonate with the victim-survivors I spoke with would have further strengthened 

my analysis. Although there may be challenges in seeking individual responses to the collective analysis 

of data, in future, I would seek to follow an approach similar to that in Broadhurst and Mason’s (2020) 

work with mothers on child removal, whereby a small number of original participants were invited to 

serve as a reference group and share their thoughts on the research’s findings. Westmarland and Bows 

(2019) suggest that participatory DVA research can include inviting participants to attend any 

dissemination events and sending them copies of research reports, which is the extent to which I have 

and will engage with participants of this research. However, particularly if researching spatial 

relationships through more ethnographic or creative methods in future, I would consider the use of an 

approach with more sustained participant engagement for authentic, co-produced understandings of 

home in the context of DVA. 

Equally, there were certain threads that emerged during data collection and analysis that I have been 

unable to address in this thesis due to time and scope. One such issue that I believe is particularly fertile 

as a starting point for future research is the importance of outdoor spaces for victim-survivors of DVA, 

as well as the benefits of feeling part of a wider, supportive community. A number of women that I spoke 

with shared how they took pleasure and found comfort in their gardens, the green spaces around them, 

or local community projects. Interestingly, these are all factors that are, quite literally, external to the 

home as a physical structure. There is certainly more to be said on how feelings of being ‘at home’ 

stretch out beyond the material home itself, particularly in the context of DVA, where victim-survivors 
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are often forced to withdraw and are deliberately isolated by their abusers. Another theme that I believe 

is deserving of further exploration but was not sufficiently represented in this research’s corpus of data 

is that of motherhood. While several participants mentioned their children in interview, only one related 

their experiences of mothering to space, in that she perceived her child’s bedroom as a notably safe 

space. It is the case, too, that not all of the women I spoke with had children or were living with their 

children when they experienced violence and abuse. However, I would welcome any future work that 

focuses on victim-survivors’ identities as parents and how experiences of both DVA and home are 

impacted by parenting responsibilities. In particular, I believe the application of this research’s findings 

and those of Callaghan et al. (2016)’s would be a natural progression point. 

 

Theoretical limitations 

The limitations of feminist enquiry, as well as feminist explanations of DVA, have also been explored in 

depth in chapter four, ‘Methodology’, so it is not the purpose of this section to repeat those discussions. 

However, I want to reiterate that although a feminist piece of work, this thesis is restricted in that it cannot 

speak to the experiences of male victim-survivors of DVA. As I have previously mentioned, the 

exploration of women’s spatial relationships in the context of DVA is reflective of both the gender 

asymmetry of violence and abuse and the unique position women navigate in public and private. 

However, it does not intend to negate the lived experiences of men who have suffered violence and 

abuse at the hands of other men, and indeed, women. Similarly, the findings of this research may not be 

applicable to women who have experienced DVA in same-sex relationships.  

Although this research was undertaken in the midst of the pandemic, all of the women I spoke with had 

experienced DVA before the emergence of COVID-19, and it is clear from the data that the pandemic 

had not influenced the type of abuse they experienced nor interfered with help-seeking or moving. It is 

possible (probable, even) that lockdown measures had altered the way participants reflected on their 

relationship with home, but this was not made explicit, and I did not frame questions with the pandemic 

in mind. This may be, in part, due to pandemic fatigue, a reluctance on both sides to engage with the 
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shift we were living through, or reflective of how, collectively, we adapted to the unfamiliar meanings and 

responsibilities domestic space had taken on during COVID-19. It is therefore beyond the scope of this 

research to address how home was experienced for victim-survivors during the pandemic, although I 

accept there is much to be said. The transformation of the home during, and in the years following, 

COVID-19, along with the paradox of experiencing ‘homeliness and unhomeliness…simultaneously’ 

(Blunt and Dowling, 2022: 319), is fertile ground for future research on the relationship between DVA 

and home, and welcomes the extension of exploring DVA not simply through the lens of the domestic, 

but by what Blunt and Dowling call ‘the lens of the domestic uncanny’ (2022: 319). 

