
HAP 27 HAP 30 Stephen Foley 05/12/2016 

VULNERABLE PATIENTS 

DOMESTIC ABUSE 

Domestic violence is defined as “any incident of threatening behaviour, violence or abuse 
between adults who are or have been intimate partners or family relations, regardless of 
gender or sexuality”. 

The lifetime risk of domestic violence is 30% in women and 16% in men. 

Domestic abuse can include physical, psychological/emotional, sexual and financial abuse. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There is little evidence that injury patterns predict domestic violence in adults. Repeated 
attendance rather than specific injury is more relevant. However, there is no accurate 
predictor for the presence or absence of domestic violence. 

If you suspect domestic violence, interview the patient away from their partner & children. 

First try indirect questions, eg. “is everything alright at home?” or “are you getting on with 
your partner?”. 

If there is no disclosure you can then try direct questions using the HARK mnemonic: 

 Humiliation: in the last year have you been humiliated or emotionally abused in other 
ways by your partner? Does your partner make you feel bad about yourself? 

 Afraid: in the last year have you been afraid of your partner or ex-partner? What does 
your partner do that scares you? 

 Rape: in the last year have you been raped or forced into sexual activity by your 
partner? Do you ever feel you have to have sex when you don’t want to? 

 Kick: in the last year have you been physically hurt or threatened by your partner?  

Cultural Factors: 

 Living in a community 

which practices female 

genital mutilation. 

 Isolation 

 Immigrant status 

 Language barriers 

Risk Factors for domestic violence: 

 Female 

 Young age 

 Pregnancy 

 Substance abuse 

 Mental illness 

 Chronic illness or disability 

 Previous domestic violence or sexual 
assault 

 Recently left a violent partner 

 Stalking 
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If a patient discloses domestic violence to you: 

 Meticulously document the allegations and injuries – photograph them if possible. 

 Get advice from your consultant. 

 Determine if there are children or vulnerable adults in the household. If there is 
immediate danger contact the police – otherwise discuss with social work and the 
paediatrician on-call for the Child Protection Unit and fill out a Shared Referral Form. 

 Offer police contact – this is often refused due to fear of further violence, low self-
esteem or self-blame. Remind the patient that domestic violence is illegal and 
inexcusable but you cannot coerce them to contact the police. 

 Offer to alert the patient’s GP. Again, the patient may refuse this. GP practices often 
have a designated GP who manages cases of domestic violence and who will be useful 
in providing follow-up support and involving other professionals. 

Advice you can give a victim of domestic violence: 

 Help them identify a safe place eg. friends, family, refuge or temporary 
accommodation. 

 Offer contact numbers for support agencies. Many of these run shelters for victims 
that do not wish to return home. In particular the department has lip balm with a 
helpline printed on its exterior in the guise of a bar code. This is ideal because if 
discovered by the abusive partner it will not arouse suspicion. 

 Discuss packing a bag with essential documents, clothes, money and medication in 
case they need to leave home in a hurry. Advise them to hide the bag where the 
abuser will not find it. 

Navigator is a program launched in 2015 in the Glasgow Royal Infirmary. They talk to 
patients who have been victims of violence, including victims of domestic abuse in all its 
forms, and provide support and direction to the correct services.  

If you have a patient who you think would benefit from their input, talk to them in person 
(they are often to be found in the department in bright pink T-shirts) or make a referral to 
them by putting a card in the pink box at the nurse’s station. 

Support Agencies 

Scottish Women’s Aid operate a national helpline for women: 0800 027 1234 

Respect offer a similar service for men and women: 0808 802 4040 

Men’s Advice Line: 0808 801 0327 

 


