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[bookmark: _Toc363462127]Abstract

The aim of this study is to explore the public perceptions of the police response to domestic abuse incidents during the covid-19 pandemic. The impact of domestic abuse is fair reaching within society, with the volume of victims posing a challenge to the police service. This study is necessary to provide a deeper understanding of the pandemic itself, alongside addressing the research gap and information regarding the public perception of the police response to domestic abuse during the pandemic. A mixed methods strategy will be used to gather data. A range of current literature will be critically evaluated with the aim of providing a deeper understanding of the impact of covid-19 upon domestic abuse incidents. The study will be further advanced through the collection of empirical data using a questionnaire. The focus of the questionnaire will be to gather information on the public perception of the police response to domestic abuse during the covid-19 pandemic.  The findings suggest that the public perception of the police response to domestic abuse incidents during the pandemic is positive. Areas of where improvements could be made were identified, which included resources and training. The findings of the study will be used to formulate recommendations in relation to the police response to domestic abuse incidents in the South Wales area.  
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[bookmark: _Toc1427162846]1.1 Background

In 2020, the coronavirus virus (COVID-19) pandemic spread globally. Coronavirus virus will be referred to as covid-19 throughout this paper. The impact of the pandemic was felt across the globe, as of February 2023 there have been 6,850,594 confirmed deaths because of the virus (World Health Organisation, 2023). The response to the pandemic, saw countries worldwide implement a series of measures designed to control the spread of the virus. Social distancing measures were introduced by many governments between March and April 2020, focusing upon slowing the transmission of the virus (Chiesa, et al, 2021). 
The pandemic and the responses to it, impacted all aspects of society. This study will explore the impact covid-19 had upon crime in the UK (United Kingdom) with specific focus placed upon domestic abuse. Critical analysis of the changes displayed within domestic abuse incidents during that time will be undertaken. Research into the public perception of domestic abuse in the South Wales area will be carried out with the aim to gather and analyse data with specific emphasis placed upon the police response to domestic abuse incidents. 
Crime patterns in England and Wales between April and May 2020 showed a 32% reduction which excluded fraud and computer misuse. This is a significant reduction which coincided with a period which saw the most restrictive social distances measures in place (Office for National Statistics, 2020). Theft offences, such as theft of individual property and domestic burglary reduced, which may have been a result of changes in the behaviour patterns of the population as lockdown restrictions were adhered too. 
In comparison police recorded a 9% increase in incidents flagged as domestic abuse related between March and June 2020 (Office for National Statistics, 2020). The definition of domestic abuse will be explored in more detail within the Literature Review Chapter of this study. 
Bradbury-Jones and Isham (2020) suggest that an increase in domestic abuse was a negative consequence of the measures put in place to combat covid-19. The drastic changes imposed upon the lives of the general population changed patterns of behaviour. Family units were under increased stress when confirmed to the home environment, support services were limited and harder to access this increased the prevalence of domestic violence during this time (Gok, et al, 2020, p612). 
The argument that covid-19 increased domestic violence incidents in the UK can be called into question. There has been a steady increase in domestic-related recorded crime in England and Wales, an increase of 6% confirmed in March 2021. This increase may be a result of improved crime recording processes, and increased victim disclosure (Office for National Statistics, 2021). Hohl and Johnson (2021) support this theory, arguing that covid-19 acted a catalyst for exposing a domestic abuse crisis that was already in place. Rather than creating the crisis it provided increased opportunities for perpetrators to conceal abuse and made it harder for victims to seek help. 
In 2021, His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services (HMICFRS) praised the police service and the way in which it addressed the challenges of the pandemic, showing innovation and flexibility in front line practices. However, it concedes that this may have been a result of focus being shifted away from competing offences such as theft. This theory is supported by the HMICFRS (2014) following a report into the police response to domestic abuse. The report summarised that although there had been improvement in the way police responded to domestic abuse at the time, the issue remained a “poor relation” in contrast to other policing priorities. Therefore, the reduction in other offences because of covid-19 lockdown measures, afforded the police service time to focus upon domestic abuse responses. 
Public perceptions of the police and their response to the pandemic outlined by the Office for National Statistics (2020) are positive. Two-thirds of adults provided positive feedback in relation to the police response in their local area, 49% felt that the police were doing a good job and 20%, one fifth of adults felt the police had been excellent in their response. In contrast just 6% of adults felt that the police response was poor. However, these statistics are generic and have not specifically focussed on one area of crime. This study will gather and analyse data in relation to the public perception of the police response to domestic abuse during the pandemic in South Wales and will help to address the research gap in this area. 

[bookmark: _Toc997352661]1.2 Research aim and objectives

Aim
The overall aim of this study is to explore the public perceptions of the police response to domestic abuse incidents during the covid-19 pandemic. The specific objectives of this research are to do the following:
Objectives
1: Critically evaluate current literature in relation to the impact of covid –19 upon domestic abuse incidents.
2: Evaluate the public perception of the police response to domestic abuse incidents in the South Wales area. 
3: Formulate recommendations in relation to the police response to domestic abuse incidents in the South Wales area.
[bookmark: _Toc971006086]1.3 Research methods and timescales

This study will adopt a mixed methods strategy using a review of relevant literature (objectives 1 and 2) and the collection of empirical data through use of a questionnaire. The questionnaire will be aimed at the general population with the focus placed upon gathering public perception data in relation to the police response to domestic violence during the covid-19 pandemic (objective 3). 
The collection of primary data using a questionnaire will enable a wide group of respondents to be targeted, which should result in a sizable amount of quantitative data to be collected in a brief period (Bartram, 2019, p1). Formulating carefully grounded questions to develop a wider understanding of a specific topic is a critical element of the research process (Alvesson and Sandberg, 2013, p1). Therefore, the design of the questionnaire will consider the impact of ethics and the welfare of the respondents during the design process.
The dissertation proper will include a chapter entitled ‘Research Methods.’ The full details of the research methods that will be used for this study will be explored within that chapter, this will include a critically examination of the merits and limitations of each method, alongside a justification for its use. 
The secondary data will come from journals (e.g., Journal of Public Health) primarily from 2020 to present, statistical data (e.g., Office for National Statistics). Information from a wide range of qualitative sources will be utilised throughout. Studies that explore multiple sources are of a higher quality in contrast to studies that use fewer data sources (Huey, 2021, p57). The use of secondary research data seeks to provide an in depth understanding of the impact covid-19 had upon domestic abuse. The police response to domestic violence incidents during this time will also be explored.
The expected timescales for this study, from finalising the dissertation proposal to the conclusion of the paper and final submission are outlined within Table 1. 

[bookmark: _Toc2017414778]Table 1 Project timescales 

	Activity
	Duration (in weeks)
	Month

	Proposal
	4
	March

	Literature review
	9
	March -May

	Research methods
	7
	May-June

	Data collection
	6
	June-July

	Findings
	3
	July

	Conclusion
	4
	August

	Introduction
	3
	August-September
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This research study will help key stakeholders to formulate funding decisions in relation to domestic violence support and to assist in the process of targeting appropriate resources for domestic violence initiatives. This is supported by Abrams (2021) who argues that police resourcing decisions should be made with consideration given to pandemic-related changes to crime patterns and quantity. 
Academically this study will advance the understanding of the interrelationship between globally health crises and crime patterns with a specific focus upon domestic violence. 
In addition to providing a deeper understanding of the impact of the pandemic itself, research concerning this topic with specific focus placed upon the police response to domestic abuse during the pandemic may assist the police service to improve its services. Abrams (2021) reiterates the importance of research being conducted within this area, may be of value to police forces as they continue to provide a response to the pandemic.
This research study is necessary because the impact of domestic abuse, has the ability reach across every area within society. Domestic abuse victimisation is not gender specific, however in a lifetime 1 in 3 females will experience domestic abuse (The World Health Organisation, 2021). The volume of victims alone poses a challenge for the police service, in the year ending March 2021 there were 845,734 victims of domestic abuse in England and Wales (Office for National Statistics, 2021). The implementation of the Domestic Abuse Act 2021 will cost between £247 to £300 million per year once imbedded, the impact assessment associated with the act, has shown that if there is only a 0.3% reduction in domestic abuse because of this act then the benefits will outweigh the cost implication (Home Office, 2022). The need for such financial commitment by the UK government to combat domestic abuse, supports the requirement for continued research in this area. 

