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	DRAFT RESEARCH TITLE QUESTION: Coercive control: How has the 2015 legislation changed police response in Gwent?
INTRODUCTION:
I have chosen this topic as I believe that having a clear understanding of coercive control and domestic abuse in general will support me in my policing career, as in Gwent alone in the period 07/21-07/22, there were 4357 domestic abuse incidents (Gwent Police, 2022) which demonstrates the scale of this issue that we, as a community, are facing.  

Whilst there are many definitions of coercive control, Stark’s (2007) definition is the one generally accepted by policymakers, academics, and practitioners. Stark’s definition attempts to showcase the intimidating, regulatory and degrading practices that are employed by perpetrators to instil fear and terror into the everyday lives of their victims.  Stark (2007) argues that coercive control is most likely to occur in heterosexual relationships, where men abuse women using social norms of masculinity and femininity to control. In December 2015, Section 76 of the Serious Crime Act came into force in England and Wales. This made ‘coercive or controlling behaviour’ that has a ‘serious effect’ on the victim a criminal offence, with the offence being punishable by up to five years in prison (Weiner, 2017). 

There is arguably an issue both within policing and wider society in general, with the understanding and response to coercive control, primarily because of the lack of understanding around the concept of coercive control (Tolmie 2018). It can be argued that the gendered nature of coercive control makes the behaviours difficult to recognise because they may be considered as normal behavioural expectations of males and females within intimate relationships (Burman and Brooks-Hay (2018). Therefore, if such behaviour is seen as an extension of existing gender norms and simply exploits these, when does a ‘normal’ relationship become ‘abusive’? (Tolmie 2018). Burman and Brooks-Hay (2018) and Tolmie (2018) both suggest that that police officers attending such incidents would likely find it difficult to identify coercive control and such abusive behaviours, because they are likely to be present to some degree, even within ‘healthy’ relationships.

What is clear is that this legislation does not exist in a vacuum, and requires interpretation and implementation (Barlow et al, 2020). How it is interpreted and implemented remains to be fully uncovered, particularly in individual police forces. Therefore, the aim of this dissertation will be to uncover how this law has been interpreted and how the legislation has changed policing response in Gwent. 

	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH OBJECTIVES: 
· Outline the scale of the issue of coercive control
· Explore the current literature around coercive control and policing.
· Analyse the data collected around how police officers interpret the legislation and respond to coercive control during their role.
· Evaluate how the 2015 legislation has impacted police response in Gwent.

	LITERATURE REVIEW:
In December 2015, a new offence of ‘controlling or coercive behaviour’ was introduced in England and Wales in Section 76 of the Serious Crime Act. It states:

‘A person (A) commits an offence [of coercive control] if—
(a) A repeatedly or continuously engages in behaviour towards another person (B) that is controlling or coercive, 
(b) At the time of the behaviour, A and B are personally connected, 
(c) The behaviour has a serious effect on B, and 
(d) A knows or ought to know that the behaviour will have a serious effect on B.’ (Home Office, 2015:3)

This legislation has been seen as a positive move forward in legal terms as it recognises the persistent nature of domestic abuse and allows for a framework by which professionals in this field can understand such abuse as being part of a process occurring over a period rather than simply being seen as a one-off event (Barlow et al, 2019). However, despite the positive move forward in terms of legislation, there is still work to be done as identified by the HMICFRS (2019) inspection report into police response to domestic abuse. The report found that despite investing in training around domestic abuse, a survey of over 350 domestic abuse practitioners (non-police staff who work closely with victims of domestic abuse) found that the area requiring the most improvement among frontline officers was their understanding of coercive and controlling behaviour. As Walklate et al. (2018) points out, the implementation of this offence relies on police officers being able to identify coercive and controlling behaviour. They need to be able to gather information from the victim that demonstrates a series of abusive events and correctly assess such behaviour as coercive and controlling to be able to lay charges. This can be difficult in that it is a completely different approach, moving away from the typical responding and analysing criminal incidents as immediate, isolated events. Instead, police officers will be asked to consider such offences as a series of interrelated offences that are extremely harmful. Walklate’s analysis captures the difficulties in implementing the offence of coercive and controlling behaviour, as it challenges the typical approach of police officers, and the role of the use of discretion (Myhill and Johnson, 2016). 



Issues relating to police understanding of coercive control, and how this impacts the response and therefore the victim are clear. Myhill and Johnson’s (2016) research incorporated data analysis of frontline calls and field observations relating to domestic abuse and found that frontline police officers had difficulties correctly interpreting and applying the broad national definition of domestic abuse. The research also found that officers often had a lack of understanding of coercive control and therefore failed to recognise signs of abuse. Some officers also failed to situate individual incidents in the context of coercive and controlling behaviour, and they also failed to understand that victims may minimise the abuse they were experiencing. As a result, some calls were not categorised as domestic abuse, having significant impact on victim safety. Brennan et al’s (2016) research in Humberside similarly found that frontline practitioners were concerned that understanding of coercive control was limited and that victims were being missed, with the police having a tendency to see incidents in isolation from one another as opposed to considering the bigger picture. 

It is clear then that coercive controlling behaviour often goes under the radar (Brennan et al, 2016; Myhill and Johnson, 2016; Robinson et al., 2018) with the subtle behaviours being more difficult to recognise than physical injuries. The limited research in Wales (Robinson et al, 2018) demonstrates that those who work in partner agencies, particularly those who provide specialist domestic abuse advocates, had a greater understanding of coercive control than police officers. However, there is currently no specific research, particularly quantitative research that seeks to uncover levels of police understanding of coercive control and the subsequent impact on response. 


	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH –SURVEY METHOD: 
This research will utilise a self-report, online, anonymised survey, and data analysis will be conducted to examine participants interpretations and responses to coercive control during their practice. The use of an online survey has advantages for both the participants and the researcher. Firstly, it can be said to allow the participants to maintain autonomy, as they are able to participate in a way in which they feel comfortable, allowing them the choice of being able to dictate how and where they participate and for how long (Ward et al, 2014). Using such a survey can also be argued to provide greater validity as it improves the perception of anonymity and lower social desirability forces, with participants not being subject to visual cues from the researcher. This can be said to lead to allow participants to fully engage with the research without fear of judgement, which is particularly useful when exploring policing practice (Bowker and Tuffin, 2004; Touvier et al, 2010).

	SUMMARY OF SAMPLING FRAMEWORK: 
The target sample will be current serving response police officers who work in the Gwent police force. 


	ETHICAL ISSUES:
1. Participants will be aged 18+ and are being asked to state how they interpret and apply the legislation around coercive control using of Likert-type questions. It must be considered that participants themselves may have subjected to such behaviours and as a result such questioning may trigger memories which are painful.
2. Coercive control and domestic abuse are sensitive topics and asking police officers about how they deal with such incidents must be done with caution and skill. 
3. Distress could also occur if participants are worried that figures of authority will become aware of the responses as this research will take place within their workplace.

	TIME SCALE:
December 2022 – Literature Review
Jan-March 2023 – Methodology and Data Collection
April 2023 – Data Analysis
May- July 2023 – Findings and Conclusions
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