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‘Understanding and studying victims are essential for developing effective deterrence methods because it helps criminologists better understand all the actors’ role in a crime’ Fattah (2000). Under the umbrella of criminology, social scientists have described a variety of different definitions of what a victim is within society over the years. This assignment will delve into victimology: what it means, what it means to be a victim, and what support is available for individuals, coercive control as a stand-alone offence; the personality types of individuals that would be seen as victims, and perpetrators, cult hierarchy and behaviours and the impact of leaving a cult, as well as what support is available. 
‘Victimology is the study of a victim, closely looking at the impact of a crime and how it has affected them’ (Cambridge Dictionary, 2025). It is said that crime was apparent before the ages of mankind, and some studies have shown that the word ‘victim’ didn’t appear in the English Language until 1437 and that the word ‘victim’ didn’t apply to victims of crime; instead, it applied to a living creature that was killed and sacrificed to a deity or a supernatural power. (Hagemann, P et al., 2010, cited in Oxford Dictionary, 1983). The World Society of Victimology (1996) defines victimology as the social scientific study of victims and the crime of which they were involved with. They have created a global network that promotes active research into the term ‘victim’, what that means for them and the perpetrator/s involved, additionally aid and support victims – ensuring they are aware that support is available and that they don’t have to suffer with the consequences of the crime and acknowledging victim’s rights. The World Society of Victimology (1996) coined the Declaration of Basic Principles of Justice for Victims of Crime and Abuse of Power (1985). This is enlightening for victims and recognises their struggles and grants respect towards them. In addition, Fattah (1991) agrees that victimology as a social science should be solely viewed through a victim’s lens, and focussing on the victim, rather than the crime or anything else. Ultimately, focussing on their plight as a victim, instead of the crime or the perpetrator. On the contrary, others such as Schnider (1982) and Kirchhoff (2003) initiate that there needs no limit on victimology and that it should be viewed as a ‘bigger picture’, rather than the plight of the victim. However, some studies portray that the differing opinions of victimology root from socialist and criminological perspectives and that there was 'no place for the pathos and pains of individual victims'. Thus, suggesting that the concept of victimology is subjective depending on the perspective (Rock, 2007, cited in O’Connell, 2008). Although originally coined more than sixty years ago by Mendelsohn (1940) and von Hentig (1940), victimology has recently been coined as a recognised discipline, and it would be unfortunate to take away the importance of it. Fattah (1991) insists that victimology ‘emerged’ to fill a serious theoretical void within the Criminal Justice System. As victimology has been established, it is imperative to understand the legislation that has been produced to support those that have been subject of a crime. The Code of Practice for Victims of Crime in England and Wales (Victims' Code) (2021) was put into practice to ensure that all professional bodies involved can provide specific services to a victim of crime in England and Wales. A victim under the code is any person/s that has suffered harm – physical, mental, emotional, or economic loss which was caused by a criminal offence and/or a close relative of a person whose death was directly caused by the offence. This not only solidifies the reality, but also the impact of the crime and that they are to be treated fairly and with the most compassion (The Code of Practice for Victims of Crime in England and Wales (Victims' Code) 2021). Alternatively, the Victims and Prisoners Act (2024). Although, the Victims and Prisoners Act (2024) is very similar to the The Code of Practice for Victims of Crime in England and Wales (Victims' Code) (2021) whereby ensuring that victims will receive the correct service and welfare that they should be receiving as a victim, but it also provides support for ‘prisoners’. Additionally adding more depth to what Schnider (1982) and Kirchhoff (2003) suggested above about looking at the crime as a ‘bigger picture’. The Victims and Prisoners Act (2024) agrees with what The World Society of Victimology (1996) states to an extent about ensuring the victim is of sole importance and should receive the respect and support of which they deserve. 
