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This resource is one of six thematic guides based on learning from the Family Justice and 
Domestic Abuse Partnership work led by Rights of Women in Surrey.  All resources are available 
on the Rights of Women website. They are:

CULTURE 
Theme 1: Centring the voice of lived experience
Theme 2: Trauma-informed practice
Theme 3: Increasing learning and understanding about domestic abuse

IMPROVING JOINT WORKING
Theme 4: Improving joint working and co-ordination

THE FAMILY COURT SYSTEM
Theme 5: Improving the journey through the family courts
Theme 6: Harnessing the potential of Local Family Justice Boards
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Section two: ways to create 
system change
2.1  Centring the voice of lived experience

“	 The elevation of the survivor voice through DA SEEN has been the biggest achievement 
and change [during the work in Surrey]. Rights of Women have been brilliant at enabling 
that. There’s a constant involvement, they are a driving force behind the partnership, as are 
domestic abuse specialist services. This is very different to the type of consultation that usually 
happens.”

Domestic abuse specialist service in Surrey

“	 The thing about a survivor group is that they speak to hearts and minds. People in roles like 
the judiciary can become quite disassociated from the people they are talking about.”

Rights of Women/Firebird Foundation

What is the issue?

Putting the voices of people with lived experience at the heart of practice and policy 
development has become increasingly recognised as a way to ensure that services are trusted, 
relevant and accessible. Yet numerous reports – see, for example, SafeLives, IDAS, the Domestic 
Abuse Commissioner – tell us that, even after the Harm Report, the same issues about domestic 
abuse and the family courts are being raised time and time again, and survivors feel that they 
and their children are not being listened to.

The Partnership in Surrey set out to find ways to put the voice of survivors at the heart of the 
work. Surrey had a head start in this endeavour, in that a survivor group, DA SEEN, already 
existed and had been active for a few years by the time the Partnership started. The presence of 
DA SEEN has resulted in a partnership that genuinely does involve survivors in thinking through 
what needs to change and making things happen. This section explains how this worked in 
Surrey and what lessons can be drawn for other areas.

Why focus on this area?

Listening to and acting on the voice of people with lived experience is clearly an effective driver 
for system change, when the overall objective is to improve those individuals’ experiences. 
Importantly this work needs to be part of an ongoing, active partnership, and not just about 
getting survivors to tell their stories as an end in itself.

https://safelives.org.uk/news-views/safelives-reports-experiences-of-domestic-abuse-victims-in-family-court/
https://idas.org.uk/what-survivors-are-telling-us-about-the-family-courts/
https://domesticabusecommissioner.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/Everyday-Business-full-report-web.pdf
https://domesticabusecommissioner.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/Everyday-Business-full-report-web.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5ef3dcade90e075c4e144bfd/assessing-risk-harm-children-parents-pl-childrens-cases-report_.pdf
https://www.esdas.org.uk/da-seen
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In the context of the family justice system, having more systematic ways to involve survivors in 
sharing their experiences with professionals, as well as in policy and decision-making, is likely to 
result in:

•	 A more appropriate response to domestic abuse, based on an understanding of what it is 
and how it might manifest in family court proceedings

•	 A more trauma-informed approach across all services, which helps survivors to participate in 
the family justice process in a way that is less distressing for them and more helpful for the 
courts, lawyers and judiciary

•	 More recognition of children’s need for support and how best to provide this
•	 Better policy-making, grounded in the reality of people’s experiences
•	 Professionals across all sectors having a better understanding of the impact of the system 

they work in on survivors

This chain of impact is summarised in the system map extract below.
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Learning about how to do this

Guiding principle for involving survivors in systems change
There are some important guiding principles of this approach, which are to:

•	 Treat survivors as experts and value their contributions

•	 Create a strategy for survivor engagement that allows them to forefront what can be 
changed in the system, not just what is wrong in the system. Whilst accounts of negative 
experiences are important to convey a message that change is needed, survivors have ideas 
and suggestions, formed through their lived experience, which help to formulate solutions, 
locally and nationally.

