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“Because I don't think the women would open up as much, I really don't. Because it's 

all women together and we tend to trust them, of course, whereas I feel that where 

men have proper abused me that I don't really trust them.” 

 

However many thought there were advantages of having a male facilitator:  

 

“It did help because you see a man there who is a different sort of man and he's 

saying 'It doesn't have to be like that'. That was very positive for the women 

because you're not only listening from a woman's perspective, but you��re hearing it 

from a guy's perspective as well.” 

 

The first quotation revealed that the experience of abuse created a lack of ��trust�� in 

men. The presence of the male facilitator meant that she not only had to deal with her 

experiences but also deal with her issues of trusting a man. The second quotation 

indicated that hearing a man��s views during the course was helpful. Hearing a male 

perspective may have made women more positive about the prospect of future 

relationships. Some women felt that a male facilitator might feel uncomfortable during 

the sessions: 

 

“It depends how the man would feel because, obv iously, we're all in there basically 

slagging a man off for what he has done to us. I suppose it might have been a bit 

uncomfortable for him because you tarnish him with the same sort of brush when it's 

not really fair to him.” 

 

Two women revealed they were worried about the impact of the discussions on the 

male facilitator. This finding suggested that the women felt guilty about not taking care 

of the male facilitator��s feelings. This finding is significant as it may parallel women��s 

experiences in abusive relationships in that part of the abuse could be that women 

may feel that they are responsible for their partner��s feelings. This fits with the 

literature which states that domestic violence is perpetrated for power and control 

which is disempowering for women (Renzetti 1992, Wykes and Welsh 2009). 

Facilitators were not aware of this potential impact and the programme missed an 

opportunity to explore the women��s feelings about male facilitators, which could have 

had benefits of empowerment.  I have consulted with academics and established that 

there is probably no direct literature to support this finding. The implication of this is 

that the presence of a male may prevent women from focussing on their own needs 

and learning from the course. This finding highlights an area that needs attention by 

those delivering the programme.  
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Women seemed to appreciate that facilitators did not make them speak: 

 

“But you don't have to speak, which is the good thing about it. So, getting a group of 

women who it's happened to, they'll be learning as well who can't speak, because it'll 

be going in, even though they don't want to share their experiences.” 

 

Not hearing all women speak meant that it was impossible for the facilitators to know 

what the women went away from the session thinking. Some of the women described 

their feelings after the sessions. One woman revealed very worrying emotions that 

she experienced post-session: 

 

“I tried to do The Freedom Programme before, but it kind of done me.  

What do you mean?  

I think I self-harmed after one of them, quite seriously. I think I hung myself.” 

 

Another woman felt positive after the sessions: 

 

“I felt positive. I felt really positive and very encouraged as well. I also started 

questioning a lot of things that happened in my relationships.” 

 

The first quotation is very concerning. The course appeared to have invoked some 

very strong emotions which the woman found difficult to deal with. The attempt to take 

her own life happened after a session that covered the effects on children. This is a 

very real example of how dealing with difficult experiences while women are in prison 

needs to be handled extremely sensitively. The second quotation highlighted a 

different response to exploring issues. Although some women could use the course 

positively, the severe emotions that some women may have experienced after the 

sessions need be anticipated and effectively managed.  

 

Women described the support that was available to them after the sessions:  

 

“X (a facilitator) would always say that they were available straight after for anyone 

who wanted to talk to them about anything in particular, which was lovely of them. I 

think that meant a lot to a lot of ladies, especially perhaps the quieter ones who didn't 

have the confidence to talk within a big group.” 

 

This woman recognised that ongoing support would be particularly useful for quieter 

women. Her comment also indicated that she might have concerns for them as she did 

not know how the course was affecting them. None of the women mentioned support 

available at other times or from anyone other than facilitators. It appeared that support 

was not readily available other than immediately after the sessions. Women talked 

about how one to one support would be beneficial for some women: 
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“When you actually have individual support you can come out more to the person 

because there is nobody else listening. You can say more things.” 

