Responding to a Domestic Abuse Disclosure
{JUNE 2026: This template is intended as a ‘best practice’ document and does not constitute legal advice. We have made it clear where churches should tailor this document to their specific needs. Please be aware that if you make changes outside of these areas, it may mean the policy is no longer best practice and FIEC cannot be held responsible for your amendments. When customising this document for your own church’s use, please edit all the text in [SQUARE BRACKETS] and delete the brackets. Please also delete this paragraph as it should not form part of the final document.}

Domestic abuse is pervasive in our culture. Approximately 1 in 4 people in the UK have experienced domestic abuse since the age of 16 (Office for National Statistics, 2025[footnoteRef:2]). Domestic abuse is underreported, so those statistics are conservative. [2: . https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/bulletins/domesticabuseinenglandandwalesoverview/november2025 ] 

The statistical probability is that domestic abuse is just as pervasive at [CHURCH NAME] as it is in the culture outside of the church, so we must be alert to it. We are committed to both recognising domestic abuse and responding appropriately. 
Our responses seek to prioritise the safety (physical, emotional, psychological, and financial) of the person experiencing abuse (and their family) and aim to bring healing to those impacted by abuse.
Recognising domestic abuse
At [CHURCH NAME] we acknowledge that an initial conversation about someone’s experience of domestic abuse can easily be missed: most victims/survivors are unlikely to say directly that they are being abused but rather might share information over a period of time of varying significance and magnitude which suggests all is not well. Indeed, it is not uncommon for victims/survivors not to recognise that what they are experiencing is abuse.
We recognise that domestic abuse can take different forms and occur in a range of different relationships, including dating, marriage, between family members, or in relationships which have ended.
Where difficulties are shared, or concerns are identified, we will seek to ask questions, gently and appropriately discreetly, in order to enable victims and survivors to share their experiences. 
We will seek to provide our church leaders with the resources, including signposting to appropriate organisations, to respond well to concerns about domestic abuse, recognising that specialist support is vital in this area.
Supporting victims/survivors
Taking seriously what a victim discloses is of paramount importance, not belittling or downplaying their experiences, but enabling trust to be built.
Disbelief or openly displayed shock may only discourage further sharing about a victim’s experience. Rather, we will seek to:
· Recognise that care may be needed in deciding who is best placed to support the victim. 
· Assure the victim that we have heard them, that what they are experiencing is not their fault, and that they have done the right thing in sharing.
· Provide assurance of confidentiality within appropriate bounds. Where children are part of a family, a referral to social services is mandatory. If someone is in danger, the police will be called. Otherwise, what is shared will be held in confidence and not shared, even “for prayer”, without permission.
· Be patient, respecting the wishes of the victim and empowering them to make decisions at a speed they feel comfortable with. 
· Help the victim to assess their options by providing information about specialist services, offering support in accessing those services and continuing to walk alongside them. This will include encouraging them to prioritise their emotional and physical safety.
· Avoid unduly influencing or pressuring victims to make particular decisions. 
Neither will we approach the abuser (as this can significantly increase the risk of further harm to the abused) or seek to handle the situation as you might non-abusive relationship difficulties (for example, by suggesting marriage counselling).
· Record securely key elements of the disclosure, as this may be used by the police or the courts at a later date.
Children and domestic abuse
In line with the Domestic Abuse Act 2021, we recognise that children are victims of domestic abuse. 
Where children are part of a household in which domestic abuse is, or is thought to be occurring, we will always make a referral to social services. A referral will be made regardless of whether the children are believed to have directly witnessed abuse.
Such a referral does not require the consent of the adult victim, but we will always inform them.
Supporting perpetrators
If a member of the church is being abused, the likelihood is that the perpetrator is also part of the church. Whilst our primary concern must be for the well-being and safety of the victim, depending on their relationship with the church, we may also have pastoral responsibility for the perpetrator too.
With the safety and well-being of a victim being the priority, any interaction with a perpetrator should be mindful of not increasing the risk. This may mean waiting until the perpetrator seeks support or until the safety of the victim is assured.
We believe that abuse is always sin; abusers must never be allowed to rationale or spiritualise their actions. Change can only happen when a perpetrator wants to address their behaviour; when a perpetrator indicates to us a desire to change, we will encourage them to self-refer to a professional perpetrator programme. Pastoral and prayerful support will be offered, by someone other than the person supporting the victim, alongside professional input.
Restoring relationships 
Our ultimate hope in domestic abuse situations is to see the relationship restored to being a safe, healthy, flourishing, and God-honouring picture of Christ and his church.
For that to happen, there will need to be real gospel repentance and change, which will take some time. Patterns of abusive behaviour are not easily changed, and restoring trust cannot be forced or rushed. 
[bookmark: _Int_qWSKJeXU]For these reasons, those affected by domestic abuse should not be pressured into quick reconciliations. In particular, moves towards formal reconciliation should only happen when both parties have taken advice from experienced counsellors and are ready to do so. 
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