•	 Stakeholders in Surrey have been clear that ‘centring the voice of lived experience’ does 
not mean asking survivors to tell their stories in public repeatedly, with no support for the 
impact that might have and no feedback on how that experience is being used to make 
a difference. Partners have been careful to put in place safeguards to make sure this isn’t 
happening.

Setting up a survivor group
The survivors’ group in Surrey was set up prior to Rights of Women’s involvement by a domestic 
abuse specialist organisation, East Surrey Domestic Abuse Service (ESDAS). They and other 
specialist organisations identify the backing of such an organisation as being critical to the 
success of any survivors’ group.

“	 That’s how they can continue to do what they do as they know they have the backing. You 
couldn’t set up another group somewhere and hope they muddle through – you have to have 
that behind you.

ESDAS staff member

The group was very deliberately set up as a working group rather than a support group. This 
takes resources, which have been provided in Surrey by ESDAS through funding from Surrey 
County Council. During Rights of Women’s work in Surrey an additional contribution was 
made by the Firebird Foundation, and the work of DA SEEN was also highlighted to the local 
authority, which put in some funding to aid their growth. The funding allows for:

•	 Space to allow for survivors to discuss and decide their own route forwards.
•	 Capacity building around governance and putting in place key policies, in particular 

safeguarding
•	 Clinical supervision of key group members
•	 Administrative resourcing of the work of the group

“	 A good, committed survivor group has not only foundations of safety and clinical supervision, 
but also structure and governance. What is the policy if there is a safeguarding issue? What 
happens if somebody comes into the space and is harmful?

Rights of Women / Firebird Foundation

https://www.esdas.org.uk/
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A commitment to proper support is mirrored in other areas. In Bath and Bristol, for example, 
the Voices charity identified the need for support for survivors being recruited to the Domestic 
Abuse Advisory Group of the Local Family Justice Board.

“	 When we first started as the Domestic Abuse Advisory group I went straight to the Ministry of 
Justice and said ‘we need some money for clinical supervision’ if they are going to be involved 
in this group. And of course there is no money. So we keep it to our clients so that we can 
support them through that process.”

Voices Charity

Resourcing issues
In Surrey, an ESDAS staff member supports the activities, taking minutes and doing the 
administrative work. They also do some background support work as, even though it is a 
working group, inevitably some members need more support than others.

There is an ongoing issue for this group and others about the degree to which people are paid 
for their time and input. Service user engagement groups often face complex questions about 
payment for the work they do for many reasons, including impact on other income or issues 
stemming from their visa status. Nonetheless, treating the role professionally has led to a focus 
on meaningful change and should circumstances allow, financial reimbursement for the work 
done by survivors is an issue that needs to be tackled.

While the additional funding and support for DA SEEN is welcome, the paucity of available 
resources for this crucial work is likely to impede appropriate survivor activity.

Appropriate engagement
Any local survivor group will be composed of people with different histories, motivations and 
capacities to get involved in influencing work. DA SEEN in Surrey is fortunate in having one 
member in particular who has the time, energy, commitment and skills to:

•	 Tell her story in a dispassionate and non-blaming manner that does not ‘turn people off’ but 
rather highlights issues endemic in the family justice system that need changing

•	 Get involved in initiatives requiring policy analysis and input at both a regional and national 
level

This level of commitment and engagement cannot be guaranteed, however, even with support 
structures in place. Many survivors may not want to be exposed to the scrutiny of others, 
or may not want to do the detailed, intellectual work of policy analysis and influencing. 
Others simply may not have the time, energy or inclination to dedicate as they have other 
commitments in their lives.
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Acknowledging support needs of survivors who tell their stories
DA SEEN points out that even the most professional and committed members of the working 
group find it hard to do what they do. And that for that reason, having safe and trusted 
support in the background is vital.

“	 I do a lot of standing up in public and that is retraumatising. After I did the presentation at 
the LFJB, the first thing I did was walk out of the room as I thought ‘I just need to get out’.

