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Introduction
The devastating impact that living in a household where one parent or carer abuses the other
parent or carer can have on a child is well documented1 – children may experience short and
long term cognitive, behavioural and emotional effects, although all children and young people
will respond differently to this type of trauma and some may not exhibit any negative effects
at all. Evidence suggests that one in seven children under the age of 18 lives with domestic
abuse at some point in their childhood.2
However, the impact and scale of domestic abuse that children and young people experience
within their own intimate relationships is often overlooked.
With the Crime Survey for England and Wales3 finding that those aged between 16 and 24
years old were most at risk of domestic abuse of any age group, in March 2013 the high
numbers of 16 and 17 year olds experiencing abuse in their own relationships was finally
recognised. The cross-government definition of domestic abuse changed to include young
people aged 16-17 years old. This change in the definition gave 16 and 17 year olds the right
to access domestic abuse services previously only available to those 18 years or older.
However, many under 16s are both likely to have experienced domestic abuse and struggled
to access services.
Our practitioners report that the use of terms such as ‘domestic abuse’ and ‘intimate
relationships’ lead to certain preconceptions about what situations of domestic abuse may
look like and correspondingly impacts on how victims of domestic abuse are identified and
what responses they are offered. These preconceptions do not always fit with the situations
of violence and abuse in relationships experienced by young people.
For example, abuse in teenage relationships do not always involve the victim and the
perpetrator regularly sharing the same ‘domestic’ setting. Many young people who experience
violence in relationships normally live with their parents or carers, in care settings or live
independently in supported accommodation. Young people may also not always see the
relationships as ‘intimate’ (or may associate this term with sexual relationships alone and not
be willing to disclose this to professionals). This may act as a barrier in young people accepting
the offer of support. Similarly, professionals’ biases about what a typical intimate relationship
may look like, can result in missed opportunities to identify abuse in teenage relationships and
the correct response is therefore not given.
Younger children, those under the age of 16, rarely receive an appropriate offer of support.
Some are able to access universal services available for 16 and 17 year olds, and some from
specialist young people’s domestic abuse services who work with under 16s as part of their
offer. However, the availability of these kinds of services are limited4 and often not fully
equipped to meet a young person’s needs.
There is a distinct lack of clarity around what constitutes teenage relationship abuse and how
young people aged 16 and 17 and under the age of 16 who experience abuse in their own
relationships should be supported. And, as in the case of children and young people who live
in homes where one parent or carer abuses the other parent or carer, children’s likelihood of
experiencing, and their responses to experiences of, teenage relationship abuse may vary
according to a variety of factors such as, but not limited to, age, race, sex and sexuality – this
1

https://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/mental-health/parents-and-young-people/information-for-parents-and-carers/domestic-violence-and-abuseeffects-on-children
2 https://www.womensaid.org.uk/information-support/what-is-domestic-abuse/impact-on-children-and-young-people/
3 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/224037/hosb0213.pdf
4 https://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/what-we-do/policy-and-research/keeping-children-in-safe-and-loving-homes/domestic-abusepolicy-report/
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must influence the response to young victims and young people who may present as abusive
in teenage relationships and be reflected in any future government guidance.

Methodology
This short report aims to gain a better understanding of the strategic and service response
from local authorities in England to young people, both 16 and 17 year olds and those under
the age of 16, who experience teenage relationship abuse.
We sent Freedom of Information (FOI) requests to all local authorities in England (excluding
City of London and the Isles of Scilly), 96 full or partial responses were returned, generating a
response rate of 65%.
This report also includes data from a survey conducted by VotesforSchools5 as part of their
regular surveys within schools and colleges. The survey was conducted in February 2020 and
asked children and young people attending secondary schools in England if they thought
young people could recognise the signs of an abusive relationship.
The secondary school survey sample was 17,783 students across England and the Children’s
Society were given exclusive access to the qualitative and quantitative data obtained.

Policy overview
In 2002, The Children Act6 was amended to acknowledge the negative impact that living in a
household where one parent or carer abuses another has on a child. Since then there have
been a number of policy developments relating to children and young people’s experiences of
domestic abuse. Whilst not an exhaustive list, Table 1 outlines some of the key policies that
have been put in place over the past 10 years. It must be noted that whilst these policies do
seek to protect children and young people who experience domestic abuse the focus tends to
be on children and young people who live in a household where one parent or carer abuses
the other parent or carer.
Table one: policy developments in relation to children and young people experiencing
domestic abuse, 2010 onwards
Policy
Home Office, ‘This is abuse’ campaign
(2011)7
Information for Local Areas on the change to
the Definition of Domestic Violence and
Abuse (2013)8
Serious Crime Act (2015)9

Summary
The Home Office launched the teenage
relationship abuse campaign.
The definition of domestic violence and
abuse was amended to include violence or
abuse between those aged over 16.
Coercive
and
controlling
behaviour
“Controlling or coercive behaviour in an
intimate or family relationship" is recognised
as an offence to protect vulnerable
individuals in situations of domestic abuse.

