
Domestic violence remains an issue in our society affecting individuals, families and communities profoundly. In this essay I will delve into the complexities surrounding domestic violence incidents. Explore the strategies that have been implemented for effective policing in dealing with such challenging scenarios. I will discuss the research findings and framework shedding light on the complicated dynamics of domestic violence the obstacles to effective policing and innovative approaches to policing responses. My aim is to assess and evaluate the issues surrounding cases of domestic violence.
Domestic abuse encompasses several forms of violence, coercion and control within relationships and is a significant global public health and human rights concern (World Health Organisation, 2020). Despite increased awareness and efforts to address domestic violence it continues to be an issue with far reaching consequences for individuals, families, and communities. Policing domestic violence presents challenges due to factors such as power dynamics, fear of retaliation and societal stigma. This essay will critically examine the hurdles linked with domestic violence while exploring the strategies developed for policing in such challenging circumstances.
Firstly, I will give a brief narrative about a domestic violence incident I responded to recently; one that stands out happened late at night when we received an emergency call.
A man spent the day watching rugby. Came back home intoxicated. After an argument with his son he decided to take a walk. Upon returning he entered the kitchen and resumed arguing with his son. His wife intervened, asking him to refrain from yelling at their son. The situation escalated, leading to the man striking his son in the face. Subsequently the daughter entered the kitchen with her boyfriend following behind. The man then struck the wife in the face. In response the boyfriend intervened by restraining the man and bringing him down to the floor. Following this altercation the woman contacted the police and the man then left the house. Conversations with those involved revealed that this was not the first incident and the man had done this before. However, it was the first time it had been reported. This leads me to the challenges associated with incidents of domestic violence.

Instances of domestic violence often exhibit a cycle where victims endure numerous instances of abuse before seeking help or deciding to leave an abusive relationship (Johnson, 2008). A range of factors such as dependence, housing instability and emotional ties to their abuser contribute to victims’ susceptibility impede their ability to break free from such relationships (Stark, 2010).
Studies indicate that individuals may remain in situations because they encounter obstacles to leaving, such as support systems, concerns about homelessness and financial constraints (Cattaneo & Goodman 2005). Moreover, issues like substance abuse, mental health challenges and past violent behaviours heighten the likelihood of recurring offences intensify the vulnerability of those affected (Johnson & Hotton 2003). Regarding the incident mentioned earlier the victims informed the police that similar occurrences had occurred several times in the past. However, they were unable to provide an exact number of incidents. The wife involved in this case was unemployed and the house was in her husband’s name adding to the difficulties associated with moving out mentioned above. 
Furthermore, it is evident from the incident that cases of domestic violence are significantly underreported. Many victims hesitate to seek help from authorities due to concerns about retaliation, dependence on the abuser and emotional manipulation (Felson & Outlaw 2007). Research reveals that only a small fraction of domestic violence incidents are reported to the police highlighting a disparity between actual abuse incidents and reporting rates (Rennison, 2003). Victims often encounter barriers that prevent them from reporting. There are worries regarding safety, privacy, and potential repercussions for both individuals and their children (Johnson & Hotton 2003). Factors such as cultural norms, gender dynamics and the societal stigma surrounding domestic violence can deter victims from seeking help and utilising support services (Kirkwood & McKinlay 2019). In addition, domestic violence occurs within the private realm of more intimate relationships making it challenging for the police to gather evidence and intervene effectively (Dutton, 2006). The complexities of abusive relationships, characterised by manipulation, coercion and psychological control complicate the process of investigation and hinder victims’ ability to disclose the abuse (Stark, 2007). The absence of any visible injuries, witnesses and supporting evidence further complicates the police’s ability to validate claims and take action against perpetrators (Johnson & Hotton 2003). Although the lack of physical evidence does not diminish the gravity of abuse or its impact on victims, it poses a challenge in securing convictions and ensuring accountability (Johnson, 2008).

Evaluating the danger to victims and anticipating the escalation of domestic violence is vital for the police but it also presents a formidable challenge (Campbell, Webster & Glass 2009). Risk assessment needs to consider complex factors like the presence of firearms, previous threats, and past police involvement (Dutton, 2006). Keeping victims safe during and after police intervention requires careful planning and coordination with emergency services especially in high-risk situations with immediate danger (Cattaneo & Goodman 2005). Research shows that risk assessment tools and safety plans can differ greatly among police forces emphasising the importance of standardised protocols and comprehensive training for all police officers (Campbell et al., 2009).

