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If a contract is to be considered legally binding, both parties must come to an agreement at their own discretion, without the burden of unreasonable influence from one party unto another (Richards, 2017). The validity of a contract can become corrupt if a party claims that they became subject to duress, or undue influence during the formation of said contract. If one party coerces another to reach an agreement using the threat of physical violence, or illegitimate pressure, the courts can declare the contract voidable under the doctrine of duress (Stone and Devenney, 2015). The claim of duress was once limited to cases where a person had suffered actual bodily harm or the threat thereof, this was criticised as it seemingly ignored the power of non-physical threats of illicit behaviour (Peel, 2015). The criteria of a duress claim have broadened over time, as a result of changes in society, along with the precedents set by key cases in modern-day law. Courts will now consider not just the harm threatened, but also the legitimacy of the threat, the degree of pressure, and also the impact of the pressure (Andrews, 2011). Another doctrine that can be used to diminish contractual liability, is undue influence. A party can argue they entered a contract under undue influence if they signed the contract without fully understanding the nature, or consequence of the terms, because of inappropriate pressure from the influencing party (Yee, 2008). Though the confines of this doctrine are somewhat more subjective and can be applied in cases where existing relationships between parties can be used to create an otherwise innocent power imbalance, which in this context can lead to exploitation (Beatson, 2010).
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In the case of Skeate v Beale [1840], it was held that a plea of duress was not viable, as a threat against goods would not suffice in rendering a contract voidable. This ruling was detrimental to the development of the doctrine as it encourages the outdated view that duress is only applicable to cases of actual or threatened bodily harm. The law’s change in attitude toward the criteria of duress cases can be seen in the introduction of economic duress. 
In Pao On v Lan Yio Long [1980], the claim of duress was denied as commercial pressure alone was not seen as a sufficient threat. Lord Scarman said, “There must be a coercion of will such that there was no true consent. It must be shown that the contract entered into was not a voluntary act”. 
The claim of economic duress was upheld in Atlas Express Ltd v Kafco (Importers & Distributors) Ltd [1989], as the claimant had no bargaining power when they agreed to the contract, meaning it could not be considered a fair and equal re-negotiation. Though this case also had commercial pressure, it differed from Poa On v Lan Yio Long as the claimant felt as though they had no choice but to sign the contract, and their lack of say in the matter meant they could not truly consent to it. 
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This doctrine is often used to invalidated agreements that have been entered into as a result of one party using an existing relationship with another party, as a way to manipulate or exploit them. This is most frequently seen in cases where a home has been used as collateral against a loan. There are some cases where the recipient of the loan is not the sole owner of the home but has put pressure on the other homeowner to sign an agreement to allow their lending. On the other hand, in cases where the lender is the sole homeowner, there will be a claim against the lending company. 
One of the most notable cases relating to the development of undue influence is Royal Bank of Scotland plc v Etridge (No 2) [2001]. This case outlined the importance of proving that one party was using their influence improperly, leading to a transaction that is in some way out of the ordinary. 
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The specific facts of a case can have a strong influence on how a doctrine is interpreted, particularly when coupled with changes in society. When handling subjective theories such as duress and undue influence, it is important to consider the cases that have come before and set precedents.
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