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So please could you tell me when you were involved with Woman’s Aid? 
 
I started working for Scottish Woman’s Aid in 2003 and prior to that I was involved with Scottish 

Woman’s Aid as – because obviously I'm the Secretary of the Cross Party Group and Scottish 

Parliament on Men’s Violence against Women and Children – and I've been with Ross-shire 

Woman’s Aid since 2009. 

  

And what brought you to the work? 
 
To be honest, I fell into it!  [Laughter]  I got a job in 2001 with Gil Paterson who was one of the 

MSPs for the West of Scotland but he was also the Convener of the Cross Party Group on Men’s 

Violence Against Women and Children and because of the job that I was doing with him, I took 

on the Secretariat for the Cross Party Group and I got, kind of, heavily involved and into it, you 

know, in terms of the work and the area, in terms of … I developed an interest and in 2003 when 

the Scottish Parliament elections were over, I found myself out of a job and there was a job at 

Scottish Women’s Aid as an administrator.  So I applied for that and got that job and that was 

just at the time when Scottish Women’s Aid was moving from being a collective to being a line-

managed organisation.  So it was quite an interesting time to join the organisation.  I did various 
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jobs at Scottish Women’s Aid for six years, so I started off as administrator and then that job 

turned into … had a bit of an HR focus for Scottish Women’s Aid and then it developed another 

focus on the network, so for the last few years, a lot of my work was supporting network groups 

with kind of HR management, kind of, structural issues and things like that.  And then in 2009, 

the Manager’s job at Ross-shire Women’s Aid came up and I applied for that and that was at a 

time when they were moving from being a collectively managed organisation to moving to a 

line-managed structure. 

 

Fascinating!  Breathe!   
 
Sorry, I forget to breathe when I'm talking! [Laughter] 

 

Were there any … it was just a matter of falling into it, not any feminism or… 
 
Well, I suppose when I, kind of, was doing the job at Scottish Parliament, I kind of, yeah … I 

mean, my interest in the subject matter developed.  I think I'd never seen myself as a feminist 

up until that point.  I did, you know, I did politics at Glasgow University and one of the courses 

that I had to [do] was Feminist Politics and all they talked about was language and at that point, 

you know, when you're 19, it was like, ‘Oh jeez, really?’.  But I suppose doing the job at the 

Scottish Parliament and life experience, it’s kind of brought home exactly what, kind of, 

feminism actually meant, and when the job at Scottish Women’s Aid came up, I went for it 

because you know, (1) it was an organisation that fitted with my kind of values but also, because 

ultimately, I've always been a bit of a dreamer and wanted to change the world, and I suppose 

coming to work for an organisation like this, you get to do that one person at a time in terms of 

the people that we help.  So, I suppose that was the big motivation.  And also, I suppose, kind of, 

family experience … something that I lived as a child and also, you know, I've seen it in my wider 

family – my aunties and things like that – so I suppose that kind of personal experience can … 

was a motivating factor as well in terms of trying to make sure that other kids and other women 

don’t experience what people that I've known have experienced. 
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So you're the Manager here? 
 
I am, yeah. 

 

00:04:10 And, could you describe a day in the life of this… 
 
[Laughter] That’s a good one!  Well, I've been doing this job for over seven years now and I'm 

still not bored and I'm someone that has a very low boredom threshold, so that kind of gives you 

an inkling into it.  Every day is different.  The Manager’s job ranges from, basically, representing 

the organisation at multi-agency partnership meetings, giving evidence at Scottish Parliament, 

we've done that, we've put consultation responses together.  It can involve cleaning flats, going 

picking people up, and making emergency admittances into refuge, dealing with staff issues, 

child protection, and actually, you know, a lot of it involves fun times as well in terms of working 

with and supporting a fantastic group of women who, you know, being able to see the changes 

in them and in the children and young people that we work with as well, and just being able to 

be part of their journey is an absolutely amazing privilege.  And obviously there's the kind of, 

day to day, mundane funding and admin type things that … they're mundane but they're 

fundamental to the running of the organisation.  But I suppose, I don’t think anyone does this 

job because they're funding geeks or anything like that, they do it because they want to help the 

women and the kids that we work with.  Every day is absolutely different. The women and the 

kids that we support come in a variety of … you’ve got a variety of personalities, a variety of 

issues that they come with because of their experiences, whether that be mental health, drug 

and alcohol, issues with finances and things like that.  So every day is … one of my colleagues 

says, every day is a school day, and she's absolutely right because every day in here is a day 

where you learn something new – either about yourself or about people or about the area that 

we’re dealing with.  So, as I say, seven years and I'm still not bored so we’re doing well! 