[bookmark: _Toc1027036426]1.5 Ethics    

The quality of research is strengthened by ethical guidelines, researchers are governed by a set of standards which are regulated by institutional processes (Tangen, 2013). This is further supported by Smit Sibinga (2018) who links ethics to improved research quality and the development of researcher qualities, as they become more ethically sensitive during the research process. 
This research study will be conducted in line with the five core principles of transparency, confidentiality, voluntary, do no harm and impartiality. A questionnaire will be used as a method of gathering data from the public within the South Wales Area. Social media will be used as a platform for the questionnaire. 
The questionnaire will include an information section, which will provide respondents of how the data will be used and retained. Respondents will not be required to disclose any data protected information. The questionnaire will be designed for anonymous contributions. Respondents will be asked for their consent to use the data provided and will be given the opportunity to opt out of the research at any time.
Vulnerable groups will not be targeted by the questionnaire, however given the emotive nature of the subject, respondents will be provided with a list of domestic abuse support services. This support strategy has been highlighted as an appropriate method of minimising risks of harm to respondents through the distribution of support information (Wiles, 2012). No identifying material will be included within the questionnaire, this will remove any bias during the data evaluation process. 
[bookmark: _Toc1271361552]1.6 Outline Structure

	Chapter 1
	Introduction

This chapter will provide the reader with background information which will put the study into context. The aims and individual objectives of the study will be outlined, followed by a brief introduction of the research methods which will be used and timescales to be followed. The necessity for this research will be explored highlighting the value of this research to the reader. 

	Chapter 2
	Literature Review

This chapter will define domestic abuse, providing the reader with a brief overview of societal perceptions of the issue. The impact of covid-19 upon domestic abuse will be critically evaluated using a variety of academic sources including data comparisons. The impact of covid-19 upon domestic abuse support services will also be examined and the evolution of the police response to domestic incidents discussed. 


	Chapter 3

	Research Methods

This chapter will use the six stages of the “research onion” to structure a discussion outlining the research methods that will be adopted for this study. The use of research questionnaires as a data collection technique will be explored, with focus placed upon the strengths and limitations of this method. The use of thematic analysis will be introduced as a means of examining the empirical data collected. 

	Chapter 4

	Findings
This chapter will examine the data collected following the use of an online questionnaire. Each question will be examined using the process of description, analysis, synthesis. Comparisons made with the literature review. Areas where improvements could be made to the police response to domestic abuse incidents are highlighted. 


	Chapter 5
	Conclusion
This chapter will revisit the aims and objectives of this research study. A summary of findings and conclusions will be provided for each objective. The recommendations made will be examined alongside the lessons learnt from this study. 

	Chapter 6 
	References

An alphabetical listing of the sources used within this work will be provided within this chapter. The Harvard system of referencing is used.
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Domestic abuse cannot be classified as new phenomenon within society, abusive behaviour has always been present within households. However, the way in which society now regards and then responds to this behaviour has changed (Barrow-Grint et al., 2022, p. 4). Historically, society viewed abuse within the family home as a private matter, a standpoint also taken by the government and other agencies including the police. The nature of the behaviour itself goes against the traditional society ideals of the home being a place of emotional and physical safety. Therefore, society struggles to understand that the behaviour is taking place, which has created a barrier to acceptance (McCarthy and Edwards, 2011, p. 54). 
Slowly, the way in which society perceives domestic abuse has changed. The 1970’s saw a rise in domestic violence awareness, as terminology such as “wife battering” allowed for open conversations on the subject. The changing nature of awareness saw the emergence of refuge spaces, as society recognised the need for intervention (McCarthy 12and Edwards, 2011, p. 54). The 1990’s saw the positive development of professional partnership working. Networks of supportive agencies focusing upon protection and intervention, aiming to provide effective victim focused responses (Hilder and Bettinson, 2016, p. 2). However, the process of change was slow, this is highlighted by the fact that, marital rape did not become illegal until 1992 in the UK. The legalisation changed following the removal of “marital immunity,” when the House of Lords, heard the case of R vs R (House of Commons, 1992). The fact that this change is legalisation, has only recently taken place, confirms that the process of change in terms of domestic abuse has been painfully slow. 
The first specific domestic abuse offence was not introduced until 2015, which saw the introduction of the offence of “Coercive Control” in the Serious Crime Act (2015). This piece of legalisation finally criminalised coercive and controlling behaviour and acted as another step in the journey of domestic abuse from being seen as a private matter to one of a societal issue (McPhee et al., 2022, p. 963). 
The Domestic Abuse Act 2021 (Domestic Abuse Act, 2021) defines domestic abuse in two parts. The first part relates to the relationship between parties who would need to be personally connected and all over sixteen years of age. The second part of the definition outlines different behaviours that fall under the umbrella term of abuse. These behaviours consist of any of the following, physical or sexual abuse, violent or threatening behaviour, controlling or coercive behaviour, economic abuse, and any other psychological abuse. 
The definition is extremely broad, this ensures that a range of different relationship types are captured and that all statutory agencies can recognise the different behaviour categories and respond positively (Home Office, 2022). The broad nature of the definition has helped to ensure a diversified view of domestic abuse, and the full spectrum of behaviours it includes. This addresses past criticism of the legal response to domestic abuse which failed to recognise abuse beyond the physical (Robinson et al., 2016, p. 195).
Chapter 1; placed this research study into context and identified the aim of this dissertation and the three objectives as follows. 
1: Critically evaluate current literature in relation to the impact of covid –19 upon domestic abuse incidents in the United Kingdom.
2: Evaluate the public perception of the police response to domestic abuse incidents in the South Wales area. 
3: Formulate recommendations in relation to the police response to domestic abuse incidents in the South Wales area.
This literature review will focus upon objective 2, through the critical evaluation of current literature in relation to the impact of covid-19 upon domestic abuse incidents. The information examined will also be used to help formulate recommendations in line with objective 3. Focus will be placed upon the impact of covid-19 upon risk factors associated with domestic abuse, namely alcohol consumption and financial strain. The impact upon support service provision will be explored. This chapter will also explore the police response to domestic abuse incidents during the covid-19 pandemic. Objective 2 will be addressed through the collection and examination of empirical data. 

[bookmark: _Toc1863862200]2.2 Critical evaluation of the impact of covid-19 upon domestic abuse in the United Kingdom.

The Crime Survey for England and Wales (CSEW) provided an estimate of 7.3% of women (1.6 million) and 3.6% of men (757,000), had experienced domestic abuse in the year ending March 2020 (Office for National Statistics, 2020). Although these statistics highlight a clear imbalance between those who experience domestic abuse and gender, it would suggest that anyone can become a victim. In contrast Women’s Aid (2022), has suggested that domestic abuse is a gendered crime. The charity does recognise that both males and females can experience interpersonal abuse, however the differences between the nature of the violence experienced is used to suggest that women’s unequal status within society is the reason for the violence. Women’s Aid is a charity for women; therefore, this theory could be called into question, based on bias. Throughout this study all references to victims and perpetrators will remain non-gender specific. 
The impact of domestic abuse upon the victim has been widely discussed. The physical and psychological distress that this behaviour causes victims led Litherland (2012, p. 20) to describe domestic abuse as a “significant public health issue”, linking exposure to abuse to a range of consequences including physical injury and poor psychological health through to neglectful parenting, placing children at risk.
The economic impact domestic abuse has upon society can be examined in reference to healthcare, criminal justice proceedings costs and police resources. The estimated cost of domestic abuse in England and Wales for the year ending March 2017 was approximately £66 billion. This number can be broken down further in terms of the physical and emotional impact on the victim, the cost of which is £47 billion, with the government itself incurring costs such as £1.3 billion for police resources (Oliver et al., 2019). The impact that domestic abuse has upon all areas of society, strengthens the need for continued research in this area, to ensure continued improvement in addressing the issue.
However, the secretive nature of domestic abuse should be considered when examining any statistics. There are a multitude of barriers preventing disclosure therefore police and support services will never fully know the true level of abuse taking place, it remains a hidden crime. With many incidents remaining unreported (Office for National Statistics, 2020). 
Chapter one introduced the significance of the government-imposed restrictions and how these related to the changes in domestic abuse characteristics during the pandemic. The restrictions that limited the mobility of the population in March 2020 as a means of combating the virus, inadvertently increased the risk of victims being subjected to abuse in the home. This theory is supported Brodie et al., (2022) who highlight that the stay-at-home restrictions, increased victim isolation from key avenues of safety and support. Phumzile Miambo-Ngcuka, Executive Director of UN Women (2020) described the consequences of government-imposed restrictions upon domestic abuse as “the shadow pandemic”. Increased tensions within households, such as financial strain ran alongside reduced support service provision to create the perfect environment in which abuse could take place (Miambo-Ngcuka, 2020). 
The UK government response to the coronavirus pandemic, included the introduction of new legalisation aimed at mitigating the impact of the virus. This included lockdown laws which placed restrictions on the public and limited movement and social interaction. The first national lockdown, which saw non-essential businesses close, and people told to stay at home begin in March 2020 (Brown and Kirk-Wade, 2021, p. 5). The lockdown restrictions created a feeling of instability within society, as various levels of restrictions were introduced several economic and social stress factors were placed upon the population (Douglas et al., 2020, p.1557). The covid-19 restrictions strengthened the hidden nature of domestic abuse, magnifying risk factors such as isolation which is conducive to abuse taking place. 
There is a link between the impact of covid-19 and an increase in both the number and the severity level of domestic incidents taking place. The ‘Counting Dead Women 'project estimated that there had been sixteen domestic abuse murders of women and children in the UK, during the first lockdown period (Ingala-Smith, 2020). The concerns raised by Ingala-Smith (2020) were further supported by the Home Affairs Committee (2020) who recognised that the UK was following a pattern seen across the globe, as domestic abuse incidents escalated in severity and number. The Hubei province in China, saw domestic abuse reports triple during the lockdown in February 2020. The pattern was mirrored in Catalonia and Cyprus as calls to helps lines surged by 20% and 30% in the week after covid-19 restrictions were introduced (Home Affairs Committee, 2020). As UK support service charities saw a 200% rise in calls from victims of rape and domestic abuse, the government responded by providing a £40m investment, to help charities and support organisations cope with increased demand (Ministry of Justice, 2021). Research into the impact of major events such as pandemics can help shed light on the forces that cause such dramatic changes in domestic abuse patterns. There is evidence that suggests changes to economic environments and social stability following a natural disaster will result in an increased level of domestic abuse. This evidence can be drawn upon when thinking about the impact of covid-19 upon domestic abuse. Rezaeian (2013, p. 1103) contributes an increase in domestic abuse following a disaster to the increase in mental stress placed upon the population. Furthermore, Grey and Hansen (2021, p. 9) suggest that any event that puts a restriction on the population can be associated with an increase in domestic abuse. These theories, combined with that of Douglas et al., (2020, p. 1557) strengthen the idea that the restrictions implemented to combat covid-19, increased mental stress levels which in turn manifested into abusive behaviour. 
[bookmark: _Toc955005929]2.3 The link between domestic abuse and economic hardship in the United Kingdom.

