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Abstract
Purpose  There is a growing acknowledgement that children are direct victims of domestic violence and abuse, and require 
support and protection in their own right. However, professional interventions designed to protect children may unintention-
ally further victimise parents, most often mothers. In response, a number of new interagency approaches have been developed.
Method  Updating a previous review by Macvean et al. (Australian Social Work, 71(2), 148–161, 2018), we report the find-
ings of a scoping review of models of interagency working between child protection and either domestic abuse services or 
family law services, or all three services, to improve understanding of practices that may facilitate collaboration between 
child protection and other agencies in the context of domestic violence and abuse. We also consider the effectiveness of such 
approaches in improving the safety of child and adult victims.
Results  A systematic search of all sources identified 4103 documents that were screened for inclusion. The outcome of this 
screening was the identification of thirteen papers or reports dated between 2018 and 2022 that comprised an evaluation of 
six models of interagency interventions. Nine publications originated in Australia, three in the UK and one in the USA. The 
most referenced model was Safe & Together, primarily due to the number of publications from the same research team in 
Australia. None of the included studies reported the outcomes or impact for children and families.
Conclusions  While there are a growing number of promising approaches identified, there is little evidence of effectiveness, 
or the views of child and adult family members about the acceptability and utility of such approaches.

Keywords  Domestic abuse · Intimate partner violence · Scoping review · Interagency collaboration · Child protection · 
Multiagency working

Introduction

Despite the lack of official statistics in many countries 
on the prevalence of childhood exposure to domestic vio-
lence and abuse1, there is growing research evidence sug-
gesting that it is a widespread and common phenomenon 
(for example, Chan et al., 2021; Kieselbach et al., 2022; 
Mojahed et al., 2021; Skafida et al., 2022). Studies in high-
income contexts estimate that the prevalence of domestic 
violence and abuse in childhood is between 20 and 31% 
(Loomis et al., 2020; Radford et al., 2011). There is also 
evidence that the Covid-19 pandemic has increased the 
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incidence of domestic violence and abuse for adult and 
child victims (Kourti et al., 2023).

There is a growing acknowledgement that children are 
direct victims of domestic violence and abuse and require 
support and protection in their own right (Callaghan et al., 
2018), with the Domestic Abuse Act 2021 in England and 
Wales recognising this distinct status. However, there is 
also concern that professional responses aimed at keeping 
children safe might also have the unintended consequence 
of further victimising parents, most often mothers (Arnull 
& Stewart, 2021; Cattagni Kleiner & Romain-Glassey, 
2023), through what is termed a ‘failure to protect’ dis-
course (e.g. Buchanan & Moulding, 2021; Friend et al., 
2008; Moulding et al., 2015). Since abusive partners are 
less likely to engage with professionals (Heron & Eisma, 
2021), social work professionals are often left with only 
the non-abusive partner to work with. This can be com-
pounded by professionals’ lack of confidence and skills 
to engage with violent men and to hold them accountable 
for the risk they pose to their current or former partners 
and their children (Devaney, 2014). The default position 
for many professionals is to place responsibility for keep-
ing children safe on the children’s mother (Buchanan & 
Moulding, 2021; Cattagni Kleiner & Romain-Glassey, 
2023).

A range of interagency models and ways of working 
have been developed to reduce victim blaming practices 
and improve child protection responses for both adult and 
child victims of domestic violence and abuse. These mod-
els aim to equip practitioners with the knowledge and skills 
to engage with families in ways that are sensitive to the 
dynamics of domestic violence and abuse, recognising the 
particular importance of keeping children safe. These mod-
els aim to enable whole-family working that recognises the 
specific needs of adult and child victims, whilst also holding 
accountable individuals who engage in controlling, abusive 
and violent behaviour (Stewart & Arnull, 2023).

Previously, Macvean and colleagues (2018) undertook a 
scoping review of models of interagency working between 
child protection and either domestic abuse services or family 
law services, or all three services, to improve understanding 
of practices that may facilitate collaboration between child 
protection and other agencies in the context of domestic 
violence and abuse. Our review seeks to update Macvean 
et al. (2018) with the research published from the end of the 
period of the first review (April 2015) to July 2022, with a 
particular focus on identifying outcomes for adult and child 
survivors, and perpetrator engagement.

The original review (Macvean et al., 2018) identified 
and described the key features of multi-agency approaches 
that were focused on how services could work together 
toward improved responses for women and children. These 
approaches were characterised by:

–	 a shared understanding within and between services of 
the nature and causes of domestic violence and abuse, 
expressed in the overarching aims and goals of the co-
operating organisations. Typically, the models used a 
socio-ecological approach to shape interagency collabo-
ration and to inform the design and delivery of services.

–	 clear leadership to guide interagency working. This could 
be delivered through, for example, a shared governing 
committee and joint budgets.

–	 an authorising environment, that included formal man-
agement ‘buy in’ to the model, as well as a supportive 
infrastructure, including, for instance, shared funding and 
professional development opportunities, joint training, 
common procedures, and clear mechanisms for quality 
assuring the joint work.

–	 formal agreements and shared protocols to facilitate 
interagency collaboration. This could be supplemented 
by the co-location of practitioners or teams, joint train-
ing, and joint working.