DA SEEN, survivors working group in Surrey

Lived experience network – an example from the Midlands
The Lived Experience Advisory Network of West Mercia Women’s Aid has evolved a convening 
and networking model rather than establish a group. They believe this enables people to dip in 
and out of participation in policy work in a way that suits them, and also that this works better 
given the size of the area covered (Herefordshire, Worcestershire and Shropshire).

“	 We’ve found it very difficult to get people physically together to do anything. But 
we have good communications and marketing as part of our organisation so we 
communicate regularly with a growing number of people – there are 52 currently signed 
up for the network at the moment.”

West Mercia Women’s Aid

The Lived Experience Advisory Network is jointly funded by both Herefordshire and 
Worcestershire councils, with a post that services the network as well as funding for vouchers 
for participation. The driver for this funding was to amplify the voices of those with lived 
experience so that local partnership boards could fulfil some of their responsibilities under the 
Domestic Abuse Act. The first session of this network, advertised through a range of specialist 
agencies, left the field open for survivors to identify the topics they wanted to work on and 
family courts was strongly advanced as the key topic to highlight. This gave impetus for the 
setting up of a local strategy group on family courts, convened by the local authority and 
pulling together a range of key partners including the police, the courts, the local judiciary, 
CAFCASS and others.

As well as being practically suited to the area, West Mercia Women’s Aid believes that the 
network also helps to shift people’s perceptions towards recognising that domestic abuse is 
widespread and multi-faceted.

“	 We wanted something that was broader and more inclusive that allowed survivors to dip 
in and out of what they had the capacity to do. That felt important to us as there is this 
sense in the public sector that the survivors of domestic abuse are a homogenous group 
‘out there’. I get really animated when you hear people in partnership board meetings 
say ‘what we really need to do is hear the voice of people with lived experience’ ….. and 
on the screen there are 12 women, and no recognition that some of those women will 
have experience of domestic abuse. So having a network for us is partly trying to break 
down that sense of survivors being other, or ‘over there’, even though one in four women 
will experience it in our lifetime.”

West Mercia Women’s Aid
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Impact of focusing on this area

One measure of successful impact is the degree to which stakeholders listen and absorb what 
they are being told. Survivors’ stories may land on defensive or dismissive ears:

“	 I’ve seen ‘the survivor voice’ done badly, where people wheel out a survivor who has had the 
most horrific experience and they blurt that experience out. And you can see the people in the 
room who don’t want to hear it just close down. ‘It’s not relevant to me’, you can see them 
thinking. So you do have to be strategic and make sure that people don’t think you are trying 
to attack them.

Rights of Women / Firebird Foundation

One of the key successes of the Surrey initiative has been how effectively survivor engagement 
has happened. Training and talks have been pitched and tailored to audiences in a way which 
does not attack people and, in the main, leaves people open to listening and learning. Rights 
of Women and Firebird Foundation have been central in keeping the engagement positive and 
formulating lessons geared to future action.

“	 I think we were very good at managing the expectations and making people understand that 
the only way we were ever going to move forwards is by not attacking individuals but by 
focusing on hope, and what could change.

Rights of Women / Firebird Foundation

A snowballing impact on the local culture
The impact overall has been to inform and educate a wide range of stakeholders so that 
they now understand how their practice impacts positively or negatively on survivors. The 
engagement in the Surrey partnership meetings was seen to be key, and the relevance and 
power of the group was seen to grow incrementally through the partnership as people engaged 
more and more with DA SEEN.

“	 They became more and more instrumental the more people understood and engaged with 
people with lived experience within those stakeholder meetings. That applies to pretty well 
everybody – court staff, lawyers, CAFCASS and so on. A lot of those people would have come 
across domestic abuse within their work but would have never heard a story such as that 
being told by DA SEEN. So they heard it and then that started a snowball effect.

