Research proposal (DRAFT)

Title: Understanding how technology and social media can assist perpetrators in Domestic Violence and Coercive control offences. (Working title)


 The chosen topic for this research is to examine what the effects of technology and social media could be to those who could find themselves victim to the behaviour of domestic violence and coercive control. 

 According to the UK government the definition of Domestic Violence or abuse is set out as follows; “any incident or pattern of incidents of controlling, coercive, threatening behaviour, violence or abuse between those aged 16 or over who are, or have been, intimate partners or family members regardless of gender or sexuality. The abuse can encompass, but is not limited to psychological, physical, sexual, financial or emotional”. 
 Furthermore, the national domestic abuse helpline recognises all the forms of abuse within the government definition, however, it goes on to also to discuss ‘Tech Abuse’. The helpline identifies that this form of abuse can involve the use of abusive text messages or demanding access to devices which can then be altered to be used as a form of control. ‘Tech abuse’ is also described an opportunity for perpetrators of domestic violence to stalk, isolate and control women using tools which are now in everyday life, going on to mention that it is not just limited to the individual experiencing the abuse but can be used to target an individual’s immediate family such as children, with it also being stated that this form of abuse can for the perpetrator create an ‘omnipresent’ – they are always there and watching (Woodlock, 2016). Although, whilst it is being described as a separate form of abuse, it is arguably still recognised within the law as although perhaps carried out remotely this abuse it still having a psychological effect on the victim, but could the growing concerns surrounding this area mean that the law will have to adapt to this?
 In a report publish in 2017 as part of comic relief titled ‘tech v abuse’ it was stated that within the United Kingdom each year over 2 million individuals are at risk of abuse and out of that staggering figure around 100,000 of those individuals are at risk of being murdered. Within the report that was conducted it was found that 90% of the practitioners believed that technology proved to be a risk and it was not fully understood how it can be utilised as a tool of safety (Snook, Chayn & SafeLives, 2017). 
Understanding domestic violence is one thing but how big is technology and social media within society currently and how much does this make up our everyday lives? It is estimated that in 2019 alone it was estimated that the average person would have spent around 144 minutes each day using social media, this being an hour increase in daily use compared to the average time spent in 2012. These statistics alone show just the growth and importance of social media and technology within our day to day lives and this is only on the increase. In 2020 it is estimated that based on the average lifespan of an adult – which is 72 years of age according to the World Health Organisation or WHO in short, that the average person will spend 6 years and 8 months of the life online (Broadband search, 2020). These statistics of course only amount for what is based on what we have available to us now and not what there will be in years to come. Therefore, when considering the risks that technology and social media pose to those who could be at danger of domestic violence and coercive control, it needs to be considered what is there and accessible to safeguard those before it becomes too late.
With an understanding of the type of behaviour that qualifies for domestic abuse and an understanding developed of the reliance of technology and social media within contemporary society it should now be understood what exactly the role of these factors are to be able to allow this type of behaviour to manifest and if so, how many people are exactly being affected and what is being done to help them safeguard themselves and their loved ones?

 Therefore, this is where the discussion of the research to be carried out comes in. From developing an understanding of the issue. By carrying out this research the aim is to research further into the extent of social media and domestic abuse related cases and to understand the extent of which the growing use of technology and social media is being used to control or ‘stalk’ those who could become victims of domestic violence. This will be done primarily through the means of a questionnaire. The questionnaire will be based on a small group of the public, who although are not victims of domestic violence are going to be people from all walks of life – anyone of them who could become a victim themselves and be developed in a way that will allow for the public to be challenged on their knowledge of social media and technology safety. This will perhaps be done using qualitative questions that will then ultimately generate quantitative data that will inform this study of how safe the focus group are being and hopefully be done so in a way that can educate those that are partaking within the study, this perhaps bringing some understanding to safeguarding.  The questionnaire will also take into consideration different age ranges and genders to perhaps also identify who could be the highest risk group. However, taking into consideration that the questionnaire will only provide results reflecting a small percentage of the British population it would then need to be developed further by analysing published data from organisations such as Domestic Violence charity groups or public service bodies such as UK police forces, (comparing what has been published in previous reports and statistics to that of the findings in the questionnaire). By conducting this research, the theory is by the end of the research there will be a critical analysis that brings an understanding to whether or not advancements in technology are a cause for those who are victim to domestic abuse or coercive control to be more susceptible. 