The population was hit by two major impacts from covid-19, firstly the threat of the new virus itself upon health and wellbeing, secondly the indirect impact of negative socioeconomic changes faced by the nation (Chandola et al., 2022, p. 2997). Domestic abuse is heavily influenced by crisis. Golden et al., (2013, p. 3) linked economic hardship and an increase in domestic violence risk factors. Economic hardship is one of the risk factors associated with domestic abuse. 
The causes of domestic abuse are complex, there are several risk factors associated with an increased likelihood of abuse taking place within a relationship. These factors are often linked and although they might not cause the abuse, they should be classified as potential contributing factors. Hisham et al., (2021, p. 317) identify changes in societal factors, such as reduced access to support or the removal of coping mechanisms as risk factors that increased domestic abuse during the pandemic. 
 The UK fell into recession during 2020, with the government painting a bleak financial future for the country in the years to follow. This is supported by a decrease in the employment rate during the first year of covid-19 and a period of economic inactivity (Watson, 2023). This period saw families experience financial instability and stress. As restrictions saw businesses close, the UK saw changes to employment rates, with 7.5 million people taken out of the workplace during the summer months in 2020 (Office for National Statistics, 2020). The UK government saw an increased reliance upon the social security system during the pandemic, with Universal Credit seeing a significant increase in applications. For the four-week period ending April 2020, there were an additional 1 million benefit claims submitted, with 1.2 million people applying for financial support (Mackley and McInnes, 2021). These statistics suggest that many individuals were impacted by the downward trajectory of the economy during this period, this additional financial pressure may have increased the possibility of abuse taking place within the home. Drawing upon the 2012 UK Poverty and Social Exclusion Survey, Fahmy and Williamson (2018, p. 482) concluded that females in poverty were more vulnerable to domestic abuse. 
However, the Fahmy and Williamson (2018, p.482) study advised caution, highlighting that although there is a clear link between poverty and domestic violence there needs to be a wider understanding of the drivers behind the behaviour and that domestic abuse occurs across all aspects of society regardless of income. 
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Public Health England (2020, p. 75) highlighted the changes in alcohol consumption during the pandemic, noting that as expected there was a large growth in off-trade sales, which reflected the changes in consumer behaviour as the public began drinking more at home. The consumption of alcohol and the increase likelihood of domestic abuse taking place has long been identified as a risk factor. Evidence suggests that the severity of assault increases because of intoxication (Graham et al.,011, p. 1504). Substance misuse has been linked to around half of all domestic violence deaths in the United Kingdom (Home Office, 2016). This would suggest that alcohol consumption although not the root cause of the violence can significantly increase the risk of violence taking place. 
The relationship between alcohol and domestic abuse during the pandemic as explored by Fox and Galvani (2020) working in collaboration with Alcohol Change UK. The study found that social isolation increased the risk of domestic abuse taking place in homes where alcohol consumption was already an issue. The normalisation of home drinking because of lockdown closures exasperated the issue. 
Fox and Galvani (2020) identified that perpetrators used alcohol restriction during the pandemic as a new control method over victims with alcohol dependency, as the ability to purchase alcohol became restricted. This further supports the theory that lockdown restrictions were in fact weaponised by preparators. Hisham et al., (2021, p. 318) explains that increased levels of alcohol-related domestic abuse during the pandemic, were a result of increased home drinking and the removal of support services. This can be linked back to support Brodie et al., (2022) and the idea that covid-19 restrictions removed vital avenues of support for victims. 
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The restrictions which were designed to save lives, were exploited by domestic abuse perpetrators who were able to add a new element of control to the relationship. The general population's ability to move freely, were removed by the lock-down laws, this helped to create and enhance an environment conducive to familial abuse (Womens Aid, 2020). Peterman, et al., (2020) go a step further suggesting that perpetrators used covid-19 as a scare tactic. This would suggest that covid-19 was in fact utilised as a weapon, controlling victims through fear of both contracting the virus and or breaking the laws which were designed to protect them. In addition, Hisham et al., (2022, p 317) argue that the stay-at-home instructions during covid-19 allowed perpetrator tactics such as job-interference to be undertaken with ease, as victims were unable to leave the home to attend work. This strengthens the theory that the pandemic exasperated the conditions associated with abuse taking place. 
A research study conducted by the Women’s Aid Charity found that 66.7% of respondents had confirmed that the lockdown restrictions and the possible consequences of breaking the rules, were in fact used by perpetrators as a means of control (Davidge, 2020, p. 8). The findings of this survey, which was conducted between March 2020 and July 2020, further support the theory that the covid-19 lockdown restrictions were exploited by perpetrators. 
Data collected by Gray and Hansen (2021) during a study conducted working alongside the Metropolitan Police, has shown that domestic abuse incidents in the London area increased during the pandemic. Comparing data from before, during and after lockdown restrictions were in place, the study showed that the probability of becoming a victim of abuse had increased from 11.1% to 17.9 % during lockdown. The use of the before and after methodological approach, strengthened the validity of the results produced. Further analysis of the results showed that there had been an increase in the most violent categories of abuse, this data supports the theory that the severity of abuse increased during the pandemic. The study also concluded that different demographic groups, were more vulnerable to abuse during this period. Victim ethnicity for example, showed that Asians and those from a Middle Eastern background were 6% more likely to suffer abuse compared to the 3.7% increase in seen for Black victims (Gray and Hansen, 2020, p 27). This study is limited by the fact that it is focused upon one area, comparisons with results from other forces would need to be undertaken to provide a more in-depth understanding of the impact covid-19 had upon domestic abuse incidents in the UK.
In comparison, the theory that domestic abuse incidents increased during the pandemic have been undermined by data collected from the University Hospital of Wales emergency department. The study which examined the number of violence- related injury presentations at the emergency department between January 2019 and June 2020, concluded that there was no significant increase in patients presenting with injuries from violence at home (Shepherd et al., 2021, p. 885). 
The study does have limitations, the data is limited to one city and lacks information about violent injury that did not warrant emergency department treatment. Further limitations are identified by Moore et al., (2022) who question if victims of domestic abuse would attend hospital at that time because of covid-19. 
Analysis of data from the domestic abuse support service Refuge Information, Support and Education (RISE) in Cardiff, Wales further suggests that there was not an increase in domestic abuse incidents during the pandemic. The study conducted across an 8-month period comprising of time prior to lockdown examined the number of police referral numbers made to RISE following an incident. The study concluded that referrals did not increase, however the level of risk associated with the referral increased with a larger portion classified as “high” risk and the person reporting changed, with children becoming the primary source of contact during lockdown (Moore et al., 2022, p. 254). 
These findings would suggest that the nature of the domestic abuse incidents during this time became more severe and that children were being exposed to more domestic abuse incidents. The theory that child survivors of domestic abuse experienced worsening abuse during lockdown was supported by the Women’s Aid April Survivor Survey (2020) of the 32 participants’ spoken to during the study, 37.5% said that there had been an increase in abuse directed at the children and 53.1% participant's said that the children had witnessed the abuse taking place (Davidge, 2020, p. 8). 
Children who are exposed to domestic violence, can experience a negative impact upon their mental and physical wellbeing into adulthood. This in turn will have a long-term impact upon society as it addresses the complex consequences of domestic abuse across a generation of people. This is a great cause for concern, in relation to the impact upon the children themselves and the wider society. (Home Affairs Committee, 2020). 
The Womens Aid charity (2022) conducted research into the UK attitudes towards domestic abuse. When examining perception of domestic abuse prevalence, the research found that 84% of the respondents felt that it was a common issue. When asked if domestic abuse had increased in the last 3 years most UK adults 68% felt that there had been an increase. However, the charity highlighted that this perception was inaccurate, as abuse levels remained at similar levels to previous years. The charity went onto the argue that covid had drawn attention to the issue and that coupled with the introduction of the Domestic Abuse Act, had caused increased awareness leading to the perception that more incidents were taking place (Womens Aid, 2022). 
Analysis of results from the different studies discussed paints a complex picture that faced domestic abuse services during the pandemic. The risk factors and causes of domestic abuse are multifactorial, they overlap and are influenced by changes in society. The significant impact of covid-19 upon support services and the way in which individuals were able to access support highlights the changing nature of domestic abuse during the pandemic. 