–	 an organisational commitment to information-sharing, 
including practical means of sharing of information that 
would facilitate joint working between different agencies 
with different mandates, such as which family member 
they were primarily working with.

In seeking to update and extend the previous review, our 
main research question, in keeping with the original review, 
is:

1.	 What processes or practices do child protection services 
and specialist domestic violence services or family law 
services utilise to improve interagency collaboration in 
responses for women and children living with and sepa-
rating from domestic violence and abuse?

In addition, we seek to extend the original review by hav-
ing two supplemental objectives, which seek to identify:

2.	 The types of interventions and their impact on profes-
sionals’ understanding and responses to women, chil-
dren and men upon disclosure of domestic violence and 
abuse, or of disclosure of child maltreatment in the con-
text of domestic violence and abuse; and

3.	 The evidence of effectiveness in how organisations have 
responded to domestic violence and abuse in the context 
of child protection.

Method

A scoping review methodology was used to locate and 
examine evaluations of collaborative models in which child 
protection, domestic abuse services and family law services 
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worked together. The aim of a scoping review is to use rigor-
ous and transparent methods to identify studies on specific 
topics that little is known about (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005).

Selection Criteria

Studies using any evaluative design were included if: they 
were published since May 2015; they were published in Eng-
lish language; they comprised an evaluation of a model in 
which child protection services and domestic abuse services, 
or child protection services and family law services, or all 
three worked together; the focus of the evaluation is on male 
violence perpetrated against women; they were reporting 
explicitly on the potential benefit of the model for children 
aged 0 to 18 years; and they comprised any outcome meas-
ure that reported the impact of interagency work on some 
form of child, parent, family, service-provider, or organisa-
tion outcome.

Studies were excluded if: they did not report original find-
ings; they were published before May 2015; they were not 
published in the English language; they were an evaluation 
of a model that only applies to or involved one service; if 
they did not report an evaluation of a model, for example, 
a study assessing the interface or extent of collaboration 
between sectors, services, or providers, without an iden-
tified arrangement for interagency working; there was no 
clear indication of child protection services involvement; the 
focus of the literature was on violence perpetrated in same-
sex relationships, trans relationships or female perpetrated 
violence; they comprised studies on domestic violence and 
abuse where there is no child aged 0 to 18 years in the family 
or home; or they comprised studies addressing elder abuse, 
carer abuse, sibling abuse, and child to parent violence.

For the purposes of this review a model is any formal 
intervention that requires practitioners to follow certain ways 
of working that are prescribed, and where an agency would 
need to give formal approval to the adoption of that way of 
working.

Search Methods

Electronic Database Searches

The following databases were searched from May 2015 
to July 2022: PsycINFO via Ovid; MEDLINE® via Ovid; 
Embase via Ovid; Cumulative Index to Nursing and Allied 
Health Literature (CINAHL) via EBSCOhost; Criminal Jus-
tice Abstracts via Ebsco host; Education Resources Informa-
tion Centre (ERIC) via Ebsco host; Applied Social Sciences 
Index and Abstracts (ASSIA) via Proquest; Sociological 
Abstracts via Proquest; Social Care Online and Social Work 
Abstracts via Proquest. These databases were chosen as they 
indexed journals covering key areas of interest to this review.

Search terms were used in Ovid Databases, with adapta-
tions for ProQuest and EBSCO as needed. Searches were 
downloaded in July and August 2021 and updated in July 
2022,

Searching Other Sources

In addition, published sources of literature were sought 
from the following online sites: the New Zealand Family 
Violence Clearing House; the National Clearinghouse on 
Family Violence; the Centre for Research and Education on 
Violence Against Women and Children: Australia’s National 
research Organisation for Women’s Safety (ANROWS); 
Australian Institute of Family Studies - Child Family Com-
munity Australia; the Child Protection Research Centre; and 
the National Child Traumatic Stress Network. References 
and citations in relevant literature according to the search 
criteria were screened for documents that may have identi-
fied further model details and findings.

Data Collection and Analysis

Selection of Studies

All results from electronic database searches were exported 
to the bibliographic software programme Endnote and then 
to Covidence (a systematic review management tool). Dupli-
cates were removed. An initial 20% of titles and abstracts 
were screened independently by researchers. Disagreements 
were few and were resolved following a discussion of selec-
tion criteria that enabled the team to agree on final decisions. 
Once the team were comfortable with the operationalisation 
of our selection and exclusion criteria, the remaining 80% of 
titles and abstracts were screened by three members of the 
team (HH, KB and JA) with a sample of both included and 
excluded literature randomly reviewed by a separate team 
member (JD).

Data Extraction, Analysis, and Synthesis

Full texts of results were read by three researchers (HH, 
KB and LB). A proforma was used for consistency in data 
extraction. This then allowed the research team to synthesise 
the findings from across the included literature.

Findings

Search Results

 A systematic search of all sources identified 4103 docu-
ments that were screened for inclusion. The outcome of this 
screening was the identification of thirteen papers or reports 
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dated between 2018 and 2022 that comprised an evaluation 
of six models of interagency interventions. Of these, nine 
publications originated in Australia, three in the UK and one 
in the USA (Fig. 1).