Rights of Women / Firebird Foundation
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Inputting into policy and practice
DA SEEN have increasingly been asked to input into policy consultations and trainings as the 
partnership has progressed and opportunities have been spotted:

“	 We were part of the VAWG conference by Surrey County Council. I don’t think that would 
have happened without Rights of Women. It’s been quite difficult to build relationships with 
them over the years, but our presentation really affected the Head of Commissioning at Surrey 
County Council. And now part of our work is now in our Domestic Abuse strategy for the next 
few years and I was invited to write the foreward for that. And from that we were invited 
to the VAWG conference, which lots of members of DA SEEN attended (that’s the first time 
they had been in a space other than the group) in December 2024. I ran two workshops at 
that conference with the VAWG leader of Surrey County Council and I was invited to give the 
closing speech. Never done one before, they gave me no guidance on what they wanted, so 
I spoke from the heart really. And that led to the Independent Office for Police Compliance 
asking to meet with me to do an article for their April magazine on what ‘working well with 
survivors of domestic abuse’ looks like. As we had done some work with the OPCC in 2022, and 
the IOPC didn’t know that. So the article has been written, coming out in their internal and 
external magazine.

DA SEEN, survivors’ working group in Surrey

There have been a wide range of other contributions, including speaking at the launch of 
the CLOCK partnership in Surrey, being consulted by HMCTS on the effectiveness of special 
measures (a connection created by Rights of Women), speaking at the conference of the Local 
Family Justice Board and being invited to the Domestic Abuse Commissioner’s survivor summit. 
DA SEEN regards all of these as welcome opportunities, gained through the Family Justice and 
Domestic Abuse Partnership, to amplify their voice and messages.

Benefits for survivors
Rights of Women and Firebird Foundation’s approach in Surrey has resulted in the lead from DA 
SEEN feeling more confident and able to pursue a leadership role.

“	 From a personal point of view, being involved in the Family Justice Pilot has been a really 
positive experience for me. I have always been a follower, I thought. So it has given me 
confidence and insight into the fact that I may also be able to lead. I have taken a lot of 
strength and motivation from Rights of Women and Firebird staff and the way they have 
engaged with the group. It’s been very much a two-way process, and I don’t feel that the 
group has been used at all.

DA SEEN, survivors working group in Surrey

Holding people to account
Hearing stories ‘from the frontline’ means that it is not possible for people to deny that 
there are problems endemic in the family justice system. As one domestic abuse specialist 
organisation noted:

“	 Specialist services can cite cases that are happening now – ‘we were in court yesterday and 
that’s not the reality…’. Putting lived experience at the heart of any change means we can 
hold people to account properly.

ESDAS staff member

https://www.keele.ac.uk/law/employability/clock/
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Lessons for other areas

“	 Other areas could and should focus on survivor voice. Even if they don’t have a survivor 
network, councils should have a relationship with domestic abuse service providers and all 
OPCCs have relationship with victim services, so they should be able to work with survivors and 
get them involved. And specialist services themselves can access and represent the voice of the 
survivor. The Family Justice Partnership has been enriched by having DA SEEN, but if an area 
doesn’t already have a group or network, that’s not a barrier – set one up!

Office of the Police and Crime Commissioner for Surrey

Key lessons from the Surrey Family Justice Partnership and elsewhere are:
•	 If there is no group or network in your area gathering and reflecting the voices of survivors, 

go to the domestic abuse specialist services and commission them to recruit people who are 
willing

•	 Groups need proper support and that means policies on everything, e.g. safeguarding, 
recruitment to the group, expectations around participation. ESDAS has developed these 
with DA SEEN and together they can advise other areas.

•	 Clinical supervision is key for people with lived experience who are doing the hard work. 
Treat them like professionals.

•	 All this needs funding – the council or the OPCC should provide funding, like they now are 
in Surrey and in Herefordshire and Worcestershire.

•	 It’s a good idea to create different tiers of involvement, for example, being consulted, 
speaking at conferences or sitting on boards. This means that a wider range of people may 
be able to participate and ‘find their voice’.

•	 If people with lived experience are invited to be on, for example, the Local Family Justice 
Board, they need proper support to do it, for example having support from a domestic 
abuse specialist organisation




