Chapter 2: Literature Review

2.1 Introduction
It is important to establish and understand the basic facts into domestic violence and the gender disparity. According to the Office for National Statistics (ONS), in the year ending March 2016 36% of victims were male while 64% were female (ONS, 2019). However, this research will seek to better understand the links between the COVID-19 Pandemic and reported domestic violence incidents. To evaluate the government’s response, and to understand the effects it has had on the victims and on front-line policing.
The causes and effects of domestic violence have been widely studied throughout academia to better understand the ‘who, how and why’. Modern research into domestic violence began in the 1970’s and 1980’s, generated by feminists on behalf of women who had been severely beaten by their partners (Woods, 2007). The general basis of the research determined that most domestic violence was at the hands of a male abuser for the purpose of gaining control over the victim. This was first described in Walker’s 1979 book ‘The Battered Woman’ and thereafter this view dominated most of the research into domestic abuse. 
Domestic violence is not a gender-neutral issue (Pence & Paymar, 1993). Consequently, the focus of this review is not about the gender disparity, nor the potential cultural factors, but to better understand the overall effects on all victims when they are subject to isolation during a public health crisis. The researcher will examine the wider scope of domestic violence models and theories and the specific concerns in relation to social isolation, while reviewing available statistics and government policy relating to the handling of domestic violence during the COVID-19 pandemic.

In March 2020 the UK government announced a national lockdown to ease the effects of the ‘coronavirus’ and to slow the rate of infection amongst the population (Diver, 2020). As part of this strategy social distancing measures were implemented for long periods requiring families to remain in their homes in isolation and only being allowed to leave for essential purposes. This resulted in the depletion of social and community support networks for people at risk (Usher et al. 2020). Usher et al go on to state that social isolation is an effective way to manage infection but leads to significant social, economic, and psychological factors which are often catalysts for stress which in turn leads to violence (2020). Isolation is not a new concept to victims of domestic abuse, and it is one tool the abuser will use to maintain control and prevent the victim getting support. The UK government’s definition of domestic abuse detailed behavioural abuse such as psychological, sexual, financial, and emotional (Home Office 2012). Astonishingly, there was no offence for this type of abuse until 3 years later, in the Serious Crime Act 2015. Section 76 of this act created the offence of ‘Controlling or Coercive Behaviour in an Intimate or Family Relationship’, which details the offence of continually or repeatedly engaging in coercive or controlling behaviour which has a serious effect on that person (Serious Crime Act 2015). In the prosecution guidelines for this offence, it describes the relevant behaviours, which includes isolating a person from their friends and family, depriving them access to support services, and depriving them of their basic needs (Crown Prosecution Service, 2017). 
It would be logical to assume that controlling and coercive behaviour would become more problematic during a national lockdown where the victims are trapped with their abusers. However, it could also be argued that this isolation is not as a direct result of the abuse they are receiving but rather the social requirements, and therefore it would not build upon this offence. 

2.2 The Cycle of Abuse
     Lenore Walker’s book ‘The Battered Woman’ (1979) developed a social cycle theory which depicts the cycle of abuse within an abusive relationship. This consists of four phases which will repeat itself until it is stopped, either by the victim leaving the relationship or by a third-party intervention. The stages are tension building, incident, reconciliation, and calm. Walker further describes the ‘battered woman syndrome’ whereby the women are trapped in abusive relationships due to a ‘learned helplessness’ in which they become passive and submissive, which made it impossible for them to escape (1979).
Walker’s findings were well received as an early theory into patterns of domestic violence. She proposed the cycle of abuse as being “a patriarchal behaviour of men who felt entitled to abuse their wives to maintain control”. In her research, Walker interviewed 1,500 ‘battered women’ and found they each described a similar pattern of abuse (Fisher and Lab, 2010). Fisher and Lab describe arguments among researchers as to whether victims are genuinely helpless in these scenarios as they do reach out for support. They argue that the helplessness is more of a reflection on their situation than as a response which is learnt (2010). 
As an early theory, ‘The Battered Woman’ underlines key development in domestic violence research, however Walker focuses entirely on heterosexual relationships and machismo partners being the ones responsible with a typical desire to dominate women. It could be argued that research conducted in 1979 would not have the foresight to account for same-sex relationships as they may not be as prominent at the time. Walker also theorises the ‘incident’ phase in which the tension has built to such a stage that the outlet is some form of physical aggression. However, we now have the benefit of realising that domestic abuse comes in a variety of behaviours which can include emotional and financial abuse. In 2018 one quarter of domestic abuse victims sustained a physical injury, and most abuse was described as “mental or emotional”. Furthermore, male victims reported higher levels of force used against them than female victims (Office for National Statistics, 2020). 
Dutton argues that the concept of ‘battered women syndrome’ fails to account for the strengths of a battered woman in their resilience and merely creates a stereotyped pathology focusing primarily on the negative effects on the victims. This syndrome is being used as a defence in court, however, is not accounting for the individual and their response to the battering as some victims can become reclusive and experience symptoms of posttraumatic stress disorder, while others gain strength from the experience and should be referred to as ‘survivors’ (Dutton, 2020). 
The researcher believes that when factors relating to gender, sexuality, culture, race, and economics are removed from the equation, the cyclically based theory still holds up as a generic framework to help us understand why victims stay in these abusive relationships, provided we account for the whole spectrum of abusive behaviours. It is however crucial that we maintain the understanding that domestic violence is not gender neutral and most of the research is directed towards female victims which fairly addresses this unbalance. In a report by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, they explain that the home is the most dangerous place for women who are subject to continued victimisation due to inequality and gender stereotypes (UNODC, 2019).

