Introduction 
Domestic abuse and coercive control are known to affect millions of people across the world, regardless of their gender, age, or background. This form of abuse can occur in any community and is not limited to just physical violence. The World Health Organization (2021) reports that around one in three women globally have experienced physical or sexual abuse by a partner. In the UK, nearly four million adults reported experiencing domestic abuse in a one-year period (Office for National Statistics, 2024). Awareness of abuse has evolved in recent years and understanding of more extensive forms of abuse has become widespread. For example, coercive control which involves emotional manipulation, isolation, intimidation, and dominance, is now recognised as a serious form of abuse. This concept was introduced by Stark (2007), who argued that control and fear can be more damaging than physical violence. England and Wales became the first countries to criminalise coercive control in 2015, followed by legislation in other parts of the world, such as in Australia where Hannah’s Law which was a landmark piece of legislation that criminalises coercive control (Queensland Government, 2021). Despite this legal progress, many challenges remain, in England and Wales, only 3.7 percent of coercive control cases lead to charges, with many dropped due to lack of evidence (The Guardian, 2024). Victims often do not receive the justice, protection or support they deserve. The effect on survivors is devasting and long-lasting. Many experience anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress, and other mental health issues (BMC Public Health, 2021). The Home Office (2019) estimates domestic abuse costs the United Kingdom sixty-six billion pounds per year, largely as a result of the impact on individuals, public services, economy, and communities. Support services are underfunded and overstretched. Women’s Aid (2024) reports that over sixty percent of women seeking refuge are turned away due to a lack of space and resources available. This paper supports a presentation exploring the causes, impact, and prevention of domestic abuse and coercive control, and the further steps needed to protect victims.
Defining domestic abuse and coercive control
The domestic abuse act of 2021 defines domestic abuse as "Domestic abuse is any incident or pattern of incidents of controlling, coercive, threatening, degrading or violent behaviour, including sexual violence, between people aged sixteen or over who are, or have been, personally connected regardless of gender or sexuality." Domestic abuse is used as a means to assert power and control over the victim in an attempt to erode the victim’s sense of self and their autonomy. One of the main ways that perpetrators attempt to control the victim is through coercive control which often underpins other forms of domestic abuse and is harder to identify as it is not physical but mental abuse.
 Coercive control which was officially recognised in the UK legal system in the Serious Crime Act 2015, but was further expanded under the Domestic Abuse Act 2021 which removed the requirement of co-habitation from its original definition in order to include victims that may not live with their perpetrator or family members who live separately. The 2021 act also introduced a statutory definition of domestic abuse that included controlling or coercive behaviour. This type of control can include threats, surveillance, restriction on movements and finances which aims to isolate the victim. This form of abuse can have a profound psychological impact which can lead to victims stumbling into depression and suffering with anxiety, PTSD along with other long term mental issues (Welsh women’s aid, 2025). Recognising and understanding the scope of coercive control and domestic abuse is the first step in a long road to being able to combat these issues and create a safer world.
Statistics on domestic abuse and coercive control 
Domestic abuse and coercive control are widespread issues that can affect anybody and anywhere not only in the UK but also globally. According to the World Health Organization (2021) approximately 1 in 3 women worldwide have experienced physical and/or sexual violence via a partner or non-partner in their lifetime, with an intimate partner being the most common abuser. When looking at the UK the problem is just as concerning with the Office of National Statistics (2023) reporting that an estimated 2.4 million adults aged 16 and over have experienced domestic abuse in England and Wales with studies suggesting that many of these victims have experienced coercive control as a part of the abuse they suffered. Despite these statistics it is difficult to see the whole picture as underreporting is still a serious issue that is faced by the police force (safelives, 2022). Victims may be reluctant to report domestic abuse for many reasons but the most prevalent of these reasons is that they are afraid of retribution and retaliation by their abuser and fear the consequences of what could happen to them if they speak up. Furthermore, many victims may be afraid of being branded with a stigma of being a ‘victim’, this is most commonly found with male victims as they are worried about not being a ‘real man’ if they speak up about the abuse they received (Living Without Abuse, 2025). This mindset amongst men is extremely dangerous as the feelings of shame and embarrassment that they feel, pushes the narrative that men do not need to seek help but should just get on with it. However, this is not the only reason that men may be reluctant to report the crimes that they suffer, there are limited support services available including access to emergency accommodation such as shelters. As a result, these men are extremely vulnerable and unlikely to report their abuse. 
Historical responses and changes over time
Historically, domestic violence was viewed as a private, family matter that needed minimal intervention from legal or social institutions. Thankfully, overtime there have been changes to the legal system that have overhauled not only how domestic violence is treated legally, but also how it is viewed by the public. Within the UK these changes started with the criminalisation of marital rape in 1991, this marked the pivotal change as it said that no partner could consent to abuse within a marriage.
 Similarly, the introduction of the domestic abuse act 2021 was another milestone as it provided a comprehensive definition of domestic abuse which explicitly included controlling and coercive behaviour (Home Office News Team, 2021). These reforms have laid the foundations for more protection of victims by allowing for earlier intervention within the use of protection issues such as the Domestic Abuse Protection Orders. Alongside this an increased awareness through public campaigns, media coverage and advocacy groups that play an instrumental role in changing the attitudes people have towards domestic abuse to a more no-nonsense stance (UKSNM, 2016). Furthermore, there has been a notable shift within law enforcement with more specialised training for officers and members of staff in order to help them better understand the complexities of the many forms of abuse. Whilst the newer stricter laws that encompass a broader spectrum of forms of abuse, help in providing justice for victims. 
