2134354 - LITERATURE REVIEW

TITLE
In light of academic research into the policing of domestic and intimate partner abuse of women, how far could Gwent Police’s policies and procedures be said to be a model of good practice?

RESEARCH QUESTIONS
1. What are Gwent Police’s policies, how are they distributed to officers and how are officers trained?

2. What does research suggest about good practice in this area, including policies, training and working with other agencies? 

3. How far do Gwent’s practices, policies and procedures mirror best practices, and why might there be differences?

INTRODUCTION
This chapter of the dissertation aims to review important and trusted research on the topic of domestic and intimate partner abuse of women (‘DV’), as well as recommended policies and procedures for police handling these cases. It will identify critical practices and frameworks for supporting victims and examine whether these ensure an effective policing response. 

The literature review includes a variety of sources obtained from a search engine called Google Scholar, the University of Wales Trinity St David’s (UWTSD’s) online library, and general online research. These sources provide access to online documents such as government publications, research papers by experts in the field and academic journals.

Not all papers read to inform the dissertation can be reviewed here in depth because of space constraints. 

TOPICS/THEMES
Three themes emerged from the literature review. These helped to inform the research questions. The themes were: 

1. The changing nature of our understanding of DV, particularly in seeing it as an accumulative problem rather than a series of discrete incidents, and especially the more recent development in the UK of laws around often non-violent DV, such as coercive control, and the inclusion of female-on-male DV in training. 

2. The difficulties of policing this problem, both because of innate issues such as the complexity of the law and possible mechanisms to use, and practical issues such as non- or under-reporting and victim non-cooperation.

3. Problems in putting policies into effect. This is the central theme arising from this review.

Three major sub-themes emerged here: repeatedly, under-resourcing was a problem; measuring the effectiveness of policy changes was difficult because a good outcome for a given might not be easily measurable, like a conviction; and the problem of changing the culture of an organisation.

Theme 1: The changing nature of DV
McPhee et al., 2021 conducted an extensive review of case attrition data across several forces in the UK. 

A minor but significant finding is that while male and female perpetrators are similarly likely to have mental health issues, in this study, female victims were 2-3 times as likely as male victims to have such problems. How mental health issues were assessed is unclear: is it self-report, medical record, or officer assessment? A good policy would ask officers to consider whether they are biased in being more likely to see men as rational and women as mentally unwell. 

Another aspect of this paper - and one which lends some weight to the decision to look at male-on-female DV differently - is that it breaks down reports based on sex. The headline figure is that 20% of perpetrators were female. However, looking at it in more detail, where a female was the perpetrator, there had been previous incidents between the parties where the man was the perpetrator in more than half of cases. 

Women were far more likely to be the victim of multiple incidents of recorded DV, especially where there had been a conviction. The evidence in this paper suggests that male-on-female DV and female-on-male DV are very different crimes. Interestingly, the study found that male-on-female violence is more likely to be prosecuted, but this is perhaps because physical assault is more likely to be prosecuted, too. 

In terms of this dissertation, there are valuable lessons to be learned here about what a good DV policy should look like. One thing is that that headline figure of 20% - or other versions of the same sort of statistic - gets carried forward into training and policy, much of which centres on taking violence against men seriously. While it should be taken seriously, it has to be seen in the context of the fact that where men report women being abusive, more often than not, those men have, themselves, been abusive in the past. In particular, officers need to think about whether such complaints are genuine or part of a pattern of male abuse. 

Theme 2: Policing Difficulties
Bates and Hester, writing in 2020, provide an overview of this theme. The paper is almost a historical artefact now - the data used are from a decade ago - but indicates the difficulty in developing model policies and procedures in this area. 

In particular, the study looks at how civil and criminal proceedings are intertwined in the field of domestic violence. However, it uses data from 2014 (quantitative data) through to 2016 (interviews and qualitative data) when the Government introduced a Bill to amend the law in this area. Since then, the details of the law have changed, but the same themes have emerged, so there are some valuable insights. 

