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“I'm not shutting my mouth
because I know there’s so
many women that still have
to keep their mouths shut.”
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Do Survivors
Want to Build
Change?

‘ ‘ Traumatic events destroy the sustaining
bonds between individual and community.
Those who have survived learn that their
sense of self, of worth, of humanity, depends
upon a feeling of connection with others. The
solidarity of a group provides the strongest
protection against terror and despair, and the
strongest antidote to traumatic experience.
Trauma isolates: the group re-creates a sense
of belonging. Trauma shames and stigmatizes:
the group bears witness and affirms. Trauma
degrades the victim: the group exalts her.
Trauma dehumanizes the victim: the group
restores her humanity.”

Herman, J.L. (2015). Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence — From Domestic Abuse to
Political Terror. New York: Basic Books.
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The answer, resoundingly, is yes.

Across interviews, conversation, and the day-
to-day work of Love & Power, we found clear
evidence that many survivors want to do more
than recover, they want to create change. For
some, that desire is immediate; for many others,
it emerges as the urgency of crisis begins to
fade. What unites them is the motivation to
ensure that what happened to them does not
happen to anyone else.

Survivors told us:

“If I can reach his next victim and do the
education before he does, then I love that,
I absolutely love that.”

“So it is about Justice for me, but I also
know I will not get my Justice from

the CPS. Yeah, not even if he gets

the maximum that nothing will ever
bring Justice to what he did to me and
continues todoto adegree. But If I can, if
could stop him doing it to anybody else.”

“I think sometimes I have that in that
there should have been no reason that I
received better service and support than
other people did purely by the fact that my
postcode is different.”

Many survivors seek out roles that repair what
abuse tried to destroy: connection, agency,
purpose, and impact. Some volunteer with local
community groups; others campaign for policy
reform, set up peer-support spaces, or use
their professional skills to challenge cultures

of silence in workplaces. Love & Power’s own
programmes have shown how quickly survivors
turn experience into expertise when given the
tools, trust, and community to do so.

This work is not about every survivor becoming
an activist, it’'s about making organising
possible for those who want it. Current systems
rarely offer that choice. Most services focus

on personal safety or therapy, leaving no clear
pathway for those who want to contribute to
wider change. As a result, survivors who are
ready to act often have to build their own
routes from scratch.

Thrivership and
Collective Care

The appetite for change is closely tied to what
some call thrivership, a stage of healing that
moves beyond survival toward meaning-making
and contribution. Thrivership recognises that
growth often comes through connection and
purpose, not in isolation. It aligns with feminist
and community-care traditions that understand
wellbeing as relational: we heal in relationship
with others, not apart from them.

Collective care builds the scaffolding for this
process. It transforms the instinct to “give back”
into a practice of solidarity, where survivors
support one another while pursuing structural
change. In this sense, activism is not separate
from healing; it can be healing and a way of
reclaiming voice, agency, and belonging.

Survivors shared their reflections on their
contribution to loved experience change making:

“Like something good has to come from
my experience. And I think I've thrown
myself into everything, you know, at 18,
Ididn’t gotouni,l was in a minimum
wage jobs. No prospects, very little
education. I... have been fighting tooth
and nail to have a successful life and to
learn like myself.”
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“(when I think about) how I want to
raise my children, the life that we live,
the person that I am. It’s almost like for
a long time, he really did win. And now I
think like I get hard days but even with
the (not guilty) verdict, I get to be me.”

“I want to say it’s something really
magical like a love of you know
Womanhood it’s not rage, it’s rage and
it’s indignant that he doesn’t get to decide
that that’s how things ended for me that
he could put me through that and my life
would change to such a vast degree in my
son’s life as well.”

Case Example:
Rebuilding Power
Through Purpose

As part of our interviews, we spoke to a survivor
who had previously worked in the commercial
sector and saw an opportunity to use her
professional experience to make a difference

to the lives of survivors. Drawing on her
background in business, she began developing
workplace training on domestic abuse,
determined to use her skills to drive change,
even though she didn’t see herself fitting into
frontline roles.

Early in her journey, she attended the Freedom
Programme, then run by her local Women’s
Aid. By that point, she had obtained a non-
molestation order and represented herself
through a court case that resulted in a lengthy
prison sentence for the perpetrator. She
described using the time while he was in prison
to heal and to focus on pitching her idea for a
training business.

