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Executive Summary

Aims

The objective of this research was to compare and contrast violence against women in 
rural and urban settings.  Areas of interest included:  demographic and socio-economic 
background of respondents; prevalence of violence/abuse; types of violence/abuse; help-
seeking; access and availability of services. The research was conducted between May 
2008 and May 2009.

Method

Phase 1: Four focus groups with WI members to address key issues.  Focus groups were 
conducted in England and Wales, in rural and urban localities.

Phase 2: On-line and paper survey of women including WI members.  There were 5,372 
respondents and 4,080 completed the whole survey.  

Phase 3: Follow up telephone interviews with 20 women who disclosed experiences of 
violence/abuse and volunteered for interview.  

Key Findings 

 Over 90% of rural and urban women include domestic violence, sexual violence, 
female genital mutilation, forced marriage and trafficking within a definition of 
violence against women.  

 Rural women perceive that violence against women happens more in urban areas.

 Over 70% of respondents (urban and rural women) said that violence against women 
is not openly discussed in their communities. 

 Over a quarter of rural women and a fifth of urban women focused on the behaviour 
of female victims of violence and abuse, rather than on the actions of perpetrators.

 Over half of respondents had experiences of violence and abuse.

 Rural and urban women are equally as likely to experience violence and abuse.  

 The most common type of violence/abuse for all women was emotional abuse, 
minor physical violence, psychological abuse and controlling behaviour. 

 Some of the interviewees stated that the emotional abuse they experienced was worse 
than the physical violence because it is not as recognised and cannot be seen.  
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 Respondents identified a lack of services to address the impact of violence against 
women including services that deal with non-physical violence and abuse (including 
emotional and psychological violence and abuse).

 Rural and urban respondents stressed the need for women only services such as Rape 
Crisis and women’s refuges.

 Women identified a lack of effective services to deal with perpetrators of violence 
and abuse.

 Rural women specifically emphasised the role of health practitioners, in particular 
GPs, in providing confidential and safe services for women. 

 Rural women expressed concern about the confidential nature of services they 
received in their communities.  

 Women were more likely to disclose experiences of violence and abuse to friends and 
family members rather than to statutory or third sector agencies.

Recommendations 

On the basis of the key findings from this research, we recommend:

 A government-funded awareness raising campaign about all aspects of violence 
against women which addresses:
 the assumption that violence against women is limited to physical domestic 

violence; 
 views which focus on the behavior of female victims of violence and abuse at the 

expense of holding perpetrators to account.

 Raising awareness of existing relevant national help-lines to enable more women to 
access services, particularly in rural areas.

 Training for all GPs in rural areas on violence against women which addresses both 
the physical and emotional impact of violence and abuse. 

 Dedicated long term funding for specialist women's support services in rural and 
urban areas, specifically Rape Crisis and women’s refuges.  

 Improving the availability of effective and safe perpetrator programmes.

 That the additional problems faced by rural women, in particular confidentiality and 
transportation, are recognised and addressed by relevant generic and specialist service 
providers.

 More imaginative delivery of services in remote and rural areas, for example advice 
and support sessions run through local GP surgeries or other community based 
services.  



McCarry & Williamson, 2009  5

Section 1: Background and Context

As accepted by the Women’s Institute, three million women across the UK experience 
rape, domestic violence, forced marriage, sexual exploitation or other forms of violence 
each year1. The impact ranges from physical injury, including death in extreme cases, to 
long-term mental health problems, social exclusion and substance misuse. In England 
and Wales alone it costs society £40 billion annually (Jarvinen et al, 2008).

Violence affects women regardless of age, ethnicity, religion, culture or geography; 
however, there is very little UK research to ascertain the extent to which violence and 
abuse affects women in rural areas.  

A systematic search of the wider violence literature found that the majority of research 
which has looked at the impact of rurality on violence against women has taken place in 
developing countries (see Eastman and Bunch, 2007; Eastman et al, 2007; Logan et al, 
2005; Thomas et al, 2005; Wendt et al, 2002).  Very little has been done in the UK or US 
where services for victims of violence have been developing for the past thirty years.

Published in 2007, the Map of Gaps report (Coy et al, 2007) highlights how support 
services for violence against women, within the UK, are a postcode lottery.  That report 
recommended that local authorities take “urgent action to ensure consistent national 
coverage and funding of specialised third sector support services for all women” (p5).  
The report highlights some key findings:

 A third of local authorities across the UK have no specialised violence against 
women support services;

 Whilst domestic violence services comprise three-quarters of all services, one in 
three local authorities have none;

 One in three local authorities do not have a women’s refuge;
 Nine out of ten local authorities have no Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) 

service;
 There are no Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) services in Northern Ireland, 

Scotland or Wales;
 Almost half of all government office regions in England do not have statutory 

programmes that are members of the RESPECT network2; 
 Only one in five local authority areas have a specialist third sector sexual violence 

service;
 Less than one in four local authority areas have any sexual violence service;
 The majority of women in the UK have no access to a Rape Crisis Centre;
 A very small proportion of the UK has access to a Sexual Assault Referral Centre 

(SARC);
 Less than one in ten local authorities have support services for women in 

prostitution.
(Coy et al, 2007).

These findings highlight that there is a lack of services to support those who experience 
various forms of violence against women and that the provision of services differs 
according to where you live.
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Section 2: The Research

Objectives

The objective of this research was to compare and contrast violence against women in 
rural and urban settings.  Areas of interest included: demographic and socio-economic
background of respondents; prevalence of violence/abuse; types of violence/abuse; 
help-seeking; and access and availability of services.  The research was conducted 
between May 2008 and May 2009.

Methods

The research team from the School for Policy Studies, University of Bristol, was 
commissioned to conduct research into the issue of violence against women in rural and 
urban areas.  The research design consisted of three phases:

Phase 1: Focus groups with WI members 
Focus groups were conducted with four groups of Women’s Institute (WI) members.  
These were conducted in different parts of England and Wales, and within both rural 
and urban areas.  Participants were asked a series of questions about violence against 
women.  The data from the focus groups informed the design of the survey.

Phase 2: On-line survey of women including WI members
The survey was designed and then posted on-line using Survey Monkey, an internet 
based survey company.  Paper versions were also made available and were distributed by 
the WI to its member groups.  The on-line survey was disseminated to a wide variety of 
organisations with an interest in women’s and/or rural issues.  This included: Women’s 
Aid Federation England; Welsh Women’s Aid; Scottish Women’s Aid; Women’s 
National Commission; Violence Against Women Research Group; Rape Crisis; Victim 
Support; Bristol International Twinning Association; Feminist and Women’s Studies 
Association; British Sociological Association study group on Violence Against Women; 
Glasgow Women’s Support Project; European Group for the Study of Deviance and 
Social Control; Local councils; staff and students from various Universities in the UK; 
Womankind; Soroptimist International; Northern Ireland Rural Women’s Network; 
Rural Women’s Network, Cumbria; Women in Rural Enterprise; Women in London; 
Rural Women’s Network Somerset; Towns Women’s Guild; Cooperative Women’s 
Guild; and personal networks.  The survey was advertised to WI members via: the WI 
magazine; emails to local group leaders; links on the campaign’s web-page; and follow-up 
telephone calls to the WI branches which participated in the focus groups.  

Phase 3: Telephone interviews 
Survey respondents who completed the survey, disclosed experiences of violence and 
abuse, and who volunteered to be interviewed, were contacted by the research team.  The 
telephone interviews were conducted to allow respondents the opportunity to expand on 
their answers in the survey. Consequently, 20 women were interviewed about their 
experiences of violence/abuse and asked to expand on their views regarding violence 
against women issues.  
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Section 3: Focus Groups

The research team conducted four focus groups between September and October 2008.  
The aim of these groups was to ascertain how violence against women impacts on rural
and urban women.   The focus groups were all conducted in the same way and included: 
introductions; consent and ground-rules; examining what violence against women is and 
what it might include; considering what the impact of this abuse might be; and whether 
violence against women impacts differently on rural women.  We also wanted to know if 
the focus group members had views about how violence against women might impact on 
different groups of women.  Women were also asked who they would approach if 
violence against women was an issue for them and why.