5

https://www.votesforschools.com/
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1989/41/contents
7 https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/this-is-abuse-campaign
8 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/142701/guide-on-definition-ofdv.pdf
9 http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2015/9/contents/enacted
6
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The protections covered 16 and 17 year olds
who were in abusive relationships.
Ending Violence Against Women and Girls Recognised the disproportionally gendered
Strategy (2016-2020)10
nature of domestic abuse and violence
against women and girls. The strategy set
out a commitment to working with local
authorities, the NHS and police and crime
commissioners and the VAWG sector to
protect women and families from violence.
Working Together (2018)11
Practitioners are required to be alert to the
potential need for early help for a child who
is in a family circumstance where domestic
abuse occurs.
12
Domestic Abuse Bill (2019)
The bill (not passed into law at the time of
writing) is intended to create the statutory
definition of domestic abuse for the first time
covering coercive and controlling behaviour
and economic abuse. The bill intended to
establish a Domestic Abuse Commissioner
as well as the introduction of new Domestic
Abuse Protection notices (DAPNs) and
Domestic
Abuse
Protection
Orders
(DAPOs). The bill contained little specific
mention on the impact of domestic abuse on
children.
In order for an adequate and appropriate offer of support to be made available to young people
we must understand both the scale of the problem and the current way that local authorities
are recognising and responding to the issue for both young people aged 16 and 17 and those
under the age of 16.
The Children’s Society therefore set out to get a better understanding of the number of young
people effected by teenage relationship abuse and the type of support on offer across the
country for all young people experiencing teenage relationship abuse and. In this short report
we will take a look the current response, at both the national and local level, to young people
who experience teenage relationship abuse.

Scale
In 2015, the Crime Survey for England and Wales found that 12.6% of females and 6.6% of
males aged 16 to 19 had experienced domestic abuse in the past year.13
Despite research demonstrating that 16 and 17 year olds experience domestic abuse for an
average of 1.5 years prior to accessing support,14 data is not collected on the number of young
people, under the age of 16, who experience domestic abuse within their own relationships.
Therefore, we do not have a clear picture of the scale of the problem.

10

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/strategy-to-end-violence-against-women-and-girls-2016-to-2020

11

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/779401/Working_Together_to_Safe
guard-Children.pdf
12 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/772202/CCS1218158068Web_Accessible.pdf
13 https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/bulletins/crimeinenglandandwales/2015-07-16
14
http://safelives.org.uk/sites/default/files/resources/Safe%20Young%20Lives%20web.pdf
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A number of studies have attempted to understand the extent to which young people
experience teenage relationship abuse. In 2009, a study of 13 to 17 year olds by the NSPCC
found that for a large number of young people domestic abuse, in many forms, starts from an
early age.
The research identified that 25% of girls and 18% of boys reported physical violence from an
intimate partner, 72% of girls and 51% of boys reported experiencing some form of emotional
partner abuse and 31% of girls and 16% of boys reported experiencing some form of sexual
partner violence. The majority of young people across all groups either told a friend or told no
one about their experiences of abuse.
In 2016/17, the NSPCC telephone support line, Childline, delivered 3,004 counselling
sessions about peer sexual abuse. In 518 (17%) of these sessions, young people said they
had been abused by a current partner and in 549 sessions (18%) they had been abused by
an ex-partner.15
More recent research conducted in Wales,16 collected survey data from 74,908 students
across 193 schools. They found that 28% of girls and 20% of boys had experienced emotional
abuse and 12% of girls and 17% of boys had experienced physical abuse by an intimate
partner. They also found a significant cross over between those young people who were
victims of teenage relationship abuse and those who presented as abusive – the same was
true for both boys and girls.
The existence of abuse within teenage relationships is well evidenced, in the past it has been
widely recognised by statutory agencies such as Ofsted and the Home Office. In 2010 the
Home Office ran a campaign in schools highlighting that teenage relationship abuse is as
common as adult domestic abuse.17 Though the campaign ended in 2016, the current
recognition of, and response to, those experiencing teenage relationship abuse differs across
the country - there is a postcode lottery of support. All too often young people who experience
abuse, both as victims and as those who may display abusive behaviours, in their teenage
relationships are left without appropriate help or support that is tailored to meet their needs.
Without much needed support these are the individuals we will see again in Multi Agency Risk
Assessment Conferences (MARACs) and in the courts in years to come.

Current national response framework
Due to the lack of clear national guidance on the issue, abuse in teenage relationships is often
not addressed through early intervention, allowing situations to escalate.
It is important to note that the response young people receive often depends on their age.
Even though all young people should be safeguarded under the child protection legislation up
until they turn 18 and professionals are expected to follow safeguarding procedures for all
children and young people who they are working with, some young people experiencing abuse
in teenage relationships may receive an integrated response from children and domestic
abuse services and others may not. Young people aged 13-15 are usually referred to
children’s social care and receive assessment of need and support according to local
safeguarding procedures – as will be shown later in many instances this will likely mean that
the young person will not receive specific support for their experience of relationship abuse.
Young people aged 16 and 17 can be referred to and discussed at MARACs and are more
likely to be offered support tailored to their experiences. However, in all instances responses
will rely on professionals recognising what is happening as relationship abuse and with current
15

https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/media/1032/nspcc-helplines-report-peer-sexual-abuse.pdf
https://academic.oup.com/jpubhealth/advance-article/doi/10.1093/pubmed/fdz084/5556310
17
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/teenage-relationship-abuse
16
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local policies and procedures largely being written with adults in mind we know that all too
often this is not happening effectively.
It is vital that statutory agencies understand the context in which domestic abuse occurs in a
teenage relationship. Through our practice, we recognise that young people can be coerced
and controlled in many ways which often interlinks with criminal and sexual exploitation. The
response from professionals tends to focus on exploitation and the domestic abuse element
is forgotten. Young people need protecting outside of the family home as well as within, and
young people must be safeguarded holistically with all vulnerabilities responded to
appropriately. Safeguarding children typically focuses on protecting them from adults - where
teenage relationships are concerned even when a child is in a relationship with a young adult
it is not always seen as a cause for concern and intervention opportunities are often missed.