 

Women had varied views on whether it was better get support for their experiences in 

one to one settings or in a group. The majority of women, however, did feel that one to 

one support should be available for women that want it. This finding is important for 

NOMS to consider as they have a duty of care and rehabilitation for women in prison.  

 

Learning 

 

A frequently cited outcome was an understanding that domestic abuse was about 

emotional abuse as well as violence: 

 

“It was learning that it's not only violence but the way that women can be held 

prisoner or emotionally abused and controlled, sometimes without any violence.” 

 

Many women felt that learning about emotional abuse gave them a new insight into 

what had happened to them and found it helpful. Helping women to understand what 

domestic abuse involves is an important first step in preventing future abusive 

relationships.  

 

Almost all women were able to identify some of the male personalities that were 

covered on the course. They could relate personally to what was described: 

 

“He's definitely a Liar - lies about anything and everything yeah. He's also really hurt 

me - physically - and he feigns that it was kind of 'it was only...it was only...' - he's 

put me in hospital and he thinks 'you only went to hospital'.” 

 

The learning about the male personalities gave women an understanding of some of 

the tactics  that abusive men might use: 

 

“Spotting the signs. Hopefully, I think I'll be able - well, I know I'll be able to: I don't 

think, I know I'll be able to spot them early on, and if I do spot them then there'll be no 

more dates with that particular guy.” 

 

“Basically, to be able to walk out at a sign of anything, of any problems.” 

 

The majority of women interviewed described warning signs that they would be able 

to recognise. Some women explained that if they saw those signs  they would end 

the relationship. Whilst that might be a wise decision in some cases it is a simplistic 
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view of relationships. One woman expressed her view that some of the concepts on 

the course were unrealistic: 

 

“Yes, that is a bit unrealistic because no-one is perfect and you're explaining this man 

as perfect, like he's going to bow down and do this for you. He's not going to want to 

do that every day of the week, he's going to have shitty days like you do, so how is 

that fair to Mr Right that he's got to keep smiling for you?.” 

 

The course needs to ensure that it presents a realistic view of male behaviour and 

avoids any simplistic assumptions about relationships. If women think that some of 

the concepts are unrealistic  it may put them off attending the course or undermine the 

relevance of the programme for them.  

 

Some women revealed that they learned about their own violent or controlling 

behaviour on the course:  

 

“The way I say 'Oh, darling you have to do this  - I always use the word 'darling'  - 

so it makes me feel bad now after the programme, thinking 'Am I abusing him?'. You 

know, if he did this programme would he sit there saying 'Oh, this woman has been 

abusing me'? When the instructors told us that women do it as well, that's when I sat 

and started to look and say 'Yes, they're right'.” 

 

There did not appear to be anywhere on the course where complex relationship 

issues were explored. Ehrensaft et al (2004) stated that as both partners can 

contribute to domestic violence both need to be treated. The simplistic assumptions of 

the course about typical  male violence might have led women to falsely believe that 

without addressing some of their own inappropriate behaviour they would be able to 

achieve positive relationships.  

 

Many women described how the programme impacted on their views of children 

witnessing violence: 

 

“It just sort of showed me that it really affected the relationship with my son. It made 

sense that the time he started to rebel was the time that I was seeing that Dominator.” 

 

Children are seriously affected by violence in the home, such as having high levels of 

aggression (Eaton 1995). The programme had a positive impact on this woman as 

she had been able to recognise that the rebellious behaviour of her child was as a 

result of the abusive relationship. This learning could be beneficial in strengthening 

parent/child relations if women are empowered and enabled to take control of their 

lives.  
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Women felt that the course had an impact on their confidence: 

 

“I've actually now got the confidence to know about it and I would tell them straight 

'When you say that, you make me feel like this. Please don't do it'. Honestly, it's given 

me so much confidence.” 