The data from all four of the groups was similar.  When asked to define violence against 
women all of the groups immediately mentioned domestic violence, although they made 
clear that they were referring to different types of abuse including physical, emotional, 
psychological abuse, controlling and bullying behaviour.  This was followed by a general 
discussion about gender inequality and the different roles of women and men within the 
family and society.  Participants talked about how the roles of women had changed 
across generations and illustrated this with examples of how their mothers’ generation 
had suffered violence/abuse from their husbands and how it was accepted.  A number of 
key themes emerged from these discussions:

o Women are perceived as more financially independent because they work, which 
gives them more freedom;

o Women are depicted in the world and communities in a way which gives men 
permission to be abusive;

o Place, education and background were seen as important in determining
violence/abuse.  For example women born in some countries are prevented from 
having an education which impacts on their liberty to challenge abusive behaviour;

o Women make choices to avoid the risk of experiencing violence/abuse;
o Violence/abuse is seen as a shameful thing which is kept secret;
o Pornography is degrading/offensive for women;
o Women still suffer from dual standards in sexual roles where women are called 

‘slut’ and men do what they want.

There was an understanding that violence/abuse can have a differential impact on 
specific groups of women and that this is most apparent when women seek help. Group
members talked about how less well educated women or those experiencing poverty 
might be limited in the options available to them.  They also talked about how in some 
cultures greater expectations and limitations of women meant that they had less access to 
services or might accept violence/abuse because there did not seem to be a way out.

All of the groups identified a wide range of services which they felt might be able to 
provide help, support or assistance for women affected by violence/abuse.  These 
included statutory services such as the police and social services as well as a range of 
health services.  Participants also mentioned the important roles of voluntary and 
community based services such as church groups, and women’s refuges.  It was 
acknowledged that there has been an increase in services since the 1980s and more 
awareness of violence against women now than in the past.  One of the key issues raised 
by all groups was the need for a ‘violence line’, similar to childline.  Most groups were 
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surprised that a National Domestic Violence Helpline already exists as none had 
previously heard of it. 

In terms of wider community changes, all the groups discussed how society had changed 
since they were growing up and how this had had both positive and negative impacts.  
They generally felt that younger women (their daughters’ generation) had more chances 
and opportunities to have fulfilling lives where they had financial and other 
independence and therefore freedom to make choices.  This was seen as overwhelmingly 
positive.  On the negative side there was concern that a breakdown in the family and 
community spirit had led to a decline in community support and ‘respect’ and an increase 
in violent and anti-social behaviour.  The notion of ‘respect’ was something which 
emerged throughout the focus groups.  Groups believed that there needed to be more 
emphasis in the teaching of young people about how people should respect one another.  
The women in the focus groups also talked about how they feared public violence in 
society and how it impacted on where they went and when.  It was interesting that the 
groups perceived an increase in public violence and felt that this gave a wider impression 
that violence was acceptable, thus impacting on violence against women in both the 
public and private spheres.

All the groups were asked about their views on how violence against women might 
impact differently on rural and urban women.  It was interesting that some of the
benefits of living in rural locations were also seen as limitations when it came to 
addressing violence against women.  Community support, justice, and censure were seen 
as benefits to living in a rural community.  However, the fact that ‘everybody knows 
everybody else’s business’ was identified as one of the main barriers for women who 
might seek help if violence/abuse was an issue for them.  All of the groups identified that 
rural areas had some services but that transport, accessibility, and confidentiality were the 
three most important issues affecting rural women affected by violence and abuse.  

Following the focus groups the research team designed the on-line survey incorporating 
the issues raised by group members.
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Section 4: Survey Respondents

5,372 women responded to the survey of which 4,080 completed the whole survey.   Of 
these respondents, 526 were members of the Women’s Institute.  The responses given 
below include the actual number of responses to each individual question and an 
explanation of where percentages come from; at times percentages are used where 
comparisons between the different groups are being made.  This is because respondents
were not directed to answer all questions and therefore the number of responses received 
per question varies.  The demographic details are also broken down to illustrate rural and 
urban differences.  The data regarding experiences of violence/abuse only relate to 
respondents who answered that they had experiences of these and then provided 
information about it.

Location and Age 

Of the 5,301 women who responded to the question about location, 1,700 (32%) identify
as living in a rural area, compared to 3,601 women (68%) who live in an urban area. 

The vast majority of respondents, 75%, live in England (N= 3,990), with 5% living in 
Wales (N=282); 15% in Scotland (N=788); 2% in Northern Ireland (N=99), and 3% 
living elsewhere (N=156).  5,315 respondents answered this question.

Figure 1: Age of rural and urban women

In terms of age, the urban cohort is slightly younger than those living in rural areas with 
32.8% of the urban cohort aged between 25-34 compared to 16.3% of the rural group.
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Marital Status and Sexuality

In terms of marital status, 54.2% of rural women are married (N=907) compared to
35.4% of urban women (N=1257).  

Table 1: Marital status of rural and urban women.

Married Civil 
partnership

Divorced Widowed Live with 
partner

Single

Rural 
women

54.2%
907

1.5%
25

10.9%
183

2.9%
48

16.9%
282

13.6%
227

Urban 
women

35.4%
1257

1.7%
62

10.1%
360

1.7%
61

22.9%
814

28%
995

  

Differences are evident in the percentage of women who live with their partner and 
those who are single.  This suggests that there is more diversity in marital status of urban
respondents.

In terms of sexuality, 92.1% of rural women describe themselves as heterosexual, 
compared to 86.5% of urban women.  3.5% of rural women describe themselves as 
lesbian, 2% as bisexual, and 2.4% stated that they did not want to answer.  Of urban 
women, 5.6% describe themselves as lesbian, 5.4% as bisexual and 2.5% stated they did 
not want to answer.

Religion and Ethnicity

Table 2: Religious affiliation of respondents

Religion Rural % Urban %
Christian 56.3 40.7
No religion 37.9 50
Other religion 4.1 5.5
Buddhist 0.8 1.3
Muslim 0.4 1.3
Jewish 0.2 0.6
Hindu 0.2 0.4
Sikh 0.2 0.2

Over half of rural women describe themselves as Christian compared to 40% of women 
from urban areas.  Half of urban women and only 37.9% of rural women describe 
themselves as having no religion.   

In relation to ethnicity, 97.7% of rural women, and 92.1% of urban women describe 
themselves as ethnic white. 
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Disability, Education and Employment

The percentage of women from both groups who identify as having a disability was 7.2% 
of rural respondents and 7.6% of urban women.

Table 3: Highest educational qualification

Qualification Rural Urban 
O-level/Standard Grade/GCSE 12.3%  (202) 8.1% (287)
Higher/A-level 11.2% (184) 11.1% (391)
SVQ/NVQ 7% (115) 5.7% (202)
Degree 29.2% (479) 33.6% (1188)
Postgraduate degree 17.4% (285) 26.4% (933)
Professional/vocational qualification 22.9% (375) 15% (531)

As table 3 illustrates there is a difference between the number of urban women who hold
postgraduate degrees compared to rural women who are more likely to hold professional 
or vocational qualifications.  

65.3% of urban women are in full time paid employment compared to 21.2% of urban 
women who have part time paid employment.  For rural women, 50.8% are engaged in 
full time paid work and 27% in part time paid work.  This difference may be explained by 
the differences in educational attainment, the high number who describe themselves as 
homemakers (below) and the slightly older demographic of this group.   

In addition to paid employment, it is recognised that a number of women also undertake 
unpaid work and questions were asked to explore this.  The categories for this question 
were not exclusive.  In rural areas, 41.7% describe themselves as homemaker, 38.4% are 
engaged in voluntary work and 10.2% are students.  28.1% of urban women describe 
themselves as homemaker, 31.9% are engaged in voluntary work and 17.5% are students.  

Figure 2: Percentage of rural and urban women engaged in unpaid work
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As this figure illustrates rural women are more likely to be homemakers and engage in 
unpaid voluntary work than urban women.

Accommodation 

82% of rural women and 68.8% of urban women privately own their own homes.  22.6% 
of urban women live in private rented accommodation compared to only 12.3% of 
women in rural areas.  