Another relevant area of enquiry that this thesis was unable to address is the experiences that victim-

survivors may have in refuges or temporary accommodation. This thesis acknowledges that ‘home’ is 

not necessarily a house in the traditional sense, and it may well be the case that victim-survivors feel ‘at 

home’ in a refuge. Only one of the participants I spoke with had spent time in refuge accommodation, 

and although they offered insight into the spatial negotiations required while staying there, the rest of my 

data did not allow me to sufficiently follow this thread in greater detail. This is unfortunate, as existing 

research on the spatiality of the refuge could benefit from further contribution. Although this research 

has developed a new way of exploring and understanding the phenomenology of domestic space in 

particular, I believe that more focused work on the experiences of refuge and other forms of emergency 

accommodation – and where these also fit into discourses of home and spatial relationships – would be 

a worthwhile undertaking, and perhaps even a natural progression of this research. 

This research applied a more humanistic understanding of home – that is, that the home is a space for 

meaning-making and identity work – rather than analysis within a housing studies framework (Blunt and 

Dowling, 2022), which may have paid greater attention to house design and the experience of home in 

relation to tenure and housing security. In an attempt to avoid the continued conflation of ‘house’ and 

‘home’ in DVA research, and in a departure from ‘housing studies’ focus on housing as the sole entry 

point into understanding home’ (2022: 11), my approach to home meant that the types of dwelling that 

participants lived in were not formally recorded. Although participants signalled whether they lived in a 

house or flat at the time of interview, the type of dwelling they lived in with their perpetrator was not 
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made clear in the same way. I cannot, therefore, draw conclusions on how certain forms of dwelling, 

such as houses or flats, may affect, or even compound, experiences of violence and abuse for victim-

survivors. Similarly, the findings of this thesis did not attend to the concept of financial abuse and how 

perpetrators may withhold finances and capital to disrupt housing security and tenure. I would 

recommend greater consideration of the physical form and space of the home alongside a humanistic 

analysis of home in future DVA research. Although this thesis did not present a relationship between 

tenure and feelings of ‘at-homeness’, I would also welcome work that applies a spatial lens to victim-

survivors who experience financial abuse, and how experiences of housing insecurity and precarity 

interrelate with experiences of home. 

Throughout this process, I occasionally found myself questioning to what extent this thesis ‘fits in’ with 

existing sociological research into the problem of DVA. At times, I have wondered whether an inter-

disciplinary approach that engaged in greater depth with architectural theory, for example, would have 

been more appropriate for the research questions this thesis has posed and answered. Equally, while 

sharing stories of my research with others outside of academia, I quickly discovered that simply saying 

that I was exploring ‘spatial relationships and meanings of home’ was an unsatisfactory answer to those 

unfamiliar with these ideas and why these questions are relevant. In the context of DVA, there is a risk 

that this thesis may read as too abstract on the surface, although I do not believe that it cannot initiate 

conversation about practicalities. The issues of housing, temporary accommodation, and homelessness 

all require urgent attention in the UK, not least because of the current political and economic climate, 

particularly for victim-survivors of DVA. It is important, then, that I frame the findings of this research as 

concomitant with existing work on these practical issues, rather than as alternate or oppositional. 

 

8.3 Looking forward 

Future recommendations for policy and practice 

In its position at the intersection of feminist, phenomenological conceptualisations of DVA, the home, 

and also DVA in the home, there are both practical and theoretical implications that can be drawn out 
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from the findings of this research. In this section, I will discuss possible applications of these findings, 

re-emphasising for the final time the inherent value in the reclaiming the ‘domestic’ in DVA.  

First, I want to contextualise this thesis’ findings within contemporary discussions of DVA policy in the 

UK. As I introduced in chapter one, a recent report on UK attitudes towards domestic abuse revealed 

that coercive and controlling behaviours of DVA, such as policing clothing and criticising the individual, 

are not viewed as severe as other forms of more immediate physical, sexual, or emotional abuse 

(Women’s Aid, 2022). It is important that awareness of how impactful more discrete behaviours can be 

is communicated, but I believe this can be strengthened further by incorporating the findings of this 

research into other, future research endeavours on the attitudes of DVA. By asking questions about how 

‘wrong’ people consider a perpetrator’s control over the interior spaces of the home, dismissing a 

partner’s contributions and ideas relating to home-making, or removing and destroying the structural 

and material aspects of the home such as walls, doors, furniture, household items, and personal affects, 

we can encourage a perception of DVA as having perceptible, tangible outcomes that go beyond injury. 