[bookmark: _Toc1202622497]2.6 The impact upon domestic abuse support services in the United Kingdom.

The impact of covid-19 upon domestic abuse in the UK, is reflected within changes to the use of support services during the pandemic. The restrictions implemented by the UK government, outlined the necessity for the population to stay at home, however home to some was not a place of safety. Domestic abuse helpline services saw demand increase as victims sought out support, via online and call and text services, this in turn placed pressure upon service provision during this time (Brodie et al, 2020). The UK Home Affairs Committee (2020, p. 8) documented an increase of 16.6% in contacts made to Men’s Advice Line for male victims of abuse in March 2020. In parallel the women's shelter organisation, Refuge saw an increase of 49% as victims sought help via the helpline in April 2020, this is in comparison to pre-lockdown figures (Refuge, 2020). Interestingly, services designed to support domestic abuse perpetrators, also saw an increase in service demand, with the Respect phone line, which supports perpetrators who reach out seeing an increase of 26.86% in calls during the same period (Home Affairs Committee, 2020, p8). These statistics, support the theory, that domestic abuse increased during the pandemic having been exasperated by government restrictions. 
The difficulties faced by victims trying to access support during the lockdown period, is reflected in the 12% increase in the number of cases, dealt with by Victim Support during the week following the easing of restrictions. This is in comparison to the week prior when restrictions were still in place (Office for National Statistics, 2020). These statistics support the theory that some cases of abuse may have been missed during the pandemic as victims had limited access to support services in the UK, which prevented disclosure taking place (Caron et al., 2020, p. 399).
Government restrictions inadvertently impacted the provision of refuge spaces. Social distancing guidelines reduced the capacity of refuges, amid concerns over managing spread of the virus. Reduced access to interpreters negatively impacted the access to refuge for victims that needed them, and the process for moving victims on to new accommodation slowed, which resulted in a backlog of spaces (Davidge, 2020, p. 8). The issues highlighted with support service provision during the pandemic, would suggest that urgent attention needs to be given to ensuring that adequate resources and processes are in place. 
The lack of interpreters in a refuge setting, would suggest that some black and minority ethic (BME) and marginalised groups were disproportionately affected by the impact of covid-19. This is supported by Galea et al., (2020) who note that victims from non-English speaking households and women of colour, will have the negative impacts of restrictions magnified. Therefore, there is a need to review current support services and look to ensure that they are directed towards minority groups. 

[bookmark: _Toc945176833]2.7 The evolution of the police response to domestic incidents in the United Kingdom.

The police response towards domestic abuse is no longer one of acceptance and labelling the issue as a private matter within families, it is now one of the highest priorities within the policing agenda (Shovel, 2023). The evolution of the police response has seen a move away from cautious avoidance, where prosecution and positive action were not deemed inappropriate responses to a response that is more proactive in nature (Burton, 2016, p. 38).
There has been considerable progress made regarding investigative procedures, the introduction of processes such as Operation Encompass, which ensures that schools are informed of domestic abuse incidents in the home. This highlights innovation is terms of addressing safeguarding, with 33 using the process (Walklate et al., p. 223). 
His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services (HMICFRS) report which examined the police response to domestic abuse in 2018, highlighted practices such as multi agency partnership working using MASH units (multi-agency safeguarding hubs) as positive developments. Alongside the use of basic yet effective processes such as using police systems to flag victims show the changing nature of police responses to domestic violence. However, the report does suggest that there is still an element of stagnation present, in terms of response. The system of flagging victims has been in place since the 1990’s, yet 28 forces still do not use this system. This suggests that there is an inconsistent approach to policing domestic abuse. Although praise is given to improved control room responses, improvement still needs to be made with the identification of specific offences such as coercive control (HMICFRS, 2018). 
Chapter one highlighted the praise given to the police service by His Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire and Rescue Services, for addressing the challenges posed by the pandemic to policing. Nouri and Kochel (2022, p.139) outline some of the unique challenges faced by the service, which included social distancing restrictions and reductions in resources because of illness. The study conducted by Walkate et al., (2020, p. 226) sought to analyse the impact of lock-down upon the police response to domestic abuse. Through an online questionnaire directed to all policing leads for domestic abuse in England and Wales, the study received responses from 25 forces (43 forces were approached). Results showed that forces adopted a “business as usual” approach initially to domestic abuse calls, with the added risk assessment considered due to the contagious nature of covid-19. 
The study indicated that some forces, took advantage of additional resources, which had become available as crime rates fell in relation to other offences, and redirect these resources to focus on addressing domestic abuse. This is evident by one respondent reporting an 8% increase in domestic referrals to the Crown Prosecution Service (Walkate, et al., 2020, p. 227). This supports the theory that lockdown measures, afforded the police service time to focus upon domestic abuse. However, consequently it also highlights that this focus has been lacking prior to the pandemic and that lack of resources may have negatively impacted policing of domestic abuse previously. In contrast, when referring to the study conducted by Gray and Hansen (2021) they confirmed that the Metropolitan Police, did not make any changes to the way in which domestic abuse was investigated during the pandemic, with no shift in policy being undertaken by the force. Therefore, any increase in domestic abuse incidents cannot be attributed in their study to changes in police resource focus.
The redirection of resources, during the pandemic has brought the issue of policing numbers to the forefront of the discussion. The pandemic took place at a time when the number of police officers and staff, where at the lowest, there were 20,564 fewer officers in March 2019. When this number is combined with 15,185 fewer police staff at the same point in March 2010, there has been a 17% reduction in the police workforce since 2010 (Windsor, 2020). In his annual assessment of policing in England and Wales report (2020) His Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Constabulary Tom Windsor, confirmed that the police service needs reform and an injection of resources, however conceded that the service was facing an unprecedented public health emergency with a reduced capacity. Moving forward, addressing the issue of resourcing may become a necessary focus for the service effectively combat domestic abuse. 
Walkate et al., (2020, p. 227) attributed changes in policing practices to the context of covid-19, which saw the use of a variety of communication technologies utilised by forces to communicate with victims of abuse. Three forces reported using local radio as a way of communicating their availability for example. However, the use of social media was highlighted within the study, as an area of considerable importance to all respondents. Forces were seen to use social media as a way of maintaining a presence within the community and providing information to victims. Respondents recognised ability to preserve links with partner agencies, via online platforms such as teams. Which allowed for continued partnership working during this challenging period. Windsor (2020) stresses the importance of the need for further modernisation within the police service, with the improved use of technology as a means of providing an enhanced service playing a key part in the report. As many forces now use a “single online home,” which provides a consistent online point of access for the public being documented a positive step forward, Windsor (2020) is also clear in the fact that further improvements are needed in this area. 
In response to the rising concern about the potential increase in domestic abuse, the police working alongside the government in England and Wales established the Domestic Homicides Project in 2020. The aim of the project was to identify points of learning from all police recorded domestic homicides and to examine the impact of the pandemic upon domestic abuse. The project concluded that in the 12th months between April 2020 and March 2021, there were 163 domestic homicides. When put into context this is higher than the previous year which amounted to 152 deaths, however it was concluded that the difference was not statistically significant which suggests that domestic deaths did not increase significantly during the pandemic (Bates et al., 2021, p. 7). 
When compared to the concerns raised by Ingula-Smith (2020) within the “Counting Dead Women Project”, the Domestic Homicides Project did not find that there was a substantial increase in deaths during the pandemic, the concern raised was in fact that domestic homicides in England and Wales are long-lasting deeply engrained issue, before the pandemic. The project did provide recommendations for the police service which included the need for improved training for officers in respect of the identification of coercive control (Bates et al., 2021, p. 15). 