Case study – from a practitioner from The Children’s Society
“A 15 year old had been reported as missing by her family. She was classed as absent and
later was found in the accommodation of her ‘boyfriend’ who was a young adult. Missing
episodes continued but the parent of the young person did not always report her as missing
as the police had told the parent ‘not to waste their time’ as they did not believe that the
boyfriend posed a risk to the child. As a result of intervention from voluntary services and
children’s social care a child protection meeting was held concerning the young person. At
the meeting concerns were raised in relation to trafficking, criminal gang involvement, drugs
and CSE. Following this the young person was recorded as missing and was removed from
the home. The young person by that time had been away from home for around 4 weeks”

Currently teenage relationship abuse is not routinely seen as a child protection issue. Although
there is reference to domestic abuse within the Working Together guidance,18 this is only in
the context of family relationships. The guidance states that:
‘Practitioners should, in particular, be alert to the potential need for early help for a child who:
is in a family circumstance presenting challenges for the child, such as drug and alcohol
misuse, adult mental health issues and domestic abuse’.
Contextual safeguarding procedures contained within the Working Together guidance also fail
to specifically refer to abuse in teenage relationships, we are concerned by this as our
practitioners often report that for the children and young people that they work with, abuse will
often take place outside of a domestic settings.
Often, young people in abusive relationships are also not getting an appropriate response
from the police. This is observed through our direct work with young people in this age group
as well as demonstrated through the low number of coercive and controlling behaviour offence
recorded by the police in relation to this age group.
In 2018 we sent FOI requests to police forces in England and Wales in 2018 to ascertain the
extent to which the new offence of coercive and controlling behaviour is used to protect victims
of this age. We received responses from 31 police forces that showed that from the time the
offence was introduced in December 2015 and until the end of March 2018, the offence of
controlling or coercive behaviour was recorded 10,526 times but only in 365 cases the victim’s
age was recorded as 16 or 17. This number appears quite low in light of evidence that young

18

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/779401/Working_Together_to_Safe
guard-Children.pdf
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people of this age are vulnerable to domestic abuse both in family situation and in peer
relationships.
Further to this, we know from direct work and research that young people are often coerced
and controlled through the introduction to or the use of substances. We believe that the
controlling behaviour definition should reference the impact of misusing substances and how
this can be used as a method of control by the perpetrator. Alcohol or drugs can desensitise
the ‘problem’ for the victim and the capacity of the victim will fluctuate as a result of the
substance misuse, which may be forced by the perpetrator.
National data collection is also patchy in relation to children and young people who experience
domestic abuse, whilst data is collected nationally on domestic abuse that a child experiences
in the home, no data is not collected on the number of young people who experience teenage
relationship abuse at the national level, and as is evidenced below, local data collection for 16
and 17 year olds and even less common for children under the age of 16.
It is clear that the current national safeguarding frameworks in place do not give sufficient
guidance on how to support young people, of any age, who experience teenage relationship
abuse. This lack of guidance and data collection on the issue has resulted in local policies,
procedures and service provision that fails to meet and respond to the needs of young people
who fall victim of relationship abuse or who exhibit abusive behaviours within their own
relationships.
The Domestic Abuse Bill, provides a rare opportunity to improve the response that children
and young people who experience teenage relationship abuse receive. The current draft of
the Domestic Abuse Bill defines domestic abuse as:
“Any incident or pattern of incidents of controlling, coercive, threatening behaviour,
violence or abuse between those aged 16 or over who are, or have been, intimate
partners or family members regardless of gender or sexuality. It can encompass,
but is not limited to, the following types of abuse:
Psychological;
physical;
sexual;
financial;
emotional.”
The Children’s Society are concerned that the Bill, as it is currently drafted does not recognise
the prevalence of, and nor will it guarantee the provision of support for, young people under
the age 16 of who experience teenage relationship abuse.
The pre-legislative committee acknowledged this gap in legislative understanding and
recommended a review into under 16s that experience and may present as abusive, in
teenage relationships. However, the government rejected this recommendation,19 citing
already ongoing national work to combat teenage relationship abuse through school-based
interventions on sexual violence and healthy relationships, amongst other things.
Whilst the Bill in theory will provide protections for 16 and 17 year olds who experience
teenage relationship abuse we know from our direct work with children and young people that
many of them aged 16 and 17 experience abuse within their own relationships and for many
young people this abuse is not recognised. Furthermore, what follows will highlight that when
19

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/government-response-to-the-report-from-the-joint-committee-on-the-draft-domesticabuse-bill
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teenage relationship abuse is recognised, there is an insufficient level of support available to
young people to support them through it.

What we learnt from our Freedom of Information requests to local
authorities in England
Key findings:
 Sixty-eight percent of local authorities do not have a policy or procedure in place on
how to respond to teenage relationship abuse for 16 and 17 year olds.
 Seventy-seven percent of local authorities do not have a policy or procedure in
place on how to respond to teenage relationship abuse for under 16s.
 Of those local authorities who do have a specific policy in place, a review of the
documents submitted found that the content and quality varied with most policies
submitted only having a couple of lines on the issue.