 As previously touched upon, the questionnaire and analysis of statistics aims to gain an understanding of knowledge and safeguarding of those who may find themselves victim to this type of crime. This research could be important in understanding how members of the public perceive technology and social media and 
From carrying out this research it will allow for an understanding to be developed of how much is being done about the different forms of ‘tech abuse’ from members of the public and from evaluating statistics provided by different organisations such as domestic abuse charities or police forces in England and Wales. Ultimately, this research aims to provide a clear and concise conclusion that will address the issue and educate those who read the paper to be better informed on this issue. 

 In order to establish what my questionnaire sets out to achieve, then it will need to be looked into what questions want to be asked in order to achieve the answers that are needed to inform my research. Questions should include asking those partaking within the study how much technology is involved within their everyday life, are they aware of their privacy and location settings, and how much are family members or close ones able to access their devices either non-remotely or remotely. By asking these questions it is hoped that a picture will build of the understanding of people’s knowledge when it comes to safeguarding themselves with modern day technology. As well as carrying out this research there will also by the comparisons of the findings developed from the questionnaire to the literature that is already published on the subject. The aim is to the then build an analysis of what organisations and the public understand of ‘tech abuse’ and what can be done when someone comes forward to report this abuse? 
By doing all of the aforementioned it can be assumed that a picture can be built of what the understanding is of technology and its consequences can be and what organisations are able to do in preventing and protecting those that should fall victim to such.  

However, moving on from understanding how the research will be conducted is one thing but it should also be considered what are the limitations or perhaps ethical issues to carrying out this research? 
One of the main reasons to why that of a questionnaire was chosen as the method of research was how accessible it is for those who the participant audience will be. For example, with the ongoing Coronavirus pandemic this has had an impact on the ability to carry out certain types of research with many restrictions and social distancing guidelines in place for the foreseeable future. Furthermore, by using a questionnaire it will give the opportunity for those who are taking part to remain anonymous and only disclose their age range and gender. Therefore, with regards to this research being conducted there are very little ethical issues to be considered that could limit the research from being carried out as participation in the questionnaire is optional and anonymous and the statistics and literature that will be used will be from already published and accessible data on the internet.

 In order for this research to be successfully completed to meet the deadlines that are set then there will need to be access to the internet, there will also need to be access to journal articles and other literature resources to be able to evaluate and provide a discussion. Access to these sources will be obtained by using the online university library and other search facilities such as ‘google scholar’ and finally, for the purpose of the questionnaire, this will be completed and conducted using the online website / app known as ‘survey monkey’. By using this platform, it ensures that a questionnaire can be created and customised to suit the researcher and allow for easy access to participants by sharing out a dedicated web link that will allow for the participant whenever and wherever they are to complete it at their convenience. When considering the time constraints, working to a deadline of January 2021 will be sufficient time in order to conduct the research – this will be done by creating and sending out the questionnaire no later than October 2020 and aiming to receive all responses and data by November 2020. Careful time management will allow for the findings and resources to be evaluated and compiled with findings and literature review being completed in time for the January 2021 deadline. 

To conclude this proposal, the desired outcome for this research and how that will be achieved has been discussed. The limitations and ethical issues have been visited and an understanding of how the research will be carried out has been discussed, with timeframes also provided. Hopefully, by the end of this research, whether or not the question has been answered or not, there will still be evidence of research into a contemporary issue within society that ultimately needs addressing. 