Of the included work (Table 1), eight were qualitative 
studies, and five used a mixed methods approach. Quali-
tative and mixed methods studies made use of interviews, 
focus groups, ethnographic data – mostly from observation 
of “Communities of Practice”, case file analysis, analysis of 
administrative data, and questionnaires, as data collection 
methods. No formal and structured assessment of perpetrator 
behaviour change was undertaken.

Key Themes

This scoping review aimed to refresh the Macvean et al. 
(2018) study and to highlight any new research findings 
that explicitly addressed the impact of the models identified. 
Findings, therefore, describe the types of interventions and 
their impact on professionals’ responses, summarise findings 

on the effectiveness of the models, and particularly highlight 
reported impacts for adult and child victims.

Models of Intervention Evaluated in the Reviewed 
Studies

In relation to our first research question, the reviewed lit-
erature described several innovative collaborations between 
child protection services and specialist domestic violence 
and abuse and/or family law services. The most referenced 
model was Safe & Together (https://​safea​ndtog​ether​insti​tute.​
com/). The Safe & Together model is defined as an approach 
to domestic violence and abuse practice “that provides guid-
ance for statutory CP [child protection] intervention as well 
as guidance for other services that not only engage with 
perpetrators as parents but offer multi-dimensional services 
to the whole family – perpetrator, adult and child victims/
survivors” (Healey et al., 2018). The Safe & Together model 
centres its practice around a shift of practitioners’ language 
towards a more compassionate conceptualisation of the role 
of the non-abusive parent and increased accountability for 

Fig. 1   PRISMA diagram of included studies. Exclusion Criteria: 
Reason 1: Published before May 2015.. Reason 2: Not published 
in English language.Reason 3: An evaluation of a model that only 
applies to or involves one service. Reason 4: Does not report an 
evaluation of a model, for example, a study assessing the interface 
or extent of collaboration between sectors, services, or providers, 
without an identified arrangement for interagency working, would 
be excluded. Reason 5: Models will be excluded if there was no clear 

indication of child protection services involvement. Reason 6: The 
focus of the review is on violence perpetrated in same sex relation-
ships, trans relationships or female perpetrated violence. Reason 7: 
Studies on domestic abuse where there is no child aged 0 to 18 years 
in the family or home. Reason 8: Studies addressing elder abuse, 
carer abuse, sibling abuse, violence outside the domestic abuse con-
text, and adolescent violence towards parents 

https://safeandtogetherinstitute.com/
https://safeandtogetherinstitute.com/
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the abusive parent’s role (Healey et al., 2018). The model 
primarily involves the training of practitioners and use of 
specially developed resources. While the model is cur-
rently used in several countries, all the literature on Safe & 
Together in this review (n = 5) was from Australia (Heward-
Belle et al., 2020; Humphreys and Healey, 2017; Humphreys 
et al., 2018a, b, 2020; Tsantefski et al., 2021).

The Gold Coast Domestic Violence Integrated Response 
was described in two Australian articles (O’Leary et al., 
2018; Tsantefski et al., 2018). Based on the Duluth model, 
this is a co-ordinated multi-agency approach to women and 
children affected by domestic violence, and to men who per-
petrate violence. Involving fifteen agencies, the approach 
comprises monthly meetings, and twice-weekly triage 
meetings, to manage high-risk cases, ongoing information 
sharing, and men’s behavioural change programs for perpe-
trators. It aims to provide wrap-around support for women 
and children while holding perpetrators accountable and 
managing risk.

Two articles from the UK analysed the impact of different 
early help services in different localities, designed to be part 
of a holistic care response for children and mothers within 
an existing consortium of specialist domestic violence and 
abuse services. These multi-disciplinary family safeguard-
ing teams involved substance abuse and mental health prac-
titioners and domestic abuse specialist workers, alongside 
social work practitioners (Bostock et al., 2018; McCarry 
et al., 2021). Another UK-based study explored the features 
of different types of Family Group Conferences based on the 
principles of restorative justice applied in cases of domestic 
violence and abuse (Sen et al., 2018).

In the United States, an innovative multi-agency col-
laboration called Child Trauma Response Team (CTRT) 
aimed to provide coordinated, immediate, trauma/survivor-
informed, and interdisciplinary responses to children and 
their family members who are exposed to domestic violence 
and abuse (Stevens et al., 2019).

The remaining two models were both from Australia. 
The Invisible Practice Project was an action research study 
designed to explore the practices of workers who see perpe-
trators of domestic violence and abuse outside the strictures 
of group-work programmes (Heward-Belle et al., 2019). The 
Multi-Agency Triage involves collaboration between child 
protection services, family services, an Aboriginal children’s 
organisation, and the separate specialist domestic and fam-
ily violence services for women and men to ensure stronger 
and more effective case management of children living with 
domestic and family violence (Humphreys et al., 2018b). 
The approach involves a “rapid” triage based on information 
from the different organisations’ databases and the police 
referral to assess the risk and determine the appropriate ser-
vice pathway for engagement with the adult victim-survi-
vors, children, and perpetrators.

How Do These Interventions Impact on Improving 
Professionals’ Assessment of and Responses 
to the Disclosure of Domestic Violence and Abuse?