Policies and procedures
In a recent Freedom of Information (FOI) request to local authorities in England, The Children’s
Society found that the majority of local authorities who responded to the FOI did not have a
specific policy or protocol in place for responding to young people aged 16 or 17 or those
under 16 who experience teenage relationship abuse.
Figure one: Does your local authority have a policy and or/protocol on how to respond
to intimate partner abuse for child victims aged 16 and 17 and/or those under 16?
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60%
50%
40%
30%

25%

21%

20%
10%
0%
16 & 17 year olds (n=96)

Under 16 (n=95)
No

Yes

Of those local authorities who did report having a specific policy in place, a review of the
documents submitted as part of the FOI (n=18), found that the content and quality varied. Most
policies submitted only had a couple of lines on the issue. Detail about referral pathways was
only contained within one of the documents reviewed and in the majority of reviewed
documents specific advice on how to support these young people was scarce.
Figure two is an example of good practice in place in a local authority in England. All
professionals working in the local authority who become aware of a young person
8

experiencing domestic abuse within a relationship, including young people who may present
as abuse, have a responsibility to follow the pathway set out below. The response covers
young people up to the age of 18, or 25 for some care leavers and has no lower age limit.
Figure two: Good practice example, domestic abuse referral pathway for working with
young people
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In some instances local authorities who told us that they did have a policy in place referred to
their regional child safeguarding procedures which rarely contain any information on teenage
relationship abuse at all. This begs the question as to whether any clear distinction between
teenage relationship abuse and instances of child abuse, such as CSE/CSA are regularly
made.
The available evidence suggests that those local authorities who believe that they have a
specific policy or protocol in place in reality rarely have more than an acknowledgement of the
issue and at times have no mention of teenage relationship abuse at all.
Local data collection
Key findings:
 Less than half of the local authorities who responded to our FOI collected data on
the numbers of 16 and 17 year olds who experience teenage relationship abuse.
 Around a third of local authorities who responded to our FOI collected data on the
numbers of under 16s who experience teenage relationship abuse.

Of the local authorities who responded to our questions about data collection (n=93), less than
half (46%) collected data on the number of young people aged 16 and 17 who have
experienced domestic abuse in their areas. For those under the age of 16 the number was
lower, with just 33% of local authorities telling us that they record data in this way.
In a number of instances local authorities indicated that they are unable to distinguish
between those young people who have experienced domestic abuse within their home
environments and those who have experienced it within their own relationships.
We were disappointed by this low number. Given that coercive and controlling behaviour in
intimate and family relationships, including for 16 and 17 year olds in abusive relationships,
was made an offence though the Serious Crime Act 2015 police forces in England and
Wales should be collecting data on the number of 16 and 17 year olds experiencing this form
of abuse within their own relationships – it is disappointing to learn that this information is not
being routinely shared or sufficiently analysed. Data must be shared with local authorities to
give them a better understanding of the level of need in their areas. However, clearly this is
not happening across all local authorities and their corresponding police forces.
Specialist services for those experiencing teenage relationship abuse
Key findings:
 Just over half (51%) of the local authorities who responded to our FOI provided
specialist support to 16 and 17 year olds with issues relating to teenage
relationship abuse. Thirty-nine percent of local authorities offer this type of service
to under 16s.
 Evidence suggests that the commissioning of YPVA services, in many instances, is
neither made based on the potential level of need nor, on identified need.
 Nineteen local authorities do not provide a specialist YPVA service or equivalent for
16 and 17 year old victims living in their areas or any additional domestic abuse
services to this age group.
 Twenty-six local authorities do not provide a specialist YPVA service or equivalent
to under 16 victims living in their areas or any additional domestic abuse services.

10

In 2005, Independent Domestic Violence Advisors (IDVAs) were established. An IDVAs role
is to provide one on one support to adult victims of domestic abuse. They typically work with
those that are at high risk of harm from intimate partners, ex partners or family members.
Provision of IDVAs is not statutory and research by SafeLives found that there were only about
74% of the required number of IDVAs working in England and Wales in 2019.20 Provision
across the country is patchy with some areas operating with 100% of the minimum amount of
IDVA coverage and some having just about 50% coverage.21
Some IDVA services also provide support for young people. However, SafeLives found that
just around a third of IDVA services offer support to young people too.22 Specialist support for
young people comes in the form of Young People’s Violence Advisors (YPVAs), however,
specialist support for young people can be delivered under a different name. Therefore, as
part of our FOI we asked local authorities if they commissioner a YPVA or equivalent service
in order to get a better understanding of all the specialist support available for young people
experiencing relationship abuse, this could include support delivered through an IDVA service.
Following the inclusion of young people aged 16 and 17 in the definition of domestic abuse,
those over the age of 16 are entitled to support from domestic abuse services. However, this
support is not always specialist help tailored to suit the needs of this age group. We know
through our direct work with children and young people that services set up to suit the needs
of adults often do not meet the needs of young people, including those aged 16 and 17.
For example, our Essex Young People Drug and Alcohol Service which provides support and
treatment intervention for young people affected by substance use found that the individuals
they were working with were finding it difficult to engage with adult services once they reached
18. The young people reported that they did not feel comfortable in adult support groups and
felt that their experiences were different to those of older adults affected by substance use.
The same is true for young people experiencing relationship abuse.
SafeLives – Young Person’s Violence Advisor (YPVA)
YPVAs provide specialist support for young people, typically between the ages of 13-18, who
are experiencing domestic abuse in their own relationships as well as those experiencing
sexual exploitation, gang involvement, cyber stalking, ‘Honour’-based violence or forced
marriage. YPVAs are independent to statutory services and act as an advocate for the young
person.
The specifics of a YPVAs role varies from place to place and is determined by local need.
But, typically responsibilities include: holding a caseload of young people experiencing
teenage relationship abuse and identifying local agencies, professionals and forums that
need to be involved with identifying cases of teenage relationship abuse. YPVAs will use the
young people’s version of the SafeLives Dash risk checklist and establish a referral pathway
in local areas, they will work to ensure that referral pathways are used by a range of
agencies in the local area and that information is shared appropriately, running training
sessions for young people and local agencies and identifying local specialist services.

