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Our work on the Coercive Control Offence
• Women’s Aid 

• Federation of over 220 organisations which provide ‘front-line’ 
services to survivors of domestic abuse.

• National role in research, policy, campaigning, training 
and awareness raising.

• Secretariat for the All Party Parliamentary                
Group on Domestic Violence which            
recommended the law change.  

• Spear-headed the ‘Domestic Violence Law Reform 
Campaign’ with Paladin and the Sara Charlton 
Foundation which campaigned to close this ‘legislative 
loophole’. 

• Advised on The Archers– hugely influential and 
increased access to a new audience. 



Examples of successful convictions so far 

“Controlling or coercive behaviour can limit victims’ basic 
human rights, such as their freedom of movement and their 
independence” – Alison Saunders, Director of Public 
Prosecutions. 



Nineteen Child Homicides 
• The Child First campaign was inspired by 

survivors.

• The report is an investigation into cases 
where children had been killed by a 
perpetrator of domestic abuse in 
circumstances related to child contact

• Significant findings on survivor’s experiences 
of and professional understanding coercive 
and controlling behaviour

• If we wrote this report now the title would be 
20 Child Homicides

• Findings welcomed by sector, family judiciary 
and Government



Twenty-eight deaths in 12 families

• 19 children, all killed by a parent who was a known 
perpetrator of domestic abuse

• Two mothers were killed by the father of their children

• Seven fathers committed suicide. In addition, one 
attempted suicide.

• Two more children were seriously physically harmed 
(attempted murder) 

• All 12 fathers known to statutory agencies as 
perpetrators of domestic abuse 

• For 12 children (in seven families) of the 19 children 
killed, contact with the perpetrator (their father) was 
arranged in court 



The importance of recognising 
domestic abuse as harm to children

• Lack of consideration of domestic abuse as specific 
risk to children

• Abuse of mother seen as separate issue from the 
child’s safety and wellbeing

• Concerning perception: Father who has 
committed/is committing domestic abuse need not 
be seen as a bad parent



Understanding parental separation as a risk 
factor

• Agencies mistook parental separation as equating to a 
reduction in risk for mother and children

• Nine out of 12 perpetrators known to have committed 
abuse post-separation (for the other 3 information is 
unclear)

• One case where father granted residential care of children 
after making threats by telephone while in prison

• Statutory agencies perception of perpetrator change after 
relationship ends.



The way in which statutory agencies interact 
with families where there is domestic abuse

• In all 12 families statutory agencies were aware of the abuse 
being perpetrated 

• Connection between domestic abuse and harm to children not 
always made

• In some cases assessing and managing the risk to the children 
was dealt with in an inadequate way. Eg, a statutory service 
posted a letter to the non-abusive parent to explain the risk of 
domestic abuse to children. 

• Three of the reports we reviewed particularly highlighted the 
lack of direct social work with the children, despite statutory 
agencies knowing about the domestic abuse being perpetrated 
by their fathers.



The way in which statutory agencies interact 
with families where there is domestic abuse

• Inter-agency communications sometimes 
problematic

• Information sharing problems – sometimes 
Cafcass and family courts did not have full 
picture 

• ‘silo working’ meaning that no professional has 
the whole picture of the family life of the 
children.

• Unsupervised contact not flagged by statutory 
agencies where it could be a risk to children



Professional understanding of coercive and 
controlling behaviour

• Patchy understand of coercive control and it’s 
impact of women and children and the level of 
associated danger 

• Perpetrator often described as “controlling”, “a 
bully”, “jealous”, “intimidating”

• However dominant focus on individual 
incidents, not on patterns of abusive and 
controlling behaviour

• Failure to identify who holds power and control



Revised Practice Direction 12J

• Sets out what Judges and Magistrates are ‘required’ to do

• Defines domestic abuse, coercive control and harm

• Mandatory requirement for Judges to determine whether 
children and/or non-abusive parents will be at risk of harm 
from a contact order

• Provision of special measures to guarantee safety in court 
eg, screen, separate waiting rooms.