[Laughter] 

 

00:06:30 What kind of links do you have with the agencies around here – social work… 
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We actually have … I mean, at the time I started back in 2009, I would say one of the ways in 

Ross-shire Women’s Aid we probably have been described as [was] still slightly insular. Ross-

shire Women’s Aid has been an organisation that I would say, you know, from looking in from 

the outside, we've always been an organisation that’s been involved in multi-agency working 

and trying to train and raise awareness of the subject and improve responses from other 

organisations.  But, at the point I started, we were still very much working on a basis of women 

had to approach us, you know, we wouldn’t make proactive calls, we didn’t really accept agency 

referrals, it was that … we were still working on that basis. We were very protective of the work 

that we did and quite rightly so in terms of taking into account the safety issues and things like 

that.  But over the last, kind of, seven years one of the things that we became involved in very 

early on when I started was a pilot in multi-agency risk assessment conference [MARAC] 

process.  What that meant was that we were sitting round a table with agencies like police, 

criminal justice social work, children and families social work, education, housing – you know, 

the main, kind of, agencies that come into contact with the women that we work with.  And one 

of the things that I think that has done for us is that it’s given us that place at the table but it’s 

also meant that we have a shared language with some of these professionals, that they have a 

better understanding when we are talking to them about the concerns that we have and we've 

been able to develop processes that have helped us to overcome some of the systematic or 

system hurdles that are put in the way, barriers that are put in the way of women and their 

children when they're trying to get support.  You know, big organisations like the council and the 

police and the NHS – they have to have processes and policies and procedures but sometimes 

those processes, policies and procedures can get in the way actually of people getting the help 

that they need and being part of the MARAC at that point, kind of helped us to overcome some 

of those, but it also meant that you were sitting round a table on a monthly basis with people 

who could make decisions and being able to put that face to a name and being able to build 

those relationships definitely makes a big difference.   

 
And over the last, kind of, seven years, one of the things that we’ve done on a regular basis, is 

we've had regular seminars for professionals, we've had open days at the refuge.  We've very 
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much tried to take an approach where actually encouraging other professionals to find out more 

about what we do and going out and shouting about what we do, to be honest, with other 

agencies, so they know the work that we can provide and the way that they can make referrals 

but also, that they know the difference that this service can make and that it’s needed.  So, 

we've got good links, I would say, with quite a few organisations.  I think there is still, as much as 

we've got good links with organisations and good links with certain people within organisations, 

I think, unfortunately, for too many professionals, there is still a misunderstanding about what 

Women’s Aid is, about the work that we do, and about domestic abuse in general, and I think 

that’s a shame.  Certainly, key professionals don’t receive domestic abuse training as … it’s not 

something that … it’s not core to their training as professionals, so for instance social workers.  

You know, social workers who’ve gone through their degree and never maybe even done a half 

day on domestic abuse, and that can sometimes lead to a misunderstanding about what 

domestic abuse is – how it impacts on women, how it impacts on children and it can lead to 

misunderstandings about us and our work and our approach and how, if we are able to work 

together, how that can improve outcomes for women and children.  I think we are still, at this 

point, seen as a barrier by some people within other professions in terms of being able to get 

women to change their ways and do what they think they need to do.   

 

00:11:01 How do you get on with the police? 
 
We get on with the police I would say well, other than when they’re putting the door in at the 

refuge, but we’ll ignore that one, it’s a recent issue [laughter].  They decided to force entry and 

didn’t bother trying to phone anybody, so that’s a sore point, but on the whole we get on well 

with the police. With the advent of Police Scotland they’ve introduced Domestic Task Force 

which is based in … where is it now, Aviemore, Elgin and they keep moving so it’s a wee bit away 

from us, but and we’ve got very good links with the officers there and have worked with them 

on a number of cases which is for repeat and serial offenders.  So we work quite closely with 

them and there is [a] Domestic Abuse Investigation Unit in Inverness and we work with them on 

a really routine basis.  I mean I think in terms of relationships with the police locally, one of the 
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things that I would say has been a change and has maybe been detrimental since the advent of 

Police Scotland [is that they] have done away with the Domestic Abuse Liaison Officer role at a 

local level and I would say that we potentially don’t have as good links with the local officers and 

the police stations who have attended the call outs as we perhaps did beforehand, because a lot 

of our contact is with a centralised unit in Inverness, but I think on the whole in terms of [the] 

time that I've been here working on the group, there’s definitely been a big change in how the 

police deal with domestic abuse incidents.  Don’t get me wrong, we still have issues, sometime 

where I would say individuals have maybe not dealt with things as well as they could have done, 

but the police, like any other organisation, is made up of individuals, and we have good days and 

bad days and that happens.  But what we do have is we have a relationship where we can raise 

that and actually say, ‘This hasn’t been dealt with very well this time. Can you look into it and do 

something about it’ and I would say nine times out of ten we get a positive response to that. 

 

So you said, just to sum up, the introduction of MARAC put you around the table and with other 
professionals and it was a big step in improving your relations opening up communication and to 
the language that all of you can speak? 
 
Yeah, I mean in terms of, certainly back in 2009 when I started, there have been conversations 

going on between the group and the agencies about the pilot MARAC that was run in the Ross-

shire area and when I started that was already pretty much agreed, so we started doing that and 

I think that’s definitely made a difference in terms of, we’ve seen … The year before I started we 

had contact with just over a 100 women and each year it’s increased, and last year it was over 

450 women that we had contact with, and I think that’s  because of (1) the recognition by 

different agencies in terms of what domestic abuse is, the impact of domestic abuse, also that 

recognition about what we can do and how we can help and a lot of that has been down to the 

multi-agency work that we’ve been part of it through the MARAC, which has then led to other 

opportunities for multi-agency work.  

