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Chapter 1 – Introduction
What is the public’s perception of domestic abuse in 2024, and how does this affect criminal offences?
The aim of this dissertation is to investigate the public’s perception of domestic abuse in 2024 and the impact this has on criminal offences. By exploring this topic, it can help to raise awareness of domestic abuse and highlight the importance of addressing this issue.
Domestic abuse is a worldwide issue that affects millions of people, including the United Kingdom, where it is perceived as an issue. It is generally private and usually occurs within the home (Taub, 2020). A general understanding exists, which has been achieved through education and campaigns (Sivarajasingam, et al., 2022). However, most individuals are misunderstanding domestic abuse. For example, what one person may see, another person may see something different, such as domestic abuse, public order, assault, etc, and others may not recognise the signs of domestic abuse, although heard of it (Fox, et al., 2014; Worrall, 2013). Despite efforts to limit it, domestic abuse continues to be a prevalent issue within society. (Kwan, 2009). Within the United Kingdom, there is no evidence of domestic abuse being more prevalent in rural areas compared to cities. Underreporting occurs due to people being ashamed, scared or dependent on the abuser. Therefore, there is no data on localised prevalence (Heron & Eisma, 2021). 
Domestic abuse is defined as one or more incidents of controlling, coercive, threatening, degrading and violent behaviour, which can include sexual violence in most cases between those who are sixteen years old and above. Domestic abuse can be carried out by partners, ex-partners, family members and carers. Both sexes can be perpetrators and victims (Alejo, 2014). There is an increased likelihood for males to be perpetrators of domestic abuse compared to females. Therefore, women generally experience domestic abuse the most (Home Office, 2024b; Matczak, et al., 2011; Lloyd, 2018). However, consideration must be made that same-sex couples, non-binary couples, and men are also at risk of domestic abuse. This can be seen in recent years with the term of domestic abuse evolving into intimate partner violence. In this case, the term domestic abuse incorporates all individuals and types of domestic abuse within the individual's household (Denysschen & Evans, 2022). 
Domestic abuse includes physical and sexual violence and can encompass emotional, financial, and psychological manipulations (Benedictus, et al., 2004). It can cause physical harm, such as minor injuries, severe disabilities and death (Worrall, 2013; Alejo, 2014). Leading to mental and emotional trauma such as depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder and a general decline in their mental well-being (Humphreys & Thiara, 2003). It can cause financial strains to develop because the abuser can control and restrict the victim from spending their money by spending it themselves (Postmus, et al., 2012). If victims need to relocate to get away from the abusers, this will result in a relocation fee (Hirst, 2003; Johnson, 2014). Victims can also lose their jobs (Anderberg & Rainer, 2011). People of all ages, genders and backgrounds can be affected by domestic abuse (Donovan & Hester, 2015; Skafida, et al., 2022), and this can have a long-lasting impact on the victims, their families, and the communities (Hill, 2020).
For centuries, domestic abuse has existed within families and households, especially against women and girls (Foyster, 2005; Delap, 2011). Historically, it was not seen as a crime because it was seen to be a private matter (Irving-Clarke & Henderson, 2020). During the 1970’s the Domestic Violence and Matrimonial Proceedings Act (1976) was introduced and became a turning point. To prevent further violence, this act offered civil protection orders for victims, but mainly for married women (Brophy, 2022). This act came into law at the same time as the beginning of the rise of the women’s liberation movement, which had brought domestic abuse into the public eye (Radford, 2023). In 1986, the Home Office made it mandatory for the police to prioritise the victim's safety in all domestic abuse situations (Walklate, et al., 2022). During the 1990’s, there was a shift, and domestic violence was declared to be a crime (Hague, 2021). Non-molestation orders were introduced, which offered some legal protection (Speed & Richardson, 2022). In 1991, further changes were made as marital rape became illegal in the United Kingdom (Banerjee & Rao, 2022). The Domestic Violence, Crime and Victims Act (2004) expanded these rights, which allowed non-married couples and same-sex couples to get protection orders and harsher penalties were introduced if they were breached (Bates & Hester, 2020). From 2010 to 2024, the focus broadened, and children are now seen as victims of domestic abuse. This is because children who witness domestic abuse can become mentally affected, and further health issues can develop. This can have a significant impact on children and can cause them to be at risk of similar experiences in the future (Worrall, 2013; Reed, 2009). The Domestic Abuse Act (2021) was introduced and established during this time, and further support systems were offered for victims, such as counselling, Women’s Aid, etc (Chantler, et al., 2023). Throughout previous centuries, this type of violence has been mainly ignored by society and the law (Freeman, 1989). For example, for centuries, parents and family members were allowed to hit and smack children to discipline and control them (Talbot, 2009; Bunting, et al., 2010). However, The Children’s Act (2022) came into force, and under this law, it means that no parent, family member or anyone can physically abuse a child, including hitting and slapping. This law protects all children from abuse (Home Office, 2023a; Gorczowska, 2022). This demonstrates that the perception of domestic abuse from 1970 to 2024 is evolving within society and will have a direct impact on the number of domestic abuse cases as thresholds decrease and more people are protected (Zorza, 1992).