This brings us to another issue. Police forces often face constraints in terms of staff training resources and funding to address domestic violence effectively (Johnson & Hotton 2003). Limited resources can impact the speed and quality of police responses as well as the availability of victim support services (Stark, 2010). The lack of training for officers handling domestic violence cases could hinder their ability to identify signs of abuse, communicate with victims effectively and apply trauma informed approaches (Cattaneo & Goodman 2005). Continuous training and professional development opportunities are crucial for enhancing officers understanding of domestic violence dynamics and equipping them with the skills to respond appropriately (Campbell et al., 2009).
One instance highlighting the lack of training in the police is the requirement for police officers to undergo first aid training annually whereas there is no mandatory training provided for handling domestic violence situations.
Training police officers is a strategy in addressing instances of domestic violence effectively. It is essential to offer training that focuses on raising awareness about domestic violence, utilising trauma informed approaches and enhancing communication skills with victims (Johnson & Hotton 2003). Training initiatives should emphasise enhancing officers’ understanding of the dynamics of domestic violence, implementing risk assessment methods and adopting strategies to support victims (Campbell et al., 2009). Ongoing training and opportunities for professional development are essential to ensure that police officers stay updated on best practices and emerging trends in managing domestic violence incidents (Dutton, 2006). However substantial investments are required to ensure that training remains consistent and current.
Apart from educating police officers it could be argued that educating and informing the community at large about domestic violence is equally important. Involving the community as a whole through special programs, awareness campaigns and educational initiatives plays a role in preventing domestic violence and promoting early intervention (Stark, 2010).
Efforts within the community focus on removing the stigma around domestic violence, increasing awareness about support resources and empowering individuals to identify signs of abuse and seek help (Johnson, 2008). Police can work with schools, faith-based groups and other stakeholders in order to facilitate conversations, dispel myths, and create a supportive atmosphere for survivors (Cattaneo & Goodman 2005). Police community support officers – PCSOs – and school liaison officers work in collaboration with local primary school and comprehensive schools in the hope to initiate these conversations and dispel the myths surrounding domestic violence. PCSOs and school liaison officers will go into schools and do whole school assemblies or small class group sessions on domestic abuse or domestic violence. If this is done effectively and frequently enough then the pupils attending these schools will become educated about domestic violence and what they can do to help or how they can spot the signs of it and report it.

Establishing partnerships with support services like shelters, counselling services, legal aid organisations and victim advocacy groups plays an important role in effectively addressing cases of domestic violence (Stark, 2010). Collaborative efforts allow seamless referrals, access to resources and coordinated responses that ensure the safety and wellbeing of victims (Cattaneo & Goodman 2005). Interagency partnerships enable the police and other agencies to tap into expertise from different fields to offer comprehensive support to survivors (Campbell et al., 2009) including making referrals to Multi Agency Risk Assessment Conferences (MARAC) and early help programs. 

Furthermore, implementing standardised risk assessment protocols and safety planning procedures enhances the ability of the police to evaluate the level of risk faced by victims and devise appropriate intervention strategies (Johnson, 2008). Risk evaluation tools should consider aspects such as the presence of firearms, a history of domestic violence and the vulnerability of the victim. These factors help in making decisions and prioritising cases based on the level of risk (Campbell et al., 2009). Safety planning involves collaborating with victims to develop strategies to reduce risk, access support services and establish safety measures (Dutton, 2006). The National Decision Making Model (NDM) is a tool utilised by the police. According to the College of Policing (2024) the NDM can be applied to all decision-making requirements. It comprises of six components that are applicable in incidents of domestic violence. The six components are gather information and intelligence, assess threat and risk and develop a working strategy, consider powers and policy, identify options and contingencies, take action and review, and these five components encircle the code of ethics – ethical guidelines and guidance for behaviour.
Finally, the use of technology like body worn cameras, digital evidence collection tools and specialised risk assessment software enhances the effectiveness of policing in instances of domestic violence (Campbell et al., 2009). Technology helps in documenting incidents, preserving evidence and enhancing transparency in police practises (Dutton, 2006). In addition, implementing evidence-based strategies such as mandatory arrest of perpetrators of domestic violence and specialised courts for handling domestic violence cases reinforces legal responses and ensures accountability for offenders’ actions (Johnson, 2008). In order to document domestic violence cases police officers are required to activate their body worn cameras on attendance at every domestic abuse call.
In conclusion, dealing with cases of domestic violence poses challenges for the police and other agencies that require comprehensive plans and collaborative efforts to ensure effective policing and support for victims. Enhancing the reporting process, refining risk evaluation procedures, providing training and resources and engaging with the community are actions that the police and external parties can take to combat domestic violence and empower victims. Using PCSOs and school liaison officers can be an effective way of reaching out to pupils and help to empower them to spot the signs of domestic abuse and take action. Despite the complexities involved ongoing initiatives to improve police practices and response strategies are essential in addressing the issue of domestic violence and fostering safer communities for everyone.
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In this essay I will reflect on an incident where I played a significant role. I will provide an overview of the incident and discuss and review the different approaches utilised by the police and other organisations when dealing with vulnerable individuals. My focus will be on assessing how these agencies offer support and assistance to those in need of protection. Additionally, I will explore and examine the strategies for handling repeat offenders and victims. To accomplish this I will analyse historic incidents alongside the one that I personally attended to illustrate how the application of evidence based policing is used to improve the way we police today.

