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Literature review - How do the actions of Police Officers influence a victim of domestic violence in reporting the offender and subsequently participating in further Police investigation?


Introduction

A literature review is essential to collect relevant and current research on the chosen topic to summarise knowledge in the field, creating a base to conduct own research and conclusions (University of Illinois, 2022). A literature search also assists in establishing gaps in current research which requires further exploration. The purpose behind the literature search is to review literature studies regarding domestic violence. It is evident from research that there is a substantial number of studies on domestic violence, however it is important to note that a sizeable amount of domestic violence, including the effects on its victims, are unrecorded or unreported. Throughout the review, studies will be examined to identify any trends or recurring themes and the barriers to victims reporting their offender and how Police actions may or may not influence the victim in reporting and participating in further enquires will also be explored. 

The literature review will specifically focus on studies which report on how Police actions and attitudes have an influencing factor on how and when the victim of domestic violence reports their offender and subsequently participates in further enquires.  It is important to understand domestic violence as a topic and the barriers to reporting to gain better understanding and to influence practice. The outcome of the review hopes to identify gaps in research, areas of improvement by the Police, including showing empathy for victims and the incidents and to consider and investigate all reports. 

Domestic Violence 

The Home Office (2012) defines domestic abuse as ‘Any incident or pattern of incidents of controlling, coercive, threatening behaviour, violence or abuse between those aged 16 or over who are, or have been, intimate partners or family members regardless of gender or sexuality.’ Domestic violence crimes have been and continue to be a priority for Police forces across the United Kingdom (Metropolitan Police, 2023). Research conducted by the Office for National Statistics (ONS) (2022) in Wales and England estimated that in the year ending March 2022, 5% of adults experienced one or more forms of domestic abuse with the majority being female victims. Domestic violence can be broken down to several forms including physical abuse, psychological and emotional abuse, sexual abuse, financial and coercive control (Home Office, 2012). Domestic abuse can also take place online, including stalking and harassment (Women’s aid, 2022). Domestic violence can accumulate as separate offences; therefore, officers are required to obtain as much information as possible from the scene to ensure preventative and protective measures are sought even where no criminal offence is apparent. Regardless of the number of incidents recorded by the victim, each call must be investigated and recorded fully (College of Policing, 2023). 

Domestic violence can have a negative and lasting effect, both physically and mentally on the victims and their friends and family. Studies show that vulnerable victims of domestic abuse and those having been left with damaging effects are at an increased risk of mental health issues including suicide and depression. Furthermore, data collection shows that domestic abuse predominantly affects women however men are also victims. An estimated 6.9% of women and 3% of men experienced domestic violence in the year ending 2022 (ONS, 2022). It is noted that although there are many studies relating to domestic violence, only a small minority includes males as its victims therefore noted as a limitation. It is important to remember that these figures only reflect the reported incidents and in fact the true percentage of those affected may be a lot higher. Statistics should be used carefully to only reflect the prevalence and not to understand the true extent of domestic abuse. 

Policing Domestic Violence

The National Police Chiefs’ Council (NPCC) outlined that domestic related abuse makes up for eighteen percent of all recorded crimes in the United Kingdom (NPCC, 2023) however, a recent study conducted by the NPCC and the College of Policing showed that policing response to these incidents are inconsistent, therefore there is now a national policing focus to prioritise domestic abuse incidents (NPCC, 2020). A review conducted by Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary (HMIC) (2015) found several inconsistencies showing that policing domestic abuse incidents were indeed not a priority to Police forces across the United Kingdom and there was room for improvement across all areas of Policing. Inconsistencies identified included delays in appointing officers to the incident scene, officers’ understanding and knowledge of coercive and controlling behaviour and the quality of the initial investigations (HMICFRS, 2019). 