Our second research question inquired whether such inno-
vations have an impact on practitioners’ understanding and 
response to disclosures of domestic violence and abuse. 
This outcome was, at times, challenging to disentangle 
from broader descriptions of process reported in the stud-
ies. Examining the impact of interventions on professionals’ 
responses to domestic violence and abuse in child protection, 
the literature focuses on several areas: how interventions 
might improve practitioner knowledge and understanding 
of domestic abuse; how they contribute to a more critical 
understanding of the role of social and structural issues like 
culture, race and gender in domestic violence and abuse; 
and how training and service transformation helped to make 
practitioners more focused on the role of the perpetrator, and 
more focused on the protective efforts of the victim-survivor.

Practitioner Knowledge and Understanding

The literature reviewed suggests that interagency collabo-
rative models are effective in increasing knowledge and 
understanding of domestic violence and abuse, and based 
on practitioner self-report and case file audit, it seems that 
both attitude change and changes in practice are achiev-
able. For example, Tsantefski et al. (2021) reported that, 
in Safe & Together Communities of Practice, workers in 
child protection pointed out contrasts between their pre-
training assumptions about women’s attitudes, and the way 
these had transformed through their experiences of training 
and engagement with the communities. They highlighted 
that their previous assumptions had led to punitive profes-
sional decision-making and described ways that they had 
modified their everyday practice accordingly. The study 
by Humphreys and colleagues (2020) reported that the dis-
ciplinary background of the practitioners influenced how 
they experienced Safe and Together training. For instance, 
mental health and substance use professionals in the col-
laboration had lower baseline confidence in personal and 
organisational practice around domestic violence and abuse 
than specialist domestic abuse workers and social workers 
did. However, professionals working in substance use, social 
work and domestic violence and abuse services all reported 
significant changes as a result of training. They also experi-
enced meaningful change particularly in their understanding 
of how child safety and wellbeing are tied to those of the 
adult victim-survivor. In contrast, mental health services 
were reportedly less responsive to change.

It was noted however, that further training was needed to 
enhance practitioner understanding of the role of drugs and 
alcohol, particularly the ways that substance use and mental 
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health issues are used as part of wider patterns of coercive 
control, and this requires training and focus (Humphreys 
et al., 2020).

Understanding the Intersections of Domestic Violence 
and Abuse with Structural Inequalities and Discrimination

Two papers discussed the importance of practitioner under-
standing of diversity and the intersections of culture and 
gender in the experience of domestic violence and abuse. 
They suggested that practitioners’ understanding of cultural 
issues would impact on their response to domestic violence 
and abuse. Whilst “A Safe & Together practice guide” in 
Australia recommended that clients should be matched with 
practitioners of the same cultural background, other studies 
suggested that practitioners should treat all clients as equals 
without making distinctions between cultures, arguing that 
minority communities might fear being judged by their own 
group’s dominant cultural standards (Tsantefski et al., 2018). 
The evidentiary basis for both positions is not particularly 
clear but does highlight the importance of cultural sensitiv-
ity and awareness of how power structures, such as racism, 
can intersect and have an influence on abusive behaviour 
(Tsantefski et al., 2018).

Heward-Belle et al. (2020) found that Safe and Together 
training enhanced participants’ critical understanding of 
the social structures that informed policy and practice, 
and challenged individualising and pathologising precon-
ceptions about domestic violence and abuse. This enabled 
social workers and other practitioners working in social work 
to identify how they had become enculturated in specific 
organisational contexts that perpetuated sexist and racialised 
biases in policies and practices. Working together as a com-
munity of practice, practitioners took action to advocate for 
more effective organisational responses that did not hold 
women accountable for the consequences of men’s violence. 
In contrast,Tsantefski et al. (2018) reported mixed findings 
when examining the culturally appropriate and inclusive 
nature of child protection work in responding to domestic 
violence and abuse, and suggested that largely, practition-
ers were using culture ‘neutral’ approaches, and focused on 
treating clients equally and avoiding discrimination, rather 
than understanding how culture might shape their clients’ 
experiences and needs.

Partnering with Non‑Abusive Parents and Pivoting 
to the Perpetrator

Tsantefski et al. (2021) suggested that an acknowledgement of 
women’s safety planning was an important step in partnering 
with victim-survivors and in managing risk. Child protection 
workers adopted some of the same strategies women used to 
ensure their safety, and that of their children, to manage their 

own anxieties and safety. Practitioners still reported fear and 
unpreparedness in engaging with fathers. While the application 
of a perpetrator pattern-based approach was considered essen-
tial for determining and sharing understanding of the level 
of risk for women and children, the emergent pattern could 
exacerbate worker anxiety.

Heward-Belle et al. (2019) found that Safe and Together’s 
‘Invisible Practices’ approach to working with fathers who use 
violence and control built practitioners’ confidence in working 
with people who behave abusively, by developing techniques 
and strategies that enabled them to more effectively ‘pivot to 
the perpetrator’. The strategies for keeping the perpetrator of 
domestic violence and abuse in view, and for understanding 
the ways in which substance use and mental health issues are 
used as part of wider tactics of coercive control, require train-
ing and focus. This requires embedding practice that moves 
beyond identifying the co-occurrence of these issues towards 
an understanding of how they are intersecting and connected 
(Humphreys et al., 2020). Practitioners highlighted the value 
of mapping out the different forms of harm the perpetrator 
posed, as this enabled them to transform their practice away 
from focussing on the mother’s supposed failure to protect, 
onto the harmful parenting choices of the perpetrator. They 
reported that strategies for keeping perpetrators visible could 
enable practitioners to more fully conceptualise how survivor’s 
alcohol and drug use and mental health issues might be weap-
onised by the perpetrator as tools of coercive control. How-
ever, they noted that this required fuller training and focus, 
to enable practitioners to move beyond just identifying the 
co-occurrence of substance use, mental health challenges and 
domestic and family violence, towards a fuller understanding 
of how they intersect (Bostock et al., 2018).

