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• Aim

• This research aims to understand how women of Sikh heritage in 
the UK who have survived Domestic Violence and Abuse (DVA) 
interpret their psychosocial well-being and identity.

• Objectives

• Conduct a systematic review to seek out relevant qualitative research on 
the experiences of DVA victims/survivors from a Sikh heritage.

• Establish a timeline of the participant’s life to identify key life events that 
have impacted their identity during the life-course. 

• Simultaneously to completing the timeline, also complete semi-
structured interviews that explore how DVA has impacted on the 
participants’ mental health and identity.

• Critically analyse a timeline and interviews using an Interpretative 
Phenomenological analysis of in-depth idiosyncratic subjective 
experiences of survivors of DVA. 

• Evaluate the level of help-seeking and social determinants that 
facilitate/compound/hinder personal growth after surviving DVA.

• Make recommendations of how, based on the analysis of the 
participants, policy and practice can be improved to support Sikh women 
in the UK who have experienced DVA.
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Introduction

This systematic review aims to examine the global lived experiences of women of Sikh heritage who have survived (DVA).  DVA is a global issue for all communities. There is no evidence that DVA is more prevalent in any one religion or 

race, however, research on sub-groups helps to inform treatment plans and ‘healing’ mechanisms often used in faith communities. 

Method

The researcher searched various databases, including MEDLINE, Web of Science, CINAHL (EBSCO), ASSIA (ProQuest), Scopus, Cochrane Library, MEDLINE, PsycINFO, EMBASE (OVID), Google Scholar and citation searching. The 

searches covered papers only in the period covering 1st April to 25th May 2024

Results

Seven qualitative studies used Braun and Clarke's Thematic Analysis to explore the experiences of twenty-one Sikh women survivors of Domestic Violence and Abuse (DVA). This review extrapolates the key factors that influence the 

journey of abuse, creating a juxtaposition of ‘should I stay, or should I go, and even should I go back’, due to the experiences of the Sikh survivors from pre-contemplation to post-separation The findings indicate that faith plays a 

significant role in healing for some, and extended family dynamics, especially in-laws, impact their well-being. The patriarchal structure often contributes to psychological distress, and female perpetration of DVA typically involves in-

laws. Challenges include trauma from both within and outside the community including izzat, with 'organised family abuse' explaining some female-female abuse instances. Support preferences include engagement with natal family, 

psychotherapy, and religious connectivity – and individual preferences around South Asian or Mainstream services, despite retraumatisation and revictimisation due to misunderstandings of culture and lack of religious provision

Discussion

The extrapolating of Sikh voices on this issue has been difficult, and no community voice should be supressed amongst hidden sets of data in wider studies, as this review has proved. Rather, this methodology and use of qualitative 

data methods may lend a hand in researching under-researched populations in future. However, more research is needed in relation to the mental health impact, due to the limited idiosyncratic peer-reviewed studies in this systematic 

review process - a theoretical lens of intersectionality, anti-racist philosophy and rejection of ‘othering’ is embodied in the works. Furthermore, service development models need to embrace Sikh religious provision and faith facilities 

including access to faith articles.

Prospero registration: CRD42024442897
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Author, Year and Place Aims of the Study Participants Methodology Key findings/limitations

Aujla, W. (2021), Toronto, 

Canada

To research South Asian migrant Women in Canada and 

their experiences of abuse. 

Two Migrant Canadian Sikh women (Preet and Harjot) 

included on seeking help, and their access to informal and 

formal support systems.

Grounded Theory (GT) and semi-structured interviews Informal and formal support can revictimize and retraumatise women - abuse extends conjugal relations- wider family members and silencing possible. Harjot- post birth was 

followed by mother-in-law and sister-in-law when help seeking – could not go to the Gurdwara for two months. She was separated having had an arranged marriage. Preet 

(abused by her daughter in-law) exploited financially and her labour when staying with people post separation. Both double victimised- Preet showed a connection with faith 

and was still married as husband was not the perpetrator Limitations: The study's findings are hard to apply to a bigger group because of the small sample appropriate for GT, 

and South Asian application is lacking due to no Sri Lankan participants. Recruitment was difficult due to perceived fear and confidentiality issues. All seven, including the two 

Sikh participants were receiving support, and the Sikh women were connected to their faith spaces

Badyal, (2003), Canada, 

Vancouver

To research lived experiences of wife abuse for Indo 

Canadian Sikh women, and barriers and enablers to free 

themselves of abuse.