Figure 3: Type of accommodation of rural and urban women

Children

39.4% of rural women and 32.9% of urban women have children living at home with 
them, and 29.4% of rural women and 15.1% of urban have children living elsewhere.  
51.9% of the urban women who responded to the survey did not have children 
compared to 31.2% of rural women
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Section 5: Views

The data in this section is broken down in order to differentiate between the views of 
rural and urban women.  Data is presented in percentages and actual numbers but it is 
important to acknowledge that in some of the questions, respondents could tick as many 
boxes as they wanted and so numbers do not add up to 100 percent.  Where it aids clarity 
of meaning percentages and actual numbers are presented.

What is Violence Against Women?

In order to get an understanding of what the respondents understood by the term 
violence against women they were asked to tick the categories that they believed 
constituted violence against women.  In total they were given 19 options to choose from 
and could choose as many as they wished.  Table 4 below shows the responses to these 
as broken down by locality.

Table 4: Which of the following would you describe as violence against women?

Type of violence Rural % Urban %
domestic violence 99.3 99.4
sexual violence 99.3 99.3
female genital mutilation 95.2 97.4
forced marriage 93.3 93.5
trafficking 90.1 91.8
‘honour’ crimes 87.2 92
sexual harassment 84.9 85.9
stalking 83.6 83
abuse based on religious views 82.6 80.6
child sexual abuse 74.2 74.6
family violence (parent to child) 73.8 71
workplace harassment 70.9 72.1
bullying 73.8 70.4
racist attacks 69.2 67.8
sibling violence 64 62
prostitution 62 64.6
pornography 51.8 48.7
lap-dancing 24.2 26.9
topless models (page 3) 21.7 23.5

The data indicates that there are no significant differences between the views of rural and 
urban women.  Overall, domestic violence, sexual violence, female genital mutilation, 
forced marriage and trafficking were all ranked by over 90% of both groups to be the top 
five issues characterised as violence against women.  The next highest category was that 
of honour crimes and then sexual harassment and stalking.  Interestingly, over 80% of 
both groups ranked abuse based on religious views as being encompassed by the 
umbrella term of violence against women.  Three quarters of rural and urban women
classified abuse of children by adults as violence against women, which reflects the 
Home Office definition of domestic violence (Home Office, 2007). Similar numbers of 



McCarry & Williamson, 2009  14

women in both groups ranked workplace harassment, bullying, racist attacks and 
prostitution.  Roughly half of each group believed that pornography was relevant to 
violence against women and roughly one quarter felt that lap-dancing was included, with 
less than one quarter believing that topless models (page 3) constituted violence against 
women.  

Prevalence of Violence Against Women 

In order to get a sense of how often the respondents believed these various 
manifestations of violence against women occurred, they were asked to state how often 
they thought various aspects of violence and abuse occurred; both in the wider 
community and their own localities.  This was to explore whether there was a
preconception by the rural dwellers that this was an urban problem or a problem that 
existed but not in their own communities.  In order to make this manageable 
respondents were asked about eight aspects of violence against women (rather than 
include the 19 options given previously).  They were asked to state whether they 
happened never, rarely, sometimes or frequently.  

In response to the question How often do you think these things happen?, the respondents 
listed that the eight forms of violence against women – domestic violence, sexual 
violence, child sexual abuse, prostitution, sexual harassment, forced marriage, ‘honour’ 
crimes and female genital mutilation - all happened ‘frequently’.

Table 5: Types of violence against women that occur frequently.

Rural % Urban %
domestic violence 87.1 91.2
sexual violence 77.2 83.4
prostitution 80.2 83.1
sexual harassment 74.5 80.6
child sexual abuse 68.9 69.8
forced marriage 55.8 56.8
‘honour' crimes 42.6 45.3
female genital mutilation (FGM) 45.2 49.9

The data in Table 5 (above) indicates that there is consensus that domestic violence, 
sexual violence, prostitution, sexual harassment and child sexual abuse occur the most
frequently.  

This question was followed up by asking respondents how often they thought these 
things happened in the communities in which they live.  The majority of respondents 
believed that in a general sense violence happens frequently, however, when asked about 
this happening in their own communities it is only the urban cohort who believe that the 
majority of issues happen in their community frequently; and forced marriage, ‘honour’ 
crimes and female genital mutilation happen only ‘rarely’.  
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Figure 4: Types of violence/abuse happening frequently in ‘your community’

Figure 4 (above) illustrates the percentage of rural and urban women who believe that 
the different types of violence happen frequently in the area in which they live.  
Irrespective of whether the figures are accurate or not, it is important to recognise that 
urban women, much more than rural women, perceive violence and abuse to be more 
frequent an occurrence in their own communities than rural women.

Services

Respondents were asked about services in their local communities which they had access 
to and which they thought dealt with violence against women issues.  These questions 
were asked because it is argued that rural areas are not as well resourced as urban, which 
impacts on the availability of services.  Respondents were asked to select which services 
they had access to out of a list of twenty options including: police, 
solicitor/lawyer/probation, perpetrators programmes, doctors, nurse/midwife/health 
visitor, accident and emergency, counselling services/Samaritans, social services, housing 
department, teacher, marriage guidance/relate, religious leader, local 
MP/MSP/Councillor, citizen’s advice bureau, local WI group, Rape Crisis, other 
women’s organisation, Childline, women’s refuge/safe house, other voluntary 
organisations.  There is uniformity in terms of response with both urban and rural 
women stating that over 90 percent have access to all these services except for three 
services.  Both groups state that the services they have least access to are: perpetrator 
programmes, Rape Crisis, and women’s refuge/safe house.  This means that across rural 
and urban localities there is a very similar picture regarding a lack of key services for 
women victims and male perpetrators of violence against women.  

A follow up question asked which services deal with violence against women in 
respondents’ local area.  Both groups stated that in their community the services most 
likely to deal with violence against women were women’s refuge/safe house, followed by 
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either Rape Crisis or the police. This data is extremely significant for a number of 
reasons.  Firstly, it is interesting that both groups select two services that are women only 
and dedicated towards dealing specifically with domestic violence and sexual violence.  
Secondly, these two services are identified by both groups as the ones they have least 
access to.  Therefore, whilst they are the most utilised for violence against women issues 
they are the least accessible.  It is also important to recognise that the police play a very 
significant role in dealing with violence against women in both rural and urban areas.

The third question about services asked respondents to identify which services they think 
should have a role to play in violence against women.  Both groups identified the police 
as the top service followed by woman’s refuge/safe house, and then social services.  

This suggests that whilst women believe that the police and social services should be the 
addressing violence against women, it is third sector services, Rape Crisis and women’s 
refuges, which are doing so.  Urban and rural areas women agree that there is a need for 
generic services, such as the police and social services, but that there also needs to be 
dedicated women only services.  

Views about Violence Against Women

In order to ascertain what respondents felt about the reasons and causes for violence 
against women we asked them a number of questions.  The first question comprised a
list of 16 statements and respondents were asked to state whether they believed them to 
be true or false.  Unlike the questions above, in this section there was considerable 
difference between the views of rural and urban women.  Whilst there was some 
convergence, for example, 80.9% rural and 82% urban women agree that ‘men who 
commit violence against women should go to prison’, and 74.5% rural and 72.7% urban 
women agree with the statement that ‘violence against women is not openly talked about 
in their communities’, in most other cases there were marked differences in responses.

Table 6: Rural and urban women who agree with the following statements.

Rural % Urban %
One in four women experience domestic violence at 
some point in their life

87.2 91.7

The media do not exaggerate the extent of violence 
against women

84.2 90.6

Women are more likely to experience violence/abuse 
when drinking alcohol

53.6 45.3

Women could do more to avoid being victims of 
violence/abuse

26.2 20.2

The areas with some difference in opinion relate to perceptions about women’s 
culpability and behaviour.  53.6% of rural women and 45.3% of urban women agreed 
with the statement ‘Women are more likely to experience violence/abuse when drinking 
alcohol’.  This suggests that rural women are more likely to believe that on the basis of 
their own behaviour, i.e. drinking alcohol, women are more likely to experience violence 
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or abuse.  By focusing on the victims’ behaviour these respondents move attention and 
responsibility away from perpetrators.

This issue of gender and responsibility is further compounded by responses to the 
statement ‘Women could do more to avoid being victims of violence/abuse’.  26.2% of 
rural women compared to 20.2% of urban women agreed with this.  These findings 
suggest a worrying trend by rural women of focusing on the behaviour of the victim.  

