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Feminist activists aspire to end intimate 

partner violence (IPV), of which women were 

and disproportionately remain victims (Stark, 

2012). To realize this goal, policing 

emphasized individual incidents of 

dominance, force, and threats, using levels 

of physical assault to determine severity 

(Stark, 2012). Currently, responses to IPV in 

most countries and the U.S. are structured 

on what Stark (2007) refers to as the violent 

incident model (VIM). The VIM led to the 

U.S. Violence Against Women Act (1994) to 

protect victims and mitigate severe and 

deadly IPV, however, prospects for abused 

women have yet to improve substantially 

(Stark, 2012). 
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➢ Stark (2012) attributes the lack of reduction in 

IPV to the failure of the VIM to encompass 

gendered, non-physical patterns of oppression 

entailing control, isolation, and intimidation, 

which he termed coercive control (CC).

➢ Sixty percent to 80% of victims seeking clinical 

resources endured isolation, subordination, 

degradation, and intimidation via threats and 

assault, which are rare when assessing risk 

(Myhill & Hohl, 2019). 

➢ Men who employ CC were six times more likely 

to cause women injury through assault than 

men who used physical abuse (Johnson, 2008).

➢ Additionally, a study examining risk assessment 

data using a latent trait model found that factors 

associated with CC best illustrated the abuse 

noticed by police, highlighting the need to 

consider CC when assessing abuse severity 

(Myhill & Hohl, 2019).

➢ Some argue that CC should form the framework 

for defining IPV legally with the prospect of 

improving police responses (Stark, 2012). 

RESEARCH FINDINGS ➢ Recently, the Serious Crime Act (2015) in 

England and Wales criminalized CC. Scotland 

and Ireland enacted similar laws (Domestic 

Abuse Act, 2018; Domestic Violence Act, 2018).

➢ Although countries have criminalized CC, 

researchers have noted abusive tactics related 

to CC pose a challenge to officers identifying 

abuse (Brennan et al., 2019; Myhill & Hohl, 

2019; Pitman, 2016; Robinson et al., 2016).

➢ The question remains whether officers’ 

discretion is adequate to provide effective 

responses and implement CC as a crime. 

➢ Using a sample of U.S. and UK officers, 

Robinson and colleagues (2016) assessed 

officers’ perceptions of IPV with limited physical 

violence and abusive CC tactics.

➢ Many officers focused on physical abuse and, 

when absent, responses were less proactive, 

which occurred more so among U.S. officers 

(Robinson et al., 2016). 

➢ Evidence from Brennan et al. (2019) indicated 

officers’ use of discretion was at times 

inappropriate, demonstrating a lack of 

understanding CC, which decreased early 

intervention.

RESEARCH FINDINGS (cont.)

➢ Given limited training time and some officers’ 

lack of understanding of CC, employing 

licensed clinical professionals to work alongside 

officers may be a viable solution.

➢ This recommendation would effectively remove 

a substantial portion of the burden placed on 

officers to effectively implement new laws while 

enhancing responses to partner abuse to 

significantly improve long-term outcomes for 

female victims of IPV.

➢ Implementing the proposed recommendation 

could also be helpful to inform countries that 

criminalize CC in the future.
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➢ Stark (2012) categorized tactics used in 

coercive control (CC) as coercive or 

controlling.  

➢Coercive tactics are those used to hurt and 

intimidate the victim.

➢Controlling tactics are used to isolate and 

regulate the victim.
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