Perceptions have a direct impact on domestic abuse and how it is reported to the police (Heron & Eisma, 2021). This perception changes with society and is influenced by campaigns such as Neighbourhood Watch, Woman’s Aid, ManKind Initiative and many more (Hill, 2020). The media plays a role in changing perception as it informs the public by providing accurate and sensitive representations of the crime (Burrell & Dhir, 2023).  Perceptions are cultural, incorporating society, but can also be family groups. As the United Kingdom is a multicultural nation, there will be variations in the idea of domestic abuse, which will have a direct impact on the number of cases being reported (Robinson, 2020). Cultural beliefs can stem from many areas, such as family dynamics and regions. These perceptions are generally passed down through generations. However, with a change in circumstances or changes in society, domestic abuse can be better understood and reported appropriately (Hill, 2020). Perceptions can also be individual. This is directly affected by the cultural norms of the person and their family. However, even when domestic abuse is understood and is not tolerated within the family dynamics, individuals can become victims of domestic abuse. They can go into denial, even when they are aware of the signs in others (Irving & Liu, 2020). Cultural and individual understanding of domestic abuse has a direct impact on the amount of reporting done to the police and will directly affect the records of criminal offences (Hewitt, 2023).
The wider community can be impacted by domestic abuse because law enforcement, healthcare services and social services all incur a significant amount of costs when they deal with domestic abuse cases (Walby, 2004). Victims are unable to get the help and support they need due to societal stigmas and the lack of knowledge and understanding (Othman, et al., 2014). Victims and survivors should not be blamed for domestic abuse as it is not their fault, and the public needs to stop victim-blaming (McCleary-Sills, et al., 2016). They should be blaming the abuser for their actions. The public needs to be more empathetic about the situation and should understand that anyone can become a victim of domestic abuse (Rauhaus, et al., 2020).
The perception of domestic abuse can be changed through public campaigns and conversations (Bovill & White, 2002). Victims could receive more support and funding, such as shelters, helplines and counselling sessions. With these resources in place, victims can be better equipped to escape (Dudley, 2017). Victims and abusers can reduce domestic abuse by openly communicating. This communication needs to be non-abusive and offer help, support and guidance from professionals such as doctors and counsellors. Victims need to feel more open about reporting domestic abuse crimes to the police (Mackenzie, et al., 2019). To reduce further occurrences, individuals could be educated about healthy relationships and the early signs of abuse (Fox, et al., 2014). Victims could receive support through open discussions with their families, schools and communities. These discussions could encourage victims to report abuse (Sivarajasingam, et al., 2022). Training should be given to all professionals, such as law enforcement, medical personnel, social workers and teachers, to help them identify any signs of abuse so that they can provide help and support (Sohal, et al., 2020). To hold abusers accountable for their crimes, legal frameworks need to be strengthened, such as legislation and enforcement measures (Matczak, et al., 2011). Campaigns could be run to challenge the misconception of domestic abuse and highlight that any form of domestic abuse is a breach of the law and that individuals committing this crime should be brought before the justice system (Mayhew & Jahankhani, 2020).
With the increase of the public's general understanding and recognition, there is an increased response to domestic abuse situations, and the public is encouraged to not put themselves or others at risk. However, there is a need to understand that domestic abuse is everyone’s responsibility, so once witnessed, help needs to be given (Davis, 2019).




