Reflecting on how staff initially responded to her,
she said:

“Oh, so for them, I guess I'm not a normal,
if that’s the right word to use, victim or
survivor.  was going in there saying, ‘I'm
going to start a business and I'm going to
dothis.”

“The people at the women’s group

were like, ‘Oh, do you want a chat? Is
everything okay?” And I was like, ‘No, I'm
good. This is what  want todo.””

Around a year later, the same group invited her
back to speak to other survivors. She recalled
the stark contrast between her experience and
how she was perceived:

“I went in and honestly, it was the most
bizarre experience of my life. I walked
him and I have my suit jacket on...I had
my little like briefcasey thing because I've
been to a meeting. . ... There were all these
tables and I sat down and there were two
women opposite me. Um and then the
third joint and I sat there and they were
all talking and they weren’t engaging
with me and I went, oh, Hi. How are you?
And they went, I'm really good,thank you.
And they looked really terrified of me and
I was like, Okay, um, obviously, we're all
survivors and... they went, well, you're
not a survivor.... Well, Idon’t look like

a Survivor and that was a penny. Drop
moment for me, because I went, hold on

a minute. And I said,  am a survivor. |
nearly lost my life, a couple of years ago.
And they were like, oh my goodness!”
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Since then, her training programme has been
widely recognised and adopted by businesses.
She now mentors another woman we
interviewed, also a survivor working in the same
industry, who described her main motivation as
seeking a form of justice she knows the criminal
justice system cannot provide:

“It is about Justice for me, but I also know
Iwill not get my Justice from the CPS.
Yeah, not even if he gets the maximum
that nothing will ever bring Justice to
what he did to me and continues todo to
adegree. But If I can, if I could stop him
doing it to anybody else.”

Her mentee spoke about how meaningful the
relationship has been, both in giving her a
route to use her experience and in the sense of
solidarity it created:

“That first conversation, it felt like, for
the first time, somebody put their arms
around me. My friends and family
tried, but you can’t explain to them the
unexplainable.”

Together, their stories show what becomes
possible when survivors are trusted to use their
skills, to lead, and to lift one another. This is what
power-building looks like in practice: survivors
not only rebuilding their own lives, but building
structures of support and change for others.

An Appetite Without a
Pathway

Not every survivor will want to campaign or lead,
nor should there be an expectation for those
who are harmed by systems to then do the work
of fixing them. But what is striking is how few
structured routes exist for those who do.

The survivors we spoke with described
searching for mentors, training, and
communities of practice. Those who
experienced emotional abuse looked for ways
to help others build confidence; those who
had been let down by systems then looked
for opportunities to highlight failures to avoid
repetition. Each acted from the same impulse:
to turn pain into purpose.

There is a clear appetite for change, but not
yet a pathway to follow. Recognising and
resourcing this energy is key to building a
movement that not only protects survivors, but
is powered by them.
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What’'s Holding
Organisations
C

If survivors are motivated to create change, and many
within the sector share that desire, why has so little
shifted? The answer lies not in lack of will, but in the
conditions organisations are forced to operate within,
systems designed for firefighting, not building.

Students gather as
part of Love & Power’s
student-focused initiative,
Empowered Campus, during
the 2023 roadshow.
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Funding Models and the
Scarcity Trap

Professional Culture
and the Fear of Risk

Most VAWG organisations exist in a permanent
state of scarcity. Government funding is often
short-term, tightly prescribed, and focused on
crisis response. Cycles of risk management
rather than power building are maintained

as contracts are awarded on the basis of
measurable outputs, the number of survivors
“supported,” the speed of risk assessments, the
timely management of cases, rather than long-
term change.

At Love & Power, we were confronted with this
directly whilst emergency funding was granted
during the pandemic. Whilst this funding was
desperately needed and life-saving, it was also
time-limited and didn’t come close to undoing
the harm of austerity. We sadly watched as the
sector was put in a position of being grateful for
the money, unable to voice that it didn’t go far
enough. The irony of this relationship mirroring
that of interpersonal financial abuse was not
lost on us at the time. The result is a sector that
is intermittently rewarded for managing harm
rather than creating transformation.

