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Literature Review:

Coercive control and coercive and controlling behaviour are described and defined in different ways across research literature. As Hamberger et al (2017) points out, there is no one consensus definition of coercive control. Terms such as ‘controlling behaviours’ or ‘dominating behaviours’ can also be used. There is also a range of similar behaviours that can also be present in cases of coercive control. These include psychological abuse, emotional abuse (Follingstad, 2007), verbal battering (Dobash and Dobash, 1979), verbal aggression and psychological aggression (Lammers et al, 2005). Lehmann et al in (2012) interviewed over two thousand women in the USA who were using domestic abuse refuges about their experiences of coercive and controlling behaviours. The researchers were able to identify ten clusters of coercive and controlling behaviours that can be used to identify coercive control: physical, sexual, emotional and financial abuse, use of privilege, threats, intimidation, minimising and denying, blaming and isolation. 

Whilst there is a range of behaviours that can be considered as being somewhat ‘linked’ to coercive control, research does show that there are some common threads that have emerged when considering a definition of coercive control. Researchers have conceptualized three features that can be said to be indicators of coercive control behaviours within a relationship. The first is the intentionality and motivation within the perpetrator to obtain control over the target, the second is that the victim perceives such behaviour as being negative and the third is the ability of the perpetrator to make a credible threat of negative consequences (Bair-Merritt et al, 2010; Day & Bowen, 2015; Hamberger et al, 2017; Miller and White, 2003). Given that there is significant overlap with many other forms of abusive behaviour it can be useful to consider coercive control as being a goal, and the forms of abusive behaviour a perpetrator uses are tactics used in order to develop or maintain control (McLeod, 2018). 

In the UK, the Government in 2015 developed definitions of coercive and controlling behaviour. Controlling behaviour is defined as:
‘Controlling behaviour is a range of acts designed to make a person subordinate and/or dependent by isolating them from sources of support, exploiting their resources and capacities for personal gain, depriving them of the means needed for independence, resistance and escape and regulating their everyday behaviour.’ (HM Government, 2018:13).
Coercive behaviour is defined as: ‘Coercive behaviour is an act or a pattern of acts of assault, threats, humiliation and intimidation or other abuse that is used to harm, punish, or frighten their victim’ (HM Government, 2018:13). Coercive and controlling behaviour within relationships was criminalised and introduced in December 2015, in England and Wales in Section 76 of the Serious Crime Act. It states:
‘A person (A) commits an offence [of coercive control] if—
(a) A repeatedly or continuously engages in behaviour towards another person (B) that is controlling or coercive, 
(b) At the time of the behaviour, A and B are personally connected, 
(c) The behaviour has a serious effect on B, and 
(d) A knows or ought to know that the behaviour will have a serious effect on B.
A and B are “personally connected” if—
(a) A is in an intimate personal relationship with B, or
(b) A and B live together and—
(i) they are members of the same family, or
(ii) they have previously been in an intimate personal relationship with each other.
A’s behaviour has a “serious effect” on B if—
(a) it causes B to fear, on at least two occasions, that violence will be used against B, or
(b) it causes B serious alarm or distress which has a substantial adverse effect on B’s usual day-to-day activities’ (Home Office, 2015:3).
This definition places a clear emphasis on the effect of coercive control on the victim, effects include causing a fear of having violence used against them and having an impact on the day-to-day life of the victim (McLeod, 2018).

Coercive control, as its own specific form of domestic violence, has only become prominent in policy discourse over the past decade in England and Wales. However, issues around power and control have been a key theme in feminist analysis of domestic abuse for much longer alongside the concept of coercive control itself (Robinson et al, 2017).  Stark (2007) was one of the first to highlight that the coercive and controlling abuse that women experience from men is ongoing rather than individual incidents. Studies show that domestic abuse is more likely to be an ongoing pattern of abuse rather than being a one-off incident (Myhill, 2015; Robinson, 2017). Hester’s (2013) study found that 83% of male perpetrators had at least two repeat incidents recorded, many of the perpetrators had a lot more than that, and one man had 52 repeat incidents recorded within the six-year tracking period. The emphasis placed here on male perpetrators reflects that whilst coercive control is a gender-neutral term, Stark (2007) argues that men are almost exclusively the perpetrators with women being the victims. It has been seen across a wide range of studies that women are less likely to use tactics that can be considered as coercive control within their relationships (Barlow and Walklate, 2021; Downes et al, 2019; Myhill, 2015).