Causes of Violence Against Women

The final question in this section of the survey asked respondents about possible causes 
of violence against women.  Respondents were offered a choice of sixteen options and 
were asked to select the top three causes they believed to be responsible for violence 
against women.  

Table 7: The top five causes of violence against women

Rural Urban
1 Alcohol/drugs 1 Alcohol/drugs
2 Witnessing violence/abuse as child 2 Witnessing violence/abuse as child
3 Anger management issues 3 Anger management issues
4 Lack of effective sanctions against it 4 Gender Inequality
5 Gender Inequality 5 Lack of effective sanctions against it

Table 7 illustrates that both groups of women selected the same top three reasons as 
causes of violence against women.  However, it is unknown whether the first two 
reasons, alcohol/drugs and witnessing violence/abuse as a child, are in relation to the
action and behaviours of perpetrators, victims or both.  Further analysis of this data 
revealed that urban women selected ‘gender inequality’ in fourth position compared to 
rural women who placed it fifth below ‘lack of effective sanctions against it’.
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Section 6: Experiences of Violence and Abuse

The final section of the survey asked respondents about their own experiences of 
violence and abuse.  The first question in this section asked whether women had ever 
experienced any violence or abuse in their lifetime.  Overall, 55.3% of the entire sample 
reported that they had experienced violence or abuse.  This breaks down as 53% of rural 
women and 56.2% of urban women.

Experiences of Rural and Urban Women

Of the 53% of rural women and 56.2% of urban women who had experienced 
violence/abuse, 93.4% and 92.6% respectively agreed to tell us more about their 
experiences.  As such, the following data refers to a smaller sample than actually reported 
experiencing violence and abuse.

Table 8: Lifetime experiences of violence and abuse. 

Rural % Urban %
emotional abuse* 34.3 33.6
minor physical abuse* 32.6 32
psychological abuse* 29.1 29.3
controlling behaviour* 24.6 24.4
serious physical abuse* 19.3 17.4
financial control 16.4 14.3
enforced isolation* 17 15.4
sexual violence 14 13.2
attempted rape** 10.5 10.6
stalked/followed** 13.2 15
rape** 11.6 11.9
prevented from working 6.3 4.3
physical abuse with a weapon 7.2 6.1

* examples of these sorts of behaviours were provided.
** all forms of violence against women except these were related to ex or current partners.  

Figure 5 (below) illustrates the differences between rural and urban women’s experiences 
of violence and abuse throughout their lifetime.  This indicates the uniformity of 
women’s experiences of violence and abuse.
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Figure5: Experiences of violence and abuse over lifetime 

32.9% of rural and 32% of urban women experienced minor physical abuse such as 
being slapped, pushed or shoved by a current or ex-partner, and 19.3% of rural and 
17.4% of urban women experienced serious physical abuse which includes being 
punched or kicked by a current or ex-partner.  7.2% of rural and 6.1% of urban women 
experienced physical abuse with a weapon at some point in their lifetime.

Respondents were asked about various forms of non-physical abuse by their current or 
ex-partners.  34.3% of rural and 33.6% of urban women  experienced emotional abuse, 
for example name calling or being put down; 29.1% of rural women and 29.3% of urban 
women identified as having experienced psychological abuse such as being accused of 
things they haven’t done; controlling behaviour, such as being told what to wear or 
where they can go, was experienced by 24.6% of rural and 24.4% of urban women; and 
17% of rural and 15.4% of urban women reported enforced isolation from friends and 
family.  

In relation to sexual violence, 10.5% of rural and 10.6% of urban women had 
experienced attempted rape; 11.6% of rural and 11.9% of rural women stated that they 
had been raped at some point in their lifestyle.  

The data identifies that there are very few differences in the types and levels of violence 
and abuse that rural and urban women experienced.  Over a third of these women have 
experienced physical violence, with nearly a fifth being subject to extreme violence, over 
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a third experienced emotional abuse, and over 10% were subject to sexual violence and 
abuse: these figures are worryingly high.

Respondents were asked about the gender of the perpetrators of the violence and abuse
they experienced.  The vast majority stated that the perpetrator was male: 94.2% rural 
women and 93.6% urban women.  This does not include those women who stated that 
they have experienced violence and abuse from both men and women, 3.4% and 3.3% 
respectively.

Child abuse

Those respondents who reported experiences of violence abuse, and agreed to tell us 
about these experiences, were asked if they had experienced any violence or abuse as a 
child.  They were asked if this was in the form of neglect, physical abuse, sexual abuse or 
emotional abuse. 2,456 respondents in total answered this question.

Table 9:  Abuse experienced as a child.  

Rural % Urban %
Neglect 8.3 9.9
Physical abuse 15.5 16.7
Sexual abuse 21.5 20.3
Emotional abuse 28.2 29.2
No child abuse 57.5 56.8

This data shows that there was little difference in the amount of violence and abuse 
experienced by rural and urban women as children.

Disclosure and Help Seeking

Respondents were asked if they had told anyone about the violence and abuse they 
experienced as a child and/or adult.  66.7% of rural women and 68.3% of urban women 
reported telling someone about their experiences.  Respondents were asked to provide 
detail about who they had disclosed to.  The following table indicates that rural and 
urban women chose to disclose to the same top groups of people.    

Table 10: Help-seeking of rural and urban women.  

Rural % Urban %
Friend/s 75.1 Friend/s 77.9
Family 54.2 Family 50.5
Police 30.4 Police 27.6
Counselling services 26.2 Counselling services 25.1
Doctor 22.5 Doctor 17.7

It is evident that both groups choose to disclose primarily to their friends and families 
about their experiences.  This is interesting given the previous data about the availability 
and accessibility of services in rural and urban areas.
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Section 7: Interview Data

Telephone Interviews

In the survey respondents who had experiences of violence or abuse were asked if they 
would be prepared to have a confidential telephone interview in order to explore their 
answers further.  Those who agreed to be interviewed were asked some basic 
demographic questions, questions about the abuse and violence they had experienced,
and about any help-seeking behaviours.  Those that were WI members were asked if they 
thought the WI was an appropriate organisation to work on violence against women 
issues.

All twenty interviews were conducted over the telephone and were typed up during or 
after the interview.  At times the women are paraphrased but where their actual words 
are used this is indicated through the use of quotation marks.

Table 11: Demographics of Interviewees.

Interviewee Age Rural /Urban WI / non-WI
1 30 Rural non-WI
2 56 Rural non-WI
3 61 Rural WI
4 53 Urban WI
5 41 Rural WI
6 62 Rural non-WI
7 68 Rural WI
8 41 Urban WI
9 62 Rural WI
10 42 Rural WI
11 67 Urban WI
12 57 Rural WI
13 64 Rural WI
14 55 Rural WI
15 56 Rural WI
16 36 Rural non-WI
17 40 Urban WI
18 43 Rural WI
19 51 Urban WI
20 65 Rural non-WI

The age of interviewees range from 30 to 68: two women are in their 30s; five in their 
40s; six in their 50s; and seven in their 60s.  Of the 20, five stated that they live in urban 
areas whilst 15 are in rural areas of England and Wales.  Fifteen women are current 
members of their local WI and length of membership varied considerably from those 
who have recently joined to a thirty year membership.  
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Personal Experiences

To reiterate, all the women interviewed stated that they had personal experiences of 
violence and abuse but were not selected on the basis of the ‘type’ or extremity of their 
experiences.  However, the data illustrates that all these women endured extremely high 
levels of significant violence and abuse from previous and current partners.  We 
appreciate that recounting personal experiences of violence and abuse can be a very 
painful process and we very much admire and respect these women for taking part.  For 
some of the women, this is the first time they have spoken about what happened to 
them.  

The types of violence and abuse experienced by the women ranged from physical 
violence, emotional abuse, sexual violence, domestic violence, psychological abuse, 
controlling behaviour, mental abuse, minor and severe physical violence, rape, gang rape, 
threatened with weapon, child sexual abuse (by partner), mental cruelty, child contact
issues, child sexual abuse against them as child, and witnessing of violence by father 
against mother.  There were no distinctions between rural and urban women or WI and 
non-WI members in terms of the type or extent of violence and abuse they experienced.  
However, the most common forms of violence and abuse were physical violence and 
non-physical violence; women referred to this as emotional abuse, mental cruelty, 
psychological abuse, controlling behaviour, or verbal abuse.

