
How do police officer perceptions and interpretations of domestic violence influence their 
responses during incidents and what impact does this have on victim safety and the 
likelihood of arrest. 

 

Chapter 1 – Introduction (1,189 words) 

Domestic violence is still a major issue around the world, hurting individuals and communities 

on a variety of levels. Despite rising awareness and developing legislation, domestic abuse is 

widespread and complex, necessitating a collaborative response from numerous sectors, 

including police forces. Police officers frequently serve as the first point of contact in domestic 

abuse occurrences, making their position critical to both victims' immediate safety and the long-

term consequences of these cases (HMICFRS, 2019). However, the way police officers respond 

to domestic abuse crimes varies substantially, depending on factors such as training, 

departmental policing, society attitudes, and personal prejudices. Police departments are essential 

in combating domestic abuse since they are frequently the first to arrive at the scene and are 

tasked with making judgements that could affect victims' immediate safety as well as the 

prosecution of offenders (HMICFRS, 2021). Because police acts can either protect vulnerable 

people or unintentionally contribute to more harm or systemic failures, it is crucial to understand 

how they handle these circumstances. According to research backed by the "College of Policing" 

website, police reactions can vary, occasionally being hampered by a lack of specialized training, 

scarce resources, or ingrained cultural prejudices against domestic abuse (Heydari, 2020).  To 

bolster this piece of evidence, police officers' perceptions and interpretations of domestic 

violence greatly influence their responses during incidents, frequently influenced by societal 

stereotypes and personal biases. These difficulties can lead to underreporting of domestic 

violence, inadequate protection for victims, and poor prosecution rates (Myhill, 2018).   

For example, officers may be reluctant to take significant action because they perceive domestic 

abuse as a personal, less important issue. Because many officers concentrate primarily on 

physical aggression, cases involving emotional or psychological abuse are more likely to be 

dismissed (The Crown Prosecution Service, 2022). Additionally, victim-blaming tendencies 

might influence how they respond, for example a victim's hesitation to file charges or their 

choice to go back to an abusive relationship may be viewed as a lack of cooperation or 

credibility, which lowers the possibility of proactive intervention. Officers' decisions are also 



impacted by how serious they believe the violence to be, frequently giving cases with obvious 

injuries priority over those without (White, 2023). These beliefs may make police responses less 

successful, which may eventually affect victim safety and the possibility that justice will be 

done.  Assessing police officers' readiness to handle domestic abuse situations and suggesting 

adjustments to better support victims and prevent abuse later (Heydari, 2020).    

 

Lastly, this subject touches on more general debates concerning public safety, justice, and the 

function of the police in society. Improving our knowledge of police responses to domestic abuse 

could help shape training initiatives and policing strategies that guarantee a more efficient, 

humane, and consistent approach. By bringing law enforcement tactics into line with the 

objective of avoiding abuse and creating safer communities, this can ultimately lead to a more 

supportive system for victims of domestic violence. This dissertation aims to investigate how 

police officers respond to domestic violence occurrences, with particular attention to how they 

manage these cases in real time, the choices they make, and the possible effects of their actions 

on victims, offenders, and the community at large. The question of how well police actions 

address domestic violence, stop additional harm, and promote justice is at the heart of this 

examination. This goal will look at how victim advocacy and law enforcement procedures 

interact, as well as how police culture, resources, and the legislation influence officer conduct in 

these situations. In conclusion, the study will offer suggestions for enhancing police procedures 

when dealing with incidents of domestic abuse. To evaluate their influence on police reactions 

and pinpoint any inadequacies or gaps, the research will also examine current policies and 

training initiatives. The dissertation's final goal is to investigate how police responses affect 

community engagement and trust to offer evidence-based suggestions for enhancing police 

forces. 

 

This study's scope encompasses a thorough analysis of police procedures, officer training 

curricula, and victim and officer experiences. This dissertation seeks to shed light on the 

advantages and disadvantages of current procedures while pointing out areas that can benefit 

from reform by placing police actions within larger institutional and societal dynamics. To create 

more effective interventions and guarantee the safety and assistance of individuals impacted by 

domestic violence, it is essential to comprehend how police officers handle the complexities of 



these occurrences. The legal, social, and institutional frameworks that influence how domestic 

violence is perceived, dealt with, and handled are all part of the complex background that gives 

police responses to it significance. Previously seen as a private affair, domestic violence is 

becoming more widely acknowledged as a public issue with important ramifications for public 

safety, justice, and health. This change has resulted in the creation of laws that require police 

officers to be involved, such as protection orders and laws against domestic abuse (Childress et 

al., 2023). Therefore, police officers play a vital role in the legal system's attempts to confront 

and prevent domestic violence. The significance of this subject stems from its position at the 

nexus of shifting public perceptions, developing legislative requirements, and continuous 

difficulties for law enforcement in effectively addressing the widespread and intricate nature of 

domestic abuse.   