[bookmark: _Toc533203856]2.8 Conclusion

The detrimental impact of domestic violence upon the parties involved and the wide-ranging socio-economic implications coupled with the secretive nature of the abuse make it a complex and complicated issue to address. The extremely broad definition of domestic abuse has highlighted the far-reaching impact this issue has upon all areas of society, although some feel that it is a gendered issue, there is evidence to the contrary.
The review of relevant literature has revealed that covid-19 impacted the risk factors associated with environments conducive to abuse taking place and has exasperated the problem. Increased stress, because of economic uncertainty, and increased reliance upon alcohol were two risk factors discussed, which led to an increase in abuse taking place. When compared to increased levels of domestic abuse following a natural disaster, the pandemic saw the same pattern being followed. As society felt the strain of support services being restricted. 
Examination of the impact of government-imposed restrictions, suggest that victims of domestic abuse were further isolated during the pandemic and were unable to remove themselves easily from their domestic situations. Furthermore, perpetrators went onto manipulate the situation and weaponised the restrictions, further increasing control held over the victims during this time. 
The review of literature did however produce conflicting evidence as to whether domestic abuse incidents increased because of the pandemic. Studies such as that conducted by Gray and Hansen (2021) support the theory that incident numbers have increased, providing supporting evidence from the Metropolitan Police area, the study also undermines the idea that changes in police resource focus may account for increased statistics, however the study is limited to one area and further comparisons with other force areas would need to be undertaken. 
In comparison, the data provided by RISE the domestic abuse support charity in Cardiff, did not support that theory that domestic incidents increased, as police referrals made to the charity did not increase in number. However, risk level associated with the referrals made during the pandemic did change, with high-risk incidents increasing in number (Moore et al., 2022, p. 254). There are many variables, that influence however covid-19 impacted domestic abuse incidents, data differs between demographic groups, areas and the services providing the data, this once again highlights the complex nature of domestic abuse and suggests that further research is needed to fully understand how the pandemic impacted the issue within the UK. 
There is a continuing need for empirical data in relation to how the public perceives the police response to domestic abuse during the pandemic. Chapter 1 introduced the general views of the public towards policing during this time. Empirical research will now be carried out to find to evaluate public perception, specifically in relation to the police response to domestic abuse during the pandemic. Detailed review of the research methods that will be undertaken will be the next step of this research study, with focus placed upon data collection techniques and the processes that will be followed. 


[bookmark: _Toc1205517038]Chapter 3 Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc740225835]3.1 Introduction 
 
The continuing need for empirical data in relation to how the public perceives the police response to domestic abuse during the pandemic was highlighted within the Literature Review. This chapter will outline the various steps needed to address the objectives of this research. The three objectives of this dissertation are as follows:  
1: Critically evaluate current literature in relation to the impact of covid –19 upon domestic abuse incidents in the United Kingdom. 
2: Evaluate the public perception of the police response to domestic abuse incidents in the South Wales area during the pandemic.  
3: Formulate recommendations in relation to the police response to domestic abuse incidents in the South Wales area. 
The research strategy that will be undertaken to address objective 2 will be explored within this chapter. The information gathered through objectives 1 and 2 will be used to address objective 3. The process for analysis of the data collected within the research strategy will also be discussed. The merits and limitations of the research methods will be examined. The limitations of this research will be highlighted and the contingencies for overcoming these limitations will be analysed. The six stages of the ‘research onion’ (Saunders, 2007) will be used structure the discussion as each stage of the research process is examined. The research processes have been compared by Saunders et al. (2019) to the multiple layers that make up an onion. The researcher must consider several different issues before reaching the central stage of the research process which is the data collection. The stages that will be discussed are research philosophy, theory development, methodological choice, strategy, time horizon and finally data collection and analysis.  
 
[bookmark: _Toc390162386]3.2 Research Philosophy and Methodological Choice 
 
Research is the systematic process conducted with a specific focus placed upon obtaining knowledge (Saunders, et al, 2019). Research philosophy is the system of assumptions made about the development of knowledge. These assumptions will shape the way in which research is undertaken and the methodological methods used (Saunders, et al, 2018, 124).  
Research methods fall into three categories, quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods (Bakhit Al Zafeiti and Mohamad, 2015, p 4). Quantitative research is associated with numbers and measurements, in contrast qualitative research is linked to in depth of behaviour analysis (Biggam, 2021, p 142). Mixed methods research takes place when elements of both qualitative and quantitative research are combined. This method allows the researcher to integrate the benefits of both methods to collect and analyse data. Rather than obtaining a one-dimensional view of the results based on the standalone qualitative and quantitative research, a more complete understanding of the research objective can be achieved (George, 2021). This is supported by Bakhit Al Zafeiti and Mohamad (2015, p 4) who associate the use of a mixed methods approach with a more comprehensive understanding of a subject, as the weaknesses of each approach used are cancelled out by their combined use. This study will use a mixed methods approach, combining both quantitative and qualitative questions within a questionnaire, which will be distributed to the public. Most of the questions will be quantitative, the aim being to gather straightforward information.  
 
[bookmark: _Toc1562669887]3.3 Research Strategy 
 
A research strategy outlines the way in which a particular field is explored, through various methods of collecting, processing and then using data (Tajvidi and Karami, 2015, p 45). Van de Viver and He (2019) state that research methods are a generic term, used to describe all the processes used within research design and data analysis. It is therefore important that a research strategy is in place, as it provides structure and focus to a study.  
 The fourth layer of Saunders et al. (2019) research onion is the research strategy. When focusing upon this stage of the research process, the aim of this study is to obtain data from the public detailing their perceptions of the police response to domestic violence during the pandemic, therefore the survey strategy will be undertaken to complete this objective.  
Denscombe (2014, p 231) states that consideration should be given to the use of the appropriate research method, which should suit the desired result. Therefore, the use of a questionnaire for this research is appropriate because there is a need for standardised information from respondents completing identical questions. Questionnaires are an ideal tool for gathering information directly from individuals about focus points of the research.  
 
[bookmark: _Toc880833168]3.4 Time horizon 
 
When considering the appropriate time horizon for a research study, the researcher will need to decide whether they will focus upon one specific event or will a series of events be examined. Cross-sectional studies relate to the research focused upon one event at one time, in contrast Longitudinal studies involve data collection over a period (Saunders, et al, 2019, 212). 
 A cross-sectional study will be undertaken for this research, it is appropriate because the aim is to gather information about public perception of the police response to domestic abuse incidents in the South Wales area during the pandemic. Therefore, a specific “snapshot” of time is being examined. One of the key benefits of using this process, is that data is not being collected multiple times, there are no long-term considerations to be made. This leads to fewer variables and mistakes being made (Gaille, 2018). This in turn will have a positive impact upon the validity of this research.  
 
[bookmark: _Toc1794318286]3.5 Data Collection  
 
Research questionnaires are a popular tool used for data collection and have many merits; respondents are invited to complete a series of questions. This process can be completed without any direct interaction between the researcher and respondent and can be distributed using a variety of platforms including social media or email. Depending on the type of data desired, the questions themselves can be either open or closed (Rowley, 2014, p 308). The are several modes of questionnaire, these include both self and researcher completed. They can be facilitated using a variety of methods including postal, face-to-face and internet questionnaires. When considering the choice of questionnaire mode, consideration was given to the need to reach many individuals in to assist with achieving a larger sample size (Saunders, et al, 2019, p 506). 
 The use of online questionnaires as a research method has increased, researchers are attracted to the advantages of the method such as the ability to reach a wide audience, there are no administrative costs when using a free platform and are user friendly (Andrade, 2020, p 575). In 2021, 24.8 million households in England and Wales had internet access (Office for National Statistics, 2021). This statistic further supports the use of a questionnaire online because of the methods ability to reach such a wide audience.  However, researchers need to be mindful of digital exclusion when using the internet as a means of reaching the public, because of the gap between the age of the user and the use of internet. The Office for National Statistics (2020) confirmed that 99% of adults aged 16 to 44 years in the UK were recent internet users. This contrasts with only 54% of adults aged 75 years and over. Although this gap is reducing with the 54% increasing from a mire 29% in 2013, there is still a considerable difference in demographic use of the internet (Office for National Statistics, 2020). 
Questionnaires can offer anonymity and confidentiality; this option can often lead to a higher return rate. Respondents are reassured that they cannot be identified, in turn answers more likely to be truthful. This ability to anonymise questionnaires is an important ethical consideration (Bartram, 2019, p 2). This study will utilise an anonymous questionnaire which, will include both open and closed questions, with the aim of obtaining both qualitive and qualitative data. Carefully constructed questions form the foundations for the success of this research, when designed correctly they encourage the respondent to reflect and share (Alvesson and Sandberg, 2013, p 2). Smith et al., (2015, p 3) describes a closed questions as one that only allows a defined set of answers, an example of this would be “Are you female?” with the respondent given the options of yes or no or prefer not to say. In contrast an open question allows the respondent to answer freely. Closed questions can assist with improving validity of the research, as there should be a consistency with responses provided, although this is not a guarantee of validity (Smith, et al. 2015, p 4). Well-constructed questions can help avoid misinterpretation and ambiguity. Questions should be kept short, using clear and concise language, which is devoid of technical terms, which can assist the reader. The researcher should avoid the use of emotive words, which from an ethical standpoint is important to protect the respondents who may be impacted by the line of questioning (Dawson, 2009, p 91).  
Consideration has been given to the use of face-to-face interviews as an alternative approach method for the collection of quantitative data for this research study. The benefit of the interview process is that the respondents who do not need to be literate, however, because this method is labour intensive the decision has been made not to undertake this approach (Smith et al., 2015, p 1). The face-to-face questionnaire mode was also considered, as researcher-completed questionnaires will normally have a better completion rate in contrast to self-completion questionnaires (Saunders et al., 2019, p 509). However, due to time constraints and access to respondents this mode was not appropriate for this study. 
Researchers should consider the length of a questionnaire during their research planning. Long questionnaires can result in a lower data quality being obtained, with a greater number of dropout rates and “don’t know” answers (Deutskens et al. 2004). A study conducted by Revilla and Ochoa (2017, p 563) focused on the ideal length of web surveys and the respondents felt that the ideal length should be 10 minutes and the maximum length 20 minutes. 
 