Eight Indo Canadian Sikh participants (now Canadian 

Citizens) who were all abused by their husbands and having 

psychotherapy at the time. Seven were migrants in the 

study.

Phenomenological/ grounded theory Wife abuse of Indo- Canadian women in Vancouver. Barriers to leaving: izzat, entrapment, sense of personal strength, ambivalent and fear. Help seeking religion, family, health 

and legal. Women blamed self - due to beliefs such as karma, fate or destiny. Religion helped reduce suicidal thought Awareness raising through psychotherapy women's 

organizations and Gurdwara were helpful. Limitations: The study mainly included English-speaking participants, people from a clinical setting, using retrospective reporting. 

The experiences of non-English speakers, recent migrants or women from different cultural backgrounds, faith, and 18–30-year-olds, may need future focus.

Bains, (2005) Nottingham 

or Leicester, UK

To research the individual and family expectations among 

first- and second-generation Sikh women in the UK.

Based on thirty-nine interviews with Sikh women (nineteen 

with first generation women and twenty with second 

generation women). Two were survivors of abuse, Hardeep 

and Jasbir.  

Grounded theory- biographical/life history method. The study identifies community, family and patriarchy as key themes impacting survivors of abuse using a feminist standpoint. It highlights patriarchal suppression, identifying 

the stress caused by in-law interference, particularly for married Sikh women, who often feel unable to express their concerns. Community policing and gossip are of concern, 

and access to participants in local Gurdwara proved difficult here. Hardeep (husband-alcohol misuse, born in India) and Jasbir (first generation) were victims in this study-

daughter- in- law, and mother-in-law in the latter were identified as contributing to physical abuse, emotional abuse, mainly due to financial gain and power. In laws silencing/ 

minimizing was common. Sikh household is the chief site where patriarchal beliefs play out. Private patriarchal practices and izzat were dominant, coercive control from family 

members as its now known- second generation breaking away (loss / fear of not being looked after)- nuclear families, going out, educated, (viewed as tarnishing honour- often 

sexist and patriarchal views). Limitations: None identified in study.

Chew-Graham et al, 

(2002), Manchester, UK

To research South Asian women, who had experienced 

psychological distress and self-harm.

Four focus groups in Manchester, 1 woman of Sikh origin- 

31 women from various group, 1 Sikh woman and of which 

two experienced DVA

Interviews- Framework approach in an analysis Findings demonstrated izzat (honour/ respect) and high expectations of women. Other themes, social isolation and attempted suicide/self-harm in response to this, 

psychological distress more a symptom of external pressures, Domestic abuse and reporting leading to more isolation, Language barriers, racism, and community grapevine- 

knowing people locally. There was only one Sikh participant, but it was difficult to exact her experience, the women’s group in the study highlighted that all the experiences 

were not the same due to factions within communities, there could be differences – access to mainstream services for this group was identified as a main outcome and 

recommendations made including the real need for better language provision. Limitations: The research focused on well-being; some issues might not have been so 

noticeable. Otherwise, it could have highlighted the positive aspects of Asian women's lives more clearly.

Nagra (2022), UK

To research the stories of elder Sikh Punjabi women who 

survive hardship

Four elderly Sikh Women, 60-83 on elder experiences, and 

two on experiences and resistance to abuse – Jassi (60) 

and Sukhbinder (62)

Narrative analysis Elderly women survive hardship by (1) Resisting oppression- abuse, racism (2) Oneness with ‘God’ (3) A continuing struggle including DVA and escapism (4) Storytelling as 

liberating. Both participants describe their journey of faith and the value of Gurbani and sangat in their journey to recovery. The role of the Granthi in involving in seva and 

parshad making, and role modelling for children helped with resilience in the case of the survivor. Limitations: The lockdown prevented face-to-face recruitment at Gurdwaras, 

leading to recruitment struggles. The age group shifted to younger participants due to social media usage differences, resulting in a less representative sample. Issues such as 

like class and caste were not deeply explored. 