In a similar vein, the findings of this research could also be applied to the Domestic Abuse, Stalking and 

Harassment and Honour-based Violence (DASH) risk assessment tool that assists front-line practitioners 

in the identification of high-risk cases (SafeLives, 2015). Specifically, I suggest that the question, 'Does 

[the abuser] try to control everything you do and/or are they excessively jealous?' on the checklist could 

be amended to prompt workers to ask questions of control directly pertaining to the spaces of the home. 

Similarly, taking into account that questions are posed to victim-survivors about the mistreatment of 

animals and family pets, so too could practitioners enquire as to whether parts of the home have been 

damaged or destroyed as part of an abuser’s behaviour. These are recommendations that may also have 

relevance regarding the way that police officers respond when they are called to attend a home where 

violence and abuse has occurred.  

A recent report into the experiences of temporary accommodation by Shelter (2023) detailed the sheer 

inadequacy of the services currently available to people who are in need of short-term or emergency 

housing solutions in the UK. Shelter raises awareness of safety hazards, structural problems, issues 

relating to damp, mould, or condensation, and running water, as well as insufficient access to cooking 
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and laundry facilities and the internet. The report concludes that an overhaul, or perhaps even a 

dismantling, of the current system offering temporary accommodation is needed, highlighting how 

current services are ill-equipped to deal with the vulnerabilities of those seeking shelter. This research 

builds on the important findings of Still Living in Limbo (2023) by representing the risks of emotional, 

affective displacement that can take place in the home. The findings of this research in relation to 

Shelter’s report are applicable to all those in need of temporary or emergency accommodation, but for 

victim-survivors of DVA in particular. Although the provision of safe, physical shelter is critical for women 

leaving an abusive partner – and that provision may unquestionably offer immediate relief – this thesis 

argues that an inability to rebuild a sense of home or reconnect with the intimacy of domestic space has 

longer-term implications for victim-survivors’ wellbeing and identities, and therefore living in unsuitable 

temporary accommodation has the potential to be even more traumatic. On the point of accommodating 

victim-survivors, this thesis also argues that considering the spatial experiences of DVA may help those 

who rehouse women find a more suitable space for them. For example, if a victim-survivor indicates that 

they frequently experienced violence and abuse in the bedroom or bathroom, re-housing them into 

accommodation that has shared, communal kitchen and living spaces may restrict their movement and 

leave them feeling as though they have nowhere safe to retreat to, as a private bedroom or bathroom in 

this instance cannot offer the same respite and sanctuary that it perhaps would for others. Future 

research that continues and develops the line of enquiry of this thesis could also provide design 

interventions for new social housing and refuge accommodation, such as providing space and 

opportunity for personalisation, for example. 

As recently as March 2023, the Ministry of Justice announced their intentions for domestic abusers who 

kill their partners or ex-partners to receive tougher sentences. As part of the plans published by the UK 

government, a public consultation will also be launched to determine whether a higher sentencing 

starting point of 25 years should be applied in murder cases where a perpetrator has a history of 

controlling and coercive abuse. ‘Currently, the 25-year starting point only applies to murders where a 

knife has been taken to the scene with intent’ (Ministry of Justice, 2023: no page number). The need for 

such a consultation demonstrates the relevancy of this research’s findings, as well as its argument that 
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the ‘domestic’ in DVA has significance. The existing legislation suggests that domestic homicides are not 

treated equally under UK law versus homicides that happen elsewhere. It is an appropriate time, 

therefore, to present the case of this thesis for reclaiming the ’domestic’, as the severity and impact of 

experiencing coercive control in the home is not taken seriously enough. 