Victim exploitation and why it happens
Victim exploitation in domestic abuse is deeply rooted in complex social, economic, and psychological dynamics that create significant barriers for the victims who are attempting to leave their abusive relationships. Many abusers look to establish a psychological dependence by manipulating their victim with tactics such as gaslighting and consistently undermining the victim’s self-esteem in an attempt to leave them feeling trapped, powerless and in some cases even responsible for the abuse that is inflicted upon them (Mukhtar, 2024). This manipulation aims to completely erode the victim’s sense of self and autonomy in order to make it as hard as possible for them to envision a life outside of the abusive relationship. When manipulating a victim, economically perpetrators will prevent their victims from working, control and restrict their access to their banks, seize whatever money they do make and coerce their victims towards debt so that they have limited to no financial independence. This restricts their ability to leave as they have no means to do so (Wallis,2021). In a similar form of isolation many abusers will look to reduce their victims’ ties to people socially in order to cut off their support networks, which will prevent them from contacting their family and friends. Moreover, perpetrators restrict access to education as another way to prevent their victims from having any potential methods of escape so that they depend upon their abuser for everything. Furthermore, abusers utilize fear and intimidation to maintain control over their victims, and they do this by issuing threats of physical violence, harming children or pets and threats of deportation in some cases if their victim is not a legal citizen. These tactics aim to instil fear and compel victims to remain in their abusive situations to avoid any potential repercussions. All of these tactics put together creates a situation where the victim is not only trapped within the abusive environment but has limited access to support systems and independence is challenging due to the obstacles put in place by the abuser. Recognising this and addressing the forms of exploitation, is crucial for developing effective ways at intervening and putting in appropriate support systems for survivors.
Safeguarding measures for survivors
Addressing domestic abuse in the UK involves a comprehensive framework of safeguarding measures that are put in place to protect and support victims and survivors. Legal protectors play a crucial role within this framework, protections like restraining orders and protection notices are there to provide victims with safety. These Domestic Abuse Protection Orders and Notices (DAPO&DAPN) that were introduced in the Domestic abuse act of 2021 (Ministry of justice, 2024) give law enforcement the tools they need to offer immediate and long-term protection. DAPOs are granted by courts to enforce long-term conditions to prevent further abuse whereas DAPNs can be issued by officers to offer immediate restrictions to a perpetrator. Beyond these legal measures there is a network of support services that are available to help those who are affected by domestic abuse through organisations such as women’s aid and refuge. These offer critical services which can include helplines, emergency shelters, advocacy programmes and financial support (National domestic abuse helpline, 2024). Specialised training programmes for law enforcement have also been implemented in order to educate officers on identifying and responding appropriately to domestic abuse and coercive control which will only enhance victim protection. Furthermore, efforts such as community awareness initiatives aim to change the societal perception of domestic abuse and tackle the stigma that surrounds domestic abuse, engagement with advocacy and also high-profile advocacy has spotlighted the issue which pens up channels for discussion and advancements in protection (Hestia, 2024). 
Gaps and areas for improvement and what can be done to improve 
Whilst progress has been made in making the UK safer from domestic violence, significant challenges remain. Underreporting continues to be a pervasive issue, as victims often fear retaliation, lack of belief, or a lack of trust in authorities due to negative past experiences or insecure immigration status (Chan, 2011). Male victims, for example, are significantly underrepresented in support services, with research showing that only a small proportion seek help, often due to feelings of shame or social stigma (ManKind Initiative, 2024). Similarly, members of the LGBTQ+ community face considerable barriers to accessing specialist support, with a high percentage receiving no formal assistance or lacking a personal support network (Galop, 2023). It has also been reported that entire regions in the UK, lack funded LGBTQ+ specialist services, leaving many without adequate help (Domestic Abuse Commissioner, 2025).
Children, too, are often overlooked in support frameworks, despite being directly impacted by domestic abuse within the household. This lack of inclusive and accessible services creates significant risks for those already vulnerable. Addressing this requires a strategic push to expand access to support regardless of gender, legal status, or sexual orientation. Moreover, increased investment is needed in frontline services, professional training, and awareness-raising campaigns to improve identification, response, and long-term support for all victims of domestic abuse and coercive control.
Conclusion
In conclusion, domestic abuse and coercive control remain major challenges in the UK. Despite progress through legal reforms and improved training and awareness, systemic issues still limit support for victims. Over a quarter of child-focused domestic abuse services turn children away due to lack of funding, while more than half have waiting lists, highlighting serious resource gaps (Domestic Abuse Commissioner, 2025). Underreporting remains a significant issue, with only ten percent of male victims reporting abuse to the police and limited support available for men and LGBTQ+ individuals (ManKind Initiative, 2024). While NHS reforms have introduced training and safeguarding protocols, broader systemic change is still urgently needed to improve early intervention and consistent responses (Bawden, 2025).
To break the cycle of abuse, there must be a national commitment to delivering well-funded, inclusive, and accessible services. This includes equitable access to support for all victims, regardless of gender or identity which is consistent. Thorough professional training and long-term investment in protective interventions that place survivors at the centre of policy and practice is crucial.
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