This dissertation looks at how police officers react to domestic abuse incidents, with a focus on 

the variables that affect their choices, the efficacy of their actions, and the wider implications of 

their responses for victims, offenders, and the legal system. The purpose of this study is to 

examine the nature of police interventions in situations involving domestic abuse, taking into 

account procedural elements as well as the individual, societal, and intuitive elements that may 

influence an officer's strategy. The goals include examining the variables that affect arrests and 

interactions between victims and offenders, evaluating how these variables affect police 

responses, and determining the immediate and long-term impacts of police interventions on 

victims of domestic abuse. 

To make sure that police responses are efficient and promote victim safety and justice, the 

objective is to assess the suitability of current procedures and pinpoint areas in need of 

development. The 1990s to the present will provide us with the greatest data for this study 

project and allow us to document important changes in the way police departments handle 

incidents of domestic abuse. Examples include the 1994 enactment of the Violence Against 

Women Act, which had a major impact on police response procedures, training, and funding for 

situations involving domestic abuse (Jennings, Powers, and Perez, 2020). 

Body-worn cameras, specialized domestic violence units, and changing training programs to 

enhance officer reactions are examples of recent advancements. This period gives us a thorough 

understanding of how policing, training, and attitudes have changed over the previous thirty 

years by allowing us to examine both historical contacts and the most recent practices in police 



responses to domestic violence (Home Office, 2007). With an emphasis on the evolution of 

mandatory arrest laws and training initiatives, this dissertation will examine how police officers 

in the UK responded to domestic abuse cases between 1990 and the present. The study will 

examine quantitative information from Home Office National Statistics police records that can 

be accessed online.   

 

Objectives 

 

Objective 1 – Investigate how police officers make decisions during domestic violence incidents 

including factors influencing arrests and engagement with victims and offenders.  

Objective 2 – Analyse how current policies and training programs affect police responses and 

whether they are adequately equipping officers to handle domestic violence cases 

Objectives 3 – Explore the short- and long-term impacts of police interventions on domestic 

violence victims, including safety, access to resources and the likelihood of arrest. 

 

Literature review - (2,523 words) 

Domestic violence is a pervasive social issue that transcends cultural, economic, and geographic 

boundaries, profoundly affecting individuals, families and communities. The literature on 

domestic violence highlights its multifaceted nature, encompassing physical, emotional sexual 

and economic abuse within intimate relationships (Rakovec-Felser, 2014). This chapter provides 

a comprehensive review of the existing research, examining theoretical research, risk factors and 

the impacts of domestic violence on victims, perpetrators, and society at large. By critically 

analyzing scholarly contributions, this review seeks to identify gaps in the literature and establish 

a foundation for understanding the systemic and interpersonal dynamics of domestic violence, 

ultimately contributing to the development of more effective interventions and policies.  

Within objective 1 which underlines the decision-making processes in policing. Decision-making 

in law enforcement is influenced by a range of theories and models that provide insights into 

how officers evaluate situations, process information and determine appropriate actions (Halford, 



2024). These theories are grounded in psychology, sociology and organizational behavior, 

offering frameworks to understand the complexities of police work. Rational choice theory 

introduced in 1776 by Adam Smith, posits that individuals make decisions by weighing the costs 

and benefits of their actions to maximize personal or professional outcomes. Within the police, 

officers are assumed to use this approach to assess the likelihood of success in achieving desired 

outcomes, such as victim safety or offender accountability (Ganti, 2024).  For example, an 

officer deciding whether to arrest an offender may consider the strength of evidence, the victim’s 

willingness to cooperate, and the potential deterrent effect of the arrest.          Herbet Simon’s 

concept of bounded rationality recognizes that decision-making is often limited by cognitivr 

constrains, time pressures and incomplete information. Police officers frequently operate under 

stressful and dynamic conditions with limited resources (The Decision Lab, 2022). This model 

highlights the role of intuition and experience in shaping judgments when optimal solutions are 

unattainable. High stress environment can significantly impact police decision-making. The 

stress-emotion model highlights how acute stress and emotional arousal influence cognitive 

processes, often leading to reactive rather than reflective decisions.  In domestic violence 

situations, the volatile and emotionally charged nature of incidents can exacerbate these effects, 

shaping officers’ responses (Anderson et al., 2019).  These theories and models collectively 

illustrate the complexity of police decision-making particularly in domestic violence incidents.  