Sandhu, --(2020). 

Coventry, UK

The research looks at experiences of, and choices available 

to women of South Asian heritage living in the UK when 

leaving a relationship of ‘choice’ following Intimate Partner 

Violence (IPV)

Fifteen South Asian participants, four are of Sikh heritage 

(all had chosen own partners). 

Thematic analysis The findings indicate that the Sikh women’s experiences of leaving the violent relationship are influenced by the context in which they formed the intimate relationship. The 

woman choosing her partner became the barrier to leaving the relationship. Women have all chosen own partner in this research, felt responsible and ‘stayed longer’ – 

(although there was no control group to compare as such, by nature of the methodology being qualitative). The qualitative interviews do give rich narratives of izzat, patriarchal 

honour of the father and staying as a form of perceived resilience. Limitations: None identified in study.

Virdi (2013). Canada

To research migrant Sikh women’s experiences of izzat and 

whether this mediates help-seeking

Five Punjabi Sikh women, although only two experiences 

are focussed on. A small qualitative socio-legal study was 

conducted in 2009 –2010. Inderbir Kaur and Amrit Kaur 

were two survivors. 

Storytelling and narrative analysis The study argues that both women and men, play a key role in enforcing izzat through silencing Sikh survivors through threats and intimidation.  Although the women 

eventually become aware of their legal rights, they seek legal intervention only in specific situations. The research shows that migrant Sikh women navigate and negotiate 

cultural norms, the law (as they become aware) and izzat Limitations: None identified

Table 4: Initial Coding                                                                                                      Table 5: Final Codes 

Table 6: Thematic map of codes                                                                             Table 7: Genesis of Sub-themes 
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Introduction 
• This research focusses on DVA survivors from an intimate partner.
• Spiritual impact, HBV and other forms of abuse not part of this study.
• Qualitative study explores lived experience, meaning-making, recovery.
• Systematic review presented at Sikhs in Academia in 2025 and in Hong 
Kong University, (pending publication in BMC).

Abuse is universal – ‘Anyone can be a victim of domestic violence, 
regardless of age, race, gender, sexual orientation, faith or class’, (United 

Nations, 2026). 



The Methodological Layer Cake  

Fig 1 : Gemini image generator



Recruitment 

•PPI completed with Sikh community organisation 

consultation will guide formulation, results, and future 

dissemination.

•Recruitment via social media, word of mouth, purposive 

sampling, and snowballing across London, Leicester, and 

Scotland. Later the criteria was relaxed due to low uptake 

to include wider areas.

•Small IPA  group of participants (8–12 Sikh women, 18+) 

enables deep, rich analysis of survivor experiences. 

•.

Missing poster in one community venue.



Theoretical Lens

1. Sikh-centred, anti-racist, decolonial lens Grounds the research in Sikh cultural worlds and challenges 

racialised, colonial assumptions about South Asian women and abuse.

2. Pluralistic methodology: IPA + Life Course Integrates Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis with Life 

Course approaches using semi-structured interviews, participant timelines, and a Life History Calendar.

3. Survivor-constructed timelines Uses survivor-drawn timelines to map key events, turning points, and 

emotional shifts through their own sequencing and meaning-making.

4. Everyday-language mapping of escalation and recovery Tracks how abuse intensifies and how recovery 

unfolds using participants’ own words and cultural expressions rather than clinical terminology.

5. IPA meaning-making across time Explores how survivors make sense of their experiences while 

acknowledging researcher interpretation, showing how meaning evolves across the life course.