It is well documented that the tactics used within coercive control have a harmful impact on victims (Mitchell and Raghavan, 2021). For instance, Logan and Walker’s (2019) study around stalking found that behaviours such as surveillance and monitoring caused worries about personal safety, negative impact on mental health outcomes including PTSD symptoms, perceived risk of future victimization and ongoing worries about personal safety. Victims can feel as though they are powerless, living in constant fear and be a severe cause of stress as well as having to deal with economic burdens such as needing to move employment, home or other life alterations. Which such strategies might seem to be harmless they can contribute to a loss of support networks, interfere with the care and protection of children and within new relationships (Korkodeilou, 2017; Worsley, Wheatcroft, Short, & Corcoran, 2017). This impact can be felt by others within the family, such as children. Katz’s (2019) qualitative study found that in families where there were high levels of coercive control being perpetrated by the father towards the mother, the mother-child relationships were strained and distant with the children feeling unsure about whether their mother loved them. Studies have also found that children in the care of perpetrators of coercive control are at an elevated risk of being physically, psychologically and sexually abused and neglected (Heward-Belle, 2016; Beeble et al, 2007). As Callaghan et al (2015) asserts, children are immediately affected by coercive and controlling behaviours, as such behaviours are not simply targeted at the adult victim but has a profound impact on the entire family. This demonstrates the need for front-line practitioners to be able to identify such victimisation, and then be able to intervene and protect. 

Coercive control is associated with risk of significant serious harm, and its role as a precursor to serious harm and homicide is clear across many studies (Myhill, 2015). For example, Villarreal’s (2007) study of 30,000 Mexican women found that males who displayed high levels of coercive control towards their female partners were more likely to both stop their partner from engaging in employment and physically harm them. A review of domestic violence-related deaths from 252 Intimate Partner Violence homicides that occurred between 1 July 2000 and 30 June 2018 in New South Wales, Australia found that that all the identified intimate partner homicides were relationships that were characterised by the male abuser’s use of coercive and controlling behaviours towards the female victim (NSW Government, 2022). Johnson et al’s (2017) study into the role of coercive control in relation to intimate femicide found that, of a subsample of 68 men who had been convicted of killing intimate female partners, each had exhibited high levels of coercive controlling behaviours leading up to the femicide. Almost 50% had been controlling and proprietary, two-thirds had been psychologically abusive, 25% had exhibited sexual jealousy, and one-fifth stalked their victims prior to killing them. The link between coercive control and severe physical harm is clear, however, research has continued to show that police officers tend to consider and prioritise physical violence during a domestic abuse callout (Robinson et al, 2018). Whilst it can be said that focusing on acts of physical violence will indeed identify cases of current and future risk of harm, there have been many instances whereby cases of homicide have been more likely to be preceded by high levels of coercive control, rather than physical violence.  (Dobash & Dobash, 2015; Regan, Kelly, Morris, & Dibb, 2007). 

