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Research Question:

Is domestic abuse a gender-based crime?

To meet the above aim, there will be three specific objectives namely:
1. To define the term domestic abuse and identify its prevalence within the UK.
2. To explore the explanations of why domestic abuse is predominantly a female centred form of victimisation.
3. To evaluate public perception on why they believe women are targeted more often, in comparison to men. 

The ONS (2021), police records state that 1,453 867 abuse related incidents were recorded in March 2023. Despite a 0.8% decrease in cases compared to the year 2022, domestic abuse cases are still a contemporary issue. Additionally, Bhatia et al., (2021), communicates that domestic abuse encompasses various forms of physical, emotional, and economic abuse within intimate relationships. Wilcox et al., (2021) notes that the key tactic is the use of isolation, whereby victims are deliberately cut off from external support systems, such as friends and family. Impacts of domestic abuse include depression, low self-esteem, poor academic results, poor physical and mental health (Women’s Aid, 2017).  In the United Kingdom, domestic abuse is still a prevalent matter that affects people from a wide range of demographic backgrounds, with women being the most frequent targets (Aldridge, 2021). 

To define the term domestic abuse and identify its prevalence within the UK. A range of scholars’ research has been explored within the paper. Nonetheless, Hadjimatheou (2023) notes that in the United Kingdom alone, there have been significant modifications to the legal definition of domestic abuse. The HM Government (2018, p.13) defines domestic abuse as "Any incident or pattern of incidents of controlling, coercive, threatening behaviour, violence, or abuse between those aged 16 and over who are, or have been, intimate partners or family members regardless of gender or sexuality." As a result, the term encompasses a wide variety of violence and behaviour such as intimate partner violence (IPV), sibling abuse, elder abuse, adolescent-to-parent violence, and 'crimes of honour' such as forced marriage and female genital mutilation (FGM) (Robinson, 2018). The Domestic Abuse Act 2021 reformed the definition of domestic abuse to transform the ambiguity of the definition regarding the term ‘abuse’. The Home Office (2022) states that the current definition under the Act is, “An abhorrent crime perpetrated on victims and their families by those who should love and care for them”.  The statutory definition emphasises the concept that abuse is not only a physical act. However, Walklate et al., (2022) communicates that the early definitions of domestic abuse frequently overlooked the gendered aspect of the crime. Bishop (2022) emphasises that control and coercion are critical components and draws attention to the power dynamics present in domestic violence. This concept emphasises how abusive relationships may be manipulative, with one partner using a variety of strategies to gain control over the other that go beyond physical violence. 

Different factors enhance the prevalence of domestic abuse. One modern element impacting the prevalence of domestic violence is the financial burden brought on by world events like recessions or public health emergencies. For example, the coronavirus pandemic played a major role in the inability to report and record cases of domestic abuse. In June 2020 there was a 7% increase in domestic abuse cases (Crime Journal, 2023). Academic scholar Halford et al., (2020) communicates that crime was affected negatively by the pandemic as he derived his research from the mobility theory of crime. In relation to domestic abuse, the model suggests that victims were more susceptible to domestic abuse as they were legally obliged to stay home and spend more time in proximity of the abuser. Consequently Hodgkinson (2023) states that police intervention was made difficult as reporting and recording of domestic abuse cases were illegal due to social distancing restrictions. The Office for National Statistics (2020) reported that “It is not possible to determine what the impact coronavirus pandemic may have had on the increases in 2020”. Additionally, Wilcox et al., (2021), states that the universality of domestic abuse in the United Kingdom is underscored by the fact that it cuts across socioeconomic classes, cultural backgrounds, and educational levels. Leitão (2021) argues that cultural norms and expectations may contribute to the perpetuation of abusive behaviours, influencing victims' reluctance to report incidents or seek help. Lori Heise (2023) centred her research on gender violence and health and concluded that to substantially reduce victimisation and interpersonal violence (IPV) in low resource settings, community level norm change is the key to such provisions as community norms are the foundation of the mediation of violence and challenging these attitudes that are engrained regarding interpersonal violence could impact the chances of reducing gender inequality and prevent violence against women and girls. Contributing to the misrepresentation of recorded domestic abuse cases, consequently undermining the prevalence of domestic abuse as a crime within the UK. This shift in the law is a reflection of society's realisation that ending domestic abuse requires a more all-encompassing strategy.


Furthermore, the role of technology in domestic abuse has emerged as a contemporary concern. According to Parliament (2020), perpetrators can easily utilise technology to facilitate harassment, stalking, and monitoring victims. For example, software can be downloaded to track and gather information from a device under false identities. Making it easier for perpetrators of domestic abuse to gather information on their victim and maintain coercive control. Brookfield (2023) communicates those statistics in 2020 displayed that 72% of victims using the Refuge services were subjected to abuse through technology. On the contrary, due to the revisions to the definition of domestic abuse, encouraged by the Domestic Abuse Bill 2019-21, provides further protection for witnesses and victims in court. Although the Bill does not explicitly state the role that technology has in domestic abuse cases. The Bill is designed to combat modern forms of crime such as cybercrime (Parliament, 2020). Arguably highlighting the fact that the unambiguity of the definition is positive because the definition does not encompass a specific offence but rather covers a range of criminal actions, including stalking and harassment. 