 

00:14:32 So back to links, you’ve been well placed to talk about the links between Scottish 
Women’s Aid there and the individual ones. 
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Yes, I suppose I come out from a slightly different perspective.  I mean, I've got to say, at the 

moment, I am actually the Chair of Scottish Women’s Aid, so I’m on the Board, but I think 

nobody is unaware of the fact that I think the links at this present time could be better. I think 

from my experience of working with a national group at the national office is that there is a lot 

of very good work that’s done in the national office and there is a lot of support provided to 

groups, but I think sometimes there is misunderstanding about what the best way to involve and 

to communicate with local groups are.  I think what I've certainly seen in the time that I've been 

involved in Women Aids is that things have changed at the national office, but things have also 

changed dramatically at local group level as well.  The pressures and the responsibilities that 

there now are on the local groups in terms of meeting the Care Inspectorate requirements… 

 

Care Inspector? 
 
Care Inspectorate, yeah.  The requirements that there are from funders in terms of, there’s 

been a massive change in terms of how the groups are funded and what they need to do in 

relation to that funding both in terms of local authorities, but also grant funders, Scottish 

Government. The amount of work that needs to be done just to keep groups running has 

increased a huge amount in the time I've been involved since 2003, and I think there is still, at 

times, a lack of recognition at a national level in terms of putting out information and looking for 

information back at very short timescales and things like that and I think at times that can be a 

tension if you like.  I think also, as groups, we are very much encouraged to involve women and 

children and young people in development delivery of our services and I think that can 

sometimes be a difficulty in terms of, Scottish Women’s Aid don’t always allow timescales for us 

to be able to involve women, children and young people when they are looking for information 

from us and involve them in a way that’s meaningful, which can be a bit of [a] frustration as 

well.   

 
I think also that things have also changed for the Scottish Women’s Aid in the time that I've 

been there, I know certainly, I came in 2003, it was the kind of start of the second term of the 

Scottish Parliament, obviously the political landscape had changed and the fact that domestic 
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abuse is seen as an important issue, the gendered analysis had been accepted, so a lot of work 

that Scottish Women’s Aid does these days is low level, lobbying, campaigning with government, 

with civil servants, with MSPs, and I think there is a move away from that high profile kind of 

campaigning like marches or the things that we maybe needed in the ‘80s and the ‘90s.  I think 

that that’s because I know certainly people say that Scottish Women’s Aid lost its campaigning 

edge, or the movement has lost its campaigning edge, because there isn't those kind of big 

public type of campaigns, but I think it’s about recognising that actually there is a lot of 

campaigning work that gets done, it just gets done in a different way because things have 

moved on and things have changed in terms of the access that the organisation has to people in 

power, but also we’ve got things like social media and campaigning is done in a different way 

these days to potentially what it was in other times.   

 
One of the things that I think can happen as well on local group basis is because of, I’m trying to 

think, some people will describe it as a professionalisation of the service in some respects with 

the regulations we have to meet in terms of the Care Inspectorate, SSSC is that we, as an 

organisation, can become really, really focused on just delivering the service and can forget that, 

actually, certainly for us as an organisation, part of our mission statement, our purpose, is also 

to actually challenge and eradicate gender inequality.  So there is wider societal change which is 

core to where the group came from and where the organisation came from that actually we still 

have as part of our objectives to do something about; but when you have the numbers of 

women, children and young people that, certainly that we have and other groups have come 

and have support services, for front line services, it means that, I suppose that commitment and 

that ability to do the work that campaigns or challenges [the] structures and the attitudes that 

allow domestic abuse and violence can happen – that can become diluted.  I think that’s 

something that … there needs to be a balance and I suppose for me, I think that’s where Scottish 

Women’s Aid has a role to play is around developing materials, developing resources, 

developing tools, developing campaigns and developing opportunities for local groups to keep 

that campaigning edge, if you like, while keeping the balance right in terms of the service 

delivery and being able to support women, children and young people in their services.  
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00:20:39 You’d like to see more of that? 
 
I think just more opportunities in terms of just looking at how those opportunities can be 

developed, because I think it’s important for people who work in this field to challenge the 

things which cause frustration – so that could be structural issues. So for instance, you know, 

one that comes up time and time again is around the justice system, so whether that’d be civil 

justice or criminal justice and the fact that [the] justice system just doesn’t deal with domestic 

abuse particularly well whatsoever.  Once you get past the police and you get into the court and 

you get to share it, it all falls down slightly, to be honest, so the good work that the police do in 

terms of the Domestic Abuse Investigation Unit/Task Force can just completely break down 

because of the way our justice system is actually structured, and there are a lot of service 

related issues that we come up with time and time again when you are delivering your direct 

support to women and a lot of those are as a result of how society is structured. 

 

What kind of services? 
 