Table 12: Type of violence and abuse experienced by women

Type of Violence / Abuse No of Women
physical - minor & severe 15
psychological / mental 10
emotional / verbal 8
controlling   3
sexual abuse / assault 6
rape / gang rape 3
threatened with weapon 1
child sexual abuse 2
child abuse 1
childhood witnessing 1
using child contact 1

The following sections of the report break the data down to explore the experiences of 
physical violence, non-physical violence, sexual violence, and violence and abuse 
experienced as a child.

Physical Violence: Minor and Severe

All the physical violence was accompanied by other forms of violent and abusive 
behaviours and always escalated in terms of frequency and severity.  Interviewee 1 
explained that the physical violence got “worse” and “more extreme” over the four years 
that her partner abused her.  She also stated that he started with emotional abuse, then 
used physical and sexual violence.  Interviewee 3 was physically and emotionally abused 
for the duration of her 17 year marriage and sustained injuries such as broken bones.  
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Interviewee 4 described her husband as a very “violent and controlling man” and 
sustained injuries when her husband ran her over with his car and “He dragged me along 
the road on a rural bumpy road and I was bruised and cut all over.”

Interviewee 6 experienced the widest range of violence and abuse from both her first and 
second husband and suffered extreme physical, emotional and sexual abuse including 
rape and being threatened with a gun. The experiences described by Interviewee 6 
illustrate how it is very difficult to disentangle the various manifestations of violent and 
abusive behaviours because the sexual violence also included extreme physical violence.  
She described the sadistic violence of her first husband who accused her of having an 
affair and as punishment “he took a hot coal and put it in my vagina”.  She also 
described further sexual violence and extreme violence against her when she was in the 
late stages of pregnancy.  

Interviewee 15 described how violence that occurred in the past can still have a profound 
impact on women’s lives:

“I was in a violent relationship back in the 70s. It was physical violence.  It is 30 years ago 
this year. Unfortunately it stays with you. There is not a day goes by that when I don’t at some 
point think about it. 
As soon as I did anything that he did not agree with, I ended up with a black eye. One of my 
eyes was split open. I ended up with a cracked skull because he hit me with a glass ashtray. I 
had a broken jaw; a broken nose; I lost my front teeth; I had my head shoved in the toilet.”  
Interviewee 15

Interviewee 19 was abused by two husbands, the first of whom “became violent and 
physically abusive towards me and my daughter”.  The second husband “went on to 
completely destroy all our lives.  He sexually abused both of my daughters. He was 
physically, sexually, emotionally and financially abusive towards me.”  After ten years her 
husband was prosecuted for the sexual abuse of the children and imprisoned.  

Non-physical Violence: Psychological, Mental, Emotional, Verbal, Controlling

The forms of non-physical violence the male perpetrators used to abuse their partners
were varied.  Interviewee 1 explained that her partner started with “mental abuse” before 
going on to be physically and sexually violent.  When asked what she meant by “mental 
abuse” she described it as “mind games, putting down, lowering self-esteem”.  
Interviewee 2 described the “psychological violence” as worse than the physical violence 
which lasted 4/5 years because “you couldn’t see the bruises and he never felt sorry 
afterwards.”  Interviewee 3’s ex-partner was described as a very “violent and controlling 
man” and she had to ask him for money because he made her financially reliant on him 
and he would withhold money if he felt she had transgressed his rules. Interviewee 5 
experienced physical and mental violence and described the emotional abuse as “worse”; 
she explained that this lasted two and a half years and started within two weeks of their 
relationship. Interviewee 10 experienced many forms of abuse and violence and 
described the relentless psychological abuse her partner of 21 years perpetrated against 
her: “Mentally he used to go at me for three to four hours and at the end I did not know 
to say yes or no because whatever I said was wrong”.  Interviewee 11 also experienced 
multiple forms of abuse but the non-physical violence had the most impact:
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“I was married to a man who took great pleasure in calling me names and putting me down on 
everything. He was very jealous and controlling. He was allowed to do things that I was not 
allowed. I had to be home at a certain time and was not allowed to go out on my own. There 
was this constant barrage that I was not good and was not liked by anyone.  He put me down 
all the time. He used to tell me that he was doing all this because he loved me, which was not 
true.”  Interviewee 12  

Interviewee 16 described the various forms of controlling behaviours that her ex-
husband subjected her to.  She catalogued all the aspects of her life that he controlled:
including the colour of her underwear; monitoring the time she took to go to work and 
back; being made to produce receipts for everything she purchased including the food 
shopping; not being allowed out of the house without him (except to go to work);
locking her out of the house in her pyjamas; isolating her from all her friends and family; 
and using their child and visiting rights to control her after their relationship had ended.

One of the women, Interviewee 18, discussed the controlling behaviour and emotional 
abuse that her female partner inflicted upon her. She was in the relationship for four 
years and it was only after it ended that she reflected on the extent of this abuse.  The 
controlling behaviour extended into how she behaved in “public and private life”.  She 
believed that the abuse happened because her partner was trying to keep their 
relationship a secret from their families and rural community3.

Sexual Violence: Abuse, Assault, Rape, Gang Rape

The women found it harder to discuss sexual violence than other forms of violence and 
abuse.  For example, Interviewee 1 described the emotional and physical abuse but just 
referred to “sexual abuse” without giving more detail.  In addition to extreme physical 
violence and torture, Interviewee 6 endured rape and sexual assault by both her 
husbands.  Her first husband “raped me so hard that I bled for six weeks” and her 
second husband “held a gun to my head while his brother raped me”.  This husband also 
raped and sexually assaulted her children from her first marriage. As a consequence of 
this repeated abuse, she explained that “I used to wear two pairs of trousers and two 
knickers” as a protective measure.   Interviewee 10 described herself as being “mentally, 
sexually and physically abused by my partner” of 21 years. She described the sexual 
violence: “He used to force himself onto me and have sex and if I said no he beat me.  If 
he was drunk, it was worse”.  Interviewee 11 described the sexual violence she endured 
as worse than all the other forms of violence and abuse and this manifestation of 
violence started just after she gave birth to their son.  

At the end of her interview, Interviewee 4 disclosed that she had been raped by a 
boyfriend when she refused to have unprotected sex with him.  She was reluctant to 
name this as rape and stated “I suppose you can say that he technically raped me”.  This 
is illustrative of a lot of women’s experiences which she acknowledges when she says “I 
think this happens to a lot of women”.

Abuse Experienced as Children

A small number of the women reported witnessing violence from their fathers against 
their mothers when they were children.  Interviewee 17 described how she was sexually 
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abused at the age of ten by a male family member and Interviewee 13 experienced 
abusive and cruel behaviour from her mother when she was a child.

Children 

All the women were fiercely protective of their children and many claimed that their 
absolute breaking point was when their partner threatened to harm or actually harmed 
their children.  For example, Interviewee 2 stated that she told her abusive husband that 
“if anything happened in front of the children that would be it”.

Interviewee 1 explained how her breaking point was when her partner “went for” their 
child and that was when she decided to leave him.  This was very traumatic as her partner 
had cut her off from all her family and friends and she had no one to turn to; she was 
also six months pregnant with their third child.  In order to escape she climbed through a 
window and went to her parents who took her in.

Interviewee 10 described how her ex-partner would use the children as “ammunition” 
and “He was violent towards my elder son mainly…. With the other children it seemed
to be psychological”.  She was with her partner for 21 years and they had four children 
together.

Interviewee 16 described how her ex-partner used their child and visitation rights to 
control and abuse both her and their child.  She explained how he threatened to take the 
child in the car and gas him.  She described the inadequate response by agencies such as 
the police and CAFCASS which is discussed in more detail below.