• Where risk assessment flags ongoing risk to child, no 
contact can be ordered, incl. supervised or contact centre

• Where there are findings of domestic abuse Judges will 
have to explain how any contact ordered will not expose 
the child to further harm and how it is in child’s best 
interest



Working together to make 
improvements 
• Be aware of the revised version of Practice 

Direction 12J and disseminate to colleagues and 
contacts

• Confident understanding of coercive control 

• Check information sharing procedures and that 
you have the ‘full picture’ of domestic abuse

• Work with Women’s Aid to keep raising 
awareness of impact of coercive control and 
domestic abuse. 
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Controlling or Coercive Behaviour
Serious Crime Act 2015

Section 76

• New legislation addressed a specific gap in the law in relation to Domestic Abuse.  

• New crime enables a pattern of behaviour and the cumulative impact of both criminal 

and non-criminal behaviour to be prosecuted.  

• Previously related criminal charges have been (and can still be) prosecuted using laws 

relating to individual incidents of crimes.  

• Awareness of the new crime also aims to promote understanding of the role of 

coercive control as the set of behaviours that entrap women (and some men) in 

abusive relationships.

CPS (2015) Domestic Abuse Guidelines for Prosecutors Annex C
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Coercive and Controlling Behaviour
The Process 

Conditioning

Dependence

Entrapment
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Options, choices 
and ability to 
decide for 
themselves 
diminish further 
and further 
(Stark, 2007)



Coercive control - Evan Stark

Physical/ 
Sexual Violence
More frequent when 
there is a pattern of 
control

Degradation    
Intimidation

&
Stalking

ControlIsolation
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• Surveillance
• Stalking
• What to wear
• Who they 

can see
• What they 

eat
• Threats
• Finances
• Sense of 

ownership
• Having to ask 

permission

• Forced 
sexual acts

• Turning up 
unexpected

• Denied 
sanity 
products

• Refusal of 
personal 
care

• Physical 
assault

• Sexual assault 
• Rape
• Voyeurism
• Forced 

prostitution

• No contact 
with others

• Going 
everywhere 
with them

• Moving 
away from 
friends and 
family

• No mobile 
phone



Invisible perpetrator 

IMAGE: http://www.spectator.co.uk/2015/06/this-time-on-surveillance-the-americans-have-it-right/

FEAR
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Liz Kelly’s 6 stages of leaving an abuse relationship
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Distortion of perspective/reality

Defining the abuse

Re-evaluation of the relationship

Ending the relationship

Managing the situation

Ending the abuse 

Victim adopts the perspective of the perpetrator and 

loses her own voice, identity and self-determination

Gaining an awareness that the relationship is abusive. 

The survivor is re-considering different aspects of the 

relationship & her options should she stay or leave

Leaves the relationship – could return.  Other 

strategies of control are used by the perpetrator 

(police involvement likely) – high risk strategies 

deployed..

Victim has begun to experience abuse/coercive and 

controlling behaviour and adapts and seeks ways to 

manage it

Perpetrator stops the abuse



Space for Action

There are ten 
domains or areas of 
a survivors life 
where her space for 
action can be 
narrowed as a result 
of coercive control
Liz Kelly, 2014

Diagram adapted by 
Women's Aid with 
permission from Liz Kelly

Survivor’s world

Perpetrator



Coercive control - seriously effects children too

As we seek to tackle coercive control more effectively, we must also account for the 
impacts it has on children.

• Perpetrators also harm the children by exposing them to physical violence and 
infusing them with coercive control by:

• Isolating them
• Disempowering them
• Constraining them
• Giving them an insecure world to live in

• Children also frequently suffer from limited opportunities to choose, to feel free 
and to develop a sense of independence and competence.

(Katz,2015)
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Coercive & Controlling Behaviours 
(CCB) & Effects 
Also impacts on children
CCB - Main strategies Possible Effects (some examples)

Violence Instilled Fear

Intimidation Anxiety, OCD, PTSD

Isolation Cut off from friends, family and work.
Unable to attend college, university, church.

Control Unable to perform every day activities,
difficulty thinking & making decisions, depression

CCB - Further sub-strategies

Surveillance Hypervigilant, unable to take care of main needs

Communication channels Further isolated, silenced

Micro management Continuous checking if things are as
requested/required. 