‘Coercive control creates invisible chains and a sense of fear that pervades all elements of a survivor’s life’ Stark (2007). Humans are social beings, that live to interact and socialise with one and other. It is effectively proven with research that it provides happiness, health and good psychological wellbeing, but when this breaks down or isn’t present, dysfunctional relationships can cause an array of issues (Biglan, Flay, Embry, and Sandler, 2012, cited in Snyder, Dishion, 2015). As a social scientist delving into victimology, one of the largest recorded crimes in the UK is coercive control. Coercive control is deeply linked to domestic violence, although it can take place outside of intimate and familial relationships studies suggest (Barlow, C., Johnson, K & Walklate, S. (2018). A study relays that coercion should be viewed topographically – meaning being viewed as an underlayer of domestic violence and should be a stand-alone crime has been linked to ‘overt’ and ‘abrasive’ behaviours. Overt meaning openly, brazenly and direct, and not behind closed doors unlike domestic abuse. (Snyder, 1983, cited in Snyder, Dishion, 2015). It states in Section 76 of the Serious Crime Act (2015) that coercive control is only considered a crime when it involves ‘intimate’ relationships, and that any relationship outside of familial or intimate doesn’t cover the area of abuse of control and coercion. Stark (2007) initiates that this seemingly small loophole is giving perpetrators a large foot into the easing of access to conduct coercive and controlling tactics with potential victims. Stark (2007) also states that the current legislation is ‘inadequate’ and ‘ineffective’ and needs serious reform, due to the biased misinterpretations of gender-based violence; suggesting that women are always at the forefront of violence, and men being the perpetrators. Due to the unclear legislative practice regarding coercive control, the Home Office Statutory Guidance (2015) states that coercive control consists of a range of controlling abusive tactics that are patterned and consist over a period; this also includes physical violence. However, this can also include behaviours that would not have been criminalised before the crime happened. Emotional or psychological abuse can be proven using Ethnographic research. 
Coercive control, as demonstrated previously is deeply linked with domestic violence, but we should consider the covertly hidden epidemic of cults – specifically coercive control as a sole theme within them. ‘A religious group, often living together, whose beliefs are considered extreme or strange by many people’ (Cambridge Dictionary, 2025). According to the Serious Crime Act (2015) it is not illegal to ‘join’ a cult. Hassan (2021) disagrees with ‘joining’ and suggests that there is enough evidence to demonstrate no one joining a cult voluntarily, and that they are recruited with a lack of knowledge or consent. Interestingly, some leaders of such groups will claim that under the Equality Act (2010) they consider themselves as a protected characteristic, falling under the ‘religion’ or ‘cultural’ categories and also The Human Rights Act (1998) to gain ‘freedom of thought, conscience and religion’ in Section 9 to alleviate the abuse and coercive tactics that are ongoing to brainwash the individuals within the group. Although, there is a set criterion to deem a group as genuine, stating that ‘genuine’ philosophical belief must be held to match this. It also states that they must treat individuals with basic human dignity and not be involved with the fundamental rights of others, and that any ‘cult’ involved in illegal activities such as above do not qualify. Hassan, S 2021) defines ‘cults’ as a group of people with a predominant leader (usually male) that can be described as a destructive individual, using ‘deception’ and ‘undue influence’ to make people puppet-like for their own personal gain. Cults are designed to use coercive tactics to overthrow your personality and take on a new one of which is modelled for you (Hassan, S 2021). 
A study suggests that certain personality disorders have been proven to increase a person’s vulnerability to join a cult (Greenidge, C 2021). For example, Anxiety, Depression, Posttraumatic Stress Disorder, Antisocial Personality Disorder, Narcissistic Personality Disorder, etc. ‘Cult life’ is not the same as real life, and often those involved are coerced into changing their lifestyle, personality and beliefs to fit the procurement by the leader (Rousselette, M et al., 2017). Several factors can excite leaders for recruitment of individuals, but it has been established that age is of major importance to them, as the younger they are, the higher the ability of indoctrination during the most crucial time of development (Hunter, 1998, cited in Greenidge, 2021). During this stage, children will become more aware of the need for acceptance within peer and social groups to define themselves and ‘fit-in’. Also, lack of community. The Cultural Transmission Deviance Theory (1930) illustrates that the company you surround yourself with, i.e. communities, defines the role you will play in life and how certain influences and deemed ‘norms’ will formulate the direction of your life. Singh, K (2024) suggests that the people you surround yourself with, the shared ideologies and the socio-economic status will have an impact on the way in which you live. Essentially stating that all of this has a strong correlation with crime. Shaw and McKay (1969) suggested that the transmission of cultural norms that result in deviant behaviour, is the cause of the deviant behaviour (Singh, K 2024). Although largely studied, Miller (1958) introduced that there were some partial flaws within this theory and that it cannot be applied to every situation. Miller (1958) suggested that young juveniles are constantly chasing the next thrill, and living life on the edge, leading to more young individuals going down the path of gateway drugs and joining gangs. It has been established through research that individuals of a certain personality type are more likely to join a cult to feel a sense of community that they haven’t had, and that joining a cult for most will be fulfilling with a sense of satiability becoming a devoted member, which could then catastrophise if leaving, causing a ‘large void’ in a person’s life (Hassan, 2015; Lalich & Tobias, 2006). Using the Differential Association Theory (1939), this is a very similar theory to the above and states that criminal behaviour is learned through behaviours like classic conditioning and operant conditioning (Sutherland, E 1992, cited in Nickerson, 2024). Cult leaders will prey on these vulnerabilities and use them to their advantage (Haugen et al, 2019, cited in Greenidge, 2021). Cults using a hierarchical system will play to leaders’ advantages, by giving individuals a sense of home and belonging using familial names (Yakovleva, 2018, p. 274; Curtis & 3 Curtis, 1993). Stark, E (2009) states that a continuous cycle of abuse can be more insidious that one act of violence.