 

Domestic violence has a detrimental impact on women s self esteem (Herman 1992, 

Griffiths and Hanmer 2005). It is encouraging that many women report improvements 

in their self confidence and as a result undoing some of the damage that has been 

caused by the abuse. Increases in confidence are also a protective factor against 

future abuse (Benight et al 2001).  

 

Some women felt they learned a lot from being on the course, however, many thought 

that the information supported what they already knew: 

 

“It's just reinforced, and it s just nice having it there and that you're not going mad kind 

of thing, and knowing that what you are saying is what the professionals say.” 

 

The quotation revealed a positive outcome but suggested some women may be more 

in need of support than others. As the course had no selection policies it takes a 

scatter-gun approach to recruiting women to the course and therefore may not be 

reaching the women who need support the most.  

 

Resettlement  

 

Many thought that follow-on classes after the course would be helpful: 

 

“That the programme lacks... it's a shame you can't keep having maybe refresher 

courses or something when you've finished the programme, to kind of keep reinforcing 

it.” 

 

Some women thought that they would not need any further help: 

 

“No, because I've already learned. It's already in my head. They give you a book so 

if there was ever any doubt in my head I'd look it up in the book anyway. While I've 

been through it for so many years, now I'm out of it I know that I'm never going to go 

back to it. I can't say 'never', but I know that I wouldn't.” 

 

Resettlement support is vital for to help women to not return to abusive partners 

(Kelly and Humphreys 2000). The second woman felt that reading the book she got 

from the course would be helpful in preventing her from returning to abusive 

relationships. Information learned in prison environment needs to be followed up in 
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resettlement plans. Consideration should be given to ways to maintain learning to 

ensure that women are adequately prepared for release as this will be very important 

to help them not return to abusive partners.  

 

Key Points 

 

 The data shows that although women of different nationalities, cultures and 

sexualities attend the course there are some difficulties for women of diverse 

backgrounds  

 Sharing of experiences appeared to have a number of benefits. Women felt 

that the experience helped them to feel less isolated and not at fault for what 

happened to them. Another benefit was atmosphere in the group empowered 

quieter women to get involved. Some women found it nerve-wracking being in 

a group with the expectation to get involved  

 Women reported that there was varied learning achieved from the programme. 

They said they learned about the type and impact of abuse. They were able 

to identify with the concepts being taught and felt that the warning signs  they 

learned would be helpful to them in the future. Some of the assumptions about 

male behaviour were simplistic and a few women thought that parts of the 

course content were unrealistic   

 Many women experienced the course with a male facilitator. While some felt 

that this was useful for identifying a positive male role model, others were pre-

occupied with not offending the male facilitator and were therefore not focused 

on their own development.  

 Women liked not being made to speak in the group, but this created difficulties 

in knowing how and to what extent the programme was affecting all the 

women. Support for women outside of the sessions was limited. One woman 

talked about a serious self harm attempt following one session that very 

starkly highlighted the emotive nature of the course.  

 There were few avenues available to further the learning from the course. 

There was no focus on practical application of the skills which may mean that 

when women are back out in the community they will have lost what they 

have learned from the programme.  

 

In section 6.1 and 6.2, I explored the data from my participant observation and from 

the interviews with facilitators. In the next section I will bring together what I have 

found to draw conclusions and make recommendations.     
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7. Conclusions and recommendations 
 

In this section of the research I draw together the findings from the analysis, draw 

conclusions and make some recommendations about the effectiveness of The 

Freedom Programme. I do this by using the evidence from my findings to answer the 

research questions.  

