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‘Looking through a Lens of Terribleness’: 
A Thematic Analysis of the experience of 
practitioners working in the field of 
domestic violence.
Sass Boucher
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Who am I?

• Worked in domestic abuse sector for nearly 15 years
• Front line specialist domestic abuse practitioner
• On site Social Work Practice Educator
• Domestic Abuse Trainer, Staffs and Stoke on Trent 

Safeguarding Board
• Local Authority Domestic Abuse Co-ordinator of services
• Manager of specialist domestic abuse refuge, 24 hour 

helpline and outreach project
• Currently, Counsellor, Psychotherapist Trainer and Writer
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My Motivation

• My experience in the Domestic Abuse Sector.
• Interested in how different practitioners are supported in 

different roles when working with the same client group.
• Counsellors, Social Workers & Specialist DA Practitioners –

IDVA’s.
• Vicarious Trauma, Compassion Fatigue, Burnout and 

Secondary Trauma – Collectively for this study ‘Professional 
Trauma & Fatigue’ 

• Legislative responsibility for staff
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Aims of my project

McNab (as cited in Tehrani, 2010) 
suggests that ‘Trauma is contagious; when 
anyone comes into contact with it they 
risk a piercing impact leaving them 
infected and vulnerable’ (p283). 
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Research Question

‘How do Specialist Domestic Violence 
Practitioners (SDVP’s), Social Workers (SW’s) 
and Counsellors Experience Professional 
Trauma and Fatigue when Working with 
Survivors of Domestic Abuse?’ 
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Methodology

• Qualitative vs Quantitative – work with people, using their 
words as data

• Philosophy – Phenomenologically understanding the world 
from the participants view – linking to my own beliefs 
around Rogers, relying on the client for their direction and 
movement

• Research Method – Thematic Analysis – felt a little more 
flexible with a boundary to work within
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Power of words as data

From transcripts

‘I cant believe that happened to that woman, I wonder if I will see her next week?’

‘The worst case I ever worked with.’

‘Dragged round the house by her hair.’

‘Routine supervision, if you’re lucky enough to have it.’

‘There's one line on your supervision sheet that says “How are you?” I say I’m all right!’

‘The things you’re hearing you need to offload.’

‘On the verge of going off sick.’

‘How can you be a normal human being that cares and it not have an impact on you.’
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Data Analysis Method
Coding & Theming
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Findings

Five themes developed.
• The Brutality of Domestic Violence
• Support
• The Weight of Responsibility
• The Impact
• Training and Awareness.
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Implications & future research

1. All participants had clear ideas on 
how they believe support could be 
put in place in order to support them 
in their roles.
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Implications and future research

2. The therapeutic or reflective 
supervision that counsellors commit 
to, appeared to be defined by all 
practitioners as desirable and 
appropriate supervision.
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Implications and future research

3. Employers have a duty of care for 
their teams. 
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Implications and future research

4. Domestic Homicide Reviews are a 
reality.
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Implications and future research

5. All participants demonstrated that 
they felt unprepared for the role, 
both in their knowledge of domestic 
violence and the impact that working 
with survivors of domestic violence 
can have on them.

14



Weaknesses

• Small Study
• Geography, post code lottery of 
support services and funding

• The researcher

15



Reflexivity

I broke a bit!
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Bringing Counselling into the Conclusion

The practitioner knows 
what the practitioner 

needs

Person 
Centered 

Relationships 
between 

Manager and 
Practitioner

Reflective 
model of 

Supervision
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