The crucial aspect of the universality of domestic abuse is its impact on diverse demographic groups. Walklate et al., (2022) revealed that domestic abuse cuts across socioeconomic classes, affecting individuals regardless of their educational background, income level, or employment status. Skinner et al., (2021) reiterates Walklate et al., (2022) argument by stating that this challenges the misconception that domestic abuse is confined to certain social strata and underscores the importance of implementing inclusive policies and support systems to address the needs of all survivors. McPherson (2023) highlights financial abuse as a unique and common type in which one spouse takes advantage of differences in income to hold onto power and authority. The use of financial control as a means of maintaining power aligns with Naghizadeh et al., (2021) broader exploration of power dynamics in domestic abuse. This form of abuse is particularly insidious as it goes beyond physical actions and directly impacts a victim's economic independence and well-being.

The hypothesis that "Women are most at risk of male-perpetrated abuse, due to harmful social norms surrounding gender-based violence and to maintain control over female identity, sexuality and stigmatisation" serves as a foundational element in understanding the gendered nature of domestic abuse. This hypothesis posits that women, as a demographic group, are disproportionately affected by domestic abuse, primarily perpetrated by males. Different studies support this hypothesis by examining the widespread impact of detrimental societal norms that fuel the gendered dynamics of domestic violence against women. For example, Naghizadeh et al., (2021) study highlights that various themes and factors contribute to this gender-based phenomenon, including power imbalances, historical inequalities, and harmful stereotypes perpetuated by societal norms against women. According to Nnawulezi and Hacskaylo (2022), conventional ideas of male dominance and female submission have the potential to sustain power disparities and normalise control in close relationships. Contrastingly, Bhatia et al., (2021) present an intriguing perspective challenging the assumption that male offenders are solely responsible for perpetuating. This raises concern, as highlighted in Morrison and Houghton (2023), about the traditional narrative that portrays women exclusively as victims and neither as offenders nor as willing participants in the perpetuation of harmful standards.


The prevalence of gender-based violence is deeply rooted in historical inequalities, where women have been assigned subordinate roles, making them susceptible to various forms of abuse. Moreover, societal expectations regarding female submission and male dominance contribute to a culture that tolerates and perpetuates violence against women. In addition, scholars, Perrin et al., (2019) and Hogan et al., (2022) suggest that domestic abuse committed by males against women is founded in women's unequal place in society and is part of a larger systemic issue of male violence against women and girls. This research project aims to examine why domestic violence is still primarily a gendered crime.

The changing dynamics of gender roles and expectations also play a role in the evolution of crimes, facilitating and keeping domestic abuse as a contemporary issue. Wilcox et al., (2021) suggest that shifts in societal expectations regarding gender roles may contribute to conflicts within relationships, potentially escalating into abusive behaviours. Nonetheless, despite the notion that domestic abuse may affect people of either gender, women or girls are commonly recognised as victims of domestic violence. The Office for National statistics (2022) revealed that, “5.0% of adults (6.9% women and 3.0% male), aged 16 years and over experienced domestic abuse in the year ending March 2022”. Despite the gendered nature of domestic abuse, the underlying causes are varied and multidimensional, suggesting a significant need to research to fill in the gap of knowledge. Correspondingly, Nicholas (2013) states that the feminist movement has been essential in advancing the understanding and defining the term of domestic abuse by advocating for shelters, emotional support for women and had large significance in social change and legal responses to encourage a broader definition of what domestic abuse entails. Feminism therefore has centralised the concept of gender in regard to domestic abuse. Correspondingly Silverio-Murillo et al., (2021) communicates that the feminist idea is that gender-based violence contributes to the subjugation of individuals based on their gender. Accordingly, Heron et al., (2022) define gender-based violence as a systemic issue rooted in unequal power relations between genders. The prevalence of gender-based violence is deeply rooted in historical inequalities, where women have been assigned subordinate roles, making them susceptible to various forms of abuse. Moreover, societal expectations regarding female submission and male dominance contribute to a culture that tolerates and perpetuates violence against women.