Arrest decison in domestic violence incidents are shaped by a complex interplay of situational, 

legal, organizational and individual factors. Understanding these influences is crucial for 

evaluating how officers approach such cases and the consistency and the effectiveness of their 

responses.  Arrests are more likelly when there is clear evidence, such as visible injuries 

eyewitness accounts or recorded 999 calls (Home Office, 2024). Strong evidence reduces the 

likelihood of challenges in court and strengthens the case for prosecution within court. In 

jurisdictions with mandatory arrest law for domestic violence, officers are required to make an 

arrest if there is probable cause to believe abuse has occurred. These polices aim to reduce 

officer discretion and ensure victim protection (Iyengar, 2009). Training on every officer can 

vary, officers' personal attitudes, training and experiences can shape how they interpret incidents 

for example, some officers may downplay incidents involving non-physical forms of abuse or 

even well-trained officers are more likely to identify signs of abuse including non-obvious 

injuries or coercive control, leading to more informed arrest decisions (Home Office, 2024b) 



These factors demonstrate that arrest decisions are rarely straightforward and are influenced by a 

combination of legal mandates, officer judgment and situational dynamics.  

Effective engagement with victims of an offender is a critical component of police responses to 

domestic violence, yet it is often fraught with challenges. When interacting with victims, officers 

must navigate complex emotional dynamics, as victims may feel fear, shame or mistrust towards 

the police service (HMICFRS, 2019a).  Many victims face additional barriers such as language 

differences, cultural stigmas or even mistrust so providing the appropriate officers trained in 

these trauma-informed approaches will be more reliable where they can provide the appropriate 

support but inconsistent training across department can hinder such efforts (Ford et al., 2015).  

 

Objective 2 examines the influence of police and training programs on police handling of 

domestic violence cases, evaluating whether they effectively prepare officers to response to these 

complex incidents. It aims to assess the strengths and limitations of current frameworks.   

Domestic violence police play a crucial role in shaping police behavior and responses to 

incidents (HMIC, 2014b).  These key policies include mandatory arrest laws, protection orders 

and reporting requirements, significantly influence how officer handles these cases with often 

mixed outcomes (Dowling, Morgan and Boyd, 2024). Mandatory arrest polices require officers 

to make an arrest when there is probable cause to believe domestic violence has occurred, 

regardless of the victim’s willingness to press charges.  Policies aim to reduce discretion by 

standardizing responses, mandatory arrest polices will minimize officer bias and ensure 

uniformity in handling case (Cuomo, 2020).   Protection orders, such as restraining or no-contact 

orders, provide legal mechanisms to safeguard victims from further abuse. Police are responsible 

for enforcing these orders, often through arrest when violations occur, these violations may 

include increased accountability where offenders face legal consequences for breaching orders 

therefore this implies it is reinforcing the seriousness of domestic violence (College of Policing, 

2015). Training programs play a pivotal role in preparing police officers to handle domestic 

violence cases effectively. Research on the effectiveness' of domestic violence-specific training 

highlights the value of trauma-informed approaches and de-escalation techniques.  Trauma-

informed training emphasizes understanding the psychological effect of abuse on victims and the 

need for sensitivity in police interactions (Public Health England, 2021).  Research findings have 

shown that officers training in trauma-informed methods is more likely to build trust with 



victims, enhancing their willingness to cooperate with investigations. Some studies highlight 

inconsistent adoption of trauma-informed practices due to limited training resources or resistance 

to cultural shifts within police Depatments (Brodie et al., 2023). De-escalation training focuses 

on reducing tension during domestic violence incidents to prevent further harm. Research studies 

show that the use of proper de-escalation strategies reduces the risk of physical violence to 

victims, officers and offenders. Officers are better equipped to manage volatile situations without 

resorting to excessive force or immediate arrests, training can be hindered by time constraints 

during incidents or officer reliance on traditional more authoritative approaches (Celofiga et al., 

2022).  

