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      Please Read Before Continuing
This book contains material that discusses domestic abuse in detail, including emotional, psychological, sexual, financial, and physical violence. It explores the behaviours of perpetrators, the experiences of survivors, and the long-term impacts of abuse on individuals and families.
Certain sections may be distressing or triggering for readers who have lived through trauma. You may encounter references to suicide threats, coercion, threats to children, and manipulative tactics that reflect real-life experiences.
Please take care of your emotional safety as you read. It’s okay to pause, skip sections, or return later if needed. If you find yourself overwhelmed, consider reaching out to a support organisation, therapist, or someone you trust.
This book is written with deep respect for survivors. You are not alone. You are believed. You deserve safety, freedom, and healing.
For immediate support, a list of domestic abuse helplines and resources is provided at the back of the book.

    

  

    
      
    

    
      Introduction
Domestic violence is not merely an individual concern; it has evolved into a pervasive epidemic veiled by a cloak of silence. Often, it is simplified to a black eye or a raised voice echoing through a hallway, conjuring images of visible bruises and shattered furniture. However, this perception fails to capture the profound complexity and hidden nature of the issue at hand. Domestic violence can manifest in ways that are not always conspicuous. It can appear as a suffocating silence, debilitating isolation, and insidious control masquerading as love. Instead of roaring loudly, it may whisper incessantly, leading victims to question their own perceptions and sanity.
This book emerges from that pervasive silence. It is crafted to illuminate the harsh truths that seldom make headlines, shedding light on the invisible wounds that many endure in isolation. Its purpose is to give voice to the millions who feel unheard and unseen within the confines of their own homes.
What Is Domestic Violence? is not your typical clinical manual or dry academic text. It is a compassionate, trauma-informed examination of the realities of enduring abuse, as well as the arduous journey toward liberation. This exploration is a rich tapestry woven from survivor testimonies, psychological insights, legislative frameworks, and deeply personal lived experiences. Above all, this work stands as a testament to the indomitable spirit of those who have survived unspeakable horrors, while also serving as a beacon for those currently seeking a path to freedom.
Domestic violence transcends mere expressions of anger; it is fundamentally about power and control. It represents a calculated system of behaviours designed to isolate, dominate, and undermine another individual's sense of autonomy. This form of abuse wears multiple masks: coercive control, emotional manipulation, financial entrapment, technological surveillance, sexual coercion, gas lighting, and threats cloaked in a guise of concern for others. Though the physical scars may be invisible, the psychological damage is profound and often reshapes the survivor’s body, mind, and self-identity in ways that frequently go unacknowledged, invalidated, and untreated.
This book thoughtfully guides readers through the complex layers of abuse, extending far beyond just the physical realm. We delve into how domestic violence rewires the nervous system, how traumatic experiences lead survivors to doubt their own realities, and why escaping such a situation is rarely as simple as just packing a bag. We examine the cyclical nature of abuse, the psychological grip of trauma bonding, and the significant grief that can accompany even the act of achieving freedom. Each chapter is founded on concrete research, frontline experiences, and the insights of survivors who have walked this difficult path.
Moreover, we pull back the veil on societal perceptions that frequently overlook the intricacies of abuse. We explore how domestic violence intersects with race, disability, gender identity, immigration status, and sexuality. Marginalized survivors often face systematic failures from the very institutions that are intended to offer them protection. Additionally, we address how advancements in smart home technology and the pervasive nature of social media can be weaponized, extending the reach of abuse beyond the physical front door. Despite these challenges, we also showcase the resilience of survivors who find ways to heal, to find their voice, and to reconstruct their lives.
Throughout this book, you will encounter real individuals such as Banaz Mahmod, Heshu Yones, and Shafilea Ahmed, whose lives were tragically cut short under the guise of honour. You will learn about Nimco Ali's brave campaign against female genital mutilation and Georgia Harrison’s landmark legal battle to combat image-based abuse. These narratives are included not for the sake of sensationalism, but because they reflect the undeniable reality of human lives, each with dreams, aspirations, families, and futures once vibrant and full of potential.
