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Coercive and Controlling behaviour 
Understanding Coercive and Controlling Behaviour and why it is now a criminal offense? 

A new offence of Coercive and Controlling Behaviour: Section 76 -  The Serious Crime Act 2015 (came 
into force on 29th December 2015) closing a gap in the laws around patterns of controlling or coercive 
behaviour that occurs during a relationship between intimate partners, former partners who still live 
together or family members.  The offence sends a clear message that this form of domestic abuse can 
constitute a serious offence particularly in light of the violation of trust it represents and will provide 
better protection to victims experiencing repeated and continuous abuse.  It sets the importance of 
recognising the harm caused by coercion and control, the cumulative impact on the victim and that a 
pattern of abuse can be more injurious and harmful than a single incidence of violence or abuse.  

 

“Not only is coercive control the most common context in which 
(women) are abused, is it the most dangerous” 

Evan Stark (2007) Coercive Control. How men Entrap Women in Personal Life. New York: 
Oxford University Press.   

 

 

Controlling or coercive behaviour doesn’t relate to a single incident, it is a purposeful pattern of 
behaviour which takes place over time in order for one individual to exert power and control or 
coercion over another.  

This offence focuses responsibility and accountability on the perpetrator who has chosen to carry out 
these behaviours. The controlling or coercive behaviour must take place “repeatedly or continuously”. 
The pattern of behaviour has to have a “serious effect” on the victim. The behaviour must be such that 
the perpetrator knows or “ought to know” that it will have a serious effect on the victim. “Ought to 
Know” means that which a reasonable person in possession of the same information would know. 

 

Power and Control Wheel and Chart of Coercion  

The Power and Control wheel diagram illustrates how a perpetrator of coercive control exerts power 
over their victim(s), describes their behaviours and how this manifests itself for the victim(s). 

The Chart of coercion provides information on the methods used as part of coercive behaviour, what its 
purpose and effect on the victim is whilst also providing a number of examples.   
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Power and Control Wheel  

 

 

SEXUAL ABUSE : Forcing her to watch, take part in, or be subject to any sexual act, coercing her into sexual  acts, 
using sulk or punishment if she refuses sex, using sexual put-downs or sexual humiliation, using sexual ‘double 
standards’. 
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Chart of Coercion 

Method Purpose / effect Examples 

 

1. Isolation  

Deprives victim of all social 
supports and of their ability to 
resist. 

Makes victim dependent upon 
captor.  

Develops an intense concern 
with self/survival.   

Preventing contact with friends / family. Being 
followed everywhere they go, being stopped from 
working, studying etc.   E.g., “he persuaded me to 
give up work, he said he could afford to keep us all”. 

“I stopped going to the gym because he said it was 
too expensive” 

“he started to kick off when people came to see me” 

“my mum eventually stopped coming around” 

2. Monopolisation 
of Perception  

Fixes attention upon 
immediate predicament, and 
fosters introspection 

Eliminates stimuli / influences 
that compete with those 
controlled by captor 

Frustrates all actions not 
consistent with compliance  

Being told you’re a failure, that the abuse is 
deserved; that nobody cares, that nobody will 
believe you 

E.g. “he grabbed my throat, spat in my face. When 
he stopped he said ‘see what you’ve made me do!’ 

“he said I was selfish and lazy and too stupid to go to 
college’  

3. Induced debility 
and exhaustion 

Weakens mental and physical 
ability to resist  

Being expected to manage with little food, money or 
support, being made to account for all activities / 
expenditure, having meals or sleep disruption by 
verbal or physical isolation.  

E.g.  ‘he started to text and ring me much more…If I 
didn’t answer within a couple of rings, he wanted to 
know why’ 

‘ I struggle to manage on the money he gives me, 
the kids need things he just doesn’t want to pay for’ 

‘I’m just too tired, too demoralised, to even think 
about leaving’   

4. Threats  Cultivates anxiety and despair  Threats to harm children / family / friends, to find 
her if she leaves, to kill them all etc.  E.g. ‘I saw him 
speed off in the car; I was really upset but I didn’t 
want him to get hurt. I tried calling and texting but 
his phone was switched off’. 



DA TRAINING 2016 VP Page 4 

 

‘He got our daughter out of bed and insisted she got 
into the car. I begged him not to take her’  

5. Occasional 
indulgences   

Provides positive motivation to 
comply with captor  

Apologises for an assault, sends flowers and gifts, 
makes promises that things will change, rewarding 
compliant behaviour with occasional flattery. 

E.g., ‘sometimes he can be lovely’  

‘I just buy her some flowers and tell her how much I 
love her and then we go to bed and things are fine’  

6. Demonstrating 
omnipotence  

Suggestions / reinforces futility 
of resistance  

Being shown displays of total power, being 
controlled without challenging in front of others, 
being physically prevented from leaving, 
manipulating what other see / believe (including 
professionals)  

E.g., ‘when he got our daughter out of bed and 
insisted she got into the car. I begged him not to 
take her, he said that if I wanted to go to college I 
clearly didn’t want children’ 

7. Degradation  Makes cost of resistance 
appear more damaging to self-
esteem than capitulation. 

Reduces victim to “animal 
level” concerns. 

Having appearance / personal hygiene controlled by 
another, being forced to participate in demeaning / 
degrading acts, being verbally abused, being 
humiliated in front of others as a punishment for 
breaking the rules.  

E.g. Id stopped going to the gym, because he said it 
was too expensive, but then he’d accuse me of 
letting myself go; of growing fat and ugly, he said I 
was selfish and lazy and too stupid to go to college.   

