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Domestic Violence: How is social media and technology used as a facilitator for domestic abuse?  
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As of 2018, the cross-government definition of domestic violence is “any incident or pattern of incidents of controlling, coercive or threatening behaviour, violence or abuse between those aged 16 or over who are or have been intimate partners or family members regardless of gender or sexuality. This can encompass, but is not limited to psychological, physical, sexual, financial and emotional abuse” (Home Office, 2018, p. 1). Domestic abuse is more than just a physical act of violence, it is often facilitated mentally, with the abuser coercing and controlling the victim emotionally. Such acts include insulting, undermining, yelling, stalking, and threatening violence. (White Ribbon, 2018). The rise of social media in the modern landscape has made way for abusers to use these platforms to abuse victims.
According to the Office for National Statistics (2017), ninety percent of UK households have access to the internet, and seventy-three percent of those access the internet through a smartphone or mobile. The most commonly used social media platform is Facebook, with over thirty million users in the UK every day (Facebook, 2017). A survey by Woman’s Aid (2013) found that forty-five percent of domestic abuse victims also experienced online abuse from their partner too. The same survey reported that forty-eight percent of victims experienced online harassment from their ex-partner after they had left the relationship, and thirty-eight percent experienced online stalking after leaving the relationship. Seventy-five percent of the participants of the survey also stated concern that the police and authorities didn’t know how to react to online abuse, with twelve percent of that statistic experiencing the unhelpfulness of the police first hand. 

	 Concurrent to the rise in social media is the rise in ‘revenge porn’. Revenge porn is defined as “the distribution of a private sexual image of someone without their consent and with the intention of causing them distress” (Ministry of Justice, 2014). Abusers often post - or threaten to post - sexual images of their victims to social media platforms as a way of humiliation, or the namesake – revenge. (Hopkins & Jenny, 2015). Figures show that the number of reports of revenge porn has doubled from 2015-2016 to 2017-2018 (BBC, 2018). New laws were introduced in 2015 to keep up with the increasing level of revenge porn incidents, introducing new guidelines under the Communications Act 2003. Prior to 2015, there was no law that addressed revenge porn specifically, with most cases of sharing non-consensual online images being prosecuted under the Malicious Communication Act 1988 [MCA]. This law was outdated and unsuitable for the modern landscape, as the MCA worked in reference to malicious letters or articles and worked in a time period where social media and the internet did not exist (Huber, 2018). Whilst the new law seeks to address the act of revenge porn specifically, victims often struggle to overcome the narrow and vague definitions worded within the act.
	Victims of revenge porn are often faced with the challenge to prove that the images that have been shared are non-consensual and are of a sexual nature. For instance, a case including a photo of someone in their underwear will most likely not reach prosecution if it is not sexual in nature or doesn’t feature actions deemed sexual (Huber, 2018). Definitions of consent differentiate between cultures and race too, Muslim women who choose to cover their bodies for religious reasons, may feel a photo showing themselves in a state of undress are sexual, but the law does not take this into consideration. This leaves a large proportion of the population unprotected by revenge porn laws (Huber, 2018). One in three allegations of revenge porn is withdrawn by the complainant, due to inadequacy of police support and the lack of anonymity for the victims (BBC, 2018). 
	Recognising the lack of support and legal implications for victims of revenge porn, organisations have been established to help victims. One of the leading sexual abuse charities Safeline, offers support to victims of revenge porn, with experienced counsellors and advisors on hand to deal with such incidents. They also offer confidential legal advice to anyone looking to take their abuser to prosecution (Safeline, 2018). Furthermore, the Revenge Porn Helpline has been launched to offer victims specifically of this crime a non-judgemental avenue to discuss their talk about their experiences confidentially with trained advisors in this field (Revenge Porn Helpline, 2018). Additionally, Queen Mary University of London has constructed a free service called SPITE (Sharing and Publishing Images to Embarrass), to provide legal advice to victims of revenge porn, even if the subject of the images is not pornographic. Anyone who has experienced the sharing of shameful images can access the service. (Queen Mary University of London, 2018).
	Online domestic abuse does not always have sexual connotations however, it is often a way for abusers to control and coerce their victims into situations that suit the abuser. Examples of controlling or coercive behaviour are, stealing the victim’s mobile devices to limit communication, threatening to reveal personal information online, and limiting access to finances, family and friends (Telegraph, 2015). Mobile phone applications such as ‘MSpy’ have been created for users to gain access to other people’s location, text and browser history, as well as lots of other pieces of intrusive data stored on the phone (Woollaston, 2013). The more intrusive pieces of information come at a premium price, starting from £24.99 a month, monetizing the controlling of victims. However, organisations are noticing the increased use of smart phones and are creating apps to support victims.