 

Theoretical implications of resituating the domestic 

Theoretically, the findings of this research develop existing scholarship on housing and home in DVA, 

the home as a material and affective space for everyday experience and belonging (Blunt and Dowling, 

2022), but also research on the practice of social workers. I have stated this research’s original 

contribution to understandings of DVA and home consistently throughout this thesis, so I want to use this 

space to turn attention to what Buckland (2021) refers to as ‘a social work of home’. 

The home as an emergent space in social work practice has been perhaps most effectively 

communicated by Ferguson in their work on the mobilities and atmospheres of home as experienced by 

practitioners (2008; 2020). In their conceptualisation of ‘liquid social work’, Ferguson acknowledges that 

the meaning of home ‘has been virtually ignored by social work, despite the ‘home visit’ being central to 

its practices’ (2008: 569). Ferguson centres the home visit as a ‘deeply sensual experience’, where the 

experiences of being in domestic space – including their own homes – are carried with social workers 

as ‘reverberations from one home visit into the next’ (2008: 575). Ferguson also calls for a richer, more 

textured and evocative communication of social work practice. Failing to capture the experiences of 

practitioners in this way, they argue, neglects the lived experiences of where social workers’ work ‘goes 

on’, as well as how the space of the home ‘impacts on perception and what does (and does not) get 

done’ (2010: 1102). More recently, reflecting on social work and child protection during the COVID-19 

pandemic, Ferguson, Pink, and Kelly (2022) suggest that the home visit involves crossing a boundary 

and entering a state of liminality, that in turn, may have isolating and destabilising effects on practitioners. 

‘Every day social workers make decisions about how safe ‘home’ is, they make plans to make ‘home’ 

safe, they help people move from one ‘home’ to another and they deal with people missing from ‘home’’, 
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Buckland (2021: 78) explains. Not only is the home an important place for social work more generally, 

DVA is also one of the most common issues social workers come across (Bennett, 2015). The findings 

of this research can, therefore, contribute to both social workers’ understanding of home in DVA and 

their own experiences of home when they work with victim-survivors and their families, offering insight 

into how the space of the home may look and feel when abuse has taken place there, how interactions 

in the home occur, how space(s) may be referred to by victim-survivors during visits, as well as how the 

home operates a site of disclosure. These contributions matter, Buckland (2021) suggests, in that they 

advance ‘a social work of home’ that demands ‘better’ – not just better accommodation, ‘but also to 

assert the alienable right to home’ (81). 

 

Closing remarks 

Just as I opened this thesis, I want to close with reiterating the scale of DVA. In the UK, the police receive 

a domestic abuse-related call every 30 seconds; 1 in 4 women in England and Wales will experience 

DVA in their lifetime; and, on average, 2 women a week are killed by a current or former partner in 

England and Wales (Refuge, no date). These are staggering figures, not least because they are likely to 

be a significant underestimation of the extent of how far experiences of violence and abuse touch 

people’s lives. DVA is a persistent problem that requires our sustained attention. 

This thesis has turned its attention to DVA in an original, and hopefully compelling, way, by considering 

how the unique space of the home as both a place and a set of feelings and cultural meanings may be 

transformed when violence and abuse takes place (Blunt and Dowling, 2022). Taking a feminist, 

phenomenological approach, this research has presented a re-conceptualisation of violent and abusive 

behaviours in the home through its exploration of how the domestic sphere is lived in by women who 

experience DVA. It calls for the untangling of issues of housing and home in existing scholarship (as it is 

in the likes of Davis, 2003; Abrahams, 2010; Kelly et al., 2014; Zufferey et al., 2016; Jeffrey and Barata, 

2017; Hetling et al., 2018; Sullivan et al., 2022), and challenges a feminist critique that resists the 

association between women and the domestic (Baber, 2009; Pain, 2014; Baxter and Brickell 2015), by 
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demonstrating how the material and affective changes that the home goes through during DVA have 

profound implications for women as they exist and dwell in space. This research reimagines women as 

dynamic, engaged, and resourceful creators of home, and positions issues of inhabitance and ontological 

security as central elements of DVA. Finally, this research has theorised how victim-survivors, or perhaps 

anyone that is spatially compromised, may achieve ‘at home-ness’ and why it is vital that we take notice 

of the ways in which the spaces we live in play an interdependent role in the shaping of identity and 

sense of self. 