Chapter 2 – Literature Review
The literature shows some statistics between the years 2022 to 2023, and the following statistics show at the end of March 2021, the Office for National Statistics stated that the police recorded domestic abuse-related crimes, and the statistics show that it had risen by 6% to 845,743 in England and Wales. Police officers made thirty-three arrests per one hundred domestic abuse-related crimes at the end of March 2021. This is the same as the previous year 2020 (Office for National Statistics, 2021a). At the end of March 2022, the Office for National Statistics stated that 5% of adults aged sixteen years and above (2.4 million) had experienced domestic abuse within the last year. The prevalence of domestic abuse did not have any significant changes by adults from the age of sixteen to fifty-nine years old who had experienced domestic abuse within the last year, compared to the end of March 2020, which was unaffected by the coronavirus and the previous time data was collected. During the end of March 2022, the police recorded 1,500,369 domestic abuse-related incidents and crimes. However, 910,980 of these were recorded as domestic abuse-related crimes in England and Wales (Office for National Statistics, 2022b). At the end of March 2023, the Office for National Statistics stated an estimate of 2.1 million people aged sixteen and above (1.4 million women and 751,000 men) who experienced domestic abuse in England and Wales. Again, the prevalence of domestic abuse experienced did not have any significant changes within the last year, compared to the previous year. At the end of March 2023, the police recorded 889,918 domestic abuse-related crimes, which was similar to the previous year. However, these statistics exclude Devon and Cornwall. At the end of March 2023, there were 51,288 domestic abuse-related prosecutions, compared to 53,207 in March 2022 in England and Wales (Office for National Statistics, 2023c). This indicates that domestic abuse is an ongoing issue within the United Kingdom, and as attitudes are potentially changing, there seems to be a reduction in domestic abuse cases. However, this information does not take into consideration the idea of the perception of domestic abuse. For example, is the United Kingdom becoming more tolerant of domestic abuse and is reporting it less? The effects of the COVID-19 pandemic are also worth considering, as this was an abnormal time for gathering data (Sivarajasingam, et al., 2022). 
To understand domestic abuse, it is necessary to review the literature.
Domestic abuse within the literature states that it is a pattern of assaultive and coercive behaviours that include physical, sexual and psychological abuse within relationships (Moreira & Costa, 2021; Badeness-Sastre, et al., 2024). It is a severe global issue that has a widespread of public health and social issues (Badeness-Sastre, et al., 2024; Moreira & Costa, 2021). According to (Juarros-Bassterretxea, et al., 2024), there are times when women will hesitate to report any domestic abuse to the police. If mild abuse takes place frequently, it can be normalised by the individuals, even though it is illegal. However, if any of the domestic abuse incidents taking place are severe, then the victims are more inclined to report it to the police. (Juarros-Bassterretxea, et al., 2024) suggests that increasing understanding of domestic abuse and the legal framework that protects the victims would increase the amount of reporting to the police.
The literature review highlighted several key themes that are worth exploring. The key themes that will be explored include gender, age and culture. Another critical aspect that continued to arise was the issue of underreporting.
Gender was one of the main themes that was prevalent within the literature. The literature shows that men perceive domestic abuse as less severe than women, as they have lower severity levels and concerns when it comes to domestic abuse (Badeness-Sastre, et al., 2024). When women are victims of domestic abuse, they are less likely to accept and justify it if it is not severe enough. However, when domestic abuse incidents are severe, they will be more inclined to accept and justify it (Badeness-Sastre, et al., 2024; Grembi, et al., 2024). This understanding of domestic abuse was linked to ingrained perceptions within the culture, and there was a link between lower reporting of domestic abuse and traditional gender roles (Badeness-Sastre, et al., 2024), especially when the culture has a bias to normalise abuse towards women over men. In such cases, victim blaming, excusing perpetrators, sexism and rape myths all contribute to ensuring that reporting remains low and that the perception of domestic abuse remains on the individual being victimised and not the perpetrator (Badeness-Sastre, et al., 2024). Reporting is further reduced when the culture prevents the police from acting and proves a pointless exercise when domestic abuse is reported or worse, there is increased hostility towards the victim (Juarros-Basterretxea, et al., 2024). This emphasises the role of perception not only by the individual but also by the culture itself. Gender roles also have the effect of reducing the likelihood of male victims of domestic abuse understanding or feeling comfortable reporting due to the risk of being stereotyped as less masculine or weak (Margherita, et al., 2021).