Despite training and support, Tsantefski et al. (2021) 
found that, although practitioners valued an approach that 
focused on making perpetrator action more visible in child 
protection, they still reported fear and feeling underpre-
pared for work with perpetrators. Nonetheless, they reported 
confidence in tracking and sharing patterns of perpetrator 
behaviour and found this helpful in supporting safeguard-
ing for child survivors. McCarry et al. (2021) found that 
practitioners in early help services identified significant 
variation in the needs of families where the perpetrator was 
still living with the family, where there was post-separation 
abuse or conflict over child contact, and where children had 
suffered emotional harm resulting from living with domestic 
violence.

What Evidence of Effectiveness is There 
in Organisational Responses to Domestic Violence 
and Abuse in the Context of Child Protection?

Literature on effectiveness of organisational responses 
is at an early stage. The research projects evaluating the 
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effectiveness of the various interagency collaborative models 
reported are based primarily on descriptive and qualitative 
methodologies. The reviewed studies typically describe the 
key features of the interventions, their histories, and the pro-
cesses involved in their development and implementation.

There is descriptive evidence of the enabling factors 
within organisations that facilitate the embedding of mod-
els like Safe and Together. A key enabler to organisational 
change is a supportive environment, including substantial 
senior management support, domestic violence and abuse 
informed and child-focused policies and procedures, and 
training to increase practitioner skills and confidence (Hum-
phreys & Healey, 2017). Humphreys et al. (2018a) highlight 
that effective information sharing and multi-agency collabo-
ration was found where there were a number of key factors, 
including top-down endorsement, stability of leadership, 
availability of funding, and a shared language. However, 
further research is needed to confirm these results. (Hum-
phreys et al., 2020).

Humphreys et al. (2020) found that the transformation 
of practitioner assessment and responses depended on 
an authorising environment that embeds domestic abuse 
informed and child-focused policies, procedures and train-
ing. The training itself needed to focus on building both 
skills and confidence. They found that when these provi-
sions were in place, effective change was enabled by an all-
of-family approach to practice. Mere training of frontline 
professionals was not sufficient to bring about a whole sys-
tem change. This needed to be enacted at all levels of the 
organisational hierarchy and required cross-sectoral buy-in 
to enable true service transformation (Humphreys et al., 
2020). Social work practice could not fully transform in iso-
lation from other service responses to victim-survivors of 
domestic violence and abuse unless an effective change has 
occurred as a result of organisations structuring an all-family 
approach into practice. However, the authors concluded that 
there is a long way to go across all sectors to re-orient ser-
vice systems to the principles of the Safe & Together model.

Some of the reviewed studies examined barriers to effec-
tive implementation of the model. For example, work with 
minoritised communities was hampered by a lack of recogni-
tion of their needs and difficulties integrating cultural aware-
ness and domestic violence and abuse expertise (Tsantefski, 
et al., 2018). Practitioners in one study reported that lim-
ited capacity and the volume of cases could compromise 
the safety of women and children (Tsantefski et al., 2021). 
Practitioners reported that training in the interagency model 
itself was not new, but that it did support a shift towards 
more detailed information sharing, and more regular meet-
ings to discuss high-risk families (Tsantefski et al., 2021).

Working in a multi-agency context is often seen as chal-
lenging. Different services hold different “lenses” through 
which they examine cases, such as a therapeutic, a feminist, 

or a criminal justice lens, and sometimes sharing a com-
mon language is not enough to sustain a unified response 
(Tsantefski et al., 2018). Practitioners expressed concerns 
about maintaining confidentiality, particularly in high-
risk cases, where careless information sharing could have 
unintended consequences for families, or impact relation-
ship building if there were misunderstandings in the way 
information is used (Humphreys & Healey, 2017; Tsantefski 
et al., 2018; McCarry et al., 2021; Tsantefski et al., 2021). In 
one study, practitioners in Communities of Practice raised 
concerns that multi-agency working might have unintended 
consequences which might reduce effectiveness of inter-
ventions and observed that some systems or institutional 
practices could compound trauma for women and children 
(Heward-Belle, et al., 2020). For instance, in research on 
Safe and Together, it was noted that safety was compromised 
by inadequate or delayed communication and collaboration 
between organisations or practitioners (Tsantefski et al., 
2021). Threats to child protection workers’ or women’s 
safety led to reluctance to provide information to the police 
in high-risk cases, which compromised “perpetrator map-
ping” efforts (Tsantefski et al., 2021).