Shaming and marking Embarrassment - trapped



Safeguarding Adults and Children and Young People in 
reference to Coercive Control

• The statutory guidance in relation to the offence of 
controlling or coercive behaviour states that it should 
be dealt with as part of adult and/or child 
safeguarding and public protection procedures. 
• Protecting the non-abusive parent will protect the child

• Government strategy recognises that tackling domestic 
abuse is a cross-departmental and multi-agency 
responsibility
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Serious Crime Act 2015 – The Offence

Section 76 - Controlling or coercive behaviour in an intimate or family relationship

The offence 

“repeatedly or continuously;”

had a “serious effect” on the victim;

- Meaning it caused the victim to fear that violence would be used against them on “at least two occasions”, 

or
it has had a “substantial adverse effect on their day to day activities”

The behaviour has had a substantial effect on them if it has caused them to change the way they live. 

• They may have changed the way they socialise

• Their physical or mental health may have deteriorated

• They may have changed the way they do household chores or how they care for their children.

• If they have changed the way they live in order to keep them or their children safe from harm, it is possible that 
the behaviour they are experiencing is coercive control

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2015/9/section/76/enacted
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Coercive control 

• Coercive control is central to understanding  DA

• It is a crime

• It is best understood in terms of:

(A) Coercive & controlling behaviours & (B) Effects on the victim 



Types of Behaviour associated with coercive control

• Isolating a person from their friends and 
family

• Depriving them of their basic needs

• Monitoring their time

• Monitoring a person via online 
communication tools or using spyware

• Taking control over aspects of their 
everyday life, such as where they can go, 
who they can see, what to wear and when 
they can sleep

• Depriving them of access to support 
services, such as specialist support or 
medical services

• Repeatedly putting them down such as 
telling them they are worthless

• Enforcing rules and activity which 
humiliate 

• Degrade or dehumanise the victim  

• Forcing the victim to take part in criminal 
activity such as shoplifting 

• Neglect or abuse of children to encourage self-
blame and prevent disclosure to authorities

• Financial abuse including control of finances, 
such as only allowing a person a punitive 
allowance

• Threats to hurt or kill

• Threats to a child

• Threats to reveal or publish private information 
(e.g. threatening to ‘out’ someone)

• Assault

• Criminal damage (such as destruction of 
household goods)

• Rape

• Preventing a person from having access to 
transport or from working.  

This is not an exhaustive list 

Home Office Dec 2015



Post – Separation
Most common calls to the police for assistance…….
Herts, Devon and Cornwall, Humberside and Dorset

• Criminal damage - from victim

• Burglary - from victim

• Missing person - from offender/perpetrator

• Breach of an order - from victim

• Suicidal - from offender/perpetrator

• Child not returned on time - from victim

• Stalking - from victim

• Surveillance - from victim

• Physical assault - from victim
• Retrieval of property (BoP) - from victim
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Calls to the National Domestic Violence Helpline 
relating to either police response or Family matters

• Legal Aid - being cross examined by their abusers in the family courts 

• Perpetrator can pay for representation - victim can't

• CAFCASS

• No safety measures

• Feel disbelieved when unable to provide evidence

• Applications without notice (ex-parte)

• Mediation - shuttle

• Perpetrators using contact to further abuse - directly/indirectly

• Police not taking their concerns seriously

28



Perpetrator’s Actions vs Professional Responses
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He systematically transfers the 
responsibility for his acts to his victim.

He always finds "excellent justifications”. 

He makes her feel guilty.

He minimises or even denies the 
violence

He silences her.

He persuades her that no one will believe her.  

He regards her as his property. 

He decides everything

He criticises her. 

He humiliates her. 

He insults her

He isolates the victim, cuts her off from her 
friends, her colleagues, her family. 

He keeps her under constant watch.

Remind her that:

• Regardless of explanations and circumstances, nothing ever justifies 
violence,

• The only person responsible for the violence is the perpetrator.

• Do not pass moral or value judgement on the perpetrator.

 Identify the perpetrator's behaviours and words as abuse.

 Talk about reporting to police again, if this is what the survivor wants. 

 Assess the danger by considering risk factors including; the survivor’s 
fear, the  perpetrator‘s violence, coercion, stalking and pregnancy.   