I suppose things like the fact that our criminal justice system actually can be used as a way of – 

and our civil justice system – can be used as a way of continuing the abuse.  Actually, the way 

that it’s set up, that the adversarial nature can be used as a way for perpetrators to actually 

continue the control; you take women back to court because of supposed issues with contact 

orders, reporting women to social work and during social work investigation and all the rest of 

it.  Having to be made … child maintenance options, not refusing women the ability for direct … 

whether they take the money and make them have to have contact with perpetrators.  There is 

a lot of frustration, I suppose, in terms of this work and, I suppose, a lot of it comes from the fact 

that a lot of the organisations’ policies and procedures are gender blind – they don’t take into 

account the different ways that women and men can experience things and they don’t take into 

account domestic abuse.  And I suppose it’s about … that can be quite frustrating for workers, 

for staff, because you are seeing the same thing over and over again and you feel helpless to be 

able to help the women you are working with and I suppose it’s really important that we are 

able to be part of a network which is actually addressing those and we can see how they are 
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trying to address those because it’s by our strength and numbers, the number of groups we’ve 

got, the number of women, children and young people that we are working with, that actually 

by highlighting the experiences, by actually helping them to actually communicate what their 

experiences have been like, that actually we can make changes that will actually address the 

situation and that, hopefully, lead to the outcomes for the women and the kids that we are 

supporting.  And I think that’s something that it’s hard to get that balance when you are 

constantly … when you are working with service users, because for us it’s how we … I suppose 

it’s the work that’s permanent around how you help women to take – and children and young 

people – to take control back in their lives and to achieve the things that they want to achieve, 

and it can be very difficult sometimes to do that when you don’t particularly feel like you’ve got 

much control over the help that you can give people because of the structures of the way things 

work and society.  So it’s about … you are keeping that at the forefront as well for work that we 

do, that we are not just the service delivery organisation – actually, fundamentally, we want to 

change society [laughter]. 

 

00:25:09 What could you say about the work of Women’s Aid with children? 
 
I think sometimes the name Women’s Aid is a misnomer because it gives the impression that we 

only work with women, whereas a lot of the work that we do is about supporting women, we 

have women support workers, we also have the children and young people’s workers and they 

work directly with children and young people and sometimes the work that they can do, can 

bring them into a bit of tension between the work that our children and young people’s workers 

are doing with the work that our women’s workers are doing, but I suppose it’s about 

recognising that actually children and young people have rights to be able… 

 

Are these the children that are brought to the refuge or children in other circumstances… 
 
Yes, we work with children and young people in refuge, but we also work with children and 

young people on an outreach basis, so that might be children and young people whose mums 

aren’t accessing the service, or it could be children and young people whose mums are accessing 
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our outreach service, but we’ll work with any child or young person who’s been affected by 

domestic abuse.  And sometimes the work that our children’s workers can do, as I say, there can 

be a bit of tension to the work that they are doing and the work that the women’s workers are 

doing at times because sometimes kids will want contact with dad, but mum wouldn’t want 

that, and actually our children’s workers’ role is to help the children’s voice to be heard around 

that and that can sometimes can be a difficulty and managing that, recognising that our 

children’s workers are there to help the children and young people’s voices be heard, to help 

them to have the rights, to serve the rights in some respects and about recognising that, 

actually, children and young people have their own right, have their own experiences, that they 

are not passive observers to what goes on in their family, but actually they are part or active 

participants in the family dynamics and how that impacts on them in terms of domestic abuse 

and that they need support in their own right to be able to recover from that, and that their 

experiences in this aren’t necessarily the same as … their perspectives aren’t exactly the same as 

maybe mum has at times.  But I think it’s important that we come from that perspective that 

actually, children and young people are the experts in their lives and what they’ve lived with and 

how it’s affected them, and we are there to help them to find ways to deal with that and to 

recover from it.  And hopefully as part of that, to build relationships with people, with mums, 

with siblings and with any other people that may have been affected as a result of what they’ve 

lived with.  But sometimes that can bring us into conflict with … not necessarily with mums, but I 

suppose with the women’s support workers whose job is to advocate and to work with women 

and I suppose it’s recognising that sometimes what mums or what parents want for the children 

aren’t always what the children want for themselves.  It’s trying to work within that but I very 

much see us as children’s rights organisation and as well as women’s organisation we are also 

children’s organisation.  

 

00:29:01 What kinds of ways would you endeavour to help children in … to preserve their role, 
their rights, their view of what should happen for them? 
 
In terms of how we work with children, we take a person-centred approach to that, so it differs 

for each and every child.  But the starting point is building a relationship and getting to know the 
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child or young person, it’s finding out what they like and what they want … about them, and 

that’s the starting point is getting to know the child or young person, letting them know you.  

That can take a while, because a lot of people, trusting people after you’ve had bad experiences 

can be difficult, and so you’ve got to give that time to build that relationship and build up that 

trust, so there can be a while spent on getting to know the child or young person and letting 

them know you, and I suppose the starting point is listening to them and not telling them what 

they should be thinking or what they should be feeling, but listening to them and try to help 

them to understand how they are feeling.  A lot of the work that we do with children and young 

people is around helping them to understand the different emotions and feelings that they’ve 

got and how they can deal with that, doing work around relationships, work around anxiety, 

self-esteem, just helping kids to feel good about themselves, and to figure out what they want, 

whether that be a relationship with their dad or no relationship with dad, whether that would 

be work around, kind of, safety and what they need to do.  Sometimes – and for a number of 

kids that we work with, they don’t feel safe – and it’s working with them to help them feel safer 

and helping them to process and deal with their memories that they’ve got.  So that can be 

working with them using arts and crafts, working with them using play, play therapy techniques, 

but mostly it’s about building those relationships and listening and respecting and helping them 

to figure about what’s best for them. 