Age is another theme, and it is important because, according to (Chandan, et al., 2020), domestic abuse is a public health issue globally, and children can be maltreated in domestic abuse situations. The literature also highlights that children in these situations can develop social, psychological and physical health issues. According to (Iob, et al., 2020), adults who are involved in domestic abuse incidents are at increased risk of self-harming themselves, being anxious and depressed and having suicidal thoughts. According to (Lonbay & Southhall, 2024), elderly people also experience domestic abuse. However, they are usually overlooked because younger adults are generally seen as experiencing domestic abuse the most. The literature by (Davidge, 2022) shows that females aged sixteen to twenty-four are generally domestically abused the most, compared to those aged between twenty-five and sixty-five and above. The literature also shows that males aged fifty and above are likely to be domestically abused, compared to those aged sixteen to forty-nine years old. Women’s Aid carried out a survey in 2022 regarding attitudes towards domestic abuse in the United Kingdom, and the literature highlights that young people, especially young men, need to be further educated on topics related to the understanding and recognition of harmful behaviours towards women. The survey indicates that young women generally hold strong negative attitudes towards specific scenarios such as marital rape, a husband slapping his wife, controlling behaviour and a husband monitoring his wife’s clothing choices after she had cheated on him. However, they are less likely to perceive certain behaviours as incredibly wrong compared to the older age groups. Gender and age are very closely linked to the variations in attitudes. Older adults and those with higher levels of formal education are more likely to recognise harmful behaviours. The literature emphasises how complicated age is as a demographic factor. There is a need for further analysis to understand the reasons for these attitudes and perceptions (Davidge, 2022).
The perception of domestic abuse is significantly influenced by culture. This is evident when looking at the language used in victim blaming, such as you must have sent mixed messages, or they should have left the relationship sooner. This language indicates the perception of the culture while also increasing the likelihood of continuation of abuse. However, (Badeness-Sastre, et al., 2024) argue that perception can also have the opposite effect and prevent abuse. When people are properly educated and have a good understanding, it can reduce abusive practices by changing the culture and reducing the amount of victim blaming. In their 2024 study, (Juarros-Basterretxea, et al., 2024) discuss the cultural impact of reporting domestic violence to the police. The research shows that people's perception of the outcomes after reporting plays a crucial role in their decision to report abuse in the first place. Interestingly, the study reveals that this perception of reporting not only relates to the police but also includes other professionals, such as psychologists and therapists, who are bound by confidentiality. This highlights a systemic cultural issue where domestic abuse is often seen as unreportable despite legal protections for the victims. In order to address domestic abuse, policies need to be created. The media also have a role in making the public socially aware of domestic abuse (Moreira & Costa, 2021). The public’s perception of domestic abuse can influence laws and legislations that are in place to help and protect victims, as well as increasing the encouragement of reporting domestic abuse incidents (Grembi, et al., 2024). According to (Grembi, et al., 2024), when dealing with domestic abuse, it is essential to understand the seriousness and consequences of the suspect's behaviours. It highlights that reporting domestic abuse is impacted by the public’s perception and gender stereotypes and changes to perceptions need to be made for victims to take control, come forward and report domestic abuse. The literature suggests that stereotypes should be targeted through domestic abuse campaigns, and the media has an influence in shaping gender roles. It is essential to provide victims with information and available services so that they can receive help and support in relation to domestic abuse. There is a need for future research, and it should focus on understanding personal experiences more and should also include male perceptions and different types of relationships.
The final key theme that will be discussed is underreporting. According to (Juarros-Basterretxea, et al., 2024), the literature shows that women who experience domestic abuse hesitate to report the incidents to the police. However, despite the number of domestic abuse cases against women being reported every year, it is still not being reported enough. Studies have also highlighted that many domestic abuse cases are unreported. The social policies that are in place to help intervene in and prevent domestic abuse are directly impacted when domestic abuse victimisation is underreported. However, there may be a lack of legal knowledge and understanding of domestic abuse, which impacts how domestic abuse is defined as indictable. This can be improved through education, which can help improve the reporting of domestic abuse. Also, future intervention and prevention programs can help women become much more aware of the indictable behaviours regarding domestic abuse, which again can help improve the reporting of domestic abuse incidents. With education and these programs in place, victims of domestic abuse can become more understanding of the law and how it protects them. The literature by (Juarros-Basterretxea, et al., 2024) highlights how important it is to understand the way women perceive domestic abuse and the factors that influence their behaviour when they want help. To change the formal help-seeking processes for victims of domestic abuse, it is crucial to raise awareness of the legal system and the resources available for women and those within the communities. Their study also looked into the underreporting of domestic abuse further and the factors that influence the likelihood of women reporting it to the police. Also, women’s choices to receive help and support from the police can be impacted by formal and informal relationships.