This funding structure leaves little space for
innovation, reflection, or organising. When
survival depends on the next grant cycle, there
is no safe margin for experimentation, even
when staff and survivors both recognise that
the current model isn’t enough.

Alongside structural barriers are powerful cultural
ones. This culture often disguises itself as care.
The constant assessment and mitigation of
potential harm is central to safeguarding, but

it can also become a mechanism of control. It
discourages staff from imagining new forms

of engagement or leadership. In this way,

risk management starts to maintain the very
hierarchies it was designed to protect against.
When safety is defined as the absence of risk
rather than the presence of agency, organisations
end up replicating the same disempowering logic
that survivors are trying to escape.

“Experts by Experience”
and the Limits of
Imagination

The “Experts by Experience” model was
introduced to make services more accountable
and inclusive, and whilst there are examples of
good practice, it often falls short of its promise.
Too often, survivors are slotted into pre-existing
agendas: asked to review materials, attend
panels, or share their stories within parameters
set by the organisation. These opportunities
can be valuable, but they rarely build power.
Survivors become consultants, rather than
co-creators of change. Even some survivors
find it hard to imagine genuine co-ownership
of organisations. Having only experienced
systems that treat them as service users, not
partners, collective organising isn’t always in
their frame of reference. This is not a failure

of imagination on their part, but a reflection of
what the sector models back to them.
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Reimagining Capacity

Most organisations are poorly funded When no one is paid or trained to imagine

and operating at full capacity and yet, not a different way of working, that imagination
necessarily in the right places. Staff time, starts to disappear. Finally, we rarely ask within
funding, and training are concentrated on services or policy, what survivors’ healing
compliance and crisis management. Few roles would look like if it were defined by them.

are dedicated to power-building, organising, or Instead, we design services to make survivors
leadership development. fit into risk frameworks.

True transformation would begin by reversing that question:

What would our organisations look like if they
were built around survivors’ capacity, rather than
their perceived vulnerability?
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“That first conversation, it
felt like, for the first time,
somebody put their arms
around me.’
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Reimagining
Safetyand Risk
and Buildingthe
Alternative

Lived experience
engagement is broader than
survivor voices alone. Mother
Forward, Ohio, USA, 2025.
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If we have learned anything from survivors, it is that
safety is never absolute. It is negotiated, dynamic, and
constantly changing. Survivors are experts at managing
risk. They make complex judgments daily. Yet our
current models of support rarely recognise this expertise.

From Containment to
Connection

For too long, “safety” has been defined as
containment. The dominant logic of the safe
house, remove risk, close the door, keep
danger out, has undoubtedly saved lives. But it
has also reinforced the idea that safety means
isolation and withdrawal. Only recently has
the argument that abusers should be removed
from the home, not victims, began to become
mainstream. Survivors themselves tell us that
this kind of safety, while essential in crisis,
cannot be the end goal.

At Love & Power, we work from a different
starting point: that safety and risk can coexist.
True safety is not the absence of risk, but the
presence of agency, connection, and collective
care and yes, robust risk analysis, management
and safety planning. Instead of asking how to
contain survivors, we ask how to expand their
choices and power.

Survivors shared their thoughts on how risk was
managed by themselves and the services they
came into contact with:

“I actually said to the police, I feel
like you're now part of my abuse. I'm
encouraged to be isolated and shamed.”

“Do you hide away? Or do you continue?
No, I'm going to continue.”

“So there’s always (the abuse) hanging
over me. That will be there for the rest of
my life. You know, I acknowledge when I
goin, Ilook at the exit. I, you know, get in
my car, sometimes in thedark and I can’t
get my car. Yeah. So I do have like, trigger
moments but I think at that point, To be
honest, I can stop what I'm doing and I
could stop saving and changing lives. I
could go and sit in my house and lo¢k all
my doors but if you (he) wanted to get me,
he could smash the door and come in.”
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The “Risk vs Hope” Model

To help shift this thinking, we developed a
Risk and Hope Assessment framework (Love
& Power (2026)). Traditional risk assessments
focus on what might go wrong; dream
assessments ask what might go right.