Current police training programs often fall short in equipping officers to handle the multifaceted 

nature of domestic violence incidents. While many departments incorporate mandatory domestic 

violence training, the depth and scope of these programs vary significantly (University of 

Portsmouth, 2022). According to research data, many training programs prioritize visible signs 

of physical violence, neglecting the nuanced dynamics of coercive control, psychological abuse 

and financial exploitation. This gap can lead to missed opportunities for early intervention. 

Training within the police departments and delivery differ across resulting in inconsistent 

preparedness among officers (Cassidy-Soto, 2024). Some officers receive in-depth trauma-

informed instruction, while others only undergo brief overviews. Addressing these challenges 

requires systemic reforms, including increased funding, clearer policy guidelines and enhanced 

interagency coordination to support comprehensive responses to domestic violence (Huo et al., 

2023).  

Objective 3 focuses on exploring the short- and long-term impacts of police interventions on 

domestic violence victims. It seeks to understand how these interventions affect victims’ 

immediate safety access to resources and overall well-being over time. Police responses such as 

arresting offenders, enforcing protection orders, or providing victim referrals, play a pivotal role 

in shaping victims’ experiences and outcomes (Goodson, Garza and Franklin, 2021). While 

effective interventions can enhance safety, empower victims and reduce recidivism, inconsistent 

or poorly executed responses may inadvertently cause harm or undermine trust in the justice 

system. The objective also examines the consequences of key decisions, such as arrests, on 

victims’ lives, highlighting both the benefits and challenges of these actions (Rowland and 

Barnes, 2013.  By analyzing these impacts, the objective aims to provide a compressive 



understanding of how police officers efforts contribute to victim recovery and long-term safety, 

ultimately informing strategies to improve police practices and policies.  

Police interventions in domestic violence cases have significant immediate effects on victims, 

influencing their safety, emotional state and decision-making processes.  Research highlights 

both positive and negative outcomes that shape victims’ experiences and future actions.  One of 

the primary objectives of police intervention is to secure the victim’s immediate safety, actions 

such as arresting the offender or issuing emergency protection order can further prevent violone 

and provide temporary relief for victims (College of Policing, 2018a). Studies suggest that 

prompt police responses often reduce the risk of immediate harm, particularly in cases involving 

physical abuse or imminent threats (Myhill, 2018b). In some cases, police presence or actions, 

such as dual arrests or misidentifying the primary aggressor, can escalate tensions or lead to 

retaliatory behavior by offenders, placing victims at further risk once offenders leave the scene 

(morma, 2021). 

 

Victims’ emotional responses to police interventions vary based on the quality of the interaction, 

on one hand supportive, empathetic and trauma-informed police responses can help victims feel 

validated, respected and empowered (College of Policing, 2023). This reassurance can alleviate 

feelings of fear, shame or helplessness, which are common in domestic violence situations. 

Whilst on the other hand, poor interactions, such as dismissive or judgmental behavior by 

officers, can increase victims' distress. Victims may feel re-traumatized, stigmatized or 

unsupported, which can discourage future help-seeking behavior (Grupe, 2023). Police 

interventions significantly influence victims’ willingness to seek further help or cooperate with 

the justice system. Positive experiences with police officers can encourage victims to pursue 

additional support, such as counseling, legal protection, or shelter services. When victims 

perceive police as reliable allies, they are more likely to trust the system (Hibberd, 2021). 

 

Access to resources is a critical component of domestic violence recovery, and police officers 

often serve as the first point of contact for victims seeking help. Effective referrals to shelters, 

counseling services, and legal aid can significantly influence victims’ ability to regain safety, 

stability and independence (Home Office, 2022). These resources provide both immediate relief 



and a foundation for long-term recovery, addressing the multifaceted challenges victims face in 

escaping abusive environments. This section examines how police referrals impact victim’s 

access to essential support systems and explores the barriers that may hinder the effectiveness of 

these interventions (Macdonald, 2021). The long-term impacts of police interventions in 

domestic violence cases extend beyond the immediate crisis, shaping victims’ safety, 

empowerment and trust in the justice system over time. While appropriate responses can foster 

recovery, resilience and reduced risk of revictimization, inadequate or inconsistent interventions 

may exacerbate harm and erode confidence in law enforcement (Gregory et al., 2021).  This 

section delves into how police actions influence victims’ ongoing safety, emotional well-being 

and decision making, highlighting the need for victim-centered approaches to ensure sustainable 

outcomes.  

