Coercive control and domestic abuse
When understanding coercive control and domestic abuse you need to look at the definitions and changes in legislation. Under the Domestic Abuse Act 2021, explains that the behaviour of one person against another is domestic abuse, if both are over the age of 16 years old and have a personal connection and the behaviour which is shown is abusive. This is the legal definition that is or should be used within the court system when sentencing but also by the police when they respond to incidents, therefore needs to include every aspect of the offence. Before domestic abuse used to be referred to domestic violence, which is defined by the Department of Justice (2022) as “a pattern of repeated abusive and controlling be haviour” this can happen through those you are personally connected to or even once a relationship has finished. The definitions of both domestic abuse and domestic violence are similar in the aspects of who they effect and who they happen to as well as what they include however the definition of domestic includes the idea of coercive control and not just violence. 
However, the terminology used within both definitions suggest different two different ideas, this can be shown as according to the NSPCC (2023) people have associated the term domestic violence with “incidents of physical violence”, compared to the term of domestic abuse which supports the idea that “it doesn’t need to involve violence”. The idea of domestic violence just solely being violent leaves out what other issues are involved within this offence; the idea that the public see it as only being violent means that they may not see certain behaviours as abuse or an offence. Which is why the domestic violence was changed to domestic abuse, according to the Criminal injuries helpline (2023) says that the change expanded the definition in order to convey the full range of abuse that can happen within relationship. The expansion and change into domestic abuse show that other than just violence and coercive control which are given by the terminology and definition of domestic violence, shows that abuse can often include a range of behaviours that are seen as harmful towards another person. The behaviours within the offence of domestic abuse often involves physical, emotional, sexual, and financial abuse (Police Service of Northen Ireland 2023). Physical abuse can often refer to violence or aggression; emotional abuse could be anything that effects the way you think of yourself; sexual abuse could involve forced or involuntary acts and financial abuse is related to money.
When this coercive control became a stand-alone offence from the domestic abuse it moved to the Serious Crimes Act 2015 section 76, it defines it as an offence of repeat and continuous behaviour towards someone that is “controlling or coercive” it requires for the victim and offender to have a personal connection, but also requires the offender to know what they are doing and the effect it has. The definition of coercive control states that the behaviour cannot be a single incident and it is often repeat pattern of behavior. The behaviour of an offender that might convey harm towards a victim of coercive control may be isolating them; monitoring what they do and controlling everyday activity; “humiliating, degrading or humanising” them; taking control over their money and even “threats and intimidating” them (Women’s aid 2018). These behaviours may have a massive impact on a person’s health and well-being especially when it comes to mental health, for example if something is repeated to over and over again then they may start to believe it. This is seen as emotional and psychological abuse as it effects the way the victim thinks of themselves or may act.
Coercive control became its own offence due to there being “a gap in the law around patterns of coercive and controlling behaviour”; it also states that this offence now carries a maximum of 5 years in prison (Home Office and Bradley 2015). The idea that the law did not understand what was included within this type of abusive behavior shows that there is a need for training on certain aspects of domestic abuse. The increase in the time served for the offence may help to deter people from taking part in this crime, however many people may not listen due to the fact they know the person will not report them, but it doesn’t guarantee that more people will come forward to report it.
The Home Office (2022a) states that in the offence of coercive control, within the definition it calls for the victim and offender to be in an “intimate personal relationship” regardless of “whether or not they live together”, be family or ex-partners who may still live under the same roof. Due to the nature of the relationship between the victim and the offender, it makes this a harder crime to be policed but it also means that they may be more hesitant to report that it is happening to them. The idea of not reporting may be due to the victim not knowing that it is happening it them. This in turn makes coercive control is a difficult issue to police, as there is a focus upon getting physical evidence to show injuries, they will often disregard or ignore women talking about this offence, stating that its “one word against the other” this makes reporting cases difficult as they are seen as “weak” and as having “unverifiable evidence” (Barlow et al 2019, page 170). The idea of looking for physical evidence shows that the police see coercive control as part of domestic abuse which does include this offence even now it’s a stand-alone offence. But the fact the police have been seen to ignore or even disregard the concerns around this offence shows that it needed to become its own offence.