One article reported on the introduction of a Multi-
Agency Triage to introduce a more structured response to 
disclosures. This enabled a differential response, based on 
assessment of risk of serious harm. Lower risk cases were 
signposted to community-based services, whilst more seri-
ous cases required statutory intervention (Humphreys et al., 
2018b). Such innovation at a policy level had a positive 
impact in practice, reducing police reports for cases with less 
serious harm and increasing signposting to non-statutory 
services (Humphreys et al., 2018b).

Impact on Child and Adult Victim‑Survivors of Domestic 
Violence and Abuse

The majority of the included studies did not involve direct 
engagement with children and parents about the experience 
of the model. Only two studies considered the perspectives 
of mothers and children alongside staff’s views (Humphreys 
et al., 2020; McCarry et al., 2021), and one included fathers’ 
perspectives (Humphreys et al., 2020). The remaining papers 
focussed exclusively on practitioners’, managers’, and stake-
holders’ experiences and case files.

Evidence around whether practitioner responses to chil-
dren have been informed by these innovative models is 
mixed. According to Humphreys and colleagues (2020), 
practitioners trained in the Safe & Together model are 
more focussed on developing strategies for partnering with 
mothers and engaging with fathers rather than keeping a 
direct focus on children, which sounds almost paradoxical, 
given that the model revolves around improving parenting 
practices for children’s wellbeing. However, it is felt that 
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attention to children’s needs and rights in the context of dis-
closure of domestic violence and abuse is growing. Such a 
finding is backed by the evaluation of Tsantefski and col-
leagues (2018), although they reported that often police 
and child safety practitioners attend directly to the mother’s 
needs as a means of ensuring children’s safety, which could, 
conversely, overshadow the child’s views. Unfortunately, 
many studies testify to the marginal role of children, as they 
are either portrayed as passive victims of family abuse or 
are virtually used as “tools” to change the abusive parent’s 
behaviour, particularly within the Safe & Together Model 
(Humphreys & Healey, 2017; Humphreys et al., 2018b; 
O’Leary et al., 2018; Sen et al., 2018).

In terms of changes for families, some studies reported 
anecdotal evidence of positive practice change linked to the 
Safe and Together model, framed as more ‘respectful’ com-
munication with families. However, this is based on practi-
tioner self-report (Humphreys et al., 2018a). There is also 
testimonial evidence (from senior practitioners, team leaders 
or managers from statutory child protection, non-statutory 
family services, domestic violence and abuse services, and 
criminal justice services) that high-risk cases have moved to 
a lower-risk list (Tsantefski, et al., 2021). In terms of family 
group conferences, Sen et al., (2018) found evidence from 
practitioners’ reports that restorative meetings are effective 
in the creation of “family safety plans” even in high-risk 
cases, by bringing together the local support networks of 
both the offending and non-offending parents. For example, 
Heward-Belle et al.’s (2019) study reported practitioners’ 
perception that they were partnering more effectively with 
women survivors to establish safety plans, but this was not 
more directly assessed with women.

There is evidence from consultations with survivors and 
with practitioners that children, mothers and fathers appre-
ciate differences in the way practitioners trained in Safe & 
Together treat them – these practitioners are perceived as 
more “respectful”. Practitioners recognise that the model’s 
language not only enables more effective communication 
with families through a more “mindful” use of questions 
and “framing” of abusive patterns but also increases the 
efficiency of interagency communication (Humphreys et al., 
2020). Beyond the Communities of Practice, the evaluation 
of the Gold Coast Domestic Violence Integrated Response 
shows how child’s safety practitioners shifted their language 
to reflect the gendered nature of domestic violence and 
abuse, and the impact that fathers’ behaviour has on chil-
dren was reportedly being discussed more (Tsantefski et al., 
2018). However, none of these studies directly assessed out-
comes for adult or child victim-survivors.

A study from Heward-Belle and colleagues (2020) evi-
dences the critical aspects of a “siloed” response to the 
victim-survivor and the perpetrator of their abuse. It has 
been noted that mental health practitioners, and also some 

social workers, tend to lack analysis of overarching social 
structures embedding policy and practice, failing to recog-
nise sexist or racist biases. Tsantefski and colleagues (2021) 
also acknowledge that courts are still largely unsuccessful 
at understanding the protective measures that non-abusive 
parents take in response to abusive behaviour, substan-
tially impairing the effectiveness of conjoined efforts. This 
impacts on the capacity of practitioners to partner effectively 
with adult victim-survivors.

Stevens et al. (2019) found that it was important to con-
sider the impact of narrow eligibility criteria in responding 
to child experiences of domestic violence and abuse. They 
argued that focusing just on children who meet ‘high risk’ 
eligibility criteria meant that the programme was too restric-
tive and risked overlooking children who appeared to be 
coping well, through an overemphasis on specific trauma 
symptoms. The subsequent expansion of eligibility to more 
families was viewed universally as positive, allowing for 
the identification and potential engagement of more families 
in needed services. It was also recognised that there was 
an issue in terms of the caregiver-selection of children for 
screening for PTSD, which might have privileged the screen-
ing of children who “appeared” most distressed to them.