[bookmark: _Toc1177545402]3.6 Data Analysis 
 
The research objective of evaluating the public perception of the police response to domestic abuse incidents in the South Wales area during the pandemic, will be addressed using an online questionnaire. A thematic analysis approach will be adopted to analyse the empirical data gathered by this research method. Thematic analysis is frequently used within qualitative research. The method is simplistic, yet the process allows the research to identify clear and concise themes within the data (Shaheen et al., 2019, p 197). The positive attributes of the method have been further praised by Holloway and Todres (2003) who felt that the method should act as a starting point for every qualitive researcher when selecting analytic techniques, the basic skills that can be developed through the process can act as a foundation for all other forms of qualitative research.  
Thematic analysis is flexible in its nature, it can be applied to various sample sizes, research questions and research methodology. It is this characteristic that makes the method stand out against other analytical methods which are less flexible in the range of applications (Clarke and Braun, 2017, p 297).  
There are six steps to carrying out thematic analysis as developed by Clarke and Braun (2006, p 86). The first step is the process of familiarisation, whereby the research will take the time to review the data collected, this process can be assisted by taking notes. The second step is coding, the researcher once familiar with the data, will highlight certain parts of the data and then label them. The labels describe the content of that section. The need for coding is highlighted by Braun and Clarke (2006, p 88), coding will highlight common meanings that appear frequently within the data. Once this has been completed step three, is concerned with the generation of themes that run through the data. Several codes can be grouped together to form a theme.  
During the fourth step, the researchers will review themes. This step involves revisiting the data and comparing the themes against it, ensuring that the themes are present within the data. Moving on to step five, once a final list of themes has been created, the researcher will name and define each theme. This process allows the researcher time to understand how each theme, provides a better understanding of the data. The analysis of the data is recorded within step six. Step six is structured with an introduction which outlines the research aims, the methodology used is set out, followed by the results and a conclusion (Caulfield, 2022).  
 
[bookmark: _Toc1650647682]3.7 Limitations 
 
The limitations of questionnaires as data gathering tools, should also be considered. Most questionnaires are completed in a written format; therefore, some individuals may not be able to complete them, with literacy becoming a barrier. The result is that certain areas of society may be excluded from the study (Bartram, 2019, p 2). This point is supported by Andrade (2020, p 575) who highlights illiteracy as a barrier alongside access to the internet when distributed online. The result would be that any data gathered would not be fully representative of the population which would undermine the results provided. When considering the capabilities of respondents and barriers such as reading ability or language, researchers should provide instructions to the respondent to assist them with completing the questionnaire. It may not always be obvious to the reader how they need to answer, this could lead to questions being missed and will have a negative impact on the data gathered. Therefore, where there are distinctive styles of questions used, instructions should be provided for each style. This will help settle the respondent and they will have a clear understanding of what is expected of them (Denscombe, 2014, p 237).  
Sampling bias is also raised as a concern by Andrade (2020) who argues that questionnaires are more likely to be completed by individuals who are sufficiently interested in the subject matter.  
The ability to create anonymous questionnaires although highlighted as a potential benefit, can also become a limitation. When coupled with a disinterested individual and the distance afforded by online use respondents may opt out of the process. This issue is further compounded by the volume of questionnaires individuals complete which can lead to “questionnaire fatigue” (Bartram, 2019, p 2). Questionnaire fatigue, can be the result of people having multiple requests to complete questionnaires, also referred to as “survey request fatigue,” Gould (2021) suggests that communicating the value of the questionnaire to the respondent, can help mitigate the effects of survey fatigue. The questionnaire used within this research will include a detailed explanation as to why the research is being undertaken and how the data gathered will be used, this may help to mitigate the impact of “survey fatigue” and encourage participation. Providing background information is a vital element of a successful research questionnaire, and should include the purpose of the research, reassurance that confidentiality will be adhered to and confirming that responses are voluntary (Denscombe, 2014, p 237).  
The six stages ‘research onion’ (Saunders, 2007) has been used to outline how this research will be conducted. The merits of using a questionnaire as an information gathering tool has been explored, and its limitations discussed alongside contingencies for mitigating these limitations and therefore improving the validity of this research.  
The empirical research undertaken within this study, will provide data that will address a knowledge gap in relation to the public perceptive of the police response to domestic incidents during the pandemic. Once analysed this data will be used to formulate recommendations for improvements in the way domestic incidents are addressed by the police service and help prepare the service for future events such as the pandemic which can have a dramatic impact on domestic incidents within the community.  

[bookmark: _Toc1286122954]Chapter 4 Questionnaire findings. 
[bookmark: _Toc1255352754]4.1 Introduction

This chapter will examine the data collected following the use of an online questionnaire. This empirical study aims to address objective 2 of this dissertation, the information obtained will then be used to help formulate recommendations in line with objective 3. 
2: Evaluate the public perception of the police response to domestic abuse incidents in the South Wales area during the pandemic.
3: Formulate recommendations in relation to the police response to domestic abuse incidents in the South Wales area.
 The questionnaire used consisted of ten questions, designed to gather data regarding the public perception of the police response to domestic abuse during the pandemic. There are three opening questions designed to gather respondent demographic information. These are followed by five closed questions which address specific areas such as police support campaigns and public satisfaction levels. The final question provided respondents with an opportunity to answer freely and provide to suggest potential ways in which the police service could improve their response to domestic violence. Appendix A is a copy of the questionnaire used. 
The documentation of the research findings will be structured using the process of description, analysis, and synthesis. Following a familiarisation with the data collected, each question will be outlined using a brief description of the results, these will then be analysed, and comparisons made to findings made within the literature review (Biggam, 2021, p 176). 

[bookmark: _Toc2067215917]4.2 Questionnaire findings: Description, Analysis and Synthesis.

The questionnaire received 71 responses. Question one asked respondents if they lived in the South Wales area, of which 69 confirmed “yes” 97.2% and only 2 responded “no”, 2.8%. This would suggest that this data provides a particularly good reflection of the public perception of those in the South Wales area regarding the police response to domestic incidents during the pandemic. 

	Question 1
	Yes
	No

	Do you live in South Wales?
	69 (97.2%)
	2 (2.8%)


Table 1 – Question 1 results
When examining question two, most respondents describe themselves as female, this number is interesting when compared to domestic violence statistics. 

	Question 2
	Male
	Female
	Non-Binary
	Prefer not to say

	How would you describe yourself?
	21
(29.6%)
	49
(69%)
	0
	1 
(1.4%)


Table 2 – Question 2 results
The Crime Survey for England and Wales (CSEW) provided an estimate of 7.3% of women (1.6 million) and 3.6% of men (757,000), had experienced domestic abuse in the year ending March 2020 (Office for National Statistics, 2020). The clear imbalance in gender responses for question two, adds weight to the argument put forward by Andrade (2020) that questionnaires are more likely to be completed by respondents who are interested in the subject matter. It could therefore be argued that more females responded to the questionnaire because the subject matter is seen as a female issue. 
Question three asked respondents “How old are you?”
	How old are you?