A Young Person’s Violence Advisor (YPVA), working in the north of England told us that her
service gives young people the option of either transitioning on to adult domestic abuse
20

https://safelives.org.uk/sites/default/files/resources/SafeLives’%202019%20survey%20of%20domestic%20abuse%20practitioners%20in%
20England%20&%20Wales.pdf
21 IBID
22
IBID
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services or staying with the young person’s service once they reach 18. She told us that in
nearly all cases the 18 year olds choose to stay with the youth service offer as they are
reluctant to engage in adult group work.
All too often local authorities are not able to offer these young people the support they need.
Local authorities must commission specialist domestic abuse services for all those that
experience domestic abuse in their areas, including teenagers up to the age of 18. Specialist
support could come in the form of YPVAs.
As part of our FOI we asked local authorities in England if they commissioned a YPVA or
equivalent service to work with children under the age of 16 and/or 16 and 17 year olds in their
areas.
We found that just over half (51%) of the local authorities who responded provided specialist
support to 16 and 17 year olds with issues relating to domestic abuse within their own
relationships (see figure three). This suggests that despite 16 and 17 year olds being brought
into scope of the definition of domestic abuse, there are still gaps in the specialist services
available to them.
Figure three: Does your local authority commission a specialist service for young
people experiencing teenage relationship abuse?
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For young people under the age of 16, there is a further gap still. Our FOI showed that just
39% of local authorities have a specialist to work with children under the age of 16 who are
experiencing relationship abuse.
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Case study – Ayesha
Ayesha was initially referred to the YPVA service by social services who had concerns about
her relationship with an older male and police call outs regarding verbal arguments. Ayesha
was 16 and living with her boyfriend in his flat, he was known to police for theft, violence and
drug related offences.
The YPVA met Ayesha at the flat at Ayesha’s request, they completed a risk assessment –
Ayesha denied any abuse. The YPVA felt that there were risks that Ayesha did not realise or
did not want to disclose, however without any ‘hard’ evidence on police call out or a disclosure
the case was due to be closed. The YPVA ensured that Ayesha was aware that the service
was there to support her and also made clear the difference between the YPVA service and
other agencies such as social services. The session was left ‘open’ for Ayesha to contact the
YPVA in next few weeks if she felt she needed too. Ayesha did contact the YPVA following an
argument with her partner.
This disclosure allowed the YPVA to build a good working relationship with Ayesha and gain
her trust. Over time Ayesha disclosed her fear of her partner, physical incidents that had
occurred and also the high level of emotional and coercive control by him. This prompted the
YPVA to submit referrals to social services as well as take the case for discussion at MARAC
due to the risks. Ayesha left the relationship several times throughout the support. Each time
she left, she updated her worker and a safety plan was discussed. Each time on returning to
the relationship she updated the YPVA who took a non-judgemental response and continued
support for her. As well as 1-2-1 sessions, Ayesha was offered to attend group programmes.
Ayesha successfully completed the two stage groups and this appeared to improve her selfesteem and confidence as she was very isolated at the initial point of referral. Ayesha was not
in education or employment and her YPVA introduced her to the local youth service that could
provide support for this.
When Ayesha made the final separation from her partner, it was a difficult time for her as he
was the only ‘constant’ she had in her life and he employed numerous emotional tactics as well
as threats in order to get her to return. Ayesha had no family to turn to as they had complex
issues of their own and felt that they ‘she had made her bed’. As part of her exit strategy and
plan she agreed for her worker to make an application for a Claire’s Law Disclosure that allows
the police to review and disclose any relevant domestic abuse offences. This revealed previous
incidents of abuse and detailed assaults on an ex-partner and also female family members that
also held a restraining order against him. Whilst Ayesha had been told a ‘guarded’ and one
sided version of these incidents from her ex-partner, she was upset to hear the full version of
incidents. This added to her determination to stay away from the relationship and her YPVA
supported her to report harassment and threats to the police. This lead to a court case where
he was found guilty and given a community order with an indefinite restraining order. He did
breach this order however Ayesha continued to report breaches to the police which evidenced
her determination to stay out of the relationship.
Ayesha is in work and in a new relationship.

We asked those local authorities who do provide a specialist service how many full-time
equivalent (FTE) they had. Thirty-three local authorities were able to provide data for this
question. Not all local authorities who responded provided us with a figure as requested,
these responses included; workers are provided on a case-by-case basis, capacity to cover
23 active cases for all gender based violence, our regular domestic abuse service works with
young adults and we spend £72,000 per quarter.
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Of the 29 local authorities who provided a numerical figure the average was 2 FTE with a
range of .5 - 20. The most common FTE was 1.
Using ONS population data from 201823 we were able to estimate the number of 13 – 18
year olds living in each local authority area with a YPVA service working with young people
in this age range that provided us with a numerical FTE figure (n=23).
This enabled us to calculate the number of 13 – 18 year olds that a one FTE role could be
responsible for, for each local authority that provided us with the above data. The average
number of 13 – 18 year olds that YPVAs may be responsible for was 15,280. There was a
wide range from, 1,456 – 56,820. It seems that the commissioning of YPVA services, in
many instances, is neither made based on the potential level of need nor, on identified need,
given the low number of local authorities who collect data on the number of 16 and 17 year
olds (46%) or under 16s (33%) who experience teenage relationship abuse.
There is a distinct risk that children and young people could find themselves in need of
specialist help and support due to the experience of teenage relationship abuse but living in
an area where access to said support is hard to come by, or non-existent.