• Listen to her with care and respect. 

• Believe what she says and tell her that you do.  

• Let her speak.

• Help her formulate her requests for help. 

• Respect her choices and support them.

• Speak with the survivor about her resilience and coping 
strategies, drawing on her strengths 

• Highlight the strength it takes to open up about abuse

• Do not make decisions for her, particularly with regards to her 
separation, but do consider the level of risk she and her children 
may be at.

• Provide her with solutions within your area of expertise.

• Reassure her by informing her that there are options and help 
available. Consider:

• Telling her about the local specialist domestic abuse service

• Talking about other options available, including safety options

• Help her identify sources of support and assistance among her 
friends, colleagues or family. 

• Make arrangements for ongoing safe contact.



What professionals are advised to do re documenting 
Coercive Control

• Be precise and descriptive
• Link the perpetrators actions to the harm done to 

victim and children - observation/discussion
• Link perpetrators abusive behaviours to the risk that 

they pose to victim and children
• Articulate expectations for changed behaviour 

• this puts the accountability on the perpetrator and not the 
victim

• ‘Complex Needs’ (toxic trio/trilogy of risk) 
• Unhelpful labels that can serve to further exclude survivors 

can and suggest that the survivor is toxic or is the main 
source of risk 
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Recording Controlling or Coercive behaviour -evidence

• Recording abusive behaviour also requires the impact on the person that the 
behaviour is having to be recorded 

• Are they afraid
• Is there a reaction to what you are advising
• Have they changed their routine, diet, medication, given up 

work?
• Are they experiencing insomnia, depression, anxiety?

• Record demeanour

• Never use blaming language

• Always write 'verbatim'

• Professional judgement is important!
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Successful interventions with perpetrators of domestic abuse

Changing the balance of power

• Arrest can work to prevent reoffending 

• Injunctions or restraining orders can prevent continued 
harassment

• Choosing to stop 

• Risk can be decreased by attending professionally-run 
specialist group programmes http://respect.uk.net/ 
National Probation Service (IDAP)

• Work from the assumption that perpetrators gain from controlling 
their partners and intentionally use their behaviour to control their 
partner/can become self-aware as to how they do this 
https://www.dur.ac.uk/criva/projectmirabal/
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Types of evidence required for prosecution

Copies of emails; 

• Phone records; - landline and mobile

• Text messages; 

• Surveillance

• Threats to children

• Evidence of abuse over the internet, digital technology and  
social   media platforms; 

• Evidence of an assault - injuries on body

• CCTV; 

• Bad character (before Dec 2015)
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The multi-agency response to children living 
with domestic violence

Prevent, protect and repair

Report about the second joint targeted area 
inspection programme, which began in 

September 2016.



Examined ‘the multi-agency response to children living with domestic abuse’. 
Findings in the report considered the extent to which, the six local authorities 
inspected - Bradford, Hampshire, Hounslow, Lincolnshire, Salford and Wiltshire. 

• Children’s social care, 
• Health 
• Police
• Probation 

Were effective in safeguarding children who live with domestic abuse. 
The report calls for a national public service initiative to raise awareness of 
domestic abuse and violence. 
It also calls for a greater focus on perpetrators and better strategies for the 
prevention of domestic abuse. 



Executive Summary

• Work with families that they saw on inspection was often in 
reaction to individual crises. 

• In higher-risk cases, they often saw an immediate response 
from agencies to prioritise the safety of children and adult 
victims. 

• Some solutions, such as moving victims and children away 
from the perpetrator of the abuse, isolated the child from 
friends, family and school. 

• This short-term view could make it harder for professionals to 
see the bigger picture and history of abuse within the family 
setting. 
• It also makes it harder to see connections between isolated incidents. 

In high-risk cases of violence in particular, the lack of a longer-term 
response was a particular issue for the police. 



Executive Summary

• The focus on the immediate crisis led agencies to consider only those 
people and children at immediate, visible risk. 

• As a result, agencies were not always looking at the right things, and in particular, not 
focusing enough on the perpetrator of the abuse. 

• A pattern emerged that suggested that agencies focused on the 
victim as the only solution. 
• In the worst cases, agencies placed an inappropriate attribution of 

responsibility on the mother to protect her children. 