Message Copilot



Methods 
Section Focus Approach / Findings

Design Qualitative life-course analysis
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 
(IPA) with timeline mapping (LHC)

Participants Sikh women survivors of interfamilial abuse
Recruited via community networks and 
survivor-led organisations

Data Collection Semi-structured interviews
Explored lived experiences across 
pre-abuse, marriage, endurance, and 
recovery

Analysis Thematic and narrative synthesis
Identified cross-stage transitions and 
emotional trajectories

Results Emergent life-course themes
Interfamilial silence, coercive control, 
embodied trauma, motherhood 
pressure & joy, projection & reconciliation

Implications Clinical and cultural relevance
Highlights need for trauma-informed 
mediation and culturally sensitive 
interventions



Results
Interfamilial Experience Through a Double Hermeneutic Lens

Fig 2 : Gemini image generator Fig 3 : Gemini image generator



Analysis 

Stage Core Focus Emotional / Symbolic Layer

Pre-Abuse / Nimanstha
Interfamilial conditioning, 
neglect, silent suffering

Roots of duty and fear

Grishti Jeevan
Marriage, coercive control, 
motherhood pressure & joy

Love and burden intertwined

Onset & Endurance of DVA
Escalating control, embodied 
trauma, shame, void in 
empathy

Survival and suppression

Here and Now
Identity reconstruction, ongoing 
trauma, mediation, 
projection of blame

Reflection and reconciliation 
often for children’s sake



Discussion

Naming the Truth in Sikh Women’s Survivorship

• • Ambiguous Loss and disenfranchised grief evidence - Women’s voices matter — and their 
fear of losing their children, concerns about their future is grounded in lived danger, not 
imagined instability. 

• • Secular violence is not Sikhi Coercive control is a man’s choice, not a Sikh principle. Abuse 
is secular violence enacted through power, not faith. 

• • Survivors are not ‘mentally unwell’ Women are responding to danger created by the trusted 
man in their lives. They can situate the threat clearly were rarely diagnosed, could articulate 
the triggers to the pain caused to them. The perpetrators rarely seek support in the unit. 

• • Grihasti reframed Grihasti honours love, responsibility, and family. A mother centring her 
children in a threatening situation is not alienation or enmeshment — IT IS LOVE.

• • Systemic harm through ‘Failure to Protect’ labels punish women whose every action is for 
their children. Women are repeatedly told they are failing, even as they are the only ones 
protecting. 

• • Therapy, community support and mediation during the relationship is yearned for and out 
of area, anonymised confidential support is best due to tight community relations. Both CBT 
and counselling were appraised positively in the main, including the research process.  



Recommendations

•Offer confidential mediatory and family-based interventions 

outside formal social services.

•Provide culturally aligned constructive-shame interventions 

for perpetrators.

•Expand anonymous virtual therapeutic support for 

survivors.

•Create child-focused emotional support and 

safety-in-relationship pathways.

•Develop safe accommodation or hostels for men who 

perpetrate abuse.

•Build service models that support women who stay, 

recognizing that the Western “broken family” model does 

not fit and feels ‘coercive’ to access, i.e. Delhi Model of 

mediation, in low-medium risk cases of DVA. 
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Introduction

This systematic review aims to examine the global lived experiences of women of Sikh heritage who have survived (DVA).  DVA is a global issue for all communities. There is no evidence that DVA is more prevalent in any one religion or 

race, however, research on sub-groups helps to inform treatment plans and ‘healing’ mechanisms often used in faith communities. 

Method

The researcher searched various databases, including MEDLINE, Web of Science, CINAHL (EBSCO), ASSIA (ProQuest), Scopus, Cochrane Library, MEDLINE, PsycINFO, EMBASE (OVID), Google Scholar and citation searching. The 

searches covered papers only in the period covering 1st April to 25th May 2024

Results

Seven qualitative studies used Braun and Clarke's Thematic Analysis to explore the experiences of twenty-one Sikh women survivors of Domestic Violence and Abuse (DVA). This review extrapolates the key factors that influence the 

journey of abuse, creating a juxtaposition of ‘should I stay, or should I go, and even should I go back’, due to the experiences of the Sikh survivors from pre-contemplation to post-separation The findings indicate that faith plays a 

significant role in healing for some, and extended family dynamics, especially in-laws, impact their well-being. The patriarchal structure often contributes to psychological distress, and female perpetration of DVA typically involves in-

laws. Challenges include trauma from both within and outside the community including izzat, with 'organised family abuse' explaining some female-female abuse instances. Support preferences include engagement with natal family, 

psychotherapy, and religious connectivity – and individual preferences around South Asian or Mainstream services, despite retraumatisation and revictimisation due to misunderstandings of culture and lack of religious provision