Additional available services
It is essential that local authorities offer a range of services to help meet young people’s needs.
Often YPVA or equivalent services are only able to work with those young people experiencing
teenage relationship abuse that are considered to be high risk. It is vital that local authorities
are able to offer services to all children and young people who need them.
We asked local authorities what additional services they provide to children and young people
aged 16 -17, and young people under the age of 16, experiencing teenage relationship abuse.
Table two24 shows that 65 local authorities provide additional services on top of their specialist
YPVA or equivalent service for, 16 & 17 year old victims, 42 local authorities provide additional
services on top of their specialist YPVA or equivalent service for 16 & 17 year olds who may
present as abusive, 56 local authorities provide additional services on top of their specialist
YPVA or equivalent service for under 16 victims and 45 local authorities provide additional
services on top of their specialist YPVA or equivalent service for under 16s who may present
as abusive.
The remaining local authorities either do not provide additional services on top of their
specialist support, do not provide either a specialist service or additional services or were not
able to provide data.
Table two highlights that for both age groups, apart from prevention work/awareness raising
and counselling services, less than half of local authorities have additional services on offer to
young victims and young people who present as abusive in teenage relationships.

23

https://data.gov.uk/dataset/849f9984-dfe4-46a5-8162-c5dee3f19ea4/population-estimates-for-uk-england-and-walesscotland-and-northern-ireland
24

It is possible that some local authorities responding to our FOI may have mistakenly included services available
to young people experiencing teenage relationship abuse and domestic abuse within their family homes. As a
result, it is possible that in some instances the number of support services available may be overstated.
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Table two: What other services, in addition to specialist YPVA support, does your local
authority commission locally to respond to abuse in intimate relationships involving
young people

Refuge services
Prevention work /
awareness raising
Helplines (other advice
services)
Drop in services
Crisis intervention services
(if separate to YPVA
service)
Counselling
services
Support groups
Other community based
services

16 & 17
Under 16
Victims (n=65)
Young people Victims (n = 56) Young people
who may present
who may
as abusive in
present as
teenage
abusive in
relationships (n =
teenage
42)
relationships (n
= 45)
34 (52%)
6 (14%)
8 (14%)
4 (9%)
46 (71%)
32 (76%)
40 (71%)
38 (84%)
33 (51%)

20 (48%)

22 (39%)

15 (33%)

22 (34%)
18 (28%)

9 (21%)
11 (26%)

12 (21%)
11 (20%)

9 (20%)
10 (22%)

32 (49%)

20 (48%)

31 (55%)

24 (53%)

38 (59%)
14 (22%)

18 (43%)
11 (26%)

22 (39%)
12 (21%)

16 (36%)
8 (18%)

We are especially concerned about the local authorities not captured in this table. Those who
responded to our FOIs and do not provide either a specialist YPVA or equivalent services or
any additional services for young people experiencing teenage relationship abuse.
Despite the inclusion of young people aged 16 and 17 in the definition of domestic abuse, as
shown in figure four, our FOI found that 19 local authorities do not provide a specialist YPVA
service or equivalent for 16 and 17 year olds living in their areas or any additional domestic
abuse services to this age group. In 2018 there were 119,552 16 and 17 year olds living in
these 19 areas which suggests that there could be around this number of 16 and 17 year olds
living in areas of England today who would not be able to access help and support if they were
to experience abuse within a relationship.
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Figure four: The number of local authorities offering different types of support to 16
and 17 year olds victims of teenage relationship
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Services available to 16 and 17 year old victims of teenage relationship abuse

Figure five shows that for 16 and 17 year young people who may present as abusive in
teenage relationships, the level of support available is even worse. Just 13 local authorities
who do not offer a YPVA or equivalent service offering some degree of additional support to
these young people. However, it must be noted that this research did not conduct any analysis
on the reach and quality of these additional services. Therefore we cannot comment on the
quality of support that the young people living in these areas are revieving.
Figure five also shows that for 16 and 17 year olds who may present as abusive in teenage
relationships, 30 local authorities who responded to our FOI do not provide a specialist YPVA
or equivalent service or any additional services for these young people. In 2018 there were
201,798 16 and 17 year olds living in these 30 local authority areas. This means that there
were over 200,000 16 and 17 year olds living in areas that might not be able to provide them
with any appropriate help and support if they were to start displaying abusive behaviour in
their own relationships.
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Number of local authorities

Figure five: The number of local authorities offering different types of support to 16
and 17 year olds who may present as abusive in teenage relationships
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Figure six shows that for victims of relationship abuse under the age of 16, 26 local authorities
who responded to our FOI told us that they do not provide either a specialist or additional
services. Based on population data from 2018, we estimated that there are around 264,923
children aged between 13 and 16 living in these 26 local authority areas.
This means that there could be over a quarter of a million under 16 year olds living in areas of
England where there is no local authority commissioned support available to them if they were
to experience teenage relationship abuse.

Figure six : The number of local authorities offering different types of support to
under 16 victims of teenage relationship
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Figure seven shows that for under 16s who may present as abusive in their own relationships
the level of support is even less, with 30 local authorities reporting that they do not have a
specialist support service available for this group or any additional support services. Using
population data from 2018, we estimated that there are around 383,525 children aged between
13 and 16 living in these 30 local authority areas suggesting that in these 30 local authority
areas alone this number of under 16s who may present as abusive in their own relationships
could be left without much needed help and support.