 

Police interventions in domestic violence cases can have lasting consequences, shaping victims’ 

safety, empowerment and trust within the justice system. Effective police actions, such as 

holding offenders accountable and ensuring follow-ups, reduce the likelihood of repeated abuse 

and foster a sense of security (College of Policing, 2013). Inadequate responses, such as failure 

to enforce protective orders or inconsistent interventions, can leave victims vulnerable to 

ongoing harm (HMICFRS, 2019b). The long-term impacts of police interventions depend on the 

quality and consistency of law enforcement responses to support victim recovery. By ensuring 

effective referrals and fostering trust through victim-centered approaches, police can contribute 

to positive, lasting outcomes for domestic violence victims (Abraham et al., 2024). Conversely, 

inadequate or inconsistent interventions risk undermining victims’ safety, well-being and 

confidence in the justice system.  

 

The broader consequences of police actions in domestic violence cases significantly influence 

victims’ long-term outcomes. While certain interventions, such as arrests or referrals, can 

promote safety and empowerment, they may also lead to unintended risks or challenges (Davies 

and Charlotte Frederica Barlow, 2024b).  Researching into the long-term impacts will highlight 

the importance of tailoring police responses to meet victims' needs while minimizing adverse 

effects. Studies indicate that arrests, particularly in jurisdictions with mandatory or pro-arrest 

policies, can deter repeat offenses, especially when combined with offender accountability 



measures like prosecution or rehabilitation programs (Heydari, 2019). Some research suggests 

that arrest alone may not be sufficient to prevent future abuse. The effectiveness of arrest as a 

deterrent depends on factors such as offender characteristics, the severity of the incident, and the 

presence of robust follow-up interventions (Gormley, Hamilton and Belton, 2022).  

Victims who experience supportive and respectful police interactions often feel validated and 

empowered, reinforcing their sense of autonomy and trust in the justice system. This 

empowerment can encourage victims to seek additional support, such as counseling or legal 

action (Wedlock and Tapley, 2016).  Mandatory arrest police or legal processes that proceed 

without victim consent can leave victims feeling sidelined or powerless, particularly if they face 

economic or emotional dependence on the offender (Home Office, 2023). When police 

demonstrate empathy, professionalism, and a commitment to victim safety, they foster greater 

confidence in the justice system, encouraging victims to report future incidents and seek 

assistance. Inconsistent responses, such as failure to enforce protective measures or perceived 

biases, can diminish victims trust in police officers deterring them from engaging with the 

system in the future (College of Policing, 2024).  

The long-term impacts of police interventions are multifaceted, with the potential to both 

positivity and negatively influence victims’ recovery and safety (Violanti et al., 2019).  While 

arrests and supportive actions can reduce recidivism and empower victims, inconsistent or poorly 

executed interventions may create additional risks or barriers (Booth et al., 2024).  These 

findings underscore the need for victims-centered, trauma-informed policing practices that 

prioritize both immediate and enduring outcomes for survivors of domestic violence.  

 

This literature review has highlighted several key themes and gaps in the existing research on 

domestic police responses to domestic violence. First, decision-making by police officers is 

influenced by numerous factors, including legal mandates, officer discretion, and situational 

dynamics, which can result in variability in arrests and victim engagement (Schulenberg, 2015).  

Second, current policies such as mandatory arrest laws and training programs show promise but 

often lack consistency and depth, limiting their effectiveness in addressing the complexities of 

domestic violence cases. Third, the short-and long-term impacts of police interventions reveal 

duality, while positive interaction can promote victim safety and empowerment, poor responses 

risk revictimization and erode trust in law enforcement (Huff, 2021).  



Despite these insights, significant gaps remain. Research on improving police training is needed, 

particularly studies assessing the effectiveness of trauma-informed and culturally competent 

approaches (Goodall et al., 2023). Similarly, there is a lack of comprehensive evaluations of 

policy implementation challenges, including systemic issues like resources constraints and 

inconsistent enforcement. Most critically, there is insufficient exploration of victim-centered 

outcomes, such as how police actions align with victims’ needs and long-term recovery goals 

(Hanway and Hambly, 2023).  

These findings are closely tied to the broader goals of this dissertation, which emphasizes the 

importance of informed and effective police interventions in domestic violence cases. By 

addressing gaps in training, policy, implementation, and victim support, this research aims to 

contribute to the development of evidence-based practices that enhance officer preparedness, 

ensure victim safety, and foster trust in the justice system. Ultimately, this work seeks to promote 

a more equitable and effective response to domestic violence, ensuring that victims receive the 

protection and support they need.  
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