2.3 Domestic Abuse during the COVID-19 Pandemic
     The March 2020 lockdown announcement likely came as a shock for victims of domestic violence as they would now be trapped at home with the perpetrator with minimal support as critical agencies considered ‘non-essential’ were forced to cease operations or begin the challenge of working from home. Victims would potentially fear they would now be prosecuted for leaving their homes without reasonable excuse, or they could themselves use this as an excuse to stay due to their ‘learned helplessness’ and thus continuing the cycle of abuse (Walker 1979). Prior to the lockdown, domestic abuse services in the UK had been substantially cut and defunded due to years of austerity measures (Women’s Aid, 2020;Davidge, 2019) this also led to increased demand on these services who were now unable to provide the same level of care and support. Naturally, this would cause adverse reaction to the victims who would now be either less likely to report the incident, or more likely to seek support from police. 
There has been an increased demand on domestic abuse services during the pandemic (Office for National Statistics, 2020) however, they state it does not indicate an increase in victims, but likely an increase in the severity of the abuse with a lack of available coping mechanisms. However, the ONS is self-aware that the statistics relating to domestic violence can only provide a partial insight, as the data provided by police only accounts for matters which have been reported. They state that as a result, there are many cases that will not end up within the criminal justice system. Research prior to the pandemic states that official assessments of global domestic abuse rates have been grossly underestimated as victims are not reporting the abuse (Buzawa & Buzawa, 2017). It is imperative to understand these effects on victims that prevent them from reporting incidents and how it has been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

In the US it was expected by law enforcement groups that there would be a rise in domestic violence due to stay at home rules, but they became concerned when they noticed they had received fewer reports in largely populated cities compared to previous years (Stone et al, 2020). These concerns can also be reflected in England and Wales through statistics provided by ONS. The figures show that in previous years, there has been a general increase in the reporting of domestic violence which has been aided by police campaigns such as the promotion of the domestic abuse bill (Home Office 2019), and new legislation implemented by the government (Domestic Abuse Act 2021). However, its concerning that between the months of April and November 2020 there was no obvious trend or increase in reports (ONS, 2020). Alternatively, UK media has been reporting sharp increases in the use of domestic violence helplines, one charity called ‘Refuge’ state their calls rose by nearly 80% and they saw an increase of 54% in women seeking refuge to escape the abuse. (BBC, 2020). 
In August 2020, the ‘Women’s Aid’ charity conducted research into the effects of lockdown on victims of domestic abuse and the services that support them (Davidge, 2020). They found that 90% of respondents who experienced domestic abuse were negatively impacted by COVID-19 and 61% said the abuse had worsened. Furthermore, 10% of victims stated the abuser had used lockdown restrictions as a method to prevent them leaving whilst 20.3% claim they had tried to leave but were unable to access housing or refuge (Davidge, 2020). Davidge found that the abusers had been using anxiety about the virus as a method to control their victims and that coercive and controlling behaviour was the central issue throughout lockdown as they’ve been provided easy methods of manipulation likely causing a feeling of hopelessness within the victims. 
Gregory and Williamson conducting qualitative research found the pandemic had changed people’s ability to read into situations and assess risk. Furthermore, providing support proved challenging except for the victim’s informal supporters such as neighbours and friends who found ways to stay in touch and offer that support (2021). Their research focused around interviewing these support networks to learn how to better support the victims. 18 cases were studies and of these, 17 were female victims further supporting the gender-inequality of domestic abuse. Interestingly one interviewee comments upon having to be careful when offering support as the abuser was prone to monitoring the victim’s phone (Gregory & Williamson, 2021). 
This could suggest a reason into why victims are less likely to report incidents, out of fear of reprisals, however Gregory and Williamson do not go into detail so further research may be required to explore this as it could provide evidence into coercive and controlling behaviour (Serious Crime Act 2015). They suggest equipping these informal supporters with more skills and knowledge to offer help; however, it could be argued that imposing this formality upon them would create an unnecessary burden on their own lives which could affect the support they’re willing to provide. It’s important to maintain this link to the victim, in 2015 71% of victims had told someone personally close to them, whereas only 33% had informed a public official such as the police (Parker, 2015). 
This research does produce further questions in relation to third-party reporting of domestic violence, how it is managed and recorded by police and how victims react to it being reported. Home Office guidance suggests third-party reporting does not get counted as a crime unless further verifiable information is provided, or the crime confirmed by the victim (Home Office 2021). This is likely to have some impact on the statistics by ONS and could suggest that even when the incident is reported and police make contact, the victim is still unwilling to disclose information out of fear, especially when locked in with their abuser.