Whether you are a survivor, a concerned friend, a dedicated professional, a curious student, or someone grappling with feelings of “is this really abuse?”, this book is designed for you. It does not preach or invoke pity. Instead, it offers empowerment through knowledge, practical tools, and stark truths. Above all, it extends a message of hope.
For while abuse may attempt to steal your voice, the journey of healing provides an opportunity to reclaim it.
While abuse seeks to isolate you, the truth has the power to forge communities.
And while abuse aims to instil fear, this book reassures you that a life of fear was never your destiny. You were meant to experience freedom.
Let this journey be the beginning of reclaiming that freedom, page by page and truth by truth.
While this book often refers to women as victims and men as perpetrators, reflecting the statistical majority and legal discourse around domestic violence it is vital to acknowledge that abuse knows no gender, sexuality, or identity.
Domestic abuse affects people of all genders, sexual orientations, and backgrounds. Men, transgender individuals, non-binary people, and those within the LGBTQ+ community also experience intimate partner violence, often with added layers of stigma, underreporting, and systemic invisibility.
Where examples in this book reflect heterosexual or gendered dynamics, they are not intended to exclude or diminish other experiences. Abuse thrives in silence, and everyone’s story deserves to be heard, respected, and believed regardless of identity.
If you are a survivor and you don’t see yourself fully reflected in this book, please know:
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      Domestic abuse is far from a modern phenomenon; it is deeply woven into the fabric of human history. For centuries, violence within the home was not just tolerated but often codified within legal and social frameworks. To understand the roots of domestic abuse, it is essential to examine the historical, legal, social, and psychological structures that allowed this issue to remain largely obscured or accepted for such an extended period.
Ancient Roots and Patriarchal Structures
In many early civilizations, including Ancient Mesopotamia, Greece, and Rome, patriarchal norms defined societal roles and rights for men and women. Women were often viewed as the property of their fathers or husbands, and their value was primarily defined by their reproductive capabilities and obedience. The Code of Hammurabi (circa 1754 BC), one of the earliest known legal codes, explicitly included laws that permitted husbands to beat their wives and slaves as a form of discipline. In Ancient Rome, the doctrine of "patria potestas" granted the male head of the household immense power, including the legal right to punish, confine, or even kill his wife and children.
The Middle Ages: Religious Justification and Silence
During the medieval period, the Church played a significant role in reinforcing patriarchal authority. Marriage was deemed a sacred institution, and women were instructed to submit to their husbands' authority without question. While ecclesiastical courts occasionally addressed marital disputes, domestic violence was frequently treated as a private affair, not warranting legal intervention or societal outrage. Legal doctrines across Europe continued to embed male dominance, further marginalizing women's rights.
The phrase "rule of thumb," often mistakenly attributed to English common law, is believed to refer to a supposed legal standard allowing men to beat their wives with a stick no thicker than their thumb. Although no explicit law with this wording has been found in official records, the phrase encapsulates the long-standing trivialization of spousal abuse in societal discourse.
Case Study: Margaret Evans (1664, England)
In a poignant illustration of the era’s norms, Margaret Evans was beaten repeatedly by her husband, John. After enduring years of abuse culminating in a particularly brutal attack that resulted in a miscarriage, she sought help from local magistrates. Tragically, her pleas were dismissed as a "private domestic affair," underscoring the societal belief that domestic abuse did not warrant legal scrutiny or intervention.
17th–19th Century: Institutionalized Control and Early Rebellion
Throughout the 17th and 18th centuries, domestic abuse remained largely hidden from the public eye. Laws in both Europe and colonial America permitted husbands physical discipline of their wives as long as it did not lead to death or permanent injury. The legal doctrine of "coverture" in British and American law stripped married women of their separate legal identity, rendering them unable to own property, sign contracts, or seek legal recourse for abuse.
Yet, during the Enlightenment, the seeds of resistance began to germinate as philosophers and activists questioned established authority, advocating for freedom and equality. Prominent feminist thinkers, such as Mary Wollstonecraft, in her 1792 work ‘A Vindication of the Rights of Woman’, passionately argued for women's autonomy, moral worth, and the right to live free from oppression.
Case Study: The Trial of James M’Naghten (1843, UK)