Even though cults are evident within the UK, it is commonly known that the United States have a much higher record of cult behaviour and that there are close to 10,000 cults in the United States (Eichel, S 2023). It is suggested that cult leaders are extremely narcissistic (Husten, 2012; Naftulin, 2020). The Dark Triad of Personality (2002) states that there are 3 personality traits that all three qualities entail a ‘socially malevolent character with behaviour tendencies toward self-promotion, emotional coldness, duplicity, and aggressiveness’. A study was conducted where 245 undergraduate psychology students (65% female) were to undertake a test with a series of questions which included standard self-report measures of the Dark Triad (2002) and self-ratings of intelligence. The results found that males scored significantly higher on all tests. Thus, providing an understanding as to why cult leaders are predominantly men. Research has also been found that individuals with antisocial personality disorder and Psychopathic traits can predominantly increase a leaders ‘sphere of influence’ over followers (Greenidge, C 2021). 
Some studies suggest that when individuals come away from a cult that they immerse themselves so much, they feel the desperate need to fill a ‘large void’ in their lives (Hassan, 2015; Lalich & Tobias, 2006). It has been established through research that there is a lot of support available. The Family Survival Trust (2024) with their mission to provide information on coercive control and religion in cults, and to use prevention as a tool to try and combat individuals being ‘recruited’ or joining. Also, People Leave Cults (2025) are an organisation to give support to those or families of those that have joined a cult. They feel that in a nutshell it is about the people, why they joined, how they felt/experienced, and why they left but mainly focussing on the coercive control element. They also believe that cults are on a spectrum, and that education on coercive control is vital to understand the signs (People Leave Cults, 2025). Thompson, J (2023) constructed a framework of support called Believe (2023) for individuals that leave cults and find that they have no idea how to live their life or what to do next. ‘After leaving a cult, former members may experience psychological distress in a variety of ways’ (Tops et al., 2018, p. 1010, cited in Thompson, J 2023). This suggests that individuals coming away from these groups have experienced ‘classic conditioning’ and ‘opert conditioning’ according to (Sutherland, E 1992, cited in Nickerson, 2024) as mentioned above. 
To conclude, it has been demonstrated through research that coercive control does come under the umbrella of domestic violence, but more recently has had it’s own definition. This is paramount in understanding the impact of being in a cult as an outsider of individuals that have left. It has been established through research that specific personality types will join a cult or be recruited. This is due to the vulnerabilities of people suffering from Anxiety, Depression, Posttraumatic Stress Disorder. It has also been established through research that cult leaders have a specific personality type, i.e. narcissistic, etc. Both parties equally have an ill mental health as defined by research. There are a range of support groups available to provide support to those leaving or that have left a cult and their families, and more research is readily available to provide the level of care needed for these individuals. Moving forward, the teaching of coercive control and radicalised religion would be of benefit in schools and amongst younger people due to one of the main age groups that are recruited into cults (as research demonstrates above). An individual subject to coercive control does present as a victim through research, as coercive control as a stand-alone offense is a crime within the UK. 
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