• The end of an abusive relationship was considered to reduce the risk to 
children, when in fact research tells us that separation can escalate risk. 

• Most agencies did not focus on the perpetrator of the abuse enough. 
• Instead, they focused on removing the family from the perpetrator, leaving them to 

move on to another family and, potentially, a repeated pattern of abuse. 



Introductory findings
The strengths of domestic abuse services 

• Inspectors were positive about the range of services 
that address domestic abuse and its impact on 
victims and children. 

• Every local partnership visited was providing support 
for some of the individuals affected by domestic 
abuse. 
• The main priority for professionals was to ensure the 

safety and well-being of children and victims of abuse. 
The most successful interventions seen were multi-agency 
based. These were exemplified in Hounslow, Bradford and 
Hampshire. 



Introductory findings
• However, evidence from the inspections made a 

convincing case that there was a need for a 
widespread but subtle shift in the way we 
understand and respond to domestic abuse. 

• Agencies inspected had gone a long way to address 
some very complex challenges – and so it is 
reasonable to believe that they can do it again, but 
not alone. 

• A more systematic focus on perpetrators’ behaviour 
and preventing their abuse of their victims. By not 
taking this step forward, the cost to victims and 
children, and to the public purse, will remain high. 



Focus on the Perpetrator
• Across the cases seen, there was a notable absence of attention given to 

the perpetrators of abuse, compared to the victim. Throughout the 
evidence, the complexity of coercive control and its role in the 
behaviour of abusers arose frequently. 

• There was a lack of clarity from professionals about the 
impact of coercive control because it confused the usual 
interpretations of behaviour. 

• Victims themselves could have appeared to be 
manipulative, secretive or contradictory in their words and 
actions. 
• It was pointed out that it takes skill and insight to identify that 

untruths or attempts to distract or mislead may be a coping 
strategy. 

• Effective engagement with such victims relies on the skills, insight 
and experience of professionals and their ability to move beyond a 
‘victim-blaming’ response. 



Focus on the Perpetrator

• Some of the thinking and practice they saw with victims in 
contexts of coercive control were clearly inappropriate. 

• This included the use of written agreements that placed 
responsibility for managing the risk to children with the victim. 
• The terms included things like;
• The victim will not continue a relationship with her abusive partner. 
• She will not allow him into the house. 

• The use of written agreements in two of the six local authorities 
was widespread. However, they saw no evidence that they are 
effective. 

• Given that the focus of written agreements is more often the 
victim and not the perpetrator (who is the source of the abuse 
and risk).  It was pointed out that it wasn’t surprising that they 
are ineffective. 



Executive Summary

• Accepted practice in tackling social problems is to prevent, 
protect and repair. 

• While much good work is being done to protect children 
and victims, far too little is being done to prevent domestic 
abuse and repair the damage that it does. 

• Suggested that there needs for a public service message 
aimed at reducing the prevalence of domestic abuse as part 
of a long-term strategy. 
• The focus needs to be on those perpetrators who have offended or 

might offend, and to communicate a better understanding of the 
behaviour and attitudes of those perpetrating abuse. 



What next?

• The Joint Inspection drew out some common themes. 
• A pattern of what has been described in a recent serious case 

review as ‘incident-led’ responses: short-term and focused 
on the immediate incident, not the bigger picture. 

• Across these areas, the focus was often primarily on the 
victim, both in terms of keeping the victim safe and 
sometimes looking to the victim to manage the abusive 
situation. 

• One stakeholder captured the problem as follows: the 
question that is still being asked is ‘why doesn’t she 
leave?’ But the right question is ‘why doesn’t he stop?’ 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_d
ata/file/645642/JTAI_domestic_abuse_18_Sept_2017.pdf

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/645642/JTAI_domestic_abuse_18_Sept_2017.pdf


Risk v Need

Risk
• Professionals are the experts

• Policy based

• Rigid and responsive to immediate 
risk

• Compliance

• Taking control

• Risk assessment at a point in time

• Disengagement

Needs

• Survivors are experts by 
experience

• Recovery focused

• Long-term lasting effects

• Gives options

• Giving control

• Fluid and moving

• Satisfaction with services
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