Assessing the value of a Multi-Agency Triage approach 
to responding to child protection needs for those impacted 
by domestic violence and abuse, Humphreys et al. (2018b) 
found that the approach increased practitioners’ ability to 
assess risk effectively, to share information more easily, and 
to respond more appropriately and speedily to the needs of 
child and adult victim-survivors. Some of these enhance-
ments might seem obvious but are crucial to effective service 
responses. For instance, they found that the MAT approach 
meant that receiving agencies could receive more accurate 
information from referring police officers about crucial 
details like whether the adult survivors had children.

Engagement with Perpetrators

Sen et al. (2018)reported evidence of better perpetrator 
engagement with family safety planning in family group 
conferences and suggested that these processes could be a 
means to restore “personhood to fathers” according to the 
concept of “reintegrative shaming” that this approach draws 
from (Braithwaite, 1989). The restorative approach is seen to 
enable families to voice their concerns and enables effective 
“participation” of the perpetrator in the decisions, as they are 
confronted directly before any decisions are made. Coordina-
tors’ anxieties about working with perpetrators are still high 
(Sen et al., 2018). Similar findings are reported in the Safe 
and Together evaluations (Tsantefski et al., 2021), which 
noted better engagement with perpetrators, and enhanced 
communication in relation to both respect and accountabil-
ity. However, this is largely based on practitioner report, 
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and as noted above, practitioners still reported some anxiety 
about this element of the work (Heward-Belle et al., 2019). 
It was also noted in some research that engagement with 
the most dangerous perpetrators is still avoided (Tsantefski 
et al., 2021).

In early help services in the United Kingdom, the research 
reported that practitioners were more attuned to differences 
in needs where the perpetrator was still living with the fam-
ily, where there was post-separation abuse or conflict over 
child contact, and where children had suffered emotional 
harm resulting from living with domestic violence (McCarry 
et al., 2021).

However, in some contexts, caution was expressed by 
researchers, who noted that change in practice is still in its 
infancy, particularly with regards to “pivoting to the perpe-
trator” and integrating adult-focussed practice with children 
and their needs (Humphreys et al., 2020).

Assessing the State of the Evidence

We were unable to locate any outcomes study or process 
evaluation associated with any of the intervention models 
reviewed. The research reviewed here is largely concerned 
with practitioner perspectives and primarily deploys qualita-
tive methods.

The reviewed studies indicated a need for assessment of 
behaviour change (particularly of perpetrators) but did not 
provide clear recommendations on how to measure such 
change and did not directly evidence such change. Simi-
larly, there is no objective data on enhanced outcomes for 
adult or child victim-survivors. Rather it is assumed that 
better communication, better partnerships with adult victim-
survivors and increased accountability for perpetrators will 
improve outcomes. Whilst this may well be the case, it is not 
evidenced in the research reviewed.

One study (Humphreys et al., 2018a) deployed a ‘case 
reading’ approach to evaluation, examining case files for evi-
dence that workers were: building positive partnerships with 
adult victim-survivors; holding the perpetrator accountable; 
and making visible their pattern of abusive behaviour. This 
provides useful documentation of the practice transforma-
tion enabled by the introduction of the model, but does not 
offer insight into the impact of this for the families worked 
with.

In Australia, multidisciplinary “communities of practice” 
were utilised to assess the impact of the Safe and Together 
model (Heward-Belle et al., 2020; Tsantefski et al., 2021). 
These “communities of practice” are a way for practitioners 
to share knowledge and acquire skills by working collec-
tively and regularly on a shared problem or challenge. As 
with the case reading methods, this research provides rich 
data and insights into how practice is transformed, supported 
by robust and rigorous methods of qualitative data collection 

and analysis. However, it is limited to practitioner voice, and 
does not evidence either the experiences or outcomes for 
children, adult victim-survivors, or perpetrators.

Discussion

This paper has sought to update knowledge about the range 
of approaches being used in relation to interagency work 
regarding child protection and domestic violence and abuse. 
Additionally, we have sought to also explore what the pub-
lished literature says about professionals’ understanding 
and responses to women, children and men experiencing 
domestic violence and abuse; the impact of the interventions 
on improving professionals’ assessment of and responses 
to the disclosure of domestic violence and abuse; and the 
evidence of effectiveness of these models in transforming 
services and practice.

It is clear that the increased recognition of the impact 
of domestic violence and abuse on children, and the unin-
tended, but nonetheless harmful impacts of the child pro-
tection response on victims/survivors, has resulted in new 
ways of working being developed and studied. The discourse 
on mother’s failure to protect has resulted in many women 
feeling blamed for the abuse that they and their children 
experience, while simultaneously being ostracised from the 
support they require (Nixon et al., 2017). Such a discourse 
has also had the unintended effect of invisiblising men, and 
reducing the development of interventions to address their 
abusive behaviour (Devaney & Lazenbatt, 2016). The fail-
ure of professionals to engage with abusive men simultane-
ously enhances perpetrators’ ability to seem immune from 
the need to change and to exert even greater control and 
domination of their family.