The literature by (Couto, et al., 2024) states police officers and staff face challenges when reporting domestic abuse, significantly when the abuser is associated with law enforcement. It highlights the conflicts and difficulties between personal and professional identities, recognising the fear of sabotaging careers and violating privacy. Therefore, calls for recognition of the vulnerabilities inherent in the police and victims overlap, and this urges researchers, policymakers, and policing institutions to respond to these challenges. According to (Couto, et al., 2024), experiences vary by occupation. Victims within the policing industry face challenges, such as competing identities, privacy concerns and inadequate support. It emphasises that there are obstacles when it comes to reporting abuse, which include the difficulty of recognising it and anxieties of sabotaging careers. (Couto, et al., 2024) suggests that the police image of an ideal victim is influenced by their experiences, and identity can conflict in policing. In the same regard, stereotypes will have a similar effect on underreporting. For example (Grembi, et al., 2024) indicated regional differences in underreporting in Italy were based on gender stereotypes, with stronger stereotypes reducing reporting by victims.
The literature above discussed gender. However, there are some limitations because they were limited to either males only, females only or both (Badeness-Sastre, et al., 2024; Grembi, et al., 2024; Juarror-Basterretxea, et al., 2024; Margherita, et al., 2021). The study that will be conducted will include all genders including same-sex couples and non-binary individuals, which will provide broader perceptions regarding gender and domestic abuse. Also, (Badeness-Sastre, et al., 2024) had twelve studies to review but only analysed six of them. However, the study that will be conducted will have a minimum of one hundred participants and will use its own results.
The literature above discussed age. However, there are some limitations because they either included children only, adults only, elderly individuals only or age groups between the ages of sixteen to sixty-five years and above (Charden, et al., 2020; Iob, et al., 2020; Lonbay & Southall, 2024; Davidge, 2022). The study that will be conducted will include an age range by those completing the survey, and there will be questions regarding children, adults, and the elderly, to combine the perceptions of all age groups. Also, (Longbay & Southall, 2024) conducted a small study. However, the study that will be conducted will have up to a minimum of one hundred participants, which will allow for a larger scale of perceptions regarding age and domestic abuse.
The literature above discusses culture (Badeness-Sastre, et al., 2024; Juarros-Basterretxea., et al., 2024; Moreira & Costa, 2021; Grembi, et al., 2024). However, there are some limitations because studies reviewed by (Basterretxea, et al., 2024) only had Chilean participants and studies carried out by (Grembi, et al., 2024) only had Italian participants. Although the study will be conducted in the United Kingdom, it has a more diverse population. This will allow the public from all ethnicities and cultures, including the travelling community, to participate in the study and will provide a wider perception of culture and domestic abuse.
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Appendices:
Gender: (Prefer not to say)          Age:          Ethnicity: (Prefer not to say)
Where do you live?: (England, Wales, Scotland, Nothern Ireland, Other)
Statement 1: Domestic abuse is a problem in the United Kingdom.
Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, Agree, Strongly Agree
Statement 2: Domestic abuse has increased in the United Kingdom over the last three years.
Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, Agree, Strongly Agree
Statement 3: Domestic abuse has decreased in the United Kingdom over the last three years.
Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, Agree, Strongly Agree
Question 1: Do you feel that you could be a victim of domestic abuse in the future?
Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, Agree, Strongly Agree
Statement 5: Someone you know is likely to be a victim of domestic abuse in the future.
Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, Agree,  Strongly Agree
Statement 6: Domestic abuse is a crime and needs to be reported to the police.
Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, Agree, Strongly Agree
Statement 7: Domestic abuse is a family issue and needs to be resolved within the family.
Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, Agree, Strongly Agree
Statement 8: I would help a female friend experiencing domestic abuse.
Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, Agree, Strongly Agree
Statement 9: I would help a male friend experiencing domestic abuse.
Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, Agree, Strongly Agree
Statement 10: Adults are more likely to be victims of domestic abuse.
Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, Agree, Strongly Agree
Statement 11: Elderly people are more likely to be victims of domestic abuse.
Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, Agree, Strongly Agree
Statement 12: I would help a child experiencing domestic abuse.
Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, Agree, Strongly Agree
Statement 13: Domestic abuse has a negative impact on children.
Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, Agree, Strongly Agree
Question 2: Which cultures do you believe would have a higher chance of domestic abuse?
British, European, Middle Eastern, Asian, African, American, Other: Travelling Community
Question 3: Do you feel that you would recognise the signs of domestic abuse?
Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neither Agree nor Disagree, Agree, Strongly Agree
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