	Age range
	18 to 24
	25 to 34
	35 to 44
	45 to 54
	55 to 64
	65+

	 
	4 
(5.6%)
	9 
(12.7%)
	30 
(42.3%
	20 
(28.2%)
	7
(9.9%)
	1
(1.45%)


Table 3 Question three results

There was at least one respondent from every age range provided, however the highest number fell within the 35 to 44 years old bracket with 30 respondents, in contrast only 1 individual responded in the 65+ year bracket. When compared to statistics discussed in chapter 3 around internet use and age, 99% of adults aged 16 to 44 years in the UK were recent internet users. This contrasts with only 54% of adults aged 75 years and over (Office for National Statistics, 2020). It is therefore not surprising that a sizeable proportion of respondents fall within the 18 to 44 years of age groups. 
Question four was designed to measure the public perception of the impact upon policing services when dealing with domestic abuse incidents during the pandemic. An overwhelming 81.7% or 58 respondents said yes when asked “do you think the police service answered more domestic violence calls for service during the coronavirus pandemic. In contrast 13 respondents answered, “not sure” and 0 respondents said “no”. 
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Graph 1 – Question four results

This would suggest that the public perception is that domestic abuse incidents increased and that the police service were responding to more calls at this time. This mirrors the statistics presented by Womens Aid (2022) who found that when the public were asked if domestic abuse had increased or decreased in the UK over the last 3 years 68% of UK adults said there had been an increase with females more likely to believe this to be the case with 77% of women saying yes in contrast to 59% of men. 

Question five asked respondents: 

“Do you think more patients attended hospital with injuries as a result of domestic incidents taking place during the pandemic?”
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Graph 2 – Question five results

33 (46.5%) answered yes, 21 (29.6%) answered not sure and 17 (23.9%) answered no to this question. These results support the idea that most of the public believed that domestic violence increased during the pandemic. However, when compared to the data collected from the University Hospital of Wales emergency department, which did not see any rise in the number of victims attending hospital with injuries. There appears to be a disparity between public perception and data evidence (Shepherd et al., 2021, p. 885). The charity Womens Aid (2022) argue that the issue of domestic abuse has had a high-profile media presence since 2020. Therefore, the public have been exposed to the issue more frequently, this has led to the belief that domestic abuse has increased following covid and when in fact that is not the case (Womens Aid, 2022). 

Question six asked respondents:

“Did you see any police campaigns which provided information to the public about domestic abuse support during the pandemic?
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Graph 3 Question six results

[bookmark: _Int_CXTkbvdh]Just over 50.7% or 36 people answered no to this question, while 49.3% or 35 people answered yes. These findings suggest that the police service was successful at communicating with the public during this period and were able to reach nearly 50% of people. However, a sizeable percentage of the population did not see any police media campaign coverage during this period, this suggests that there could be improvements made with the media strategy used by the police regarding domestic abuse and the support available. This argument supports findings made by Windsor (2020) where recognition was given to the positive steps taken by the police service towards modernising the service using technology, however it was noted that regarding modernisation the police service still has many areas in which improvements could be made.

Question seven asked respondents “If you answered yes to question 6, please confirm where you saw this campaign information?”
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Graph 4 Question seven results

Respondents were provided with the following choices, social media, television, poster, leaflet or other. Social media stands out as the most widely seen platform in which respondents saw police campaigns during this period with 21 (56.8%) of respondents confirming that they had seen such information via social media. Television was selected by 7 respondents (18.9%), this was closely followed by 5 (13.5%) of respondents highlighting posters. Only 1 respondent answered leaflet, and 3 (8.1%) selecting other. Therefore, social media appears to have been used successfully by the police service as a communication tool reaching more individuals within the community. 
The literature review highlighted the study conducted by Walkate et al., (2022, p 227) which concluded that the pandemic led to several changes in the way in which the police service, communicated with the public, with social media being noted as a communication avenue of considerable importance to respondents. 

Question eight, asked respondents “Do you think the police service were prepared to deal with the impact of the pandemic upon domestic incidents?”
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Graph 5 Question eight results

The results suggest the public perception is that the police were not prepared to deal with the impact of the pandemic upon domestic violence, with 43 (60.6%) respondents answered no to this question. Only 3 (4.2%) respondents answered yes, and 23 (32.4%) answered not sure. Finally, 2 (2.8%) respondents answered that they were not sure. There is a research gap in relation to the public perception of the police response to domestic violence during the pandemic. However, in contrast, His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services (HMICFRS, 2021) praised the police service in 2021 for the way in which it addressed the challenges of the pandemic. This would suggest that in general the police were able to adapt to the challenges of the pandemic successfully. Public perceptions of the police and their response to the pandemic outlined by the Office for National Statistics (2020) are positive, again this was in generally and not specific to domestic violence. 

Question nine, asked respondents “How satisfied are you with the police response to domestic incidents during the pandemic?”

This question received 69 responses. Overall, the public response to this question was positive, with 32 (46.4%) respondent's confirming that they felt satisfied with the police response to domestic incidents during the pandemic and 2 (2.9%) confirming that they felt very satisfied. 
However, 10 (14.5%) of respondents felt dissatisfied, with 1 (1.4%) individual also confirming that they felt very dissatisfied. These results are comparable to those provided by the Office of National Statistics (2020), in which the public perception of the police and the pandemic were highlighted as being positive. Two-thirds of adults provided positive feedback in relation to the police response in their local area, 49% felt that the police were doing a good job and 20%, one fifth of adults felt the police had been excellent in their response. In contrast just 6% of adults felt that the police response was poor.
The positive response to this question, would suggest that the public perception of the police and the response to domestic incidents is satisfactory, however there is room for improvement with a sizable number of individuals feeling dissatisfied. 
It is notable that 24 (34.8%) individuals responded prefer not to say to this question, which could be a resulted of limited options provided or these individuals had not been impacted by domestic abuse during the pandemic and were left unable to comment further. 

Question 10 asked respondents: 

“How do you think the police could improve their response to domestic abuse incidents as a result the pandemic?”

Respondents were provided with an opportunity to respond freely to this question, with 44 individuals providing a response. Seven individuals stated that they felt unable to provide a response, this included answers such as: 
“don’t know”
“Sorry, don’t think I can add anything useful here”
“I am not knowledgeable enough on this subject to offer a solution”
“I don’t know enough about the response of the police to comment further on this issue.” 


Further analysis of the answers provided, highlighted recurring themes which several respondents mentioned within their responses. 

Theme 1: Resources. 

The below table contains some of the responses which mention increased police resources as a way of improving the way in which the police respond the domestic abuse incidents. The impact of reduced resources upon the police workforce, was discussed within the literature review, with staffing levels at its lowest during the pandemic. The need for an increase in resources was vocalised by His Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Constabulary Tom Windsor in his annual assessment of policing in England and Wales report (2020). The impact of reduced resources is an issue that the public is aware of. Moving forward as mentioned within the literature review addressing the issue of resourcing may become a key focus of the police service if it is to effectively combat domestic abuse. 

	Quicker response, more staff

	More resources

	More officers available instead of doing paperwork.

	Have more offices with improved training

	Be given more money for extra resources to support the above, so victims can be protected more swiftly, and perpetrators are prosecuted immediately. Also, with extra staffing, response to incidents can be immediate. This would safeguard more vulnerable victims.

	Have more offices with improved training



Theme 2: Training
The need for improved training was highlighted with several respondents suggesting that this was needed. 

	The police force could become more aware of non-violent DV incidents by being trained to read situations of coercive behaviour and mental abuse even when these are not being reported

	More training for officers, speaking to real victims

	Have more offices with improved training

	More police officers specifically trained to deal with domestic abuse

	Train more officers to understand & deal with

	Take phone calls from women more seriously and put more money into police training on this issue.



The idea that improved training was needed, was further supported by respondents using question 10 to highlight current issues with the way in which the police response to domestic incidents. These included the need to improve response times, improving communication and improved partnership working
“To speak to domestic abuse charities and support services and take on board real experience feedback to prepare future response plans.”
“Give out more information Eg helpline and web site”
“Better/easier ways to communicate between police and victims, easily accessible information for people about the support/helplines that are available via social media, in shops/restaurants, etc. Visits to schools, businesses, community centres to provide support and awareness in a discreet way without people having to actively look”
“Accept first accounts as evidence not hearsay.”
The need for enhanced domestic abuse training, has been recognised by the police service. The collaboration between the College of Policing and the Women’s Aid charity has seen the introduction of the “Domestic Abuse Matters” training. The programme which is designed to improve the police response to domestic, aims to achieve a sustainable change within forces (Womens Aid, 2023). 
It is interesting to note that one respondent used question 10 as an opportunity to vocalise their frustrations regarding the police service. This individual confirmed that they were unable to add anything in relation to domestic abuse, however voiced a clearly negative view of the police in general, following what appears to have been a negative experience. 
“Only heard of alleged domestic incidents after the pandemic. It's said there was an increase though know nothing of numbers to compare. On a personal view, I have very little respect for the police in general having seen how a sister of mine was dealt with after a violent burglary at her home. Knowing of a suspect, it's we've done all the work for the police. 18 months on we're no further forward with no contact or communication received. An absolute disgrace!!”
Although, this answer does provide data in respect of the police response to domestic abuse, it does highlight that one negative experience can impact the trust the public has in the police service. The policing model in the UK is underpinned by the public’s consent and trust. The idea of trust is not purely based upon successful prosecution statistics, but also the way in which the public perceive that they are treated by the police (Duran Mynenko & Ditcham, 2022). The actions of a minority of police officers, which fall below the standards of professional behaviour can result in a ripple effect across policing. This is turn negatively impacts the wider public perception of the police service and undermines public trust and confidence (Duran Mynenko & Ditcham, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc406938972]4.3 Summary

The data collected using a questionnaire, has been examined and documented using a process of description, analysis, and synthesis (Biggam, 2021, p 176). The data provided by the 71 respondents has shown that most respondents live in the South Wales area, with 69 individuals confirming this. The highest number of responses were from females with 49 individuals describing themselves as female. The highest percentage of respondents fell within the 35-to-44-year age bracket with 30 individuals confirming this. 
The data suggests that most of the public perceives that the police answered more domestic violence calls during the pandemic, with 58 individuals stating this. It is notable that 43 of the respondents (60.6%) felt that the public service was not prepared to deal with the impact of the pandemic, however on a positive note 32 respondents (46.4%) were satisfied with the police response to domestic abuse incidents during the pandemic. The need for increased resources and improved training were highlighted as key issues that will need to be addressed for the police service to improve the way it addresses domestic abuse. 
The public perception of the police response to domestic abuse during the pandemic appears positive. However, the data has highlighted some areas of the police response that could be improved upon. 