 

Which outreaches has Ross-shire got currently? 
 
We cover, at the moment, we cover an area … we come from the Dornoch Bridge down, the 

whole of Wester Ross, and Skye and Lochalsh and our outreach service covers all that area for 

women and children and young people.  Ross-shire Women’s Aid set up through its outreach 

services, other groups in Caithness and Sutherland and set up the group that’s now in Lochaber 

as well.  So previously they were outreach services of Ross-shire Women’s Aid which then 

branched off and formed their own groups, Women’s Aid groups in those areas.  So outreach 

work has always been key to what we’ve done, it cannot be given the geography of the area, but 

I would say probably in the last seven years, it’s got bigger and bigger and the majority of the 
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work that we do is around outreach, we’ve got nine refuge spaces [and] in last year we’ve had 

contact with 450 women. 

 

That’s the whole area? 
 
The whole area, yeah.  

 

And when you haven’t got a refuge space, what space would you get? 
 
When we don’t have space in refuge we would work with the local council to try and find 

suitable temporary accommodation for women and children if they have them.  So just because 

we don’t have space doesn’t mean we won’t work with women and families.  So we’ll work with 

other agencies to try and get them suitable accommodation. 

 

00:33:10 If you pull away from the local and bigger picture, do you remember any media stories 
about abuse that particularly caught your attention in the past years?  
 
There are so many examples of, I suppose, bad press coverage in terms of how things are 

portrayed, women being blamed in terms of abuse that they’ve experienced either that they’ve 

been murdered or seriously assaulted because they were leaving their partner or because they 

had an affair. That whole … I suppose what strikes me about the media coverage is that the 

women-blaming attitudes that we see in society comes through time and time again in the 

coverage that we see and that’s not a good thing.  That’s men’s behaviour, men’s violent 

behaviour, gets excused because of something that a woman’s done that’s not seen to be 

something that women should do and that happens too often and you still see it regularly in 

press coverage of the court pages.  I was in Sheriff Court recently and I was sitting and they were 

doing sentencing of some guy and basically the defence solicitor was giving it all, he was 

distraught, their relationship has ended and he loved her very much and she turned her back, 

that’s hard, woman who turned her back and all the rest of it.  And it was the usual excuses 

about that he just got angry and he was distraught and he couldn’t deal with his emotions 
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because he is a man and he acted out.  That was in a local paper and you see that time and time 

again, this kind of short clips in media which are court reports, which basically just excuse 

abusive and violent behaviour and putting the responsibility on the people that are experiencing 

it.  But I suppose asking for any specific … Unfortunately, there is too many that you see on a 

regular basis that actually you think, you just don’t get it.  Although, I have to say, we did have, 

recently we had an event which was working with Youth Highland which was aimed at young 

women and aimed at girls, and [the] local paper, the Ross-shire Journal, actually, the editorial 

actually ran a very good one in terms of the need for gender equality, which was quite positive.  

So you get some things like that,  good coverage of some of the work that we do, for example, 

Our Heels are Made for Walking event that we do, we’ve had some good coverage in the press 

in general. 

 

What’s that about? 
 
We work with men to get them to walk a mile in high heels as a way of raising awareness of 

issues around violence against women and we ask them to sign up to the white ribbon pledge to 

not commit, condone any violence against women. 

 

Have you had good response? 
 
Yeah.  [Laughter]  So you get … there are positive media, media articles around the issue and 

around gender in general, but you just have to look on a daily basis to find things that aren’t 

great, whether that would be about violence against women in particular or gender in 

particular, you just have to look at the last week in terms of coverage around Theresa May and 

Andrea Ledsom and focusing on their shoes and motherhood and you are just like, ‘Urgh, here 

we go again!’ [laughter].  So I get to the point sometimes where I stop reading the newspapers, 

because it’s just like, you know. 

 

00:37:35 On another wider range issue – you’ll have lots of experience of this – Scottish politics, 
you mentioned the second parliament … that the changes looking in a way women’s abuse was 
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viewed changed when Scotland got its own parliament, the second parliament.  Would you like 
to say a bit more about that?  How the changes in Scottish politics have affected your movement 
and how the abuse is looked at? 
 
Yeah, I think one of the things, obviously the yes vote in 1997 for the referendum for the 

Scottish parliament and the elections in 1999, that first Scottish parliament, what we got was we 

got a parliament which recognised that domestic abuse was an issue and which was committed 

to tackling it, and was committed to tackling it as a gender issue and I think that makes us very, 

very different to the rest of the UK.  And I think partly why that happened was because there 

were quite a number of women elected to that first parliament who had experiences, Maureen 

Macmillan and Rhona Brankin who… 

 

Rhona Brankin? 
 