Safety + connection can go hand
in hand, we imagine:

< N

Our work begins by acknowledging the risks, ‘ -
personal, financial, relational, reputational

and then mapping them alongside survivors’
ambitions and goals. The act of naming
both creates space for balanced, informed

decision-making. It asks: What’s the worst

that could happen? and What’s the best that >

could happen? side by side. This approach \J 7
recognises that growth often happens in the ‘

same space as risk. It doesn’t deny danger,

but it doesn’t let fear define the limits of

possibility either.

It is important to note that we don’t believe this thinking should be applied at all costs. When someone is in the
middle of high social, emotional, financial or physical threat, organising for change may not be high on their
objectives or appropriate or safe. What we do want is to build this option for/with them if and when they are ready.)

From Risk Management to Transformation

When organisations think differently about are already happening where survivors are
safety, new forms of empowerment become trusted to lead. Our work focuses on training
possible. In practice, this looks like moving from survivors to develop both themselves and
a logic of protection to one of participation. others, creating ripple effects of safety and
These transformations are not theoretical, they strength that extend far beyond individual lives.

Traditional Approach Transformative Approach

Silence Story telling

Isolation Community building

Dependency Leadership development

Compliance Confidence and collaboration

Shame Pride

Fear Joy
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Spotlight: Survivor Sanctuary

Survivor Sanctuary is a survivor-led organisation
that emerged when survivors themselves
identified a gap in the existing landscape, not for
services or advocacy, but for care, connection,
and belonging outside of formal systems. In
response, they built their own space. This act
alone demonstrates survivors’ capacity to analyse
need, mobilise skills, and create solutions where
institutions at a local level have not.

“Thank God for Survivor Sanctuary,”
Laura reflected. “When everything else
fell away, this became the place where |
could put the pieces back together.”

The work of Survivor Sanctuary is primarily
focused on peer support and collective care,
rather than strategic organising aimed at building
collective power to influence systems or policy. In
this sense, it is best understood as empowering,
oriented towards care, connection, and mutual
support, rather than power-building.

“Seeing volunteers do amazing work and
watching people form lasting friendships
- that’s what keeps me going,”

A Note on Responsibility

For Laura, justice has taken on a new meaning.
Though the criminal justice process failed to hold
her perpetrator accountable, she finds strength
in knowing that her story, and the community
built from it, continue to have impact:

“After the not-guilty verdict, I said to

a close friend, I hope he knows about
Survivor Sanctuary. I hope he’s looking
over his shoulder, wondering where I'll
pop up next. That’s another kind of justice
for me. By sharing my story, I've inspired
people in my own team to speak up too.”

While this report is centrally concerned with
survivor power-building and strategic organising,
Survivor Sanctuary remains a valuable example.
It offers clear insight into the skills, agency,
leadership, and collective capacity that survivors
already exercise when they are trusted to
identify needs and act together. These qualities
form a crucial foundation for power-building
efforts, even when they are expressed through
care-led rather than campaigning or advocacy-
focused work.

Reimagining safety does not mean ignoring risk. It means understanding that growth
without care is dangerous, and care without growth is stagnation. As organisers, we hold
responsibility for both. We are mindful of what organisers sometimes call “marching people
up a hill to fail” mobilising energy and hope without the support or infrastructure to sustain
it. True collective safety means building systems that hold risk and nurture an ambition for a
better future for all of us, allowing survivors to develop, network and act without being left

exposed or alone.
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What Happens Next

We hope that this report adds to the underdeveloped
conversation around lived experience leadership.

As an organisation we work to embody many of the
themes discussed in this report, of healing, safety,
power and joy as we try to shape conversations and
thinking beyond service delivery.

For Organisations

We invite organisations to partner with us in piloting new
approaches to survivor organising.

Whether you’re a service provider, funder, local authority, or

community group, there is space to experiment, to create
models that work with survivors, not for them.

Over the next year, we’ll be developing practical guides
and tools for organisations that want to embed survivor-led
organising into their work.

We’re looking for partners who are ready to test, learn,
and share. Funders can play a vital role here by backing
innovation and giving permission to take thoughtful risks.



31 Building Power: Rethinking How Survivors of Men’s Violence Drive Change

For Survivors

To survivors reading this, we want you to know there is
space for you here.

