Literature Review 

Introduction

This dissertation is going to argue that creating a specialist domestic abuse (DA) department would be the most effective method of policing DA cases. 
The aim of this chapter is to explore existing literature on the challenges encountered by officers when policing domestic abuse DA. Existing literature demonstrates the lack of training and resources provided to response officers. This dissertation will utilise literature of how officers are failing to recognise DA cases leading to inaccurate risk grading and safeguarding provided to victims of DA. It will present data of the volume of DA related incidents and crimes, and the pressures it puts upon police officers. The reason for my research is that often sources go into depth about how training is not adequate enough however the success and need for a domestic abuse specialist team is not discussed therefore I will use this existing literature as well as my research to explain how this would be an effective method of policing DA cases. Birdsall (2022) argues that police first responders should act as the ‘gatekeeper’ to policing DA investigations, as opposed to the individuals who progress these cases, which leaves the question, who should be dealing with domestic abuse investigations?

History

Understanding DA can be challenging, as the Office of National Statistics (2024) states that DA is not currently recognised as a specific offence. It highlights the difference between DA related incidents and crimes, both having reflection on the demand this puts on police, with an estimate of 2.3 million DA victims in just England and Wales. Furthermore, 851,062 police reports of DA related crimes, with only 51,183 DA related prosecutions. The difference between these reports compared to the outcome of a prosecution highlights an immensely large gap where police are failing DA victims from start to finish, including police first response, evidence gathering and efficient case file submissions to the Crown Prosecution Service (Birdsall, 2022)

 Despite the introduction of the Domestic Abuse Act in 2021, which marked a significant advancement in the policing of DA in the United Kingdom, there still remains uncertainty regarding the application of this legislation. The act broadened the scope of DA by enabling a more comprehensive definition and facilitating the prosecution of a wider range of DA-related offences, including those committed between British citizens abroad. However, as of 2025, uncertainty still persists regarding the need for additional legislative measures to address DA cases that may not align with the categories outlined in the Domestic Abuse Act 2021. Police officers continue to face challenges in progressing DA cases making it difficult to provide the best evidence, as the complexity of these situations often does not conform to the specific framework within current legislation. 

In 2021, HMIC published findings report specific to specialist DA teams and how these cases are managed (HMIC, 2021). The primary finding addressed that most police forces are still allocating DA cases based on the crime type and complexity, instead of the risk level to the victim. The review further identified that the management by officers of DA cases is a large concern, and attributed the responsibility being that there is a lack of specialised case workers, suggesting that accountability is neglected by police forces designation of which department takes onus of DA cases. 

This chapter of the report emphasises the need for specialist teams to effectively monitor ongoing cases, with accurate and regular risk assessments. This highlights the workload pressures, lack of training and resources supplied to UK police forces and recommends all forces to remodel resourcing of officer allocation to the different priorities of DA investigations, whilst acknowledging the budget challenges of each police force. 

 Recommendations

Davies (2024) acknowledges the complexities of domestic abuse cases in comparison to the lack of coordination from police dealings in cases. Davies argues mass funding is required, from analysing that the vast majority of police officers have stated in a survey they have felt extreme burnout, with the scrutiny towards their dealings with domestic abuse cases. The article highlights that the funding should be applied to training first responders, to allow them to recognise signs of abuse as they are expected to identify victims of domestic related crimes to prevent further offences to occur by expectation of the Home Office (2024). Police failures are represented as the main issue due to their lack of understanding of their responsibilities and the resources they need to adequately provide an effective police investigation and seek positive outcomes. She focuses on the need for systemic change and suggests that the training available is not adequate enough, describing it as generalised training when domestic abuse cases have individual complexities. She also highlights the issues affecting victims' relationship with police officers is that each encounter is often with a different officer, making it challenging for both victims and officers to build a rapport and uncover disclosures of incidents, which she states is a key role of a police officer to deal with domestic abuse cases effectively. However, she does not provide recommendations for how this funding will be sourced, utilised and how training is implemented to improve first responders' approach to deal with the estimated 2.2 million people who experienced domestic abuse in 2024 alone (Home Office, 2024).

Sebire (2016) wrote an article on the analysis of consistency of risk grading by police during domestic abuse investigations evaluates the reliability of risk assessments by police, despite certain models being introduced as a guide to risk grading. Sebire highlights there are grave concerns that there is a variability to each domestic case which has led to the article focusing on the issue that there is a pressing need to enforce more training and protocols to increase more precise risk assessments and provide a better outcome for victims. Her article relies upon the evaluation of the risk assessment tool suggesting that consistency could be improved by enforcing more training surrounding protocols. 
The DASH is a tool that was sampled and deemed most appropriate when applying to every domestic related incident, made up of a 29-question checklist to help frontline workers to understand risks and pinpoint what support is needed (Turner, 2019). Depending on these answers, victims will fall within a category of standard, medium or high risk depending on the contributing and mitigating factors in their situation. 