Richard et al (2021) found that Police officers attending to domestic abuse related incidents often initially expressed sympathy for the victim but soon became frustrated when victims did not wish to disclose vital information in order to fulfil Police enquiries. It is apparent from numerous studies that when victims are reluctant to engage and assist in fulfilling policing investigations, officers became unsupportive and were reluctant to complete an arrest, leaving the victim feeling dissatisfied and at risk of further abuse (Dobash & Dobash, 1980; Stanko, 1995; Walklate et al., 2020). In order to encourage victims to engage and for forces across the United Kingdom to continue tackling the evolving issue of domestic abuse related incidents, it is vital that attending officers use a pro-active approach, handling these incidents in the correct manner to avoid exacerbating victims’ already negative physical, mental and social impact from the incident by poor policing and criminal justice responses (HMIC, 2014). 

Robinson et al (2018) found that attending officers often associated domestic abuse incidents with physical abuse therefore over-looking other risk factors such as psychological and financial abuse and coercive behaviour. It is evident that this is related to a lack of understanding of domestic abuse by response officers. This was also evident in HMIC (2014) report which concluded that Police Officers required a better understanding of coercive and controlling behaviour in order to effectively carry out Police enquiries when attending domestic abuse related incidents. This suggests that further training is required by forces across the United Kingdom to ensure officers use a holistic approach to these incidents without over-looking factors other than physical harm such as psychological, financial, coercive control. 
To ensure best practice and to identify and protect vulnerable persons, the National Policing created and applied a risk assessment model to support and improve policing response to domestic violence related incidents, alternatively known as the Domestic abuse, stalking and harassment and honour-based violence risk identification, assessment, and management model (DASH) (College of Policing, 2016). A review of DASH conducted by Myhill et al (2023) found that most forces across England and Wales currently use the DASH model to identify the victim’s level of risk which in turn improves the level of consistency and uses a standardised approach to obtain consistent information. On the other hand, Robinson et al (2016) reviewed the DASH risk model across three forces which concluded that the model was not used consistently by responding officers. Similar to the HMIC (2014) report, Robinson (2016) discovered that the majority of police officers emphasised their investigations based on physical abuse, overlooking the DASH model and did not recognise coercive and controlling behaviour as a risk therefore often leaving a victim dissatisfied with the Police response. As a result, Mayhill and Hohl (2016) concluded that an evidence-based approach is required to identify and embed coercive control and behaviour into a risk-led approach. The HMIC (2014) report identified that risk assessment is the role of all officers in the Police force, allowing only the role of a specialist officer to become more investigative. In comparison, Robinson (2016) disagrees and states that although the DASH risk assessment tool suitably identifies an opinionated risk level, the DASH risk assessment is better implemented and applied by specifically trained officers as they are able to gain rapport with the victim due to less time constraints and workload, have had adequate training and are able to appropriately and effectively communicate with the victims. 

Despite this review, attending officers to an incident regarding domestic violence must use the DASH model to appropriately assess the victim’s risk of harm as part of Wales’s positive action policy, outlining that in order to protect vulnerable victims from harm or injury, the officer must obtain as much information as possible, assess and conclude the information, arrest if necessary to ensure prompt safeguarding and further investigation (National Policing improvement Agency, 2008). Officers have a duty of care to safeguard a victim and all incidents should be referred to a Multi-Agency Risk Assessment Conference (MARAC), working in partnership with agencies to help safeguard vulnerable victims and to stop domestic violence at an early stage (College of Policing, 2023). 

Barriers to victims reporting their offender

The Police have an important role and duty to ensure individuals are free from immediate harm and the risks associated with domestic violence. However, due to the nature of domestic violence, incidents are not always reported therefore the involvement of the Police relies heavily on an initial report being filed (Voce & Boxall, 2018). The literature suggests that there are many barriers to victims reporting their offender to the Police or subsequently participating in enquiries and investigations. These barriers include the fear of potential repercussions, previous negative experiences with the Police and both personal and privacy concerns (Wolf et al., 2003). Police reports and statistics reflect a small number of domestic abuse related incidents, this is due to some victims being afraid of reporting to the authorities due to the belief of discrimination and stereotyping (Gqola, 2015). 