 

Similarities and differences amongst the findings 

 

Interviews with participants and facilitators produced similar findings about women 

getting involved in the sessions. Facilitators revealed that they would not expect 

women to talk unless they wanted to, and women liked that approach. In the 

participant observation I noticed that there were a number of women that did not 

contribute to the session. Whilst this approach is favoured by the women it presents 

risks. Without women contributing, facilitators cannot know what women are learning 

and how they are coping emotionally. One facilitator thought that expecting women to 

contribute might re-victimise  them. In the sessions I observed those women who got 

involved spoke freely and appeared to find the process enjoyable and not 

victimising . This difference is significant, as the result of the facilitator s unfounded 

concern could be that not all women are sufficiently drawn into the sessions.    

 

Interviews with both women and facilitators reported apparent similar gains from the 

programme. Increases in confidence and self esteem were described. Women and 

facilitators both thought that through women sharing experiences, they gained a sense 

of not being alone in their experience of domestic abuse. I was not able to observe 

increases in confidence and self-esteem in the participant observation, due to only 

observing each group of women once.  I did however note that women appeared to 

enjoy and value sharing their experiences.  

 

The impact of male facilitators evoked different responses from facilitators and women. 

Facilitators felt an advantage of male facilitators was in providing a positive male role 

model, and women generally agreed with this. The negative issues with male 

facilitators present came from women, and included ability to trust and feeling guilty 

that they might offend the male facilitator. The facilitators that I interviewed did not 

seem to be aware that this might be a problem.  

 

Facilitators recognised that one of the difficulties of running a programme on this subject 

in prison is that it is a difficult time emotionally for the women. Findings from interviews 

with women supported this belief, and the example of a woman attempting serious 

self-harm after a session particularly highlighted the extreme emotions that women 

may experience after sessions. There was generally no systematic additional support 

available following sessions. This does not sit well with the findings about the 
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emotional difficulties of dealing with domestic violence which may preoccupy women 

after sessions are over, when they are alone in their cells.        

 

A finding from the interviews with women was that some descriptions of male 

personalities were not helpful. This finding was supported by the participant 

observation. In the sessions I observed I felt the discussions about typical  male 

behaviours were often simplistic and could present a misleading view to women about 

future relationships.  

 

The identification of similarities and differences within the findings has shown where 

three sources of data overlap. The similarities and differences will be used to help 

answer the research questions and formulate recommendations.    

 

Research questions 

 

Research question 1: Does The Freedom Programme help women to develop 

ways of thinking and behaving that protect themselves, their children and 

others from harm?  

 

The programme appeared to be a first stage in getting women to think about what had 

happened to them. Facilitators stated their aims were to raise awareness , which is an 

appropriate first stage. Their aim was fitting based on the content of the programme, 

and in the sessions I observed the focus of discussions was raising awareness of 

typical  male behaviours. However, the official programme aims state that something 

more substantial than this will be achieved, which is reflected in this research question. 

The stated aims of the programme were not delivered in these two establishments, 

which appeared to be a fault of the programme design.  

 

When raising awareness of domestic violence it is important that facilitators consider 

how to protect the women from blaming themselves. Facilitators explained that they 

raise awareness of the impact of domestic abuse on children. Raising awareness of 

this topic must be very sensitively conducted. It is important that women are protected 

from blaming themselves for the impact of the abuse on their children.  

 

In addition to raising awareness there was additional reported learning that took place. 

Women learned about the impact of emotional abuse. I was concerned about the 

simplistic nature of the course content. Accepting basic assumptions of typical  male 

behaviour without exploring the complexities of relationships including women 

understanding their own, at times, violent behaviour; could be misleading. Women 

reported they had learned some of the signs of male behaviour which would be 

helpful in future relationships. Some women stated that if they saw these signs they 
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would end the relationship immediately. Whilst this learning might protect women it also 

might give them an unrealistically optimistic view of relationships.   

 

The way in which the facilitators conduct the programme will impact on what women 

gain from attending. Through looking at the processes involved it is helpful to see 

what recommendations can be made to help the programme achieve its aims.  