One especially valuable insight is how patchily the civil and criminal systems connect. For example, the authors draw attention to “a mismatch in approaches to domestic violence between the family and criminal courts”. Moreover, simple, practical problems are shown: a case is highlighted of it working well where the civil courts inform the police of (in general terms) restraining orders directly and centrally so that they know if there is a call and know to monitor the address; however, this often does not happen. Resolving such a difficulty would not be entirely within the power of a police force. 

The study also shows that the shifting burden of proof between civil and criminal law is confusing for victims and police. It opens the way to possible abuse by a perpetrator, obtaining a civil order that is then criminally enforced. Another area that causes concern is that while victims like the way that the civil orders give them control, they also fear the consequences of criminalising their partners, with the sense that because they have power, it is much more their choice. 

Theme 3: Making a policy effective
Assessing how effective a policy has been is far from straightforward. As McPhee et al., 2021, point out, simply because there are not that many convictions, or even prosecutions, or even that many incidents that reach the threshold to be recorded as "crime", it doesn't mean that the system isn't working. Often, a victim has other reasons than wanting a conviction for reporting to the police. For example, they might want to pull the perpetrator up short and make them think seriously about their behaviour, or they might want to save the relationship. Also, most withdrawn cases are withdrawn because the victim withdraws support. 

The study found that this sets up a clash with police, who are often target-driven. Knowing, as they do, that the odds are it will fizzle out into nothing because it is perceived as just a domestic, there is a nudge towards not having it on the books. This is an area where training and policy could help because even though it might not make the figures look good, it is the right outcome to treat all incidents seriously. 

In terms of its relevance to this dissertation, one obvious thing from Bates and Hester is that sound training in this area also needs to be detailed and nuanced. Another is that officers have a lot of discretion, so cultural and procedural shifts are required. Finally, the simple fact of the number of different initiatives in this area brings home that whatever the policy is, regular review and reinforcement of it is necessary because of the rapidity of developments in the law. 
 
Brennan et al., (2021) examine this difficulty in more detail. While it only looks at one small aspect of DV, coercive control, it does so in a very detailed and analytical way. In particular, it takes many police forces and examines arrests for coercive control before and after "model" training was given force-wide. 

The results are interesting because, as expected, there was a considerable increase in the number of arrests, but much of the increase happened in the six-month run-up to the training being given. The authors cannot say why this happened but speculate that it was because there was a cultural shift with the forces being aware that they would be scrutinised - the so-called "anticipation effect". One could infer from this that it was at least possible that awareness training alone in areas that are culturally impacted - as DV is - would bring about improvement. 

The study is also interesting because it finds that the effects of the training fade away over time, from around eight months. “In the eight months following the initiation of training, relative rates of arrests were, in general, statistically significantly higher than yet-to-be-trained forces. After approximately eight months, the relative rate of arrests began to decrease.” Again, this feeds the inference that continual awareness of the topic is what keeps at least arrests happening. While an arrest is not necessarily a “good” outcome, it is a reasonable inference that a good policy would have an iterative approach to training, so that regular revisits and, vitally, scrutiny of actions, keep the subject of DV in officers’ minds. 

An alternative possibility is that the training stopped delivering increased arrests because officers were proactively policing. There is some evidence for this, in that the authors found that arrest was not necessarily a “good” outcome, and there was evidence that officers successfully spotted the offenders who needed arrest - such as those who were violent. This is an area that will need to be considered further. 

The model training here included things intended to produce a cultural shift, such as appointing champions within each force. This model will likely help decide whether Gwent policies are state of the art.

Another interesting study is Henning et al., 2021. This is an American study which looks at how DV is policed from a very different perspective. It seeks to use a model to predict, at the first response stage, how likely it is that a given perpetrator will recidivate. 