This police focus on risk regarding physical violence means that coercive control can often be missed (Robinson et al, 2016) simply because the ongoing pattern of behaviours that are subtle are easier to miss in comparison to physical violence. Weiner’s (2017) qualitative research, where survivors, police, and criminal justice independent domestic violence advisors (IDVAs) were interviewed and participated in focus groups, found that there was a lack of certainty about what is expected in the context of policing coercive control. Those in the police stated that there was a lack of boundaries around the ‘new’ criminal behaviour which was a concern for officers who tend to deal with ‘black and white’ often failing to see the ‘grey’. Issues were raised around the movement from an incident focus (with its degree of specificity in terms of time and space) to a relationship focus where the same degree of specificity does not exist. An inspection report by HMIC/HMCPSI (2017) also found that some officers still struggle with the course of conduct element of the offence, responding to ‘incidents’ in isolation and not understanding patterns of behaviour. Myhill et al’s (2022) study similarly found that an incident-focus approach to policing domestic abuse and coercive control was still clear, driven in part by pragmatism and informed by the common perception that coercive control is ‘hard to prove’. As Walklate et al. (2018) points out, the implementation of this offence relies on police officers being able to identify coercive and controlling behaviour. They need to be able to gather information from the victim that demonstrates a series of abusive events and correctly assess such behaviour as coercive and controlling to be able to lay charges. This can be difficult in that it is a completely different approach, moving away from the typical responding and analysing criminal incidents as immediate, isolated events. Instead, police officers will be asked to consider such offences as a series of interrelated offences that are extremely harmful. Walklate’s analysis captures the difficulties in implementing the offence of coercive and controlling behaviour, as it challenges the typical approach of police officers, and the role of the use of discretion (Myhill and Johnson, 2016).

As Stark (2007) points out, there is a difficulty for front line police officers to recognise coercive control because victims often minimise the abuse they have suffered, and perpetrators manipulate their account of the incident. Brennan et al’s (2016) research found that interview participants, which included frontline practitioners, police officers and operational and strategic managers, reported that an understanding of coercive control was not fully embedded within the police force and often frontline officers would consider incidents in isolation, rather than considering the bigger picture. Myhill and Johnson’s (2016) research highlighted that a significant obstacle for frontline officers in recognising abuse was a lack of nuanced understanding around coercive control. Some of the officers did not recognise individual incidents in the context of coercive control, nor did they recognise the tendency of victims to minimise the abuse suffered. This has a significant impact in terms of the victim’s safety, as intervention is not considered, and police data is skewed because the incident is not recorded. What is clear is that there is a fundamental need for front line officers and other practitioners to have a full understanding of coercive control, and how coercive control can impact on a victim’s ability to disclose the abuse and seek help. 

Even when coercive control is not ‘missed’, prosecutions for coercive behaviour remain low. In England and Wales, between April 2021 and March 2022, there were just 1,925 defendants prosecuted for controlling or coercive behaviour (ONS, 2022). There were 41,626 offences of coercive control recorded by the police in England and Wales in the year ending March 2022, which suggests that only a small proportion of perpetrators are being prosecuted (ONS, 2022a). Coercive control represents only a small proportion of recorded domestic abuse crimes, and research conducted in other English police forces found this offence to be under recorded and the legislation under-utilised (Barlow et al, 2020). Myhill et al’s (2022) research findings from a focused ethnography conducted in two police forces in England concluded that the benefits of the coercive control legislation are not currently being realised. The study found that the attitudes and (lack of) knowledge of some officers was impeding the successful implementation of coercive control legislation. Some officers did show an understanding of the gendered nature of domestic abuse; however, other officers drew upon sexist assumptions of what constitutes ‘normal’ relationships to trivialise disclosures of some coercive behaviours. The researchers also found evidence of coercive control reports being met with cynicism and suspicion, which for the researchers, raised concerns about the influence of misogyny and compassion fatigue on police occupational culture. 

Overall, the research demonstrates that coercive and controlling behaviour often goes under the radar (Brennan et al, 2016; Myhill and Johnson, 2016; Robinson et al., 2018) with the subtle behaviours being more difficult to recognise than physical injuries. The limited research in Wales (Robinson et al, 2018) demonstrates that those who work in partner agencies, particularly those who provide specialist domestic abuse advocates, had a greater understanding of coercive control than police officers. Alongside this, much of the research in this field in the UK overall is qualitative, being interview and focus group based, and therefore is subject to response bias and issues with truthfulness, which can impact on the validity of responses, therefore it can be argued that a quantitative methodology can be utilised to explore levels of police understanding of coercive control and the subsequent impact on response.
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