…Brankin, who were involved in setting Ross-shire Women’s Aid up. They were elected to that 

first parliament and there were other women across other parties who’d been involved and had 

awareness of the issue as well, and I think there was a commitment not only from the female 

parliamentarians, but from a number of the male parliamentarians that actually this was an 

issue that Scotland could so something about.  The building that we are sitting in today came 

about as a result of the refuge development fund that was made available by the Scottish 

parliament which allowed purpose-built refuges built around the country, which meant women 

who came into the refuge had their own flat as opposed to having to share accommodation with 

other women.  And I think that in itself has made a massive difference to the support that, 

certainly that we’ve been able to provide, and I think that that in itself has made a massive 

difference.  We’ve also seen … because the Scottish parliament is able to focus on issues that 

are particular to Scotland, there’s been a number of changes in legislation.  Maureen Macmillan 

brought in the legislation on the Matrimonial Homes Act, there are pieces of legislation that 

came forward in terms of trying to change the protection that women can get in civil court.  This 

wouldn’t have happened if we didn’t have the Scottish parliament, but also that will was there 
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to actually tackle this and that’s across the political parties, and I think that it’s something that, 

actually, we in Scotland should be very proud of. 

 

[Taking notes] Can I just get that name again?   
 
Maureen Macmillan and Rhona Brankin. 

 

How do you spell Brankin? 
 
B-R-A-N-K-I-N 
 
Founded Ross-shire… 
 
Yeah. 

 

…and Maureen… 
 
Maureen Macmillan. 

 

Got it and who was the matrimonial… 
 
Maureen Macmillan brought the Matrimonial Homes Act forward. 

 

And she was from here? 
 
Yes.  Maureen was the Chair on the Board of Directors up until about maybe five years ago.  
 
Right.  Hopefully I can read it when I get back. 
 
So I think in Scotland and Scottish parliament has a lot to be proud of.  I think, as I said, the fact 

that they recognise domestic abuse as a gender-based issue…  
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00:41:36 Why is that important?  What did it mean to the issue that it was recognised as being 
gender-based? 
 
I think what it means is that … Why that’s important, that it means … good question!  [laughter]  

I just need to be able to verbalise it.  In terms of having a gender … having an understanding of 

violence against women and domestic abuse as a form of gender-based violence is very 

important because it means that we are acknowledging women’s experiences.  We are not 

saying that domestic abuse doesn’t happen to men, but what we are recognising is that 

domestic abuse happens within the construct that society places on women and what society 

tells us that women can and can’t do impacts on how they experience domestic abuse.  The fact 

that it recognises that women are the ones that are more likely to be murdered, they are more 

likely to experience serious injury as a result of domestic abuse, it recognises how it impacts on 

women and how they experience it is a result of the gender construct or the constraints that 

society puts on women in terms of how they are seen and what they are meant to do and what 

they are not meant to do.  And it recognises that those ideas are used as a form of policing and a 

form of control by men who are abusive and actually places it firmly that domestic abuse is a 

cause and consequence of gender inequality, and that only by addressing gender inequality can 

we actually truly address violence against women.  And I think it’s a very, very important thing if 

we are ever going to eradicate it, which I really hope we do.   

 
But I think it’s something that we should be proud of in Scotland, that actually we have a 

parliament that crosses political parties and actually recognises that this is an issue and that 

actually wants to address that issue for women, children and young people and that there is 

funding [that] has been put into that through the refuge development fund.  But also through 

the Violence Against Women [inaudible 00:45:05] funds, the children’s services fund that 

Scottish Government set up, all those things have allowed for a massive change in the way that 

services are delivered and developed across the whole of Scotland and it’s given violence 

against women a place at the table through the training strategy that Scottish Government had 

in place and the money that they put into that which they try to upscale and raise the 

awareness in professionals and other agencies, in terms of the strategies that Scottish 
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Government has put in place and in terms of the way the Scottish Government have built it into 

single outcomes agreement with local councils and how can they put our focus on domestic 

abuse and violence against women, that would never ever be there if we haven’t had our own 

parliament – in my opinion.  I’m not biased, obviously, having had two MSPs in the first 

parliament who come from this organisation, not in the slightest, but, you know. 

 

00:45:13 When you look back on the years that you’ve been with it, can you think of any 
important points in the movement? 
 
As I said from the beginning, I joined Scottish Women’s Aid when it was at the point of moving 

from being a collective to line management … an organisation that introduced a hierarchy; it 

was managed on a hierarchical basis and I think that was certainly a turning point in terms of 

moving away from that idea of collective working to having a line managed structure.   

 

And how do you think it was managed?  How do you reckon it was dealt with? 
 
Not very well, to be honest [laughter].  Yeah.  I think maybe we will leave that one there.  I 

mean, I think that’s been a pivotal thing that’s been happening, since I joined in 2003, Scottish 

Women’s Aid was changing from a collective structure and at the time when I joined there was 

still quite a few collectives within the network and over the years, the number of groups that 

have been working collectively have reduced and have reduced. Some, like Ross-shire, took the 

decision from a positive point of view that they wanted to move to line management structure, 

that wasn’t enforced on them.  Other groups have had it forced on them by funders, by local 

authorities, and I think that has been an issue in the organisation and the movement in the last 

10-13 years, as the way that groups operate and the way groups manage themselves.  That 

movement away from collective working to line management structures has been one of the 

key pivotal things.  I think part of that has come about because of what happened with the 

Scottish parliament and the focus that’s been put on domestic abuse that has brought with it 

burdens in terms of regulation and compliance issues and things like that, which for some 

groups made it very difficult for them to continue to operate on that collective basis.  There are 
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still a number of groups which are working collectively, and as far as I’m aware, are working 

quite successfully in a collective manner, but I think all the groups that have taken a decision 

because, actually, collective working wasn’t working for them at that particular given time.   