Sebire argues that the inconsistencies relate to how they are applied by officers. She suggests that officers personal experience, judgement and interpretation causes inaccurate gradings leading to a misled risk assessment. Not only does she highlight officers misuse, she suggests that reformation of the tool must be considered due to the categorisation being too limited, as the DASH is made up of just three categories of standard, medium and high risk, but poses the question, what does standard even mean? The article breaks down the DASH and how the questions are too generalised and rigid, even referring to it as a ‘tick box’ exercise rather than a meaningful assessment. Turner’s (2019) analysis agrees with Sebire, arguing that the DASH holds too much influence over officers’ perception of the risk, and that it is not fit for purpose as it is represented to outperform officers’ capability to understand the victims situation. 

Sebire argues that there is a need to create more of a victim centred approach, by clamping down on supervisor reviews and regular audits on the quality of use of the dash, as she also found that there is an organisational pressure when it comes to risk grading, including officers' response that they felt they shouldn’t grade an incident as high risk, due to lack of resources and workload volumes.  As well as suggesting that not only is more training needed, the training already in place must be re-evaluated, to understand the complexity of each DA case to allow a consistent and accurate risk grading. 

Developing strategies 

These five articles are suggestive of recommendations based on analysis of police forces individual flaws, whereas the science and technology organisation provide a practical recommendation to be developed and ‘user friendly’ for all. Rothwell (2024) focuses on the need for rehabilitation of policing systems when recognising the volume of domestic abuse in contemporary society. Different to the article already described, this provides a strategy to utilise technology to reduce response times and create more efficient handling of cases including digital meetings with officers. Their research has highlighted the reduction in time officers have spent completing written accounts of incidents and systems that provide more effective and efficient review of evidence. Thus, improving victim satisfaction, improved accessibility and time spent with victims and also positive outcomes of cases. Alternative to the previous articles, the author argues this method is general and simple, but effective and could benefit police response overall. This would suggest the pressure decrease to officers, allowing them to investigate cases more thoroughly and to be utilised by all policing roles, rather than just a specific team or department to tackle the mass volume of DA. However, the advanced technology is yet to be tested on a national scale and to be distributed and utilised by all forces.


College of Policing (2021) outlines that specialist domestic abuse roles are fundamental to provide the best service and ensure that officers are capable to safeguard, risk assess and thoroughly investigate domestic abuse. It highlights the volume of what is required from first responders, including recognition and understanding of offences, risk assessment, taking action and safeguarding. There is a vast expectation for first responders when it comes to domestic abuse, as well as their report explaining that police responders are most often the individuals who maintain the investigation, who are not in specialist DA roles, contrary to their recommendation that DA specialists are the pivotal role to improving efficient and effective attitudes and investigation work towards DA cases. This report does not highlight the regulations of each force including that not all police forces have specialist roles who participate in the investigation side of domestic abuse cases. It is hugely focused on the view that cases must be thoroughly investigated without demonstrating a clear strategy for how this will be implemented. 




Walklate (2020) demonstrates the changes and continuities of policing DA, proposing a wide organisational and structure change. It acknowledges the variability of the volume of demand expected by police and suggests that forces do not prioritise and manage cases effectively. The author argues that police immediate responses are commendable, recognises the mass requirement that is expected from them, however, suggests that the consistencies in the policing of DA cases is rooted from outdated framework and structure from the organisation itself, opposed to individual officers’ responsibility. It argues that alternative to the need for DA specialist teams, police forces should use proactive teams to use strategies to target known DA perpetrators in an attempt of using intervention for proactive, rather than response and reactive. The authors plead the need for systemic change to modernise procedures in place, such as repeat offenders being monitored better and for officers to conduct welfare checks at addresses where there is a history of DA, even if there are not live investigations or reports. Overall, the author argues that ‘short term fixes’ will not improve police response, and that change but be sought on an institutional level by reforming strategies already in place, instead of a utilising a DA specialist team, as she believes this would not be practical from a funding perspective and ownership of would enforce this to all current UK police forces. 






Conclusion

Research clearly suggests that UK police forces are failing at every stage of DA case dealing, including the emphasis on first responders lack of understanding and accurate risk grading, leading to incompetent longer-term investigations, passed the initial contact. This review has also demonstrated how the root cause may also be the outdated and generalised legislation, suggesting that it is responsible for misinterpretation of the complexity around DA and setting a precedence for police officers that each victim must fit within a certain rigid category, instead of actually acknowledging the risk to them. Resourcing and inadequate training appears to be highlighted by most authors to improve how DA cases are handled, from beginning to end. Additionally, policing attitudes and morale towards DA are to be held accountable for cases that do not meet the highest risk threshold. Both Sebire and Davies demonstrate this through their argument that training is fundamental and that restructure within policing is vital. Sebire argued that supervision and remodelling of the tools that are already in place. Davies argues that lack of rapport between victims and police leads to misjudgement of risk and severity, whilst Sebire finds inconsistency from officers as an organisational issue opposed to rapport building. 
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