Chapter 5: Findings and Conclusion

5.1 Introduction
The previous chapter focused solely on the analysis of the results produced from the research methods. In this chapter, the researcher will aim to answer the remaining research objectives by interpreting the data into meaningful context for comparison with the existing literature. The researcher will also provide recommendations based on this research and suggests for further research to benefit the topic area. In the literature review chapter, the second research objective was answered whereby the researcher critically evaluated the government’s response to domestic violence during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
This chapter will focus on achieving the following research objectives: 
· Analyse the links between the COVID-19 pandemic and the reported domestic violence incidents.
· Synthesis the effects on victims and front-line police in relation to domestic violence during the COVID-19 pandemic.
To effectively evaluate the findings, the researcher will be utilising the ‘grounded theory’ which allows the construction of theory from data, by allowing the results to speak for themselves (Glaser & Strauss 1967).

5.2 Interpretation of findings
Within this study an overwhelming portion of the victim participants identified themselves as female, which correlates to all of the literature review findings relating to the gender disparity. Pence & Paymar (1993) explained how domestic violence is not a gender-neutral issue, and this is consistent with this research project. Furthermore, figure 1 shows how 77% of the abusers were male, this correlates with Walker’s (1979) proposal of the cycle of abuse being a ‘patriarchal behaviour of men who felt entitled to abuse their wives’. However, this also suggests non-heterosexual or familial relationships being identified as abusive as 87.5% of victims within this study were female. Within the demographics there was a correlation within the age ranges which suggests young adults are more likely to experience abuse, this declined with age which could be due to the victim’s escaping the cycle of abuse, or possibly accepting their position. The latter could be explained by learned helplessness theory (Maier, et al 1976) however, further research is required.

The research found that two thirds of victims had reported the abuse to police previously, however over half of these did not wish to pursue any form of prosecution against their abuser. The types of abuse also favoured emotional, physical, and coercive/controlling behaviour; however, no definitions were provided to victims, so these answers were subjective to opinion. The Home Office statistics show that 24,856 incidents of controlling or coercive behaviour were reported to police, however only 1,112 people were prosecuted. 85% of these cases were finalised due to evidential difficulties including victim withdrawal (Home Office 2021). This could be explained by the interpretation of the offence in accordance with crime integrity standards and a lack of supporting evidence. 

As expected, the main driver in abuse was alcohol followed closely by mental health, this becomes more impactful as lockdown restrictions come in and over two-thirds of abusers stayed home due to furlough, or unemployment (figure 6). Abusers who suffer with mental ill health may have also been under increased stress due to a closure of their own mental health services which had a knock-on effect on the victim. Victims had reported a significant increase in the level of abuse and its frequency, only two participants stated the abuse lessened, and neither of these were isolating with their abuser. This should have been easily predicted and makes the government’s slow response appear somewhat negligent. The increased levels of abuse could be explained by the tension building stage of the cycle of abuse (Walker 1979) as more opportunities for tension presented themselves due to more time spent together. This also correlates to the UNODC 2019 report which states the home is the most dangerous place for a woman due to continued victimisation and inequality, and also Dugan et al’s (2003) description of exposure opportunities. 

The main finding within this research relates to support for victims which was increasingly problematic for them. The majority prefer to receive their support by electronic means rather than in person, this is likely due to the feeling of anonymity and perhaps a need to vent to a sympathetic ear. Victims reported difficulties in accessing the support, both out of fear of the abuser, and as the services were too busy, not one participant finding them more easily accessible. This is easily explained by the lockdown period where less people were able to work due to the pandemic, having a knock-on effect on services. Interestingly, none of the male participants had ever used support services before, likely due to social stigma’s relating to masculinity, and little awareness around male support services. There was also a decrease in willingness to report to police, as they did not want people finding out about the abuse, and they were afraid of the repercussions of reporting it which explains the desire to remain anonymous.

The view of the police in this research further demonstrated a victim’s unwillingness to engage with police which reduced significantly during the pandemic. Police also found an increase in the use of alcohol and drugs, and found they were attending more domestic incidents as a result which increased in frequency and severity. 93% of officers lacked support from the victim due to them not wanting to attend court (figure 11) while only 85% of officers tried to encourage them to attend court. The researcher believes officers may be less likely to engage with victims due to a variety of factors as they wouldn’t be immune to being ‘put off’ by the attitudes of the victim or their own prejudices. 

5.3 Recommendations
The key issue identified within this study was the availability of support, the researcher believes the government needs to invest more in these services as they can reduce the impact upon victims and allow them an outlet from the abuse. For many this was a huge loss during the pandemic as they were subject to more abuse, and no support.  
Victims were also reluctant to attend court, whilst there is a wealth of ‘special measures’ which can aid victims in giving evidence in court, more attention should be given to guiding them through the process. There is a strong social stigma putting many in fear of going to court due to the formalities, and likely the media representation of courts during dramatisations. Victims should be made to feel at ease in order to gain their support. Officers should also be upskilled in their knowledge of special measures as there is room for improvement, and by explaining it effectively to victims, they may feel more supported and feel more inclined to engage going forward.

5.4 Limitations
Due to ethical considerations, victim participants needed to be located anonymously as their right to privacy was paramount. This resulted in a lower sample size as the researcher found domestic charities are often contacted for research opportunities and do not wish to subject their users to constant questioning. There is also a wealth of statistical information available when sampling two groups which can make it more difficult to identify trends in the data. Should the time horizon have been extended more participants could have been identified to produce more representative results. 

5.5 Further Research
The researcher believes further research could be conducted with each sample group to allow it to go more in-depth on their views. Particularly, this would include officer’s knowledge of support and willingness to take this time with victims, and what factors prevent them from providing that information. Furthermore, victims can provide a wealth of additional knowledge relating to their accessibility of support which would be further enhanced through interviewing in a qualitative research methodology. It could be beneficial for internal studies to take place similar to Davidge’s (2020) Woman’s Aid report. This would allow them access to a larger sample size of victims.

5.6 Conclusion and Evaluation
This study has identified further need for enhanced victim’s support services, this can further reduce the demand on police and could result in savings in the public purse. The researcher has established how the government’s response to domestic violence during the start of the pandemic was inadequate and should have been easily predicted. Further support schemes should be tested by the government in an evidence-based strategy. 
This chapter has also achieved the remaining two research objectives. By analysing the links between the COVID-19 pandemic and reported domestic violence the researcher has been able to identify an increased requirement for support services for both females and males. There has been a clear increase in the frequency and severity of the abuse across the demographic board which has come directly as a result of the pandemic lockdown restrictions. This is due to a variety of factors including unemployment, increase alcohol usage and mental ill-health, combined with a reduction of support, this created more ‘exposure opportunities’ triggering the effects of the cycle of abuse. 
Furthermore, front-line police found a reduction in support from victims but also an increase in the severity of the abuse which syntheses with the victim’s experiences and demonstrates a requirement for police to provide them with further support. Figure 11 shows how victims won’t engage for a wide variety of reasons, and as such there is no single problem-solving theory that can be implemented as no victim is the same and each case should be treated individually. 
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