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Coercive Control
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Coercive control is referred to in the two definitions of domestic and sexual violence and abuse contained within the Stopping Domestic Violence and Sexual Violence in Northern Ireland – A Seven Year Strategy March 2016 (click on the Quick Reference document elsewhere in this section for access to the 2 definitions)
Coercive control is not, as some people think, “a new thing” but something many women have been experiencing for centuries. Women's Aid in Northern Ireland has been working with victims and survivors of domestic violence and abuse for over the last 45 years. 

Men can and do experience domestic violence and abuse too as well as those in same sex relationships and there is help available. However, women (and women and their children) are recognised as being in the largest category of people affected. Domestic violence is recognised as being gender based violence affecting 1 in 3 women globally (Ref: World Health Organisation; United Nations; Amnesty International...). It comes from a background of patriarchy, privilege, male entitlement and ultimately the abuse of power and control. 

Coercive control is controlling behaviour that underpins domestic violence and abuse. It is used by the perpetrator to harm, undermine, frighten, punish and get inside their victim's head so that her sense of reality is distorted and fragmented. For too long professionals and society has seen domestic violence and abuse as largely being about physical abuse. In the past there was little understanding of the psychological control leading to entrapment and further abuse of the victim.

Evan Stark, a forensic social worker and a leading expert on coercive control, says: “It is a pattern of behaviour which seeks to take away  the victim's liberty or freedom, to strip away their sense of self. It is not just the woman's bodily integrity which is violated but also their human rights”.

He also speaks about how “partner abuse is not primarily about what men do to women, it's primarily about what men keep women from doing for themselves”

The CEO of Women's Aid England likens coercive control to a “slow poisoning”. 
 At the start of a relationship the new partner may appear to be loving, attentive, fun, accommodating, understanding, caring...just some of the things the woman (and you) may look for in someone she wants to spend time with and get to know better. He may shower her with gifts, give public displays of affection, tell her early on that she is her soulmate, and that they will always be together. This can sometimes be known as love-bombing. She is being deliberately hooked. 
However, if the woman shows an interest in other aspects of her life that is when things can change. This will not be tolerated and she will be told that she is selfish, uncaring, doesn't know what is good for her, he's only looking after her wellbeing and so it goes on... Once a perpetrator gets inside someone's head, the woman's own thoughts, hopes and dreams are subtly, or sometimes not so subtly, worn down and consequently replaced by what he wants, thinks, says or may do. The woman has to think of ways to deal with this, to anticipate the perpetrator's thoughts and actions in order to try and improve the situation. However, the perpetrator will keep changing the rules and tell her that she is to blame.  This is confusing and exhausting for her.
Laura Richards, a Psychologist and the Founder of Paladin in 2013, the world's first National Stalking Advocacy Service writes
“51% of victims do not even know that they are being abused, manipulated and controlled”.

The Hart brothers, whose mother and sister were murdered by their father in Spalding 2016, speak about how their father knew that “to control a woman you need dependency”.
Some  examples of the mechanisms used to control a person  may include: isolating someone from their family and friends; telling her he loves her so much he knows what is best for her; controlling access to her basic needs eg. food, clothing, sleep, heat, money......;psychological mindgames also known as gaslighting;  making unreasonable demands and then punishing her because she can't meet them; stalking; sexual abuse; making her do things she doesn't want to do; name calling; threatening her with violence; telling her how to dress/wear her hair/what to eat....; timing her on every task; micromanaging; telling her that everything is her fault........and so it goes on.
Consequently, the victim's perception of reality is distorted as a result of the perpetrator's behaviour.
She quickly learns that all resistance is futile. Victims can end up living like hostages. This was identified by psychologists in the 1970's with regards to victims of domestic violence and abuse. Also, once someone gets 'inside your head' and your safety is at risk it is very hard to extricate yourself from the perpetrator! 

No one should be afraid of their partner.
If your organisation/group would like to know more about Domestic Violence and Abuse please contact us on 028 90666049

*Freephone 24/7 Domestic and Sexual Abuse Helpline (managed by Nexus): 
0808 802 1414   The Helpline is available for men and women