When it comes to responding to the offence of domestic abuse and coercive control it is important to understand both offences. A response method is multi-agency risk assessment conference (MARAC), this is a meeting to discuss “high risk” cases of domestic abuse between multiple agencies, it is designed to help decide what to do next in order to protect victims (IDAS 2023). While this is based upon safeguarding for adult and children it is also a response to cases of domestic abuse that have been deemed to be of high risk, where the victim may need more protection again the offender; it discusses the options that can be used to protect them. There are plans in order to improve the response to domestic abuse, the domestic abuse commissioner, Nicole Jacobs, has a strategic plan to improve the way domestic abuse is dealt with, the plan is to prioritise standing with the victims, improving support for survivors and “bring together local partners and government departments to provide a holistic response” (Domestic Abuse Commissioner 2021). Having a plan to try an improve the response and policing around victims and survivors shows that the response will be more catered around what people have already experienced and what may help them to report.
Another method of responding to domestic abuse is the use of domestic abuse protection notices and domestic abuse protection orders. Domestic abuse protection notices (DAPN) are given by the police, they will give the victim “immediate protection following an incident” whereas a domestic abuse protection order (DAPO) is given by the courts and are “longer-term protection” (Home Office 2022b). These DAPNs and DAPOs give different levels of protection for victims, one is a short-term protection which would help a victim who has just suffered from domestic abuse whereas the other offers a longer protection which could help change a person’s life. under the Crime and Security Act 2010 section 28 it states that a DAPO is given by court if they can prove the offender “has been violent towards or threatened violence towards” the victim; it is only given if the “is necessary to protect” against the violence or threat. These conditions often coincide with the idea of physical abuse being the reason for the protection being needed, but it does not deny the idea of other abuse happening.




A victim of coercive control can be exploited in many ways, Lamothe (2023) states that some of the signs of coercive control include “threatening your children or pets”, “gaslighting” and isolating you. In case of coercive control, the offender may isolate you away form people you care about in order to keep you in their control and make you feel lonely. Threatening the things, you care about like pets and children is another way for an offender of coercive control to try and maintain control over the victim as it plays on emotions and attachments. Victims of domestic abuse may be exploited through, “physical attacks”, shouting, showing aggression, or telling you “What to wear or how to look” (Day 2021). These types of exploitation make you dependant upon the offender or makes you belief you must act a certain way to please them. Being exploited during an abusive relationship even once its ended may have an effect of the way you interact with people but also may make you feel alone if the abuser has isolated you. 
When it comes to safeguarding the victims of domestic abuse or coercive control there are many things in place. A method of safeguarding is a public protection notices (PPN) they are used as a shared informational document “that records safeguarding concerns about an adult or child”; it is used for multi-agency response (HMICFRS 2023).  Having a document that helps to share information across multiple agencies in order to develop a plan to protect the victims of abuse, means that they can all discuss what they think is the right course of action rather than rushing in. Another method that can help to safeguarding victims or potential victims is Clare’s law which is also known as the domestic violence disclosure scheme (DVDS) this allows a person to access information about a partners or ex-partners in regard to abusive or violent behaviour (Home office 2022c). Having access to information such as this may mean that they do not have as high of a risk of domestic abuse or coercive control happening to them. It may help to stop people being affected but it may also not be well known, therefore there needs to be more awareness around this. In order to get this information Clare’s law states that a person has the “right to ask” meaning that they can ask for the information, a person also have the “right to know” this means the police can disclose information to someone who could be a potential victim without being asked (BBC News 2015). While people may want to know it may be too late to ask if they are already in a relationship, or if they are ex-partners as they may have or may be experiencing domestic abuse already. Clare’s Law (DVDS) is only useful before a person gets involved with a violent or abusive person, but it also needs to be public knowledge that you can do this.
In order to protect the victims of domestic abuse and coercive control there needs to be a focus on having methods of policing or help those who go though coercive control as it seems as though it is still being treated as domestic abuse rather than its own offence. When it comes to response maybe having it started that both a male and female officer need to attend may ensure that regardless of the victims gender thy feel comfortable talking to the police. Current gaps in research suggest that the police still find coercive control difficult to police especially as it is associated with domestic abuse. The Home office (2021) states that there needs to be awareness of coercive and controlling behaviour as there is “confusion about when to investigate” as well as how a case of this should be “investigated and charged”. This shows that there is a need for more awareness around coercive control and how to respond.
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