[bookmark: _Toc2140473543]Chapter 5 Conclusions and Lessons learnt
[bookmark: _Toc1158037060]5.1 Introduction

The aim of this study was to explore the public perceptions of the police response to domestic abuse incidents during the covid-19 pandemic. This chapter will re-examine each of the research objectives and outline the findings. The conclusions that have been made in relation to each objective will be discussed. The specific objectives of this research were as follows:
1: Critically evaluate current literature in relation to the impact of covid –19 upon domestic abuse incidents.
2: Evaluate the public perception of the police response to domestic abuse incidents in the South Wales area. 
3: Formulate recommendations in relation to the police response to domestic abuse incidents in the South Wales area.
This chapter will conclude with a review of the lessons learnt, following this research process. 

[bookmark: _Toc367282942]5.2 Research objectives: summary of findings and conclusions
[bookmark: _Toc1780944735]5.2.1 Research Objective 1, summary of findings and conclusion

The literature review produced conflicting information about the possibility that the impact of Covid-19 caused the number of domestic abuse incidents to increase. Analysis of various locations produced different results. The evidence produced by the Metroplitan Police and used by Gray and Hansen (2021) suggested that the numbers of domestic abuse incidents had increased. In contrast, the domestic abuse support charity RISE (Refuge Information, Support and Education) located in Cardiff produced data that suggested that there had not been an increase in incidents, however there had been an increase in risk associated with abuse taking place. The number of high -risk referrals made to the charity during the pandemic did increase (Moore et al., 2022, p. 254). This change could be a result of the impact covid-19 had upon risk factors associated with domestic abuse taking place. 
Through the process of critically evaluating relevant literature, the impact that covid-19 had upon the risk factors associated with domestic abuse was highlighted. Risk factors which can increase the likelihood of abuse taking place, such as alcohol abuse and financial stressors were exasperated by the impact of covid-19. 
When compared to the impact that a natural disaster has upon the prevalence of domestic abuse, the impact of covid-19 mirrored the patterns of increased levels of abuse taking place. Society saw an increase in stress, relating to issues such as financial uncertainty which saw some individuals turning to substance abuse such the increased use of alcohol to cope, this in turn gave rise to abusive behaviours within the home environment. 
Analysis of literature outlining the impact of government –imposed restrictions, suggested that many individuals became increasingly isolated during the pandemic. Victims of domestic abuse, saw support services become limited as restrictions such as societal lockdowns, impeded their ability to seek help and support and their ability to leave situations that were unsafe, leaving them exposed to the possibility of further abuse. 
Domestic abuse perpetrators appeared to adapt to the situation, taking advantage of the restrictions put in place to protect people and using them as a new means of controlling and manipulating their victims. 
The literature review revealed the complex nature of domestic abuse, the broad definition associated with abuse further adds to the complicated nature of the issue and the impact it has upon all areas of society and the challenges it poses to the police and other services. 
There is a need for further study in relation to the possible increase in the number of domestic abuse incidents during the pandemic, as conflicting results suggest that a deeper analysis of factors such as economic backgrounds upon the data is needed. 
Covid-19 did change the risk factors associated with domestic abuse taking place. The restrictions designed to protect the population, inadvertently caused increased isolation, and made seeking help and support harder. Perpetrators were able to manipulate the situation to their advantage, further complicating the process of victims being able to seek help. The increased reliance upon alcohol and economic uncertainty were discussed and the impact upon these risk factors and domestic abuse highlighted that covid-19 did exasperate factors which are conducive to abuse taking place. To further enhance knowledge and understanding in this area, research would need to be undertaken about risk factors such as drug use. 

[bookmark: _Toc996341544]5.2.2 Research Objective 2, summary of findings and conclusion

This research study was necessary to address the information gap related to the public perception of the police response to domestic abuse during the pandemic. Empirical research was conducted using a questionnaire, aimed at obtaining data from respondents in the South Wales area. Analisis of the data gathered suggests that the public perception of the police response to domestic incidents during the pandemic was positive with 46.4% of respondents confirming that they felt satisfied with the police response. However, 10 (14.5%) of respondents felt dissatisfied, with 1 (1.4%) individual also confirming that they felt very dissatisfied. These results although positive highlight the need for continued evaluation of the police response to domestic abuse and the need for further improvements in this area. 
This theory is further supported by the fact that when asked if they felt that the police service was prepared to deal with the impact of the pandemic upon domestic incidents, 60.6% of respondents said no, in contrast only 4.2% of respondents answered yes. This would suggest that there is a lack of confidence in the police service’s ability to combat domestic abuse during the pandemic.

[bookmark: _Toc1430496248]5.3 Recommendations in relation to the police response to domestic abuse incidents in the South Wales area.

This research study has highlighted three recommendations in relation to the police response to domestic abuse incidents in the South Wales area. The results of the questionnaire highlighted that although the police service was successful at communicating with the public during the pandemic. Nearly 50% of people confirmed that they had seen police media coverage during this period, however 50.7% of people confirmed that they had not seen any police communications. This is clearly an area that could be improved upon.
Social media platforms performed the best in terms of reaching the pubic, yet there are still a wide range of individuals who did not see these campaigns. Therefore, it is recommended that the police service review the way in which it communicates with the public. This would need to consider social media use in terms of age and ability. Consideration should be given to the use of different methods of communication and developing its use. The second largest percentage of respondents selected television when confirming where they had seen police media coverage, consideration should be given to expanding upon the use of television at various times in the day to broaden the range of people the message reaches. 
The second recommendation is increasing the dedicated domestic abuse police resources. The need for an increase in police resources was explored within the literature review. The pandemic took place at a time when the police resources were at the lowest level. The public voiced concerns within the empirical research, with the need for increased recourses being highlighted as a theme. This further supports the need for increased resources as raised by His Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Constabulary Tom Windsor in his annual assessment of policing in England and Wales report (2020). 
This recommendation would allow dedicated domestic abuse teams to increase their numbers and focus more time on investigating offences and working with partner agencies to support victims effectively. 

[bookmark: _Toc1797444960]5.4 Lessons learned

When planning and designing the questionnaire, used to gather the data for this research. The use of a question aimed at gathering specific data in relation to the respondent's ethnic background was not included. The result of which, the data lacks specific detail in this area, this has meant that no focused analysis of the public perceptions of different demographic groups has taken place which is a clear shortcoming. The two most utilised variables within research are race and ethnicity. Therefore, the omittance of a demographic question, affects the ability of this research to assist in the resolution and understanding of some of the most contemporary research areas. This would include understanding inequities and discrimination (Ross, 2020, p 318). 
The Welsh Government (2021) has used census data to conclude that the highest-level ethnic group in Wales in “white” with 93.8% of the population identifying as that group. The second highest group was “Asian” with 2.9% of the population. Therefore, it could be argued that the data from this research is reflective of those statistics, however without a specific question in relation to ethnicity, confirmation of this is not possible. 
During the analysis stage of the findings, it was noted that several respondent’s made comments which suggested that they felt that they did not have enough information to complete the questions fully. This would suggest that the questionnaire would have benefitted from a more detailed introduction, which could have provided respondents with more information, which could have led to more informed answers. However, there is a risk that providing respondents with more information, could change the way in which they answer the questions, leading to bias. The fundamental aim of a questionnaire is that the data collected is a true reflection of the way a respondent perceives a topic (Eniola, 2020, p 104). 
For a deeper understanding of the public's perception of the police response, to domestic violence incidents during the pandemic, consideration should be given to widening the target audience for the research. At present the data is limited to the South Wales area only. Widening the research areas, could supply data in respect of Wales as a whole or even the UK. This in turn could shed light on best practice seen within different UK police force areas, this could then be used to improve the overall policing response to domestic violence incidents. 
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