Research conducted by Voce & Boxall (2018) outlined numerous barriers to victims reporting their offender; lack of trust in the police, economic dependence, fear of negatively impacting the home dynamics and fear of further violence. This study predominantly applied to female victims therefore does not truly reflect domestic violence as males are also affected. To ensure victims feel supported and able to confide in the Police, it is important that Police forces encourage victims to come forward in reporting their offender, attending calls, abiding by the positive action policy and showing empathy towards the victim to build rapport to ensure essential information is disclosed to assist with investigation. A study conducted by Hare (2006) found that older victims, aged 30 years old and above, were less likely to report their offender, particularly if married, whilst those at increased risk of further injury, previous domestic violence and being afraid of their offender were more likely to report an incident, participate in police enquiries and support going to court and trial. Similarly, Dim & Lysova (2022) concluded that male victims of domestic violence were less likely to report their offender due to the fear of being not believed, prior negative experiences with the Police and the lack of support for male victims. This suggests the need for better inclusive strategies to support and male victims. 

Perceived perceptions of the Police were noted throughout literature as a barrier to victims reporting their offender. Often, domestic violence related incidents are reported to the Police, however it may or may not be the first time the victim has encountered the need for Police assistance. Lysova (2022) conducted a study which showed that the police often showed a lack of empathy and willingness to listen when attending domestic related incidents resulting in the victim losing trust and confidence in the police. As a result, this created a perception of the Police and was noted as being a main reason for not reporting the abusive incident the second time (Dim & Lysova, 2022). Perceptions of the Police largely influences how and when the victim reports and the actions of officers during the initial contact may influence the willingness of the victim to participate in further enquiries. The initial contact and response are vital to ensure best evidence is obtained, building rapport and good communication are essential to ensure safeguarding of the victim (Murphy, 2009). 

This poses the question whether victims’ willingness to report their offender relies on the actions of Police officers. The victims initial contact with the Police and their willingness to engage largely focusses on their positive or negative experience with the Police and many report that it depends on the actions of the Police and how the officer interacts and investigates their concerns during the initial investigation (Dim & Lysova, 2022). It is essential that the Police offer a positive experience when attending domestic violence incidents as this will encourage victim honesty and co-operation. Apsler et al (2003) found that positive encounters with the Police encouraged victims of domestic violence to firstly report their offender, secondly confide to gain best possible evidence. Furthermore, positive engagement, empathy and good quality investigations conducted by the attending Police officer encourages victims to participate in Police enquiries and subsequently avoid withdrawing their report. On the other hand, victims who felt their concerns were not investigated seriously, the attitudes of the attending policer officer or officers were poor and were treated unfairly were less likely to assist with investigation and less likely to contact the police to report further incidents due to the perceived perception that the actions of Police officers are poor (Hickman & Simpson, 2003). This supports the idea that Police officers’ actions and attitudes influences the victim’s willingness to report their offender and subsequently participating in Police investigation. 

Conclusion

To conclude, the review of the literature has assisted in reviewing how the actions of the Police influence a victim of domestic violence in reporting their offender and participating in further enquiries. The review has provided a greater understanding and emphasises that the actions of the Police, how the attending officer interacts, shows emotion and care for the victim, and how the initial investigation is carried out all influence the victim’s willingness to report their offender and assist with further Police investigations. The implementation of the DASH risk assessment model has provided consistency and a structured method to Policing domestic violence, however it is important to note from the review of the literature that there are still inconsistencies to policing domestic violence when using the DASH model. On the other hand, DASH does provide a structured framework to assist with risk assessing victims and furthermore being able to safeguard the victims appropriately and effectively. The studies reviewed suggests that positive engagement from the Police encourages victims to report the offender and participate in further Police enquiries. A limitation noted throughout the review of the literature is that the majority of studies predominately focus on female victims of domestic violence. It is important to note that males are also victims with Dim & Lysova (2022) being one of the only studies to report on male victim’s experiences alone. Therefore, further research is required to fully understand the extent of domestic abuse across all sexualities in order to enhance Policing responses and fully understand whether the actions of the Police influence the willingness of the victim to report their offender and participate in further Police enquiries. 
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