Research by McKinlay et al., (2023) highlights that societal standards enhance the complexity of abusive relationships. Stevens et al., (2021) study adds that there are a variety of reasons why people engage in abusive behaviours, such as unresolved traumas, mental health problems, or personal anxieties. However, some researchers regard the understanding of the underlying causes of domestic violence to be more complex when one looks beyond what society considers acceptable. Sharratt et al., (2023) critique the emphasis on norms by arguing that the perception of 'harmful' norms is subjective and culturally contingent. This critique calls for a contextualised approach to understanding the role of social norms in domestic abuse, recognising the fluidity and variability of cultural expectations. The control exercised over a woman's identity and sexuality has frequently been highlighted in research that supports the concept as a crucial component of the gendered nature of domestic violence. Walklate et al., (2022) note that one recurring issue is the disproportionate impact on women, whereby social norms sustain power disparities and enable women to be victims of abuse. This perspective aligns with the broader narrative that positions domestic violence within the framework of entrenched gender norms and power imbalances. Skinner et al. (2021) study, in contrast, presents an intersectional viewpoint and highlights socioeconomic issues as significant determinants of the incidence of domestic violence. Morrison and Houghton (2023) add that the interdependence of several socioeconomic variables indicates that those experiencing financial difficulties can be more vulnerable to violent relationships. In support of these findings is statistics from a report by Reis (2019) that states that women who are in low-income households are 3.5 times more likely to suffer from domestic abuse. In addition, the perspective by Skinner et al., (2021) challenges the exclusive focus on gender dynamics and calls attention to the complex interplay of various factors that contribute to abusive relationships. According to Drotning et al., (2023), attempts to influence and control a partner's identity are often the source of abusive behaviours. This control might appear as a forceful method to limit choices about appearance, attire, and social contacts. On the contrary, research presented by Heron et al., (2022) indicates that male offenders are not the only ones who possess control over their sexuality and identity. Their study calls into question the conventional narrative and calls for a more nuanced view of power dynamics within abusive relationships by highlighting cases in which female abusers also exhibit controlling behaviours.

Different studies show that public perception plays a crucial role in shaping societal attitudes and responses towards gender-based violence. According to Sivarajasingam et al., (2022), one contributing factor to the perception that women are targeted more often is the historical context of gender inequality. Prevailing stereotypes and societal norms often contribute to the perception that women are targeted more frequently than men in instances of gender-based violence. Karlsson et al., (2022) note that this perception is rooted in historical, cultural, and systemic factors that have shaped societal views on gender roles and power dynamics. Throughout history, women have been subjected to systemic discrimination and oppression, reinforcing the notion that they are more vulnerable to violence. Cultural norms and stereotypes depicting women as weaker or more submissive further perpetuate this perception, framing women as the primary victims of gender-based violence.

Scholars, including Barnes and Donovan, (2018) and Hine et al., (2021), communicate that a major issue worth investigating is the stigma associated with men who are victims of domestic violence. The underlying factors contributing to male victims of domestic violence being misrepresented and unspoken for. Highlights a significant gap in research that should be addressed. Societal expectations around masculinity often discourage men from reporting incidents of violence or seeking support, leading to underreporting and a skewed understanding of the prevalence of gender-based violence against men. Studies that provide support frequently highlight how women's stigmatisation plays a role in the gendered character of domestic violence. Wilson and Goodman (2021) contend that hurdles to obtaining treatment may be created for women, in particular by the social stigma associated with reporting abuse. Therefore, Little (2023) adds that breaking out from abusive relationships can be difficult for women due to the entrenched gendered dynamics created by fear of being judged and victimised. On the contrary, male victims of domestic violence are stigmatised, as noted by Kuskoff et al., (2022). Their research casts doubt on the notion that males are invariably the aggressors, emphasising how cultural norms around masculinity may discourage male victims from coming forward with reports of abuse or asking for assistance.

Beyond gender-specific narratives, another point of view emphasises the importance of power relations in comprehending domestic violence. Harman et al., (2021) and Myall et al., (2022) contend that they frequently coincide with more general power disparities, including those based on race, education, and socioeconomic position. According to their findings, focusing just on gender ignores the complicated power dynamics that exist in abusive relationships. Furthermore, Kuskoff and Parsell (2021) refute that violent relationships are the only ones in which power dynamics exist. According to their results, power disparities in relationships can take many different forms and are not always associated with aggressive behaviour (Brodie et al., 2022). This viewpoint calls for a more comprehensive analysis of power dynamics, acknowledging that abuse results from a complex interaction of several causes rather than just power imbalances.

However, some perception notes that both male victims and female perpetrators in domestic violence situations challenge the stereotype of male abusers and female victims. Wörmann et al., (2021) indicate that underreporting and a shortage of resources for male victims may be caused by society's unwillingness to recognise male victimisation. Their research challenges the deeply held belief that males are not victims of domestic abuse and calls for a more inclusive discourse on the issue. On the contrary, Idriss (2022) investigates situations where women behave abusively. Their research exposes cases in which women use physical force, emotional manipulation, or coercive control, undermining conventional gender norms.
Although the government have implemented schemes such as the domestic abuse plan to combat domestic abuse, the research above highlights the need for further improvement in early police prevention. For example, further steps can be taken to encourage male victims to seek help and come forward. For example, public services educating their workers on the stigma, prevention techniques (register for domestic abuse offenders) and the need for more male based charities.  
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