What I would say is that I think even with a line management structure, you can still have the 

elements of collective working; there is things around, just because you have a line manager 

doesn’t necessarily mean that it’s an autocratic organisation that workers, staff and volunteers 

and that aren’t still part of the decision making and part of the governance and the running of 

the organisation. 

 

00:48:44 You have volunteers here? 
 
Yeah, we have some kinds of volunteers, we have a volunteer gardener, who keeps the garden 

looking lovely for us.  We’ve got a couple of volunteers who are about to start doing some 

befriending for us, we’ve got a volunteer male mentor and our Board of Directors are 

volunteers.  And I think that’s probably one of the things that’s possibly changed over this 

period as well is that, is how the organisation works with volunteers. Because, obviously, at the 

start, Women’s Aid was very much volunteer-based, volunteer-ran and with the advent of the 

Care Inspectorate and the SSSC, the way in which we can work with and use volunteers has 

changed. They are perhaps not as integral as they were at one point, but certainly we do have a 

number of volunteers and we are always striving to increase volunteering opportunities for 

people because I think it’s really important that we keep that ethos around women supporting 

women whether they are paid or not paid. 

 

Can I just check, what’s SSSC? 
 
It’s Scottish Social Services Council.  

 

And they are people that are the Care Inspectorate? 
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They are the Care Inspectorate, yes.  You’ve got to be registered as a worker within housing 

support with SSSC.  But I think in the time that I've been … One of the … As I say, I started in 

2003 and the changes that were coming as a result of the Scottish parliament were already 

visible at that time, but I think that’s definitely … We were being something in terms of the 

prominence and importance that have been placed in tackling violence against women and 

domestic abuse within that has definitely changed the way groups operate and how they are 

seen.  But I also think that change, one of the big things in terms of, I suppose, where the 

organisation comes from as a feminist organisation is that move away, for a lot of organisations, 

from collective working to that line management structure has been a big thing as well in that 

time.  

 

00:51:28 So big questions again, what do you think the impact of Women’s Aid has been on 
society and on you as a person?  
 
I think Women’s Aid has changed lives.  I think it saved lives.  I think in times I've been here and 

the women that I've been able to help personally, having worked with, but also organisationally, 

I can see without a doubt that we changed lives and we definitely saved lives in terms of the 

women and the kids that we worked with.  In terms of society, I suppose that’s a difficult one to 

answer.  We were recently at Scottish Women’s Aid’s 40th conference and Lesley Orr was 

speaking about where Scottish Women’s Aid came from and that was obviously the Women’s 

Liberation Movement and the seven demands of the Women’s Liberation Movement and the 

reality is that out of those seven demands, six of them are still outstanding.  So we think as an 

organisation we have gotten agencies to take domestic abuse a lot more seriously and it’s on 

people’s agenda [but] I think we still have a long way to go to get people to have an 

understanding of it that’s not purely incident-based, that’s not purely looking at [physical] 

violence.  We have a long way to go in terms of getting people to understand that when they ask 

the question, ‘Why doesn’t she leave?’ or talk about failure to protect, that they are putting the 

onus of stopping the abuse on the person who doesn’t cause the abuse and can’t stop it.  I think 

we’ve got a long way to go until society actually takes domestic abuse and gender issues 

completely seriously.  Too often you hear jokes or you see things happening that actually 
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completely undermine and play into that culture entitlement for some men who believe … who 

feel that they are entitled to behave in the way that they do and to control their partners in the 

way they want to have it.  So I think there have been changes and as a movement, we have been 

successful in having domestic abuse recognised as an issue, having it recognised as a gender-

based issue, but I think there is a long way to go in terms of making sure that people who come 

into contact with women, children and young people who’ve experienced domestic abuse 

actually truly understand what they’ve been through and what domestic abuse actually is and 

that we have structures and processes in place that will help those who have experienced that.  

But we are also, unfortunately, a hell of a long way from being able to eradicate it and to 

actually tackle, fully tackle gender inequality and to make it at a point where domestic abuse 

and violence doesn’t happen.  So, I think we’ve been successful in lots of ways in terms of 

having, as I said, domestic abuse recognised, but we are a long way, unfortunately, from 

achieving the outcome that we want, which is a more gender equal, a more equal society and 

one where domestic abuse and violence against women doesn’t happen. 

 

00:55:04 You personally? 
 
Me personally?  Well, I suppose when I was younger, when I was in university and that, I always 

wanted to change the world, I knew that.  ‘What do you want to do when you grow up?’, ‘I want 

to change the world’.  And I believe that with the work that I do here I'm doing that.  With every 

woman, child that we support and we are able to help, we are changing their lives, and that is 

absolutely … that’s a fantastic thing to be able to say that at the end of the day that you’ve been 

able to do that. 

 

And the future? 
 
Oh, jeez, who knows.  