Figure seven: The number of local authorities offering different types of support to
under 16s who may present as abusive in teenage relationships
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The evidence points towards a postcode lottery of support – if you are a young person who
lives within an area that does not commission a specialist worker, such as a YPVA, the area
is also less likely to provide additional services such as counselling to young people who
experience teenage relationship abuse. This is interesting to note because anecdotal
evidence from local commissioners suggested that where local areas were unable to
commission a dedicated worker they would take steps to ensure that young people
experiencing teenage relationship abuse would be seen by adult domestic abuse services but
this research demonstrates that this not happening in practice. This is leading to an amplified
postcode lottery with the difference magnified if you are a young person presenting as abusive
or harmful behaviour to another young person within a teenage relationship.
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What we learnt from a survey of young people
Key findings:
 A survey of 17,783 secondary school aged children found that 51% did not think
that other young people would be able to spot the signs of an unhealthy
relationship.
 Young people who thought they could spot the signs of an unhealthy relationship
said that they didn’t always feel comfortable enough to leave that relationship or
tell someone.
Domestic violence is the most common factor amongst children identified as being in need of
support from Local Authority children’s social care. In 2017/18, more than half of all
assessments had domestic violence identified as a factor suggesting that many children and
young people are being exposed to abusive relationships in the home.
We know that most young people have limited experience of romantic relationships which can
mean that they find it difficult to navigate their own relationships. They may find it difficult to
get a sense of what is normal and acceptable. This has been found to be a particular issue for
children and young people who experience domestic abuse within their own families.25 Whilst
any cause and effect relationship between young people witnessing domestic abuse and
going on to perpetrate abuse in their own relationships is inconclusive,26 it is vital that young
people are provided with educational opportunities that challenge ideas of unhealthy
relationships and provides practical advice on conflict resolution.
A child identified as being in need of support from the Local Authority with domestic violence
as a factor must be provided with age appropriate education about healthy relationships – they
must be given the tools to recognise what constitutes a safe and healthy relationship. This
must be extended to all children and young people, not just those identified as in need of
support.
We are encouraged to see that more than 70% of local authorities who responded to our FOI
told us that preventative work / awareness raising is done with children and young people
living in their areas across all age groups. However, we think it is vital that all children and
young people have access to this type of education and that it is of high quality and long
lasting, secondary schools should take a whole school approach and all school staff should
receive training in how to recognise and respond to teenage relationship abuse. It is vital that
any preventative and/or educational work done with children and young people is of high
quality and goes beyond an isolated lesson taught as part of Relationships and Sex Education
(RSE).
A survey conducted by School Vote in primary and secondary schools across England found
that of 17,783 secondary school aged children that took part, more than 50% (9,136) revealed
that they do not think young people can recognise the signs of an abusive relationship. This
shows that the current approach to education and awareness raising is not sufficient.
One young person told us:
“I don’t think that enough young people know what to watch out for. No one I know has ever
mentioned knowing about the signs of an abusive relationship”
25
26

http://clok.uclan.ac.uk/15573/1/Review%2520of%2520Psych%25208-7-%25092016submitted%2520version.pdf
https://www.womensaid.org.uk/information-support/what-is-domestic-abuse/impact-on-children-and-young-people/
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Of those students who felt that young people do know how to spot the signs of abuse within
their own relationships, some told us that they felt that just having this general knowledge was
not enough to support them recognise abuse within their own relationships:
“Young people know the general signs but find it difficult to spot when actually in a
relationship. They might think things are normal due to social media, when they actually
aren’t.”
Furthermore, young people commented that understanding what an unhealthy relationship
looked like, might not be enough to support a young person to exit that relationship.
“I think people can tell the signs of an abusive relationship but sometimes may be too scared
to intervene or speak out. Going forward, more people need to come forward and speak out
if they feel they are in an abusive relationships and friends should always be on the lookout
for a behavioural change in their friend if they have recently become a part of a relationship.”
With thousands of secondary school aged pupils telling us that they didn’t feel confident in
young people’s ability to recognise when a relationship is unhealthy and those that do tell us
that they wouldn’t know what to do if they found themselves in an abusive relationship - it is
clear that that current educational approach is not sufficient.
Support for young people who may present as abusive in teenage relationship
A recent study in Wales looked at the overlap between victimisation and perpetration in
young people’s relationships and suggests that in instances where mutual conflict is evident
there is a need for more holistic support focussing on supporting young people in the
development of healthy relationships.27
A YPVA that we spoke to said she believes there is a huge gap in the support available for
young perpetrators of abuse – this was echoed in our FOIs, see three and four. They went on
to say that without help and support all too often there young people leave the relationship
safely, without being offered any support, and then move into the next one.
We are particularly concerned that young people who present abusive behaviour in their own
relationships are not being given much needed support to prevent any further instances of
abuse within their own relationships or to assess for any vulnerabilities they may have that
lead to them presenting abusive behaviour.
Addressing these issues and giving clear guidance on early intervention approaches for
victims and those young people who may present as abusive in teenage relationships is
needed. We do not want to see young people who may present as abusive in teenage
relationships criminalised and believe that in order to prevent this it is vital that guidance is
provided to all agencies on what disruption tools the agencies have available to them.