Discussion

The extrapolating of Sikh voices on this issue has been difficult, and no community voice should be supressed amongst hidden sets of data in wider studies, as this review has proved. Rather, this methodology and use of qualitative 

data methods may lend a hand in researching under-researched populations in future. However, more research is needed in relation to the mental health impact, due to the limited idiosyncratic peer-reviewed studies in this systematic 

review process - a theoretical lens of intersectionality, anti-racist philosophy and rejection of ‘othering’ is embodied in the works. Furthermore, service development models need to embrace Sikh religious provision and faith facilities 

including access to faith articles.

Prospero registration: CRD42024442897
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#
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.

Author, Year and Place Aims of the Study Participants Methodology Key findings/limitations

Aujla, W. (2021), Toronto, 

Canada

To research South Asian migrant Women in Canada and 

their experiences of abuse. 

Two Migrant Canadian Sikh women (Preet and Harjot) 

included on seeking help, and their access to informal and 

formal support systems.

Grounded Theory (GT) and semi-structured interviews Informal and formal support can revictimize and retraumatise women - abuse extends conjugal relations- wider family members and silencing possible. Harjot- post birth was 

followed by mother-in-law and sister-in-law when help seeking – could not go to the Gurdwara for two months. She was separated having had an arranged marriage. Preet 

(abused by her daughter in-law) exploited financially and her labour when staying with people post separation. Both double victimised- Preet showed a connection with faith 

and was still married as husband was not the perpetrator Limitations: The study's findings are hard to apply to a bigger group because of the small sample appropriate for GT, 

and South Asian application is lacking due to no Sri Lankan participants. Recruitment was difficult due to perceived fear and confidentiality issues. All seven, including the two 

Sikh participants were receiving support, and the Sikh women were connected to their faith spaces

Badyal, (2003), Canada, 

Vancouver

To research lived experiences of wife abuse for Indo 

Canadian Sikh women, and barriers and enablers to free 

themselves of abuse.

Eight Indo Canadian Sikh participants (now Canadian 

Citizens) who were all abused by their husbands and having 

psychotherapy at the time. Seven were migrants in the 

study.

Phenomenological/ grounded theory Wife abuse of Indo- Canadian women in Vancouver. Barriers to leaving: izzat, entrapment, sense of personal strength, ambivalent and fear. Help seeking religion, family, health 

and legal. Women blamed self - due to beliefs such as karma, fate or destiny. Religion helped reduce suicidal thought Awareness raising through psychotherapy women's 

organizations and Gurdwara were helpful. Limitations: The study mainly included English-speaking participants, people from a clinical setting, using retrospective reporting. 

The experiences of non-English speakers, recent migrants or women from different cultural backgrounds, faith, and 18–30-year-olds, may need future focus.

Bains, (2005) Nottingham 

or Leicester, UK

To research the individual and family expectations among 

first- and second-generation Sikh women in the UK.

Based on thirty-nine interviews with Sikh women (nineteen 

with first generation women and twenty with second 

generation women). Two were survivors of abuse, Hardeep 

and Jasbir.  