Reclaiming and therefore rethinking the ‘domestic’ in DVA matters, as it refocuses the need to provide a 

home for women who have experienced violence and abuse. As Frances says, ‘home is about stability 

and making somewhere your own.’ This is different to providing shelter and housing, as Grace reminds 

us: 

'Anybody can live in a house… A home is what you make it. A home is what’s inside. It’s, it’s 

about the atmosphere, the people, the relationships, the, you know, it should be your safe, happy 

place. That’s your home.’ 
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Appendix 2: Participant information sheet 

 

Participant Information Sheet 

Research project: Revisiting the 'domestic': What the homespace 

means to victims of domestic violence and abuse 

Researcher: Rianne Houghton 

 

My name is Rianne Houghton and I’m working on a PhD in the Department of Social Work and Social 

Care at the University of Birmingham. I’m interested in exploring whether the meaning or idea of 

‘home’ is changed by incidents of domestic violence and abuse. This project is designed to give 

survivors the opportunity to be heard, and it hopes to offer practical recommendations to current policy 

and practice. 
 

This research project invites women who have experienced domestic violence and/or abuse and have 

used the services of a DVA organisation or charity to discuss their experiences in a virtual one-on-one 

interview. Participants may be living in either temporary or permanent accommodation but will not be 

in known contact with the perpetrator or considered at risk. Participants of any age, ethnicity, sexuality, 

and social background are welcome. 

 

What will I need to do? 

I would like to meet with you to ask questions about your experiences and talk about them 

with you. In line with current COVID-19 guidelines, this will take place over a secure online 

video-conferencing platform such as Zoom, Skype, or Microsoft Teams. The interview will be 

audio-recorded only for my own reference and to make sure that I have captured everything 

we have discussed. The interview will not be recorded if you don’t want it to be. The interview 

is expected to last approximately 60 minutes, but this is flexible. You are invited to bring 

something with you such as a photograph or object that represents the meaning of ‘home’ to 

you. This will be talked about in the interview. 

 

Will my information be confidential? 

Your information will remain confidential. Your real name will not be used in the research 

project, and no identifiable personal data (such as your address) will be published. You will 

be referred to by a pseudonym throughout the project. Every effort will be made to ensure 

you cannot be identified by what is written. 

Any information disclosed to me during the interview will remain confidential. However, if 

you disclose any information that leads me to believe that children (under the age of 

18) are at risk, or if you mention something that I’m duty bound to report under UK law 

(including terrorist activities, acts of treason, and information that would inform a 

coroner's report), I will have to pass this on. 



231 

 

Can I withdraw from the project? 

You will be able to withdraw from the project at any point during the interview. You do not 

have to give a reason. If you decide that you no longer want to take part in the project after 

the interview is finished, you will have six months from the interview date to inform me and 

your data will not be used. Any data that is not used and I have stored will be destroyed.  

 

What will happen to my data? 

Audio from the interview, written transcripts, consent form documentation, and my data 

analysis will be saved and stored on an encrypted personal device (USB) and on the 

university’s Research Data Store. Data that is stored on the Research Data Store will be 

restricted to certain authorised persons only: myself and my lead and co-supervisor. 

Data stored on the university’s Research Data Store will be destroyed at the end of the 

project once writing is complete. 

 

Are there any risks? 

Although you will be invited to talk about the idea of ‘home’ and space in the interview, you 

may decide to share accounts of violence and abuse that may be upsetting or distressing. 

How much of that information you share is entirely up to you. I will give you details of 

charities and organisations that deal with wellbeing at the end of the interview, should you 

wish to talk to someone. You will also have time to express any concerns about the research 

process or ask questions at the end of the interview. 

However, by taking part in an in-depth interview and being given the room to tell your story, 

you have the opportunity to re-frame current debate on domestic violence and offer your 

unique perspective and experience. 