	‘Bright Sky’ is the first mobile app that offers aid to domestic violence victims directly. The CEO Patrick Ryan states that its development is a “huge step forward in bringing about much needed assistance to those who have experienced the trauma of an abusive relationship” (Telegraph, 2016, para. 3). The app includes a UK-wide directory of specialist domestic abuse help services, allowing the user to narrow them down to those in their local area. The app also allows the user to document any instance of abuse by text, or by uploading audio or video files to a secure cloud network – not storing any information on the user’s phone as to disable abusers from accessing it. The app also includes questionnaires for users to complete to assess the level of safety in their relationship, and a button to directly call emergency services if needed (Hestia, 2018). Bright Sky also provides support for those who suspect someone they know is being abused.
	Domestic abuse experienced online often finds itself reflected in real-life too. Research from Women’s Aid (2018) suggests that eighty-five percent of domestic abuse victims online found that the abuse patterned itself in real-life. The research also stated that near a third of participants who received abusive threats online from their partner found the threats were carried through physically. 
	To combat this, social media platforms have implemented terms of use and safety aspects for all users. Twitter now has the option to remove the location from tweets, and allows user to ‘protect’ tweets, enabling user to choose who can access their profile (Twitter, 2018). Facebook has teamed up with Women’s Aid to produce a ‘Facebook Safety Guide’ (Women's Aid & Facebook, 2015), a guideline to help victims of domestic abuse on Facebook. The guide aims to empower women to be in control of their safety on Facebook. Facebook’s existing terms and conditions includes ‘Community Standards’, strict rules that prohibit abusive behaviour from its users. Facebook can remove content, suspend profiles and work with law enforcement if appropriate (Facebook, 2018). Facebook now alerts users if unrecognised log-ins have been made on a new device, as well as creating a unique code that can be accessed via text to add an extra layer of security to passwords (Women's Aid & Facebook, 2015). It is important that social media platforms recognise the part they play in abusive behaviour situations, as this is a human rights and human dignity issue.
	At present, there is no definitive definition of human dignity within public law (Steinmann, 2016). Dignity is a complex paradox, Habermas (2010, p. 470) describes it as a "fusion of moral content with coercive law". Dignity displays different functions depending on social or cultural context, making it difficult to concrete into law. Ancient Rome perceived dignity (née dignitas) as a concept of status within the hierarchy (Cancik, 2002). Dworkin (1978) believed that one’s human rights stem from their dignity; however, he did appreciate the ambiguity of the term dignity. Whilst not concrete in law, a potential judicial interpretation of human dignity develops when in the case of cruel and unusual punishments e.g. the death penalty (Steinmann, 2016). Carozza (2008) suggests that despite of differences in historical, cultural, religious and political context, there is a common recognition of worth in human life.
	Victims of domestic abuse often experience a reduced level of self-esteem and dignity. Being a victim of abuse can result in the victim losing confidence in their abilities, leading to them being unable to enter employment or a deterioration in work ethic (Wathen, MacGregor, & MacQuarrie, 2016).
	To conclude, within this essay evidence has been presented to create a parallel between the current boom in internet and social media use, and its usage as an avenue for abuse. Thankfully, corporations and charities are subsequently incorporating this in conjunction with the law, legal ramifications, and support systems, but more can be done.
	Vague definitions within legislations present a massive issue for victims trying to prosecute their abusers. Definitions of terms such as ‘consent’ and ‘sexual-nature’ prove to be extremely difficult legal hurdles for prosecutors to overcome. Just recently, a young seventeen-year-old Irish girl was forced to present her underwear as evidence during a rape trial, which she subsequently lost (BBC, 2018). Victim-blaming is commonplace within court proceedings, resulting in an Irish MP Ruth Coppinger, holding up lacy underwear in the House of Commons in an act to highlight this (O'Halloran, 2018). Following this, female activists in Ireland began a viral protest ‘#THISISNOTCONSENT’, posting pictures of their underwear on social media to highlight that what women wear does not constitute consent (Chudy, 2018).
	Other viral campaigns such as ‘#TIMESUP and ‘#METOO’ have proven that social media is powerful tool that can actually help victims of abuse, by sharing their stories they increase the visibility of the topic, express magnitude of the situation, and provide a platform for users to connect, inspire, and support each other (#METOO, 2018). Since those campaigns went viral, many of the more powerful perpetrators of abuse are now either awaiting trial, have been suspended from their high power positions, or are even in jail (Hutchinson, 2018). Though social media provides a platform for abusers to abuse their victims, it can also provide an invaluable platform for victims to overthrow systems of the patriarchy and change the male-dominated world.
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