Disclosure and Help Seeking

Some of the women blamed themselves for the violence and abuse they experienced 
rather than blaming the perpetrator. For example, Interviewee 2 commented “I think I 
was just very weak at the time….. I do not know why I did not walk away”.  Other 
women did not disclose their experiences of violence and abuse because of a lack of 
services; the “shame” of acknowledging what was happening to them; and because they 
were not believed when they did try and tell people:

“There is this thing about shame really. You do not mind talking to a friend about it but you 
do not want the wider community to find out that you are such a weak person and you could not 
cope with it. I told a friend of mine once but he did not believe me because I was very tall, I am 
5’9”. And my friend did not think that my husband would have such power over me, but it 
does not work like that. … To be honest, there were not many services anyway.  I lived in 
[name of country] for the last four years and I could not tell anyone there because it was just not 
acceptable.” Interviewee 3  

Interviewee 20 referred to the shame of disclosing the violence and abuse and felt that “I 
did not want anyone to look down on me, so I did not talk to anyone about it”.  Other
women spoke of the fear that they felt about disclosing to anyone what was happening to 
them.  Interviewee 10 explained that she did not tell anyone for years because “He said 
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that if I tell anyone or if I leave him, he would come and kill me and the children and my 
mum.”

Interviewee 11 said that it was “not the done thing” to discuss these sorts of issues and it
was only after her husband hospitalised her that the police got involved.  Interviewee 12 
explained that she did not access services because she thought they only dealt with 
physical violence and her husband inflicted “mental cruelty” on her:

“I never really accessed any services for domestic violence.  Most of the services that you see 
advertised are always for women who are suffering from physical violence but not very much for 
women who are suffering from mental cruelty.  I never felt that I could approach these 
organisations. It has only been in the last couple of years that I have heard from the national 
media that they seem to include the mental anguish that women suffer. I did not think that 
psychological violence is seen in the same light as physical violence because there are no scars, 
broken bones and fractures that anyone can see or prove that this particular behaviour went on. 
All you are left with is mental anguish and ultimately the lack of confidence that unfortunately I 
still suffer from to this day.”  Interviewee 12

Most of the women did not speak to agencies about violence and abuse and many only 
told their families.  When they did tell their families, it was towards the end of their 
relationships when the violence had escalated and they needed help to leave.   
Unfortunately many of the women reported negative experiences from the professionals 
that they did disclose to.  Interviewee 2 was in a “very violent” and abusive relationship 
whereby she was “hospitalised a few times” over the duration of ten years and believed
that violence against women issues “got swept under the carpet”.  She disclosed to her 
GP whose advice was to leave her partner which she did not find very helpful at that 
point.  She also explained that her partner was very controlling and she could literally 
not contact anyone for help particularly because this was before the prevalence of mobile 
phones and she could not phone for help from her home telephone.   However, she 
believed that she needed someone to talk to and that this would have helped her:

“I just really wanted to have support and someone to talk to and know that I am not the only 
one who is going though this.  Maybe if somebody had talked to me about it, I would have 
probably come out of the relationship sooner.”  Interviewee 2

Interviewee 6, from a rural area, was not aware of any services that were available apart 
from her GP but was reluctant to disclose to him because he was a man.  Interviewee 7, 
also from a rural area, also described problems with her GP who she referred to as 
“useless” because:

“The GP said to me that you are clinically depressed. She did nothing about it. She was one of 
the problems. She wanted to give me tablets and they made me feel peculiar and Relate did not 
help either so I did not try any other services. The thing that helped me most was WI.” 
Interviewee 7  

Interviewee 17, also had a negative experience with her GP but this was in relation to the 
sexual abuse she experienced as a child.  She said that she told her school doctor who
responded that sexual abuse she experienced was “not important and it did not matter”.

“I went to my school doctor and home life was not fantastic. My mother was dying from cancer 
and I could not tell her about it; it would have destroyed what was left of the family. I thought 
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school was meant to be the place of safety so I felt completely kicked in the teeth. I am still very 
cross with school about that. There is this element that these things do not happen in middle 
class homes. People do not really want to talk about it. Now I am pretty okay but I would like 
people to realise that it is something that happens mostly at home rather than by some strange 
person. It is a power relationship in the family setting that could go badly wrong. Can we stop 
saying that it is the creepy stranger. It could be your brother or father and so on. Interviewee 
17

Interviewee 16 had a negative experience with CAFCASS who got involved when she left 
her partner and he was seeking contact with their children.  She described a complete 
lack of understanding of the violence and abuse her partner was perpetrating against her 
and the children; the CAFCASS worker assigned to her “did not take my fears and 
concerns seriously”.  She also had a negative outcome in the courts where the judge 
decided that contact arrangements should not take the domestic violence/abuse into 
account.  He said: “It does not matter what happened in the past, we are here to think 
about the future”.  Fortunately she contacted Women’s Aid who gave her details of a 
solicitor who specialised in family law, which proved invaluable.  

Impact on Rural and Urban Women

As stated previously there were no discernible differences between the urban and rural 
women’s experiences of violence and abuse.  All the interviewees were asked whether 
they thought that violence against women affected women in rural areas differently to 
those in urban areas.  There were mixed responses to this question whereby Interviewee 
2 stated that it is more difficult for women in rural areas because “everyone knows your 
business” but then commented: “People in community settings are more supportive 
whereas in towns, people would turn a blind eye and won’t care”.  Interviewee 3, from a 
rural area, also commented on the complexities of living in a rural area where “it would 
be very difficult to hide bruises but it is very difficult to find adequate services”.  

The main distinction drawn between rural and urban women was not in terms of 
manifestations or levels of violence and abuse but in terms of isolation and lack of 
services in rural areas including transport for women to use to reach existing services.

WI Campaigns on Violence Against Women Issues

Interviewees who were WI members were asked for their views on whether they thought 
that it was important for the WI to campaign on violence against women issues.  Some 
of the answers to this question were extremely emphatic, for example, “absolutely the WI 
should be campaigning on this issue”.  Many stated that the WI was a key organisation in 
which to campaign on the issue because of its established history, its women only 
membership, and its breadth of members in terms of geographic distribution: “Yes I do. 
They seem to have a big impact because they are a big organisation and they have been 
going on for a long time, people seem to listen to them” (Interviewee 8).  This sentiment 
was echoed by Interviewee 12 who stated that: “I think it is important for every 
organisation to get involved in this. But the WI even more because it is a women’s 
organisation and we would have a better chance of having our voice heard”.  Other 
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women stated that it was important for the WI to campaign because violence against 
women is an important issue that affects many women even if they are not the direct 
victims of it:  

“Absolutely. Violence against women affects all women, not necessarily those who experience it 
but also they may know people who have and people who witness it.  It impinges on attitudes to 
women in general. The WI is a strong voice and deals with a lot of women”.  Interviewee 18

Concluding Comment

This section of the report has presented the data from the twenty women who were 
interviewed.  Their experiences of violence and abuse were long term, escalated in 
frequency and severity, and had a profound and long term impact on their lives and the 
lives of other family members.  Apart from one woman who experienced abuse from her 
female partner, these women suffered a range of abuses from their male partners, male 
family members, and other men in their lives.  Most did not receive any help from 
statutory or third sector organisations and where they did seek help were let down.  
Women also described how they were further isolated by wider social attitudes about 
violence against women.  To conclude this section it is important to recognise the 
strength and resilience of these women and their children.
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Section 8: Responses from Wales

The research team were asked at the outset to provide a breakdown of the results from 
Wales.  This section of the report presents the data which was collected in the survey 
from 141 urban women and 139 rural women from Wales. 

Demographics

The rural women from Wales who completed the survey are younger than the urban 
women which may have an impact on the other demographic factors we considered, 
including marital status.  Rural women are more likely to be married and urban women 
more likely to live with their partner and/or be single.

In terms of religion the majority of both groups of rural and urban women responded 
that they are either Christian or identify as having no religion.  There is a difference 
between the number of rural women who identify as Christian and those in urban areas 
who identify as such.

98.5% of rural women (135) identify their ethnicity as white compared to 92.1% of urban 
women (129).  

In relation to sexuality, 127 rural women (92.7%) and 120 urban women (87%) identify
as heterosexual.  For women in rural areas, two identify as lesbian, five as bisexual and 
three did not wish to answer.  Four urban women identify as lesbian, eight as bisexual 
and six respondents did not wish to answer.  

Nine rural women (6.8%) compared to 12 urban women (8.6%) identify as having a 
disability.

The largest group of women in both the rural and urban groups in terms of highest 
qualification was those holding a ‘degree’, 26.5% of rural women and 40.3% of urban 
women.  The percentage of rural women who hold postgraduate and professional 
qualifications is slightly higher than the urban women cohort.