 

The training for facilitators is experiential. Facilitators are not trained in specific skills 

about how to deliver the programme, effective group work skills, or about the issues 

arising from delivering this programme in a prison setting. There are no formal 

supervision requirements. This means that facilitators  skills are not monitored. Some 

facilitators received supervision from their line manager. In the participant observation I 

noticed that the group work skills of facilitators could be improved. This would enhance 

the learning by exploring the material in more depth and widening some of the views 

put forward.  

 

Facilitators confirmed there was no selection policy for the programme. Some women 

attended the programme without knowing anything about the programme apart from it 

being about domestic violence. Facilitators often did not know anything about the 

women that would be attending. This meant that there could have been no planning 

for individual needs prior to the programme starting. There was also no structured 

processes for evaluating the impact of the programme. Women should be consulted 

on their views of the programme to help inform its development.  

 

Male facilitators were used at both sites. Whilst women and facilitators thought this 

provided a positive role model some women felt uncomfortable with their presence. 

Women can be provided with positive male role models from staff, such as prison 

officers, within the prison and it is not necessary for this to be through the programme. 

Male facilitators could be an advantage if the facilitators are able to explore with the 

women how they feel about the men who are present. Facilitators should monitor and 

regularly review the impact that the male facilitator is having.  

 

One site had a policy of providing support to women directly after the sessions. Apart 

from this opportunity there was no systematic support available for women after the 

sessions. Women felt that additional support should be available. The lack of 

additional support is not suitable with a programme supporting very emotive 

experiences.  

 

The course did not focus on resettlement issues. This may be because the 

programme was designed for community settings and in that context issues about 

domestic life would be continually addressed. Some women felt that they would like 

additional support after they had finished the course and some felt that they had 
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learned enough It was concerning that women thought that they had learned enough, 

as clearly, limited learning took place.  

 

To summarise, the programme provides the first stage in women thinking about their 

experiences. It does not provide them with new ways of thinking and behaving to 

protect themselves, their children and others.  

 

Research question 2: Is The Freedom Programme of equal value for BME 

women, lesbian women etc as it is for white women? 

 

The programme is based on a typical  male perpetrator of abuse. There were mixed 

views on whether the programme would be suitable for lesbian women. Some women 

thought that the course would be suitable for lesbian women although they might not 

think the programme was available to them. One lesbian woman felt not fully 

comfortable in a session of mainly heterosexual women. Facilitators did not mention 

attempts to explore issues for lesbian women although they believed that the course 

would be suitable for them. It appeared that the programme might not reach out to 

them and more could be done to integrate them into the course.  

 

Women and facilitators believed that the composition of the course was diverse and 

women of different nationalities and cultures attended. It is a positive sign that the 

course appealed to a diverse group of women. Women reported that examples of 

experiences from different countries were heard during the course. There was an 

absence of evidence of how individual differences were explored.  

 

The Freedom Programme does seem to appeal to diverse groups of women: the value 

of the programme for women was explored in answer to the first research question. 

However, more could be done to work with individual needs of women during the 

course of the programme related to their diversity. 

 

Research question 3: To what extent do women value the process of being 

able to discuss, share and explore issues with other women whilst at tending 

The Freedom Programme?  

 

Women and facilitators saw great value in the process of sharing experiences during 

the programme. The main benefit appeared to be that women overcame some of the 

feelings that they had of being alone in their experiences. This was helpful in 

removing some of the feelings of isolation that accompany experiencing domestic 

violence and may link to the reported increases in confidence and self esteem.  
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Women thought that their learning from the programme came from hearing from other 

women s experiences and from the facilitators. This finding revealed that the process 

of being in a group aided the learning on the course.  

 

There were some limitations to being in a group and sharing experiences. Women did 

feel nervous prior to and during the course at the thought of talking about what 

happened to them. However, women also felt that being confident to speak in a group 

was not a necessary prerequisite of attending the programme, and evidenced this by 

explaining that by the end of the course all women generally got involved in the 

sessions. Women and facilitators liked the approach of facilitators not getting women 

involved unless they wanted to be. I noted in both sessions that I observed that not 

all women got involved and contributions came from a limited number of women. There 

may well have been benefits for women in hearing the experiences of others but it is 

not possible to know benefits there are without hearing their thoughts. Not getting all 

women involved in the session is risky as facilitators would not know whether women 

were learning or how they were dealing with the course emotionally.  