Firstly, I would like to begin by defining what vulnerability means. According to the College of Policing vulnerability is described as a state where an individual is unable to safeguard themselves or others from harm or exploitation due to their situation or circumstances. This implies that vulnerability can vary depending on the situation and does not solely depend on factors like age or physical disability.
It is a mix of the situation they are in and their ability to protect themselves that determines whether someone is vulnerable. In policing situations they use the THRIVE acronym. This approach will be explained below.

Let me share an account of an incident that I attended. A male in his late 50s was being harassed by a group of young people. While he was on holiday his Ring doorbell was ripped from his front door. In addition to this, his lounge windows and front door were being repeatedly knocked on without anyone being there when he opened the door. His front door was also vandalised. During one of these incidents he confronted a small group of youths who then fled towards a nearby shopping centre car park. Since his living room faced the front of the house he would sit watching TV and notice shadows outside and so he knew that someone would be knocking on his window or door. This constant fear and intimidation began to affect him.

After studying incidents and their impact on communities the series of events mentioned above raised concerns. It started showing similarities to cases, like Fiona Pilkington (2007) and David Askew (2010). Both situations originated from instances of harassment and the fact that the incidents were dealt with in isolation. While I will not go into the specifics of these cases here it is worth mentioning that both incidents eventually involved the IPCC. They became nationwide news. The incident that I attended could have had a significant impact on the community if not promptly and properly dealt with.

When responding to any incident the police follow the THRIVE approach. This acronym stands for threat, harm, risk, investigation, vulnerability and engagement. According to His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire and Rescue Service (2023) THRIVE is a framework utilised to determine the police response to a call. It enables an evaluation of the risk associated with the call while prioritising the victims needs. This means that the specific needs of the individual is put at ‘the centre of that decision.’

The THRIVE approach that the police use to support individuals involves four key steps. Firstly, identifying the persons vulnerabilities; secondly, understanding how these vulnerabilities contribute to harm or risk in a given situation; thirdly, assess and evaluate the level of risk involved; and finally taking necessary and appropriate action as outlined by College of Policing (2021).
However this approach is not exhaustive. The appropriate actions and responses are determined by the attending officers themselves rather than following a theoretical guideline. It relies on the professional judgment of the officers allowing them to adapt and be responsive and flexible. This flexibility enables them to conduct dynamic risk assessments that can evolve as the situation progresses.

When responding to incidents officers refer to the National Decision Making Model (NDM) as illustrated in the image below sourced from the College of Policing website.

The NDM is specifically designed for policing purposes. There are models, like the Joint Decision Model (JDM) and Joint Emergency Services Interoperability Programme (JESIP) for collaborative decision making with other services. The JDM incorporates elements from NDM however the code of ethics is not at the centre – it is ‘working together, saving lives, reducing harm.’ Within the NDM framework there are five strands. The second one involves assessing threats and risks and developing a working strategy. Making decisions that are rational, effective and defensible can be particularly challenging in policing due to its inherently uncertain nature (College of Policing 2023).

Shifting focus towards evidence based policing and how evidence can be used to enhance the services to support victims and vulnerable individuals.
Recently universities and experts in criminology, sociology and psychology have explored and researched into policing practices. Before looking into several developed approaches based on research it is crucial to identify the advantages and disadvantages of evidence based policing. According to Alfredo from ehow.co.uk a significant benefit of evidence based policing is that the police can make decisions based on proven investigation methods. However, a drawback of evidence-based policing is that the effectiveness of policies resulting from research recommendations depends on the quality of the research itself and whether frontline policing personnel are fully aware of it to implement policies. Given the nature of policing and the fact that it is so diverse the research should encompass rural aspects as well as inner city policing (ehow.co.uk, 2020).

Police have embraced ATLAS as an approach aimed at sharing good practice. ATLAS stands for;

Asking questions that challenge current practices.