59% of rural women are employed in full-time paid work compared to 71.4% of urban 
women, however, a higher number of rural women undertake part time work, 35 women 
compared to 20 urban women.  An equal number, 20, of rural and urban women do no 
paid work.  In terms of unpaid work, 36.6% of rural women identify as homemaker, 
40.7% as doing voluntary work, 13.8% as a student and 30.9% as doing no unpaid work.  
Urban women are less likely to be homemakers (27.6%) or do voluntary work (37.4%), 
which might be explained by the larger number of urban women in full time paid 
employment.

Household income is similar across both groups as is the number of women in rural and 
urban areas who have children still living at home (44.7% rural and 41% urban).  There is 
a higher proportion of urban women who have no children but this can be explained by 
the younger age of urban women.  

Six of the urban women and 24 of the rural women from Wales identify as a member of 
the Women’s Institute.
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What is Violence Against Women?

Welsh respondents were asked whether they would describe the following issues as 
violence against women.  The responses are similar across both the rural and urban 
groups.

Table W1: Which of the following would you describe as violence against women?
Rural % Urban %

domestic violence 100 100
sexual violence 99.3 99.2
female genital mutilation 93.3 99.2
forced marriage 94.8 94.7
trafficking 93.3 90.2
‘honour’ crimes 90.3 93.9
sexual harassment 85.8 87.1
stalking 85.8 80.3
abuse based on religious views 83.6 86.4
child sexual abuse 74.6 74.2
family violence (parent to child) 74.6 75
workplace harassment 67.9 69.7
bullying 81.3 74.2
racist attacks 65.7 72.7
sibling violence 59 70.5
prostitution 62.7 59.8
pornography 48.5 41.7
lap-dancing 16.4 22.7
topless models (page 3) 16.4 18.9

There are very similar views across the rural and urban groups with the main differences 
in relation to stalking and bullying.

Prevalence of Violence Against Women

The respondents were asked to identify how often they thought that specific types of 
violence against women occurred.  Table W2, below, indicates the types of violence and 
abuse that Welsh respondents believed to happen frequently.  

Table W2: Types of violence and abuse that happen frequently.
Rural % Urban %

domestic violence 88 96.9
sexual violence 78 87.2
prostitution 77.9 87.6
sexual harassment 75.6 80.5
child sexual abuse 69.2 68.2
forced marriage 55.3 61.2
‘honour' crimes 47 48.8
female genital mutilation 42 54.7

Table W2 illustrates that in the majority of cases, fewer rural than urban women thought 
these things happened frequently.  It is important to note that ‘frequently’ was chosen as 
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the highest answer for all responses except for ‘honour’ crimes which rural women 
thought happened ‘sometimes’.

Respondents were then asked how often they believed these forms of violence against 
women happened in ‘their community’.

Figure W1: Violence and abuse that happens frequently in ‘your community’.

As figure W1 shows, urban women are more likely than rural women to believe that 
violence and abuse occurs in their communities.  This is true of all types of violence and 
abuse.  The biggest divergence of views is in relation to prostitution with 17.7% of rural 
women compared to 46.1% of urban women believing that prostitution happened 
frequently in their communities.

Services

There were very few differences in the breakdown of responses from the Welsh cohort 
compared to the wider survey respondents in terms of services.  Both the rural and urban 
groups from Wales identified a lack of perpetrator programmes, Rape Crisis services and 
women’s refuge/safe houses in their local area.  Urban women from Wales also 
identified a lack generally of other women’s organisations.  

As with the wider cohort, both the rural and urban women from Wales identified the 
police, women’s refuge/safe house and Rape Crisis as the top three organisations in their 
local area currently dealing with violence against women issues.  When asked which 
services generally respondents thought should play a role in violence against women the 
top three for both rural and urban women from Wales were the police, women’s refuges
and social services.
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Views about Violence Against Women

Respondents were asked if they agreed with a series of statements relating to violence 
and abuse.  For most statements there was little difference between the rural and urban
groups and no differences between the Welsh data and that already presented in Section 
5 above. 

Causes of Violence Against Women

The final question in this section of the survey asked respondents about possible causes 
of violence against women.  Respondents were offered a choice of 16 options and were 
asked to select the top three causes they believed to be responsible for violence against 
women.  

Table W3: The top five causes of violence against women
Rural Urban

1 Alcohol/drugs 1 Alcohol/drugs
2 Anger management issues 2 Witnessing violence/abuse as child
3 Witnessing violence/abuse as child 3 Anger management issues
4 Lack of effective sanctions against it 4 Lack of effective sanctions against it
5 Gender Inequality 5 Gender Inequality 

Table W3, above, indicates that both rural and urban women selected the same top five
reasons as causes of violence against women, albeit in a slightly different order.  

Experiences of Violence and Abuse

52.5% of rural women and 58.3% of urban women responded that they had experienced 
some form of violence or abuse.  

Table W4: Types of violence and abuse ever experienced. 
Rural % Urban %

emotional abuse* 80 84.4
minor physical abuse* 70.8 79.7
psychological abuse* 63 84.4
controlling behaviour* 63 74.4
serious physical abuse* 38.5 48.4
financial control 40 45.3
enforced isolation* 46.2 46.9
sexual violence 29.2 29.7
attempted rape** 21.5 29.7
stalked/followed** 33.8 42.2
rape** 23 25
prevented from working 23 14.1
physical abuse with a weapon 18.5 15.6

* examples of these sorts of behaviours were provided.
** all forms of violence against women except those marked with an asterisk were related 
to ex or current partners.  
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Figure W2: Lifetime experiences of violence and abuse. 

As figure W2 illustrates, urban women were more likely to experience all forms of 
violence and abuse except for being prevented from working outside the home and 
physical abuse with a weapon.

The patterns of different types of abuse reported by rural and urban women from Wales 
matched those recorded for the survey cohort as a whole as discussed in Section 6 above.  

Regarding the gender of perpetrators as above, the overwhelming majority stated that 
their abuser was male: 93.8% (60) rural women and 92.4% (61) urban women.  Note that 
this does not include those women who stated that their abuse had been from both men 
and women, 3.1% and 6.1% respectively.

Child Abuse

Those respondents who reported experience of abuse, and agreed to tell us about those 
experiences, were asked if they had experienced any abuse as a child and whether this 
was in the form of neglect, physical abuse, sexual abuse or emotional abuse.  Table W5 
below illustrates this.
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Table W5: Abuse experienced as a child

Rural % Urban %
Neglect 7.8 10.4
Physical abuse 6.3 22.4
Sexual abuse 18.8 19.4
Emotional abuse 14.1 31.3
No child abuse 65.6 55.2

Table W5 indicates that rural women experienced less abuse across all types as children 
than their urban counterparts.

Disclosure and Help-Seeking

Respondents were asked if they had told anyone about the violence and abuse they 
experienced as a child and/or adult.  69.4% of rural women and 61.8% of urban women 
reported telling someone about their experiences.  Respondents were asked to provide 
details about who they had disclosed to.  The following table indicates that rural and 
urban women chose to disclose to the same top groups of people.    

Table W6: Help-seeking of rural and urban women.  

Rural % Urban %
Friend/s 75.6 Friend/s 77.8
Family 48.9 family 53.3
Police 24.4 Police 40.0
Counselling services 15.6 Counselling services 17.8
Doctor 17.8 Doctor 15.6

Solicitor 24.4

It is evident that both groups choose to disclose primarily to their friends and families 
about their experiences, although a slightly higher percentage of urban women told their 
families than rural women. This finding was not found in the general urban/rural cohort.  
It is also interesting that urban women from Wales identify solicitors/lawyers as a group 
they had told about the violence and abuse they had experienced, which was not matched 
by the other respondent groups.
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Section 9: Summary of Findings

Inclusion and Consultation - Focus Groups
 When discussing violence against women issues, domestic violence is prioritised to 

the exclusion of other forms of violence against women.
 It was recognised that domestic violence is manifest in a range of behaviours 

including physical, sexual, emotional, psychological, controlling and bullying 
behaviour.

 There were cross generational differentiations in terms of what is regarded as 
acceptable or unacceptable behaviour.

 Younger women are regarded as having more freedom because they are financially 
independent (due to undertaking paid work).

 Women are perceived to be depicted in a way that gives men permission to be 
abusive.

 Place, education and background were seen as important in determining 
violence/abuse.  