27

https://academic.oup.com/jpubhealth/advance-article/doi/10.1093/pubmed/fdz084/5556310
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Conclusions and recommendations
In their response to the report from the joint committee on the 2019 draft domestic abuse bill,28
the Government stated that a full review of the response to teenage relationship abuse was
not needed as the issue was being addressed through wider work streams. These include
prevention in schools focusing on healthy relationships, early intervention and support for
schools to manage reports of child on child sexual violence and sexual harassment as well as
a toolkit for schools to promote taking a whole-school approach to healthy relationships and
requirements on the police to refer instances of teenage relationship abuse to children’s
services or to the multi-agency safeguarding hub (MASH). The response also notes that the
Home Office has funded IDVAs to work with young people who experience teenage
relationship abuse.
The findings presented above make it clear that these steps are not sufficient and in some
instances that the government are completely missing the mark when it comes to supporting
young people who experience teenage relationship abuse.
It is clear that national and local policies and procedures are failing to make the distinction
between sexual violence and harassment and teenage relationship abuse. We have shown
that all too often local authorities who consider themselves to have a policy in place to tackle
this issue when in actual fact these refer to instances of sexual harassment and abuse – these
are two very distinct issues and whilst they must both be treated with high importance the
practical response must differ. What is more we have found a distinct lack of guidance on how
to approach situations where people who present as abusive in teenage relationships continue
to display this behaviour after interventions have taken place.
Our evidence demonstrates that teaching children about healthy relationships, whilst
important, on its own is not enough. Young people told us that whilst they might feel confident
recognising that they were in an unhealthy relationship, exiting the relationship is a different
matter. Young people must be provided with robust and long lasting education about domestic
abuse including recognising that it can occur online and be given practical tools to aid with
conflict resolution. They should feel empowered to ask and know where to ask for help if they
recognise that a relationship they are in is not healthy.
With reference to the Home Office fund for IDVAs, we of course welcome this specialist
support for individuals experiencing domestic abuse. However, as previously shown, research
from SafeLives29 found that just 34% of IDVA services offer specialist support to young people
in additional to adults. Moreover, our FOI which asked local authorities if they commissioned
a YPVA service or equivalent role, encompassing all specialist support services available to
young people, has shown that in many local areas young people do not have access to support
though an YPVA, or and equivalent. We have found a post code lottery of support available
not just in terms of an offer of specialist IDVA/YPVA support but also for wider community
based support for young people experiencing abuse within their own relationships.
The Domestic Abuse Bill provides an opportunity to make the response to young people who
experience teenage relationship abuse both better and more consistent across the country.
The Children’s Society are calling for the Government to make their response better by issuing
separate statutory guidance on teenage relationship abuse. This guidance should cover early
intervention and prevention through to referral for specialist support and disruption tactics for
28

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/869947/CCS207_CCS0120992896001_CP_214_Web_Accessible.pdf
29

https://safelives.org.uk/sites/default/files/resources/SafeLives’%202019%20survey%20of%20domestic%20abuse%20practitioners%20i
n%20England%20&%20Wales.pdf
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those that continue to cause harm - the response to both victims and perpetrators of teenage
relationship abuse must be strengthened.
Recommendations:
1. Teenage relationship abuse must be defined within guidance for the purposes of
safeguarding children. The definition should cover:




Any incident or pattern of incidents of controlling, coercive, threatening behaviour,
violence or abuse between those aged 13 to 18 who are, or have been in romantic
relationships regardless of gender or sexual orientation.
It should be recognised that this abuse can encompass, but is not limited to:
psychological, physical, sexual, economic and emotional abuse. It must recognise
that all forms of abuse as above can also occur through the use of technology

2. The Secretary of State must issue separate statutory guidance on teenage
relationship abuse. This guidance should cover early intervention and prevention
through to referral for specialist support giving due regard to the need to provide
support to both victims and young people who may present as abusive in teenage
relationships.
3. The Secretary of State must consider and consult on what measures should be taken
if early intervention strategies to disrupt instances of teenage relationship abuse in
instances where young people who present as abusive in teenage relationships are
ineffective and young people continue to present this way.
4. The Domestic Abuse Commissioner should conduct a mapping exercise of domestic
abuse services that work with young people experiencing teenage relationship abuse
and make recommendations to those local authorities where provision is patchy.
5. The Domestic Abuse Commissioner should consult with young people with experience
of teenage relationship abuse on what they would like services to look like and how
they would like to access them.
6. A duty should be placed on local authorities to commission specialist support for young
victims of teenage relationship abuse and those exhibiting abusive behaviour within
their own relationships, this should include specialist YPVAs. The government must
allocate sufficient funding for local authorities to carry out this duty.
7. The government should begin collecting data on the number of young people who
experience teenage relationship abuse as part of the Children in Need census.
8. The Government should review the ‘controlling or coercive behaviour’ offence as set
out in the Serious Crime Act 2015, specifically looking at how the offence is being used
to protect 16 and 17 year olds, in particular the scope of the current offence which does
not respond to the fact that 16 and 17 year olds can often face the problem of coercive
relationships outside the family home.
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9. The Department for Education should consult with organisations who provide support
for young people experiencing teenage relationship abuse on what needs to be
included in Relationships and Sex Education on teenage relationship abuse.
10. Training should be developed and rolled out to police forces on how to recognise and
respond to instances of coercive and controlling behaviour with a focus on nuances
specific to children and young people’s experiences of coercion and control in their
relationships.
11. The Working Together guidance should be updated to ensure that there is a
coordinated child protection and domestic abuse response for children.
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The Children’s Society and our supporters
have been there for vulnerable children
and young people for more than 130 years.
We believe that every young person should
have the support they need in order to enjoy
a safe, happy childhood.
That’s why we run services and campaigns to make
children’s lives better and change the systems that
are placing them in danger.
Together with our supporters, we’re improving
the lives of children today and long into the future.
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