This seems counterintuitive to the narrative that all DV should be taken seriously. Still, the paper points out that criminalising a first-time DV perp might be counterproductive: his brush with the law might drive him to further incidents: "Being arrested, booked into jail, prosecuted, and convicted can have an iatrogenic effect on some individuals via lost employment opportunities, financial strain, housing instability, and reduced social support".

In the report, the police force considered having the resources to respond appropriately to about 1 in 10 reported incidents. They got 3000 - 6000 reports and could respond to about 400-600 of them. They, therefore, had to prioritise. 

The suggested course of action here seeks to build on some significant differences between DV and most other crimes. In DV, there is rarely any doubt about the identity of the suspect. The authors of the report analysed pre-existing factors that would be known about a perpetrator and their victims. For example, age, ethnicity, previous reports of violence, prior convictions, known MH issues, whether there were children, how many, and who those children were, drug or alcohol abuse, and so on. They also factored in things about the incident itself - injuries sustained, use of weapons and so on. 

The study found strong predictive ability in this model, something not improved upon much by, for example, interviews with the victim. 

It is, therefore, worth considering whether a DV policy on the type of response should include some sort of automated triage of the suspect. 

Hamilton, Harris and Powell, 2019, focus on Australia, but it is relevant to this dissertation because it looks at how to deal with high-profile or repeat DV instances. 

The programme being looked at, Alexis, ran in one state. It has some similarities with the MARAC system in England and Wales. 

The study is qualitative in nature - it looked at perspectives and perceptions of the professionals involved, It did not look at outcomes, such as more arrests or reduced recidivism, in a structured or quantitative way. Those interviewed included social workers, police, key workers and members of child protection services. 

Stakeholders in the police in particular reported that more widely in the force, the initiative had found favour because a smaller number of better trained individuals were dealing with the more high profile DV incidents. This meant lower stress for other officers, whose workload was reduced. 

Improved collaboration was noted, largely as a result of embedding staff from different teams, such as police and social workers, together, and colocation of those responsible, so that each was aware of ongoing issues: “members emphasised that co-location was most effective when social workers were embedded within a police team (as opposed to a multidisciplinary hub model)”. Having an embedded social worker relieved the police of many duties for which they felt ill qualified, leaving them more free to do actual police work. In addition, repeat incidents were more likely to be disclosed to social workers than to the police, so reporting improved. 

Respondents strongly felt that having a social worker embedded in the police was preferable to colocation at a multidisciplinary hub. However, the report warns that this can result in the social worker feeling disempowered or talked over. 

Meetings regularly were felt to be beneficial but best practice, according to this report, would ensure that all voices were equally heard, with chairing and an agenda to enable this. Some agencies were inclined to sit on information, rather than dealing with it. Finally, there were issues of accountability. For example, some agencies repeatedly missed the meetings and this was an area where there needs to be senior accountability. And there was no good means of following up promised actions. 

Another really interesting feature is that each "address" was owned by a specific officer within the force, rather than being part of the general free-for-all of response policing. This led to better outcomes, participants felt, with more proactive approaches and officers actively reporting keeping an ear out for one of "their" addresses. Officers reported having a sense of emotional attachment that they didn't get with the more usual approach of dealing with things on an incident by incident basis. Especially in the light of DV against women, which is more likely to be repeated, and where the women might be reported as perpetrators after a string of victimisations, this is useful and relevant to good policy. 

Other benefits of the model were felt to be in improved careers, with a specialism developing. However, a drawback was that it was felt that the system worked because of good resourcing, which is likely to present more significant challenges in the UK in 2024 than in Australia in 2019.

CONCLUSION
The literature in this area is vast, and only a tiny fraction of it is reviewed here. Other papers are listed in the bibliography. 

Themes that emerge are that there is a huge gap between making a policy and that policy being effective. Some of the barriers will be beyond the scope of a written document, and some would be, probably, prohibitively expensive to address. However, the overall conclusion is that there is plenty of academic study out there, but none that looks at individual police force’s policies, training and implementation. 