 

00:55:49 What would you like to see?  Your best future? 
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My best future would be the world where Women’s Aid is no longer needed.  I don’t want to be 

doing that job.  As much as I say it gives me a lot of personal satisfaction and pride to be 

involved in an organisation that actually helps and the way it does, the organisation is with 

women, children and young people for the whole of journey not just for part of it, an 

organisation that doesn’t just try and stick a plaster on, an organisation that actually listens to 

and believes women and children and actually tries to work with them in a way that helps them 

to believe in themselves and their capacities and their strengths, which they have, but because 

of the experience they can't see and to help them to achieve what they want to achieve.  As 

much as that personally gives me a lot of pride and a lot of satisfaction, ultimately, it’s a job that 

I don’t want to be doing in some ways, because I don’t want there to be a need for us.  And I 

suppose it’s about going back to that fundamentally, that yeah, we provide front line services 

and we provide services, but we can never lose focus on the fact that actually, we need to be 

campaigning and we need to be lobbying and we need to be working to make sure that there is 

no need for this organisation in the years to come. 

 

When you say we are with them for all of the whole of the journey, not a part of it and not just 
sticking [a] plaster – is that what you feel that you are doing now?  Just sticking a plaster? 
 
No, absolutely not.  I think as an organisation, I think as an organisation we are not sticking a 

plaster, we don’t try to cover over the cracks, we try to work with women and children and 

young people in a way that actually works for them.  Women … Recently we had focus groups 

and one of the women said that we were the first organisation that ever asked her what she 

wanted and that’s the crux of where we come from; it is not about us telling women, children 

and young people what they want or what they need, but working with them to achieve what 

they want and what they need, so there is a long term … the changes that they needed to make 

or that they want to make are long term, but also about recognising that a lot of the people that 

you work with are affected by traumatic experiences that they’ve lived with and that that can 

take a long time, so it’s not a three months or a six months, you can’t put… 

 

Are you connected with women for a long time? 
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Yeah.  There are some women that we are working with that, at the moment, that we’ve had 

contact with for five, six years, potentially longer for some women.  Some of that is because 

when they first contacted us they’ve still been with the partner.  There are some women that 

we work with that never leave the partners for variety of reasons, and they will need that 

support for as long as either she is alive or he is alive, because what that support does is gives 

her the ability to talk to someone who understands and that allows her to process and to deal 

with the experiences but allows her to have that space where she may be physically still with 

him, psychologically she may not be, and the support that we provide allows her to keep that 

part of herself if you like.  There are women that we work with that engage and disengage and 

that can be because they get the support they need at that time and then something else 

happens, and they need a bit of help at that point as well.  And there are people we work with 

that because of their experiences and the impact it’s had on their mental health will need on-

going support with things for an indefinite period and knowing that they’ve got someone they 

can talk to, that they can … that will work with them wherever they are, it’s actually very 

beneficial.  We are an organisation that’s recognising that you don’t just leave and it stops, it’s a 

cure-type thing, like you’ve got a headache, so here, take the pill, you are experiencing domestic 

abuse leave.  That’s not it, that doesn’t stop it and it doesn’t make it all go away because what 

women and children and young people have lived with, no one’s got a magic wand that will take 

those experiences away from them and it does for a lot of people as a fundamental impact that 

when they believe in themselves and who they are and it can take time to work with them, to 

help them to rediscover who they are and what they want and help them to achieve that.  

 

01:00:34 Anything else you want to put into the record? 
 
[Laughter] I suppose I’ve said it already, but the one thing about working for Women’s Aid is 

that – and in particular Scottish Women’s Aid – at the time that I started in 2003, is that I got to 

do a lot of things I would never got to do if I worked for another organisation.  As much as 

Scottish Women’s Aid was going through that change process at the time from collective to line 

managed and as much as it wasn’t the most successful change process at the time for me 
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personally, it was, it’s been an organisation that, I suppose, has helped me to realise the abilities 

and strengths that I have personally, and being able to bring them to an organisation which as I 

say, its values match my values, which for me is an important thing.  But there is a lot of 

opportunities and a lot of things that I was involved in the Scottish Women’s Aid that if I'd gone 

… I firmly believe that if I’d gone and worked with any organisation I wouldn’t have gotten these 

opportunities or chances at the time.  And I think part of that was because as much as we were 

moving into the line management, there was still very much that collective ethos and that 

actually, just because you are an administrator, doesn’t mean you couldn’t be involved in other 

pieces of work that wouldn’t have been in other organisations have been seen as being worth 

your capacity or your role, if you like, and that’s the one thing about Scottish Women’s Aid and I 

think Women’s Aid locally is that flexibility in terms of recognising that it’s not got that… There is 

not necessarily that same hierarchical structure … where there may be line management, you’ve 

not got that same hierarchical structure where people have very assigned roles and that’s all 

you can do because you are just an administrator type thing, does that make sense? 

 

Oh yeah, that makes sense. 
 
And I think, so, the experiences that I've had, there’s a lot of things that I was allowed to, I was 

able to do, as I said if I joined another organisation just wouldn’t have happened, and I think 

that’s by virtue of the type of organisation that Women’s Aid is, which is about women 

supporting women, it’s not just for the … on a local group basis, that the women that we work 

with, but also for our staff and people who actually deliver the service and that goes up all the 

way to the national office as well.  

 

Shall we call that a day?  
 
I think so, unless you have any other questions. 

 

No, I've done my list.  
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I have no idea if any of it was useful whatsoever.  

 

I thought it was fascinating. 
 

End interview 

 
 
 
  


