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Hidden in Plain Sight

The true prevalence of abuse, the impact of trauma, and the

lives we are losing to preventable suicide

Yasmin Khan, Founder & CEO, The Halo Project; National Advisor for Wales on VAWDASV

Official figures are not a measure of the problem. They are a

measure of what our systems are capable of seeing.

Every statistic about violence against women and girls represents a failure of prevention. Every
number conceals a human being whose cries for help went unheard, whose risk was underestimated,
and whose trauma went untreated. After more than two decades working directly with survivors of
domestic abuse, sexual violence, honour-based abuse, forced marriage and FGM through The Halo
Project, I have come to understand that the official figures are not a measure of the problem. They are

a measure of what our systems are capable of seeing.

The true prevalence is wider than we admit

The true prevalence of abuse in England and Wales is substantially wider than the published statistics
suggest. The Crime Survey for England and Wales estimates that 2.3 million adults experienced
domestic abuse in the year ending March 2024, and that around one in three women has experienced
it since the age of sixteen, and even those figures capture only what victims feel able to disclose.
Honour-based abuse is particularly underreported, with victims facing barriers that mainstream data
collection does not capture: community pressure, immigration fears, language barriers, cultural shame

and a deep distrust of authorities.

The consequences are measured in lives. South Asian women experiencing honour-based abuse are,
by some estimates, three times more likely to die by suicide than white British women, and seventeen
times more likely than South Asian men. These are not statistics I read in a report. They are the

realities I have witnessed in the women and families I have served for over a decade.

Research in the United Kingdom and elsewhere has long pointed in the same direction. The burden

of self-harm and suicide falls disproportionately on younger women in these communities, and abuse,



control and the policing of “honour” are central to why. The precise figures vary between studies, but
the conclusion does not. Where a woman is trapped, watched and shamed, and where no service
exists that she can safely reach, the risk to her life rises sharply. Treating these deaths as unconnected

private tragedies is not only inaccurate, it makes the next one just as easy to miss.

The hidden crisis: honour-based abuse and suicide

The hidden crisis that concerns me most is one we are working to bring into the light through our
research partnership with Manchester Metropolitan University: honour-based-abuse-related suicide. I
became aware of someone close to me who felt that the only way out of horrific, sustained abuse was
to set herself on fire. It is something I will carry with me always. Our research suggests that
approximately three women a week are dying by suicide as a direct consequence of honour-based
abuse, a figure that now exceeds the two women a week killed through domestic abuse that has,

rightly, become a national reference point.

These women die invisibly. Coroners, police and health professionals too often lack the cultural
competency and intersectional training to recognise honour-based abuse as a contributing factor, and
so these deaths are recorded as mental-health deaths, as private tragedies, as individual failures. They
are none of those things. They are systemic failures. The Domestic Homicide Reviews that follow are
frequently unequipped to identify honour killings. In the Jessica Patel case it took a relentless body of
academic research and case evidence to overturn a review panel’s decision. A full report is referenced

at the end of this piece.

The economic case for prevention

I have spent eight years as National Advisor to the Welsh Government on VAWDASYV arguing for
prevention as the primary investment. The economic case is overwhelming. The Home Office has
estimated the cost of domestic abuse in England and Wales at around £66 billion in a single year, and
the largest share of that, some £47 billion, represents the physical and emotional harm done to
victims. Early intervention, specialist support and trauma-informed care reduce long-term health,

social care and criminal justice costs many times over.

Yet we continue to fund crisis response while starving prevention. If we could set a proper cost-
benefit comparison side by side, prevention against crisis, the case for remodelling our interventions
and commissioning frameworks would, I am certain, be undeniable. This is not soft spending. It is one

of the most hard-headed value-for-money arguments in public policy.
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Trauma does not end when the danger passes

Trauma does not end when the immediate danger passes. The women The Halo Project supports carry
complex, often undiagnosed trauma that affects their physical and mental health, their parenting,
their economic independence and their relationships for years after they leave an abusive situation.
The cost of leaving that trauma untreated is incalculable: repeat presentations to A&E, mental-health
crises, and children growing up in the shadow of unprocessed family trauma. And for the women
whose trauma goes wholly unaddressed, for whom no culturally competent service exists, for whom

every door they knock on lacks the knowledge to help them, the outcome is sometimes suicide.

Every statistic about violence against women and girls

represents a failure of prevention.

Why trauma-informed care works

Trauma-informed care is not a slogan, it is a discipline. It means recognising that a woman who
appears “non-compliant” or “chaotic” may be showing the predictable effects of prolonged abuse
rather than a failure of character. It means not asking her to retell her story to a dozen different
agencies, and it relies on continuity, cultural literacy and patience measured in years rather than
appointments. Mainstream services, stretched and generic by design, rarely have the time or the
training to work this way. Specialist services are built around it, and that is why their outcomes

cannot be reproduced by a cheaper, broader commission.

Counting what we choose not to see

Closing this gap means counting what we have chosen not to count. Coroners and Domestic
Homicide Review panels need training to recognise honour-based abuse as a factor in a death, and the
cultural competency to ask the questions that reveal it. Health professionals need to treat self-harm in
a young woman from an affected community as a possible signal rather than an isolated event. And
we need research, of the kind we are now undertaking with Manchester Metropolitan University, to

make the invisible visible, because a harm that is never measured will never be funded.
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We know what works

We know what works. Specialist Black and minoritised services, with culturally competent, trauma-
informed approaches, achieve outcomes that mainstream provision simply cannot replicate. We know
where the data gaps are. We know where the investment is needed. What we lack is not knowledge.
It is the political will to act on it before more lives are lost to violence, to trauma, and to the

preventable despair of a system that still cannot see the women it is failing.

The Halo Project will continue to advocate for these women until the statistics change, not because

we have become better at counting, but because we have become better at protecting.
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