 

Will I be compensated? 

You will be offered a supermarket retail voucher for the value of £10.00 after the interview is 

over. If you do not wish to receive compensation, a donation of £10.00 will be made to a 

domestic violence organisation of your choice. 

 

Contact information 

If you’d like to take part in the project or have any questions, please contact me, Rianne 

Houghton, directly at r.s.houghton@pgr.bham.ac.uk, or speak to the person who gave you 

this information sheet. 
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You can also contact my lead supervisor Harry Ferguson by telephone (0121 415 8653) or 

email (h.ferguson.3@bham.ac.uk) either before or after the interview if you have any 

questions or concerns. 
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Appendix 3: Interview consent form 

 

Interview Consent Form 

Research project: Revisiting the 'domestic': What the homespace means to victims of 

domestic violence and abuse 

Postgraduate Researcher: Rianne Houghton 

 

As per the University of Birmingham’s Code of Practice for Research, it is required that 

participants agree to be interviewed and to the intended use of interview data. This consent 

form is necessary to ensure that you, as a participant of this research project, understand 

your rights. 

 

Agreement 

 

By signing this form, I agree that: 

□ I have read and understood the participant information sheet. 

□ I have had an opportunity to ask questions and I am satisfied with the responses 

given. 

□ I understand that I can withdraw participation at any time during the interview and up 

to six months from the interview date. 

□ I understand that the researcher is not trained in safeguarding and signposting 

practices and is not acting on any organisation’s behalf. 

□ I consent to be audio recorded. 

□ I consent to my anonymised data being stored in the University of Birmingham’s 

protected Research Data Store for a minimum of 10 years. 

□ I consent to take part in this research. 

 

Participant 

Name: ______________________________________________ 

 

Signature: ___________________________________________ Date: __ / __ / ____ 

 

 

Researcher 

Signature: ___________________________________________  Date: __ / __ / ____ 
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Appendix 4: Example interview guide 

 

Interview Guide 

 

- (Opening context) Can you please tell me about yourself and your situation? 

Potential prompts: How did you come to use the services of [the organisation or support network]? Do 

you have any children? What kind of accommodation are you living in at the moment? 

 

- Has a relationship ever changed the way you feel about where you live? 

Potential prompts: For example, did someone moving in or out change the way you lived day-to-day? 

Do you prefer living alone or with other people? 

 

- Did you live with the person who abused you? 

If yes: Were there any parts of the house that felt safe or unsafe when you lived with them? Tell me 

about them. Did they use the house or its space as part of their abuse? Did you behave differently at 

home to how you do where you live now? 

 

If no: Did they ever visit where you lived? Did you behave differently to how you do where you live now 

when they did? Did any abuse ever happen in public? 

 

- Whether you were in refuge or were housed after leaving your relationship, how did you feel 

about where you stayed? (Reframe question if the participant stayed in their own home and 

their abuser moved out.) 

Potential prompts: What did you like about the refuge or the property? Was there anything that you 

disliked or would change? 

 

• How would you describe where you’re living now? Can you walk me through it? 

Potential prompts: Do you have a favourite room or item of furniture? If so, tell me about why it’s 

important to you. 

If a visual aid such as a photograph or object has been brought along to the interview, ask the 

participant to describe or explain the aid or what’s in the photograph; why they chose to bring it 

and what it means to them. 

 

• Do you think there is a difference between a house and a home? 

If yes: Can you tell me more about what the word ‘home’ means to you? 

Throughout your life, is there a place where you’ve felt most ‘at home’? What did that home look or 

feel like? Can you describe it? (Potential prompts: What turns a house into ‘a home’ for you? Is it the 

people you share it with, how you decorate, etc.?) 
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If no: Tell me about where you live currently – is it different to places you’ve lived in in the past?  

(Potential prompt: Is there anything you would change about where you live at the moment?) 

 

• If you had any advice for women in a similar situation to you who are moving into refuge or 

being re-housed for the first time, what would it be? 

 

• Is there anything you’d like to say more about or go back to that we’ve talked about today? 