Test and critically evaluate existing research and new ideas.

Learn from existing approaches and new ideas while considering how they work in workplace practices.

Adapt practices and policies using the best evidence available.

Share the outcomes across the service.

This approach enables police  officers to enhance efficiency, effectiveness and ongoing development of their services reducing the harmful or wasteful impact of less effective interventions (Pepper et al. 2020).

Risk assessments are regularly conducted in policing concerning the vulnerability of a victim. One of the tools utilised in policing to support and assist victims or vulnerable individuals is a public protection notice or PPN. A PPN is used for adults at risk, children at risk or victims of abuse, stalking or harassment. The PPN is shared with third party agencies to notify them about the vulnerable individual so that they can coordinate a multiagency response. It involves tailoring responses on a case by case basis to meet the needs of each individual. The specific objective behind a PPN is to provide support, manage risks and safeguard the individual from harm.

A technique employed by the police to protect and safeguard victims of abuse is referred to as DASH questions. DASH stands for Domestic Abuse, Stalking and Harassment and Honour based violence risk identification, assessment and management model. This model consists of 27 questions that require yes or no responses. Research has been initiated to evaluate the efficacy of this tool as noted by Robinson et al. 2016.
The research study examined how the model was utilised in different forces and its effectiveness. It revealed that while the model showed effectiveness in some instances the accuracy of risk assessments often fell short. The risk assessment is categorised into three levels: standard, medium and high. It was noted that the correct level was not consistently chosen. Hence a secondary risk assessor was required to review each assessment to ensure the accurate risk level selection. This study highlights how evidence based policing enhances the accuracy of assessing risks, for victims and vulnerable individuals.

Early intervention and preventative measures, such as community outreach programs, neighbourhood watch programs, education initiatives, and social services, are often deemed appropriate in addressing vulnerabilities and reducing the risk of harm. These approaches aim to address underlying issues before they escalate.

A study commissioned by OFSTED in 2022 evaluated the effectiveness of Early Help. Early Help is a strategy employed by the police and other agencies to support and assist young people and their families. The research conducted by Research in Practice illustrated that insufficient funding often hinders the effectiveness of Early Help initiatives. While in the police we can recommend families for Early Help, inadequate funding often poses challenges in delivering the support for families.
The guidance highlights and places an emphasis on the importance of ‘early intervention’ in ‘preventing’ crime and the significance of identifying ‘risk factors’ Research in Practice 2022). 


This indicates that taking measures can help decrease the chances of recurring victimisation and criminal behaviour by tackling issues and risk factors like poverty, substance abuse and lack of social support. For instance initiatives that offer education, employment opportunities and mental health support to individuals play a role in lowering reoffending rates.

The Early Help approach has evolved since the implementation of the Children’s Act 1989. Section 17 in particular, imposed an obligation on local authorities to ‘safeguard and promote’ the welfare of children ‘in need’ of support ensuring they achieve a reasonable level of health and development. While not explicitly mentioned in the Act section 17 embraced ‘family support’ as a key concept promoted collaboration among agencies engaged in ‘supportive and preventative work.’ 

Targeted policing strategies that focus specific problem areas in communities are a way that the police attempt to deal with repeat offending. The neighbourhood policing team and police community support officers are used to target these specific areas. These officers can perform targeted patrols of certain areas and possible supervision of high risk individuals. Research into these kind of deterrent programs has returned mixed results. Some studies have shown a reduction in violent crime (Braga, Kennedy, Waring, & Piehl, 2001) whereas others have shown limited or only short term effects (Braga et al. 2012.) Although based in the united states this study evaluates the effectiveness of hot spot policing. It examined the impact of targeted policing on crime reduction in high-crime areas. The findings largely suggested that that the impact was positive however, there were suggestions that while the operations had short-term benefits, the effects diminished over time, indicating limited sustained impact. This study provides valuable insights into the challenges and limitations associated with targeted enforcement strategies in crime prevention.
In conclusion, addressing the needs of vulnerable individuals and those at risk of harm requires a complex and comprehensive approach that combines preventative, targeted policing and early help interventions alongside collaborative partnerships with schools, faith groups and other agencies. While evidence-based policing principles emphasise the importance of rigorously evaluating interventions to ensure their effectiveness, it is essential to prioritise approaches that promote long-term rehabilitation and community engagement. The need for evidence-based policing is essential since it shows that strategies that work in one area may not work in another area. Targeted policing or hot spot policing is not a one size fits all strategy. Evidence must be gathered and used appropriately in order for this to have a positive long-term effect.
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