
Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 Background to domestic abuse
Domestic abuse is a serious issue in England and Wales and remains an important area within the police work. It can affect people in many ways this can involve physical violence, threats, emotional abuse, economic abuse and controlling behaviour. It does not always involve physical violence, which can make it harder to recognise and understand the full impact it has on victims.

The Office for National Statistics (ONS, 2025) estimated that 3.8 million people aged 16 and over experienced domestic abuse in the year ending March 2025. During the same period, the police recorded 816,493 domestic abuse-related crimes. These figures show how common domestic abuse is and the demands it places on the police force. However, not all victims report their experiences, meaning that police recorded figures do not show the full extent of the problem (ONS, 2025). The police have an important role in identifying domestic abuse, investigating offences and protecting victims from further harm. However, responding effectively can be difficult because abuse may happen repeatedly and involve different forms of behaviour over time. This means officers need to look beyond individual incidents and consider the wider circumstances of a victim’s experiences.

1.2 Coercive and controlling behaviour
Coercive and controlling behaviour is an important part of domestic abuse because it can involve a repeated pattern of behaviour used to control another person. This may include isolating someone from friends and family, controlling their money, monitoring their activities, making threats or causing them to feel frightened. These behaviours can affect a victim’s independence and make it more difficult for them to leave an abusive relationship. The Domestic Abuse Act 2021 recognises several forms of domestic abuse, including physical abuse, sexual abuse, controlling or coercive behaviour, economic abuse and psychological or emotional abuse (UK Government, 2021). This shows that domestic abuse should not only be understood as physical violence, as other forms of abuse can have a serious impact on victims.
Section 76 of the Serious Crime Act 2015 introduced the offence of controlling or coercive behaviour in an intimate or family relationship. For the offence to apply, the behaviour must meet specific legal requirements, including having a serious effect on the victim and the perpetrator knowing, or being reasonably expected to know, that their behaviour would have that effect (Serious Crime Act 2015, s.76).
One of the main challenges for the police is recognising how separate incidents may form part of a wider pattern of abuse. For example, controlling someone’s finances or repeatedly threatening them might not appear as serious when each incident is considered separately. However, when these behaviours are examined together, they may show how a perpetrator has gradually gained control over a victim. The Crown Prosecution Service (CPS, 2025) highlights the importance of identifying patterns of behaviour when investigating coercive control. This makes evidence gathering particularly important, as officers need to understand the wider relationship and the impact of the behaviour rather than focusing only on individual incidents.

1.3 Legal and policing context
There are several laws and policies that guide the police response to domestic abuse in England and Wales. The Serious Crime Act 2015 introduced the offence of controlling or coercive behaviour, while the Domestic Abuse Act 2021 strengthened the legal framework and provided a statutory definition of domestic abuse. These laws help establish how abuse should be recognised and addressed. The police are responsible for investigating suspected offences, gathering evidence, assessing risks and taking appropriate steps to protect victims. However, domestic abuse often requires support from more than one organisation. Police may need to work with social services, healthcare professionals and specialist domestic abuse services to help protect victims and manage ongoing risks. Although multi-agency working can improve information sharing and safeguarding, its effectiveness depends on organisations communicating properly and taking appropriate action.

1.4 The research problem
Although laws and policing guidance are in place, there are still challenges in responding effectively to domestic abuse. One of the main issues is that coercive and controlling behaviour can be difficult to identify and prove because it often involves a pattern of behaviour rather than one clear incident. If the police fail to recognise this pattern or gather enough evidence, it may affect whether a case progresses through the criminal justice system. Another issue is how police effectiveness should be measured. Arrests, charges and prosecutions can help show what action has been taken but they do not necessarily show whether a victim feels safe or has received the support they need. Similarly, a case that does not result in a prosecution does not automatically mean the police response was ineffective. It is therefore important to consider investigative outcomes alongside safeguarding, victim confidence and the prevention of further abuse.
This dissertation will examine these issues to assess how effective current policing strategies and multi-agency safeguarding processes are in responding to domestic abuse involving coercive and controlling behaviour.

1.5 Research aim
To critically assess the effectiveness of the police in response to domestic abuse involving coercive control and controlling behaviour in England and Wales.

1.6 Research objectives
1. To examine current police approaches to investigating domestic abuse and coercive and controlling behaviour.
2. To critically assess the effectiveness of police evidence gathering in domestic abuse investigations.
3. To examine the key evidential challenges that affect domestic abuse investigations and criminal justice outcomes.
4. To evaluate police safeguarding measures and their impact on victim confidence and public trust.
5. To determine whether criminal justice outcomes are an appropriate measure of police effectiveness or whether wider victim-centred outcomes should be considered.

1.7 Research question
How effective are current policing strategies and multi-agency safeguarding processes in responding to domestic abuse involving coercive and controlling behaviour in England and Wales?

1.8 Scope of the research
This dissertation focuses on domestic abuse in England and Wales, particularly coercive and controlling behaviour. It will examine how the police investigate these cases, gather evidence and deal with the challenges that may affect criminal justice outcomes. It will also consider safeguarding measures, multi-agency working and the impact of police responses on victim confidence and public trust. The research will explore whether arrests, charges and prosecutions are enough to measure police effectiveness or whether other outcomes, such as victim safety and access to support, should also be considered.

1.9 Structure of the dissertation
Chapter 1 introduces the research topic, explains why domestic abuse is an important policing issue and sets out the research aim, objectives and question. Chapter 2 will review existing literature, legislation and research on police responses to domestic abuse, evidence gathering, safeguarding and victim-centred outcomes. Chapter 3 will explain the research methodology, including how the research will be carried out and the ethical considerations involved. Chapter 4 will present the findings, while Chapter 5 will discuss the findings in relation to existing research and assess what they show about police effectiveness. Finally, Chapter 6 will provide the conclusion, answer the research question, and make recommendations for future policing practice.
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