 

• How did you find this interview? 

Potential prompts: Was it helpful to talk about your experiences; was there any question you found 

difficult to answer? How did you find the virtual format? 

 

• Do you have any questions for me? 
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Appendix 5: Meta-analytic process: Emergent and super-ordinate themes 

 

Initial themes Emergent themes Super-ordinate themes 

Physical control over the space and 

whether or not a victim-survivor can 

leave 

Forced, repeated movements; control 

of time in a space 

Unspoken rules and order relating to 

spatial navigation 

Use of domestic chores as punishment 

or using up time 

Denied access within the home; the 

removal safe spaces 

Control over the interiority of the home 

Exploiting specific spaces in the home 

for violence and abuse 

Violence towards objects or the 

physical space of the home 

 

The material The spatial quality of DVA 

Denied home improvements led to an 

inability to form attachment to the 

home space 

Removal of personal affects as a 

removal in confidence and identity 

 

The affective  

Multi-sensory, effusive use of the home  

Actions and behaviours lead to an 

atmosphere of oppression and 

surveillance 

 

The atmospheric  

Considered use of space as a result of 

adapted routines and habits in the 

home 

The navigation of certain spaces and 

domestic routines as embodied 

 

Negotiation and adaptation The spatial consequences of DVA 

Avoiding certain practices and 

reminders of old spaces to protect 

oneself in new spaces 

Shutting others out 

Withdrawal from certain spaces 

Listening to anxiety around certain 

spaces 

Objects as triggers that prompt interior 

decisions 

 

Protection  

Loss, grief, and feelings of 

displacement 

Diminished attachment to the home as 

a space and to the domestic sphere 

more generally; turning outwards 

beyond the home for connections and 

meaningful relationships 

 

Estrangement and dislocation  

Resourceful albeit necessary uses of 

space during experiences of abuse 

The re-framing or re-imagining of 

material spaces and objects as a form 

of escapism 

‘Staying put’ 

Transforming previous spaces of 

violence and abuse 

The removal, or purging, of items and 

objects associated with the perpetrator 

Resistance The home as a site of reclamation 
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Reclamation through personalisation, 

interior décor, and colour; the 

rediscovery of items 

Creating a defiant, oppositional space 

 

Taking steps to re-enter spaces to 

carve out enjoyment and appreciation 

Home-making practices as acts of 

reclamation; of realising identities 

Making choices for yourself 

Restoration  

Picturing the self in new spaces of 

freedom 

Reconciling with the attachment to 

home and its potential 

Reflective home-making as ‘therapy’ 

and acts of care 

Re-imagining the ‘self’ in the home; the 

recognition of ‘self’ by others 

 

Re-orientation of the ‘self’ 

 

 

Opening and closing doors; moving 

throughout the home; finding space for 

small moments 

Overcoming fear and the emergence of 

happiness 

The removal of regulation and 

restriction 

 

Freedom 

 

What it means to feel ‘at home’ and 

why it matters 

Achieving things on your own terms; 

doing something by yourself, for 

yourself 

Limiting reliance on others  

Choosing to spend time in and enjoy 

spaces of the home 

‘I’ and ‘me’ 

 

Independence  

Financial and material stability; the 

contradiction of ‘ownership’ in literal 

terms and re-establishing control 

Taking ownership through the creation 

and curation of space 

Valuing spaces and objects of the 

home that have no connection to the 

perpetrator 

The temporality of feeling ‘at home’ 

 

Ownership  

Integration of the self within the space 

of the home; ‘making a mark’ 

Creating spaces that are reflective of 

your personality and sense of self 

Rediscovering the potential for ‘joy’ and 

happiness in spaces 

 

Reconciliation  

Belonging in the home through making 

decisions to show how the home 

belongs to you 

Using the home as a space for 

cultivating intimacy, bonds, and 

relationships 

Finding support and community 

The home as a space that brings 

people together, a ‘central force’ that 

welcomes others 

Memories and histories influences on a 

feeling of belonging, of ‘fixedness’ 

Belonging  
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