Grounded theory- biographical/life history method. The study identifies community, family and patriarchy as key themes impacting survivors of abuse using a feminist standpoint. It highlights patriarchal suppression, identifying 

the stress caused by in-law interference, particularly for married Sikh women, who often feel unable to express their concerns. Community policing and gossip are of concern, 

and access to participants in local Gurdwara proved difficult here. Hardeep (husband-alcohol misuse, born in India) and Jasbir (first generation) were victims in this study-

daughter- in- law, and mother-in-law in the latter were identified as contributing to physical abuse, emotional abuse, mainly due to financial gain and power. In laws silencing/ 

minimizing was common. Sikh household is the chief site where patriarchal beliefs play out. Private patriarchal practices and izzat were dominant, coercive control from family 

members as its now known- second generation breaking away (loss / fear of not being looked after)- nuclear families, going out, educated, (viewed as tarnishing honour- often 

sexist and patriarchal views). Limitations: None identified in study.

Chew-Graham et al, 

(2002), Manchester, UK

To research South Asian women, who had experienced 

psychological distress and self-harm.

Four focus groups in Manchester, 1 woman of Sikh origin- 

31 women from various group, 1 Sikh woman and of which 

two experienced DVA

Interviews- Framework approach in an analysis Findings demonstrated izzat (honour/ respect) and high expectations of women. Other themes, social isolation and attempted suicide/self-harm in response to this, 

psychological distress more a symptom of external pressures, Domestic abuse and reporting leading to more isolation, Language barriers, racism, and community grapevine- 

knowing people locally. There was only one Sikh participant, but it was difficult to exact her experience, the women’s group in the study highlighted that all the experiences 

were not the same due to factions within communities, there could be differences – access to mainstream services for this group was identified as a main outcome and 

recommendations made including the real need for better language provision. Limitations: The research focused on well-being; some issues might not have been so 

noticeable. Otherwise, it could have highlighted the positive aspects of Asian women's lives more clearly.

Nagra (2022), UK

To research the stories of elder Sikh Punjabi women who 

survive hardship

Four elderly Sikh Women, 60-83 on elder experiences, and 

two on experiences and resistance to abuse – Jassi (60) 

and Sukhbinder (62)

Narrative analysis Elderly women survive hardship by (1) Resisting oppression- abuse, racism (2) Oneness with ‘God’ (3) A continuing struggle including DVA and escapism (4) Storytelling as 

liberating. Both participants describe their journey of faith and the value of Gurbani and sangat in their journey to recovery. The role of the Granthi in involving in seva and 

parshad making, and role modelling for children helped with resilience in the case of the survivor. Limitations: The lockdown prevented face-to-face recruitment at Gurdwaras, 

leading to recruitment struggles. The age group shifted to younger participants due to social media usage differences, resulting in a less representative sample. Issues such as 

like class and caste were not deeply explored. 

Sandhu, --(2020). 

Coventry, UK

The research looks at experiences of, and choices available 

to women of South Asian heritage living in the UK when 

leaving a relationship of ‘choice’ following Intimate Partner 

Violence (IPV)

Fifteen South Asian participants, four are of Sikh heritage 

(all had chosen own partners). 

Thematic analysis The findings indicate that the Sikh women’s experiences of leaving the violent relationship are influenced by the context in which they formed the intimate relationship. The 

woman choosing her partner became the barrier to leaving the relationship. Women have all chosen own partner in this research, felt responsible and ‘stayed longer’ – 

(although there was no control group to compare as such, by nature of the methodology being qualitative). The qualitative interviews do give rich narratives of izzat, patriarchal 

honour of the father and staying as a form of perceived resilience. Limitations: None identified in study.

Virdi (2013). Canada

To research migrant Sikh women’s experiences of izzat and 

whether this mediates help-seeking

Five Punjabi Sikh women, although only two experiences 

are focussed on. A small qualitative socio-legal study was 

conducted in 2009 –2010. Inderbir Kaur and Amrit Kaur 

were two survivors. 

Storytelling and narrative analysis The study argues that both women and men, play a key role in enforcing izzat through silencing Sikh survivors through threats and intimidation.  Although the women 

eventually become aware of their legal rights, they seek legal intervention only in specific situations. The research shows that migrant Sikh women navigate and negotiate 

cultural norms, the law (as they become aware) and izzat Limitations: None identified

Table 4: Initial Coding                                                                                                      Table 5: Final Codes 

Table 6: Thematic map of codes                                                                             Table 7: Genesis of Sub-themes 
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