 Women make choices to avoid the risk of experiencing violence/abuse.
 Violence/abuse is seen as a shameful thing which is kept secret.
 Pornography is regarded as degrading/offensive for women.
 Women still suffer from dual standards in sexual roles.
 Help-seeking is moderated by other factors such as poverty, educational attainment

and ethnic background.
 Rural location was identified as both a positive (community support) and a limitation 

(lack of privacy) for women experiencing violence/abuse.
 Women wanted to be asked and consulted.
 Women wanted more information made available.

Demographics
 Rural/urban: 1,700 women (32%) live in a rural area and 3,601 (68%) in an urban 

area.  
 Geography: 75% live in England, 15% in Scotland, 5% in Wales, 2% in Northern 

Ireland and 3% live elsewhere.
 Age: The urban cohort is slightly younger than rural.
 Marital Status: 54.2% of rural women and 35.4% of urban women are married.  
 Sexuality: 92.1% of rural women and 86.5% of urban women identify as 

heterosexual.  
 Religion: 56.3% of rural women and 40.7% of urban women describe themselves as 

Christian.  37.9% of rural women and 50% of urban women have no religion.   
 Ethnicity: 97.7% of rural women and 92.1% of urban describe themselves as ethnic 

white. 
 Disability: 7.2% of rural and 7.6% of urban women identify as having a disability.
 Education: 17.4% of rural women and 26.4% of urban women have a postgraduate 

degree; 22.9% of rural women and 15% of urban women have a  
professional/vocational qualification.

 Employment: 50.8% of rural women and 65.3% of urban women are in full time 
employment; 27% rural women and 21.2% urban women are in part time 



McCarry & Williamson, 2009  36

employment.  41.7% rural women and 28.1% of urban women describe themselves 
as homemakers.

 Accommodation: 82% rural women and 68.8% urban women are in privately owned 
accommodation.

 Children: 31.2% rural women and 51.9% urban women do not have children.

Views and Understanding of Violence Against Women 
 Manifestations of violence against women: There was a strong correlation between 

the views of rural and urban women regarding what they believed constituted 
violence against women.  Over 90% of both groups included domestic violence, 
sexual violence, female genital mutilation, forced marriage and trafficking to 
constitute violence against women.  Less than 30% of both groups thought that lap-
dancing or topless modelling was violence against women.

 Prevalence of violence against women: rural and urban women believe that domestic 
violence, sexual violence, child sexual abuse, prostitution, sexual harassment, forced 
marriage, ‘honour’ crimes and female genital mutilation all happen frequently.

 Frequency of violence against women: Urban women perceive violence and abuse to 
be more frequent in their communities whereas rural women regard it as happening 
much less frequently in their communities, with the majority of issues happening only 
rarely. 

Services
 Rural and urban women state that the violence against women services they have 

least access to are perpetrator programmes, Rape Crisis and women’s refuge/safe 
house.  

 Rural and urban women reported that the service most likely to deal with violence 
against women is a women’s refuge/safe house.  Rural women named the police then 
Rape Crisis as the next two key services and urban women selected Rape Crisis and 
then police. 

 Rural and urban women are similarly under-resourced with both cohorts stating that 
they have least access to two of the most important services which deal with violence 
against women issues; refuge/safe house and Rape Crisis.

Opinions about Violence Against Women 
 Two areas of convergence between views of rural and urban women were in relation 

to statements about perpetrators and secrecy:  Over 80% of both groups agreed that 
‘men who commit violence against women should go to prison’ and over 70% that 
violence against women is not openly discussed in their communities.  

 Two areas of divergence between views of rural and urban women were in relation to 
women’s behaviour.  More rural (53.6%) than urban (45.3%) believed that ‘women 
are more likely to experience violence and abuse when drinking alcohol’ and 26.2% 
of rural compared to 20.2% urban believed that ‘women could do more to avoid 
being victims of violence/abuse’.

 These differences represent a worrying trend by rural women of being more likely to 
focus on the behaviour of the victim.  

 Rural and urban women intersect on the top three causes they believe to be 
responsible for violence against women: alcohol/drugs, witnessing violence/abuse as 
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a child, and anger management issues.  Rural women selected ‘lack of effective 
sanctions against it’ and ‘gender inequality’ as the next two reasons whereas urban 
women selected ‘gender inequality’ then ‘lack of effective sanctions against it’.  

Experiences of Violence / Abuse 
 Women wanted to be asked and consulted.
 Women wanted more information made available.
 55.3% of sample had experienced violence/abuse: 53% rural  and 56.2 % urban.
 93.4% rural and 92.6% urban women agreed to tell us more about their experiences.
 The most common type of violence/abuse for all women was emotional abuse, 

minor physical violence, psychological abuse and controlling behaviour.
 There was a similar set of experiences for rural and urban women.
 Over 30% of rural and urban women experienced physical violence.
 Over 30% of rural and urban women experienced emotional abuse.
 Over 13% of rural and urban women experienced sexual violence.
 94.2% rural and 93.6% urban women reported that their abuser was male.  
 42.5% rural and 43.2% urban women experienced some form of abuse as a child.
 66.7% rural and 68.3% urban women told someone about their experiences of 

violence and abuse. 
 Over 75% of rural and urban women would tell their friends.  

Interview Data
 The most common form of violence and abuse experienced by the twenty 

interviewees was physical violence (minor and severe); then non-physical violence 
(psychological, emotional, controlling behaviour); then sexual violence.

 Physical violence was always accompanied by other forms of violence/abuse.
 Physical violence always escalated in frequency and severity.
 Non-physical violence and abuse was described as having the most severe impact.
 Sexual violence was the hardest for women to discuss.  
 Threats to children or perceived danger to children were often the trigger for women 

to seek help.
 Women often did not tell anyone due to feeling ashamed.  
 Rural women were more likely to disclose to GPs but often had negative outcomes.  
 There were no discernible differences in terms of experiences between rural and 

urban women.
 The WI members believed that the WI should campaign on violence against women 

issues.
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Key Findings 

 Over 90% of rural and urban women include domestic violence, sexual violence, 
female genital mutilation, forced marriage and trafficking within a definition of 
violence against women.  

 Rural women perceive that violence against women happens more in urban areas.

 Over 70% of respondents (urban and rural women) said that violence against women 
is not openly discussed in their communities. 

 Over a quarter of rural women and a fifth of urban women focused on the behaviour 
of female victims of violence and abuse, rather than on the actions of perpetrators.

 Over half of respondents had experiences of violence and abuse.

 Rural and urban women are equally as likely to experience violence and abuse.  

 The most common types of violence/abuse for all women were emotional abuse, 
minor physical violence, psychological abuse and controlling behaviour. 

 Some of the interviewees stated that the emotional abuse they experienced was worse 
than the physical violence because it is not as recognised and cannot be seen.  

 Respondents identified a lack of services to address the impact of violence against 
women including services that deal with non-physical violence and abuse (including 
emotional and psychological violence and abuse).

 Rural and urban respondents stressed the need for women only services such as Rape 
Crisis and women’s refuges.

 Women identified a lack of effective services to deal with perpetrators of violence 
and abuse.

 Rural women specifically emphasised the role of health practitioners, in particular 
GPs, in providing confidential and safe services for women. 

 Rural women expressed concern about the confidential nature of services they 
received in their communities.  

 Women were more likely to disclose experiences of violence and abuse to friends and 
family members rather than to statutory or third sector agencies.
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Recommendations 

On the basis of the key findings from this research, we recommend:

 A government-funded awareness raising campaign about all aspects of violence 
against women which addresses:
 the assumption that violence against women is limited to physical domestic 

violence;
 views which focus on the behavior of female victims of violence and abuse at the 

expense of holding perpetrators to account.

 Raising awareness of existing relevant national help-lines to enable more women to 
access services, particularly in rural areas.

 Training for all GPs in rural areas on violence against women which addresses both 
the physical and emotional impact of violence and abuse.

 Dedicated long term funding for specialist women's support services in rural and 
urban areas, specifically Rape Crisis and women’s refuges.  

 Improving the availability of effective and safe perpetrator programmes.

 That the additional problems faced by rural women, in particular confidentiality and 
transportation, are recognised and addressed by relevant generic and specialist service 
providers.

 More imaginative delivery of services in remote and rural areas, for example advice 
and support sessions run through local GP surgeries or other community based 
services.  
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