Your voice and skills have the power to change things for

the next person. We invite you to organise, to co-lead, and to
build together.

You don’t need to have it all figured out to get involved. Many
of us started exactly where you are now, frustrated by what
wasn’t working and hopeful that something better could.

We hope that you will consider a Love & Power membership.

For the Public

If you care about ending domestic abuse, you have a role to
play. Listen to survivors.

Challenge the silence that isolates people experiencing
abuse. Support organisations like Love & Power that make
survivor leadership central to their work.

Ordinary people have always driven extraordinary change,
from the suffragettes to the queer rights movement, and this
is no different.
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Conclusion

Every major movement began with people who
refused to accept safety as enough. Services keep
survivors safe; organising makes survivors powerful.

When we measure Love & Power it’s not The future we’re building rests on one belief:
just campaign wins we’re after - but also survivors are not the aftermath of violence,
the courage of women finding each other, they are the architects of change. Together,
rebuilding trust, and acting together. Safety we can create a world where surviving is only
grows through connection. Power grows the beginning.

through community.
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Appendices

Appendix A: Methods / Co-authorship note

We spoke with 10 women who identified as
having experienced at least one instance of
male violence or abuse. While participants were
not required to share details of the abuse, many
chose to. Some had survived attempted murder.
Others spoke about coercive control and the
long-term impact of economic abuse, isolation,
and single parenthood. Another reflected on
incidents that they had only recently come to
recognise as violence, often after working in the
women’s sector and learning more about how
abuse is defined in law.

Participants came from a range of contexts.
Some were identified as they had already
shared their stories publicly to raise awareness.
Others worked in the women’s sector and kept
their personal experiences private. Others were
active in other forms of justice work, outside
explicitly feminist spaces. Some participated

in raising awareness about domestic abuse
online, but didn’t link that to their personal or
professional experiences.

We asked each woman about the language
she used to describe herself. Some used
“survivor,” others preferred a person with “lived
experience.” Some embraced both “victim” and
“survivor,” using them to express the timeline

of their experience, where once they had been
a victim, they now stood in survival. Others
hesitated to use any label at all, even when their
experiences met legal definitions of abuse. For
some, this was because their lives had never
felt physically at risk; for others, because the
abuse or its impacts hadn’t ended. They shared
how ongoing realities, like needing to hide their

location, keep their children offline, or manage
ongoing contact with perpetrators, made the
term “survivor” feel premature. One survivor
cited that the term “survivor” felt hierarchical
and disrespectful to those who had not survived.
Many expressed that no one term captured their
reality fully.

Participants were recruited in a range of ways.
Refuge kindly shared our research call with
their Survivor Panel. Others were approached
directly after sharing their testimony publicly. A
number were found through existing LinkedIn
connections, often through current or former
involvement in the women’s sector. We made a
conscious decision not to issue a public call for
participants to avoid situations where survivors
at high risk might volunteer and then be unable
to safely take part, potentially leading to further
harm or isolation. We acknowledge that not
being able to work with high-risk participants
limited the representation of participants. Sadly,
at this time, we didn’t have the resources to be
able to engage them safely.

Each participant was informed that their identity
would remain anonymous, other than in Laura’s
case who already had a public profile and
consented. Interviews were conducted online,
lasted around an hour, and followed a semi-
structured format. Most participants had an
initial introductory call and completed a short
onboarding form designed to flag any potential
risks. Participants were informed that they could
stop the interview at any time, or not answer
specific questions, as well as the limits of
confidentiality under safeguarding legislation.
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“When everything else
fell away, this became the
place where I could put the
pieces bacdk together.”




Love and Power welcomes people from all genders,
backgrounds and circumstances. We work with people who
are getting involved with feminism for the first time as well
as seasoned activists, and we recognise that women’s other
identifies like race, class, geography., religion, disability
status all affect their experience of womanhood.
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that have a major impact on the lives of the disadvantaged.
With offices in Europe, Africa, India and North America,
Oak Foundation makes grants to organisations in
approximately 40 countries worldwide.

hello@loveandpower.co.uk
www.loveandpower.co.uk
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for-profit company in England and

Wales. Company number 12634616.
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