8. Enforcing trivial 
demands 

Develops habit of compliance  Being made to clean over and over again, to follow 
strict routines, to adhere to unreasonable / rigid 
standards etc. 

E.g., ‘I’d always cooked the evening meal, but he 
started to criticise what I was making and to 
complain if it wasn’t on the table at the precise 
moment that he got in; which was hard to judge 
when he often got held up at work’. He would say I 
hadn’t hoovered if he couldn’t see lines in the 
carpet. Or I hadn’t cleaned the kitchen if he couldn’t 
see his reflection in the work surface.  
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Why might some victims not want agencies to get involved? 

Coercive and controlling behaviour when exercised by a male over a female is underpinned by wider 
societal gender inequality and this can contribute to the ability of the offender to retain privilege and 
establish dominance and ultimately the ability of the victim to access support and escape when 
threatened. It is therefore, important to consider the role of gender in the context or power and 
control within a relationship when identifying coercive and controlling behaviour in heterosexual 
relationships.  

Coercive control is in itself a specific for of domestic abuse. While men and women commit acts of 
violence and abuse in intimate relationships, and with many of the same motivations (eg, to gain a 
upper hand in a argument, or to express their displeasure at somebody for something they’ve done), 
coercive control is different in that it is not about disputes and conflicts that arise from time to time in 
otherwise healthy relationships. It is about one partner achieving power and control over another. It is 
committed primarily by men against women and in that sense it reflects the greater power men 
continue to have over women in wider society. It is important to acknowledge that that’s not how all 
relationships operate – there are many relationships where power and responsibility are evenly 
distributed. But it is true that women on average earn less and have access to fewer resources than 
men across the life course, and have greater responsibility for domestic work, child care and other 
caring roles.  This allows men who choose to exert power and control to abuse more easily. It 
therefore operates in an environment where women are seen to have a female gender role – abusers 
will focus their strategies on how women perform their domestic and caring duties, and on eg, their 
appearance, which tends to be judged by society far more than do men’s.  

Other additional needs and barriers’ could include disability, ethnicity, immigration status, fear of 
losing children, financial abuse, drugs and alcohol, LGBT&Q, Honour Based Violence, age and Adult to 
Parent Violence and abuse. 

Coercive control is the most dangerous form of domestic abuse in terms of the impact on victim’s 
physical and mental health, including being the most common pressures for domestic homicide.  

Distortion of perspective / reality. 

As the Power and Control wheel demonstrates coercive control involves multiple overlapping abusive 
tactics and behaviours. These combine to mean that more and more of the victim’s physical and 
emotional resources are taken up by living with fear and anxiety, and managing violence and abuse. 
Their ‘space for action’ is dramatically reduced. Perpetrators will try and shift blame and responsibility 
for the abuse onto the victim, and some will ‘internalise’ responsibility. Some victims may fight back 
and resist, however, particularly where the abuser’s behaviour means that the consequences of 
complying or resisting are not always clear. Both fight back attempting (and failing) to appease the 
perpetrator reinforces the perception that she is to blame. It is crucial to note that alcohol and other 
substances are frequently used by the victim as coping mechanisms, and which may cloud judgement 
and make it appear that the victim is not helping herself, or that ‘both are as bed as each other’. The 
victim is never to blame and responsibility lies with the perpetrator. The victim will try and change 
their behaviour to try and accommodate the perpetrator, and strategies she is using have not been 
successful if the abuse in continuing.  



DA TRAINING 2016 VP Page 6 

 

What are the main points to consider when dealing with domestic abuse or a disclosure of domestic 
abuse involving coercive and controlling behaviour? 

The list is not exhaustive and includes; 

• Be alert to patterns of coercive and controlling behaviours as well as what may appear to be a 
‘one off’ incidence of domestic abuse. Look for patterns and history of abuse. 

• Take into account gender, sexual orientation and any vulnerabilities and avoid making 
assumptions based on stereotypes 

• Recognise the barriers that may exist for victims to disclose information or seek support i.e., 
fear of the perpetrator, fear that they may not be believed, pressures from family or the 
community, negative past experiences with services / agencies, a desire to make the 
relationship work, financial barriers, not wanting to uproot the children etc.  

• Building trust can help people disclose 

• Be alert that domestic abuse can involve the wider family, particularly where there is forced 
marriage or wider caring responsibilities.  

• Carry out safe enquiry, follow risk identification (DASH) and assessment procedures and make 
referrals to domestic abuse support services and Multi Agency Risk Assessment Conference 
(MARAC) if required. 

• Follow local procedures for safeguarding adults and children  

• Consider that the perpetrator may also need support to change their behaviour and consider 
signposting to Strength to Change. 

• Ask about the history of the relationship and recognise the dynamics including any power 
imbalances and consider how this impacts on the victim in terms of gender, age, finances, 
LGBT&Q etc.  

Dig deeper… Try and get an understanding of the relationship and the world the victim lives in. 
consider asking; 

• Tell me what you do on a typical day and who you do it with? 

• What is your role in the relationship? 

• Tell me what your relationship is like / describe your relationship? 

• Tell me about your home life and your partner? 

• What makes you happy in your relationship?      What’s life like for you? 

• Is there anything that makes you feel uncomfortable in your relationship? 

• What’s different about this relationship to others you have been in? 

• What’s your first thought when you wake up in a morning? 

• What do you have to do that you wouldn’t have chosen to do before you met them?        
….. and what happens if you don’t do these things? 