 

The Freedom Programme does have benefits for women in being a forum where 

women can share experiences and learn from others. These benefits appear to have 

links in psychological improvements including improved self esteem and confidence. It 

is important however to engage all women in the programme to address their individual 

needs.      

 

Limitations and further research 

 

One obvious limitation is that the women have not tested their learning from the 

programme in the community and therefore women have to make their own 

assessment of how the programme will have benefited them. It is only on release that 

the full benefits or limitations of the programme will be seen. Further research to follow 

women up in the community would be essential to assess to what extent the 

programme has been effective when they build new relationships. The programme 

was designed for community settings. This research has not looked at the 

effectiveness of the community programmes and therefore cannot comment on how 

successful it might be for women attending outside of prison. An interesting future 

piece of work could compare prison and community settings to find out where it is most 

suitably delivered.  

 

This research had some methodological limitations. Only two sessions were observed 

for the participant observation. Ideally more sessions, or the whole course, should be 

observed to allow reliable conclusions about the experience of the session to be 

drawn. The selection process of women to be interviewed for the research was not 

the same at each site. At one prison a member of staff chose the women to be 
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interviewed and stated that these women would have positive reports of the 

programme. In order to mitigate this risk an additional two interviews were conducted at 

a different site. Nevertheless, the sample were somewhat biased in favour of the 

programme, which may make these results unreliable.  

 

Conclusion  

 

In the introduction I referred to an accepted recommendation by NOMS to the Corston 

Report (Home Office 2007) which was that “support for women who have been 

abused, raped or who have experienced domestic violence” should be implemented in 

all areas. This research has revealed that the only current support group for women 

who have experienced domestic violence is not fit for purpose. It is a credit to the 

facilitators that they have such commitment and motivation for working to support 

women who have experienced domestic violence. However, The Freedom Programme 

is not suitable for supporting women who have experienced abuse. NOMS must 

consider the support they provide and if they continue to run The Freedom Programme 

they need to attend to the many limitations highlighted by this paper.  

 

Recommendations  

 

Recommendation 1: The programme aims should be in line with the 

programme content. Facilitators should be fully aware of the programme aims 

and work towards these.  

 

Recommendation 2: Facilitators should ensure that all women attending the 

programme are enabled to speak and contribute to the sessions. 

 

Recommendation 3: The programme should ensure that women are fully and 

systematically supported, during and after sessions, particularly when their 

awareness is raised of the impact of violence on their children. The 

programme should not be run in prisons unless effective procedures to 

ensure support is available after sessions can be put in place. 

 

Recommendation 4: The course manual should be revised in consultation with 

service users. Facilitators should at tempt to provide women with more 

balanced expectations about the highs and lows of future relationships.  

 

Recommendation 5: Supervision for facilitation skills to maintain programme 

quality and integrity should be introduced.  

 

Recommendation 6: Facilitators should devise a policy for recruiting women 

for the programme that successfully identifies all women who might 
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potentially benefit from attending. This should include pre-course interviews 

to assess women s backgrounds and individual needs. Information should also 

be provided to women before they start the course. 

 

Recommendation 7: Male facilitators should not be used on the programme 

until such time as all of the concerns about their use can be effectively 

addressed. 

 

Recommendation 8: NOMS should consider how the programme can 

contribute to meeting the particular resettlement needs of women prisoners 

who have been affected by domestic violence.  

 

Recommendation 9: The individual needs of each woman on the course 

should be addressed. The course should be delivered in a way that enables 

all women to attend regardless of sexuality, nationality, culture etc.   
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