2.4 The Government Response to Domestic Violence
     Due to restrictions imposed to control the infection rate, many people who were not considered ‘key workers’ were required to work from home, if this was not possible the government had implemented a furlough scheme to supplement people’s income and prevent job loss (Bruce & Fisher, 2020). This would result in victims and abusers spending more time together which can increase ‘exposure opportunities’ for violence (Dugan et al 2003). Similarly, job loss could upset the ‘power balance’ within a relationship in which the patriarchal desire of the male abuser could result in manifestations of tension ultimately resulting in an incident as described in the cycle of abuse (Walker 1979). 
Despite the obvious nature of domestic violence, the government’s implementation of lockdown measures in March 2020 failed to address domestic violence during the planning and the importance had to be highlighted by charities such as Woman’s Aid (UK Parliament, 2021). It wasn’t until April 2020 the Home Secretary announced a £2m investment to bolster domestic abuse helplines, and by July 2020 only £1.2m of the funding had been allocated to successful applicants. Furthermore, in May 2020 £76m of a £750m fund for charities was provided to government departments specialising in supporting victims including domestic violence (UK Parliament, 2020). It could be argued that the government’s response is more reactive than proactive and due to hurdles with bureaucracy in allocating these funds, the victims are not receiving the immediate support they require. 
The government launched domestic violence schemes such as partnering with UK pharmacies in the ‘Ask for ANI’ initiative which aims to provide victims with a safe place to disclose information to staff who are trained in safeguarding (Home Office 2020). This scheme was well received by some survivors and victims of domestic violence (SafeLives 2021) However has been criticised by Woman’s Aid as being unfair and unsafe to expect staff members to know how to effectively deal with this disclosure once reported to them and presents an unnecessary burden (Woman’s Aid 2021) Furthermore, they state the first response a victim receives is crucial in their next step and maintaining their confidence. 



2.5 Conclusion
     There is a wealth of statistical information available in relation to domestic violence during the pandemic provided by the office for national statistics and further enhanced by Davidge (2020). This information further supports the research’s initial questioning of official recorded data showing little to no trends because of lockdown restrictions (ONS 2020) but evidences a clear increase on demand from charities and how victims are experiencing worse levels of abuse since before the pandemic. It’s clear that victims are less inclined to officially report abuse to police, perhaps out of fear of reprisal or not wanting their abuser to be prosecuted. Lenore Walker’s cycle of abuse provides us with a simple framework to understand the stages in a relationship which may prevent a victim from leaving their abuser prior to intervention (1979). However, further research is needed to provide recommendations into why victims aren’t seeking formal action over their abusers and what services can do to enhance support to the victim allowing them to gain the trust of public services including police. 
The government response has primarily come in the form of further funding for the services however the researcher believes more schemes such as the ‘Ask for ANI’ codeword would be crucial in getting these victim’s support. As suggested by Woman’s aid, this support needs to come from a professional source who have received the training needed to adequately support a victim or risk failing them and losing them into the cycle of abuse. 
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