The research reviewed here documents organisational and 
individual practitioner level changes to address the above 
issues and to enhance partnership working with adult vic-
tim-survivors. However, research on these models is still 
very much in its infancy. There remain significant gaps in 
the evidence base for the models reviewed in this study. In 
particular, the outcomes for child and adult victim-survi-
vors, and for perpetrators remains unassessed. Indeed, the 
reviewed research does not recommend how such outcomes 
should be appropriately assessed. There is also no evidence 
in the literature reviewed here, or in the earlier Macvean 
et al. (2018) study, of how the introduction of these models 
impacts pathways through services, or destinations beyond 
services. An outcomes and process evaluation is therefore 
a pressing need to enable confident statements about the 
effectiveness of these promising interventions. More robust 
studies are required to ascertain the specific needs and sup-
ports required by child and adult victims and perpetrators, 
and to determine the actual effectiveness of new approaches 
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to immediate and longer-term safeguarding. The ability of 
services to flex their delivery model in response to the needs 
of families is essential for supporting the engagement of, 
and fostering a sense of control for, families receiving sup-
port. There is a growing evidence base about some models, 
such as Safe & Together, that is rooted in strong partner-
ships between model developers, agencies using the model 
and independent researchers, which increases the likelihood 
of a more robust and comprehensive evidence base in the 
future; however, there is still no structured assessment of the 
impact of this model on families’ wellbeing and perpetra-
tors’ accountability. Further research should seek to gather 
the voices of service users themselves, including the voices 
of perpetrator parents.

It was also noted that most of the studies did not include 
the experiences of the people for whom the services were 
being developed. Instead, changes in practices are docu-
mented solely through the lens of practitioner and manager 
views. This is a significant limitation in the evidence base. 
In addition, it was difficult to trace through the literature 
whether there had been any involvement of children and 
young people or adult victims-survivors, in the development 
and implementation of the models assessed. Based on the 
evidence reviewed, it appears that practitioners and agen-
cies have developed their models and interventions as an 
alternative to previous ways of working, without direct par-
ticipation. The models themselves clearly take into account 
practitioner perspectives on the failings of previous ways of 
working, but without direct participation from the intended 
beneficiaries, it seems likely these models will still contain 
blind spots about the perspectives and experiences of vic-
tim/survivors (and indeed of perpetrators) with child pro-
tection involvement. There is also a real danger that new 
approaches may perpetuate the racialised biases inherent in 
current approaches (Kelly et al., 2022), without engagement 
with impacted communities. This could reflect a paternal-
istic attitude to the development of new interventions and 
models, rooted in traditional ways of working that privilege 
certain types of knowledge as necessary and sufficient, and 
relegating other types of knowledge, such as lived experi-
ence, as being anecdotal and unscientific.

The absence of children’s perspectives in the research 
raises concerns that in seeking to address the criticism of the 
negative impact of child protection responses on mothers, 
the needs of children may have received less consideration. 
It is important to recognise that, whilst the needs of children 
and mothers are often connected, they are also distinct, and 
can diverge (Buchanan & Moulding, 2021). More than a 
decade of research has convincingly evidenced the impor-
tance of recognising children’s experiences of domestic 
violence and abuse in their own right, and demonstrates the 
value of direct engagement with children and young people 
in understanding their unique perspective, and gaining their 

insights into how their needs are best met (for example, Cal-
laghan et al., 2019; Houghton, 2017; Morrison et al., 2020). 
This appears to reiterate the issues identified in Hester’s 
(2011) ‘Three Planet model’, in which she highlighted the 
disconnect between domestic violence and abuse, perpetra-
tor and child protection services. In that paper, Hester (2011) 
noted that the differing orientations of the child protection 
and domestic violence and abuse fields have resulted in fric-
tion between systems that should have mutual aims, but are 
often out of step. In seeking to develop new approaches, 
the potential is for the needs of children to be understood 
through a particular lens, and there is a risk that a feminist 
paradigm might subsume children’s needs within those of 
mothers. It is important therefore that interventions that are 
oriented towards protecting and supporting children should 
incorporate both a feminist and a child protection lens, to 
ensure that all victim-survivors are represented, understood 
and engaged appropriately in services.

The models assessed in the research reviewed here appear 
to work from an assumption that interagency / multiagency 
collaboration is a necessary force for good. This is perhaps 
unsurprising since it is the frequent recommendation of seri-
ous case and domestic homicide reviews (Department for 
Education, 2022). However, some of the studies reviewed 
have cautioned that communication between agencies might 
be associated with unintended and negative outcomes for 
victim-survivors. Whilst these cautions were tentative in the 
papers, nonetheless they do appear to warrant further atten-
tion. In particular, where different agencies may have vary-
ing priorities and systems, there seems to be some potential 
for conflict, and it is also important to consider how compet-
itive tendering processes that typify the way many services 
are funded might be hostile to collaborative endeavours.

Limitations

This review used a scoping review approach, applying sys-
tematic methods to search for and evaluate select studies. 
Some limits were placed on methodology: only English lan-
guage papers were included, books, theses, and conference 
papers were not included, and authors were not contacted 
for additional studies and data. Consequently, some relevant 
work may have been missed.

Conclusion

There is a growing acceptance of the need to deliver child 
protection services in ways that can promote the ongoing 
safety of child and adult victims of domestic violence and 
abuse, while holding individuals who use violence and abuse 
within their familial relationships accountable for their 
behaviour and its impact. While the number of interagency 
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models and interventions is increasing, the evidence base 
is still growing in respect of the utility and effectiveness 
of such new ways of working. Their capacity to improve 
outcomes such as safety and wellbeing of adult and child 
victims still requires investigation.
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