While not a direct case of domestic violence, the trial of James M’Naghten introduced key legal concepts, such as criminal responsibility and the insanity defence, which would later influence the prosecution of domestic abuse cases. This trial spurred discussions around how courts interpret the actions and psychological states of perpetrators, as well as responses from victims, including the evolving understanding of concepts like 'battered woman syndrome.'
The 19th Century: Social Reform and First Legal Recognition
By the mid-1800s, the women’s rights movement began gaining momentum, with early feminists like Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony advocating for suffrage, property rights, and protections against spousal abuse. Movements like the Temperance Movement highlighted the link between substance abuse and domestic violence, bringing further attention to the issue.
In 1857, England passed the Matrimonial Causes Act, allowing women limited access to divorce, but even this legislation imposed significant obstacles, requiring proof of aggravated cruelty and adultery, which made escape from abusive marriages nearly impossible for many women.
20th Century: Shelter Movements and Legal Reform
The 1960s and 70s marked a pivotal turning point for domestic abuse awareness. The feminist movement brought the issue into public discourse, fostering a newfound recognition of the complexities of domestic violence. Women’s shelters, such as the one founded by Erin Pizzey in Chiswick, London, in 1971, provided refuge for victims and raised awareness about the pervasive issue of domestic abuse.
In the United States, significant legal milestones were established, such as the Violence Against Women Act (1994), which created comprehensive frameworks for supporting victims and enhancing legal protections. In the UK, the Domestic Violence and Matrimonial Proceedings Act 1976 afforded courts the authority to issue injunctions against abusive partners, while the Family Law Act 1996 expanded protective measures for victims. Notably, it wasn't until the 21st century that coercive control—a non-physical but equally damaging form of abuse was criminalized, reflecting a broader understanding of the nature of intimate partner violence.
Case Study: Kiranjit Ahluwalia (UK, 1989)
One of the most notable cases of the late 20th century involved Kiranjit Ahluwalia, a British-Indian woman who endured years of extreme abuse at the hands of her husband. After a particularly harrowing episode of violence, she killed him in what she believed was a desperate act of self-defence. Her case brought attention to the complexities surrounding victimhood and the need for the legal system to accommodate the realities of life for those trapped in cycles of abuse.
Through the exploration of these historical trajectories, it becomes evident that the recognition and understanding of domestic abuse have evolved over time, shaped by cultural, legal, and social changes. While significant progress has been made, the journey toward comprehensive recognition and reform continues as society wrestles with these enduring issues.
The Present Day: From Silence to Voice
In contemporary society, domestic abuse has transitioned from a hidden issue to being acknowledged as a grave public health crisis and a serious criminal offense. Modern legal frameworks now encompass a broad spectrum of abuse, recognizing that domestic violence extends beyond mere physical harm to include emotional, financial, sexual, and psychological abuse. In England and Wales, the implementation of the Domestic Abuse Act 2021 marks a significant step forward; this legislation not only offers a formal definition of domestic abuse but also enhances support mechanisms for victims. Key provisions include improved access to justice in family courts, reforms aimed at policing and victim support, and measures to protect vulnerable individuals during legal proceedings.
Despite these legal advancements, there remains a persistent gap between policy and practice, as enforcement of these laws is often inconsistent. Societal attitudes toward domestic abuse continues to evolve slowly, and survivors frequently confront stigma, disbelief, and systemic failures that undermine their experiences. The enduring legacy of silence and normalisation surrounding domestic abuse reveals deep-rooted cultural challenges. Many victims still struggle to find their voices in a society that has historically marginalized their suffering.
Conclusion
The history of domestic abuse represents a complex tapestry woven with threads of control, invisibility, and resistance. Spanning from ancient patriarchal codes that placed women in positions of subservience to modern legislation addressing coercive control, the journey toward justice and empowerment has been long and fraught with obstacles. Throughout various historical eras, survivors have bravely pushed back, using their narratives to raise awareness, advocating for legal reforms, and reclaiming their agency in a world that often seeks to silence them. Understanding this legacy is essential; it ensures that domestic abuse is recognized not merely as a "private matter" but as a profound violation of human rights that demands collective attention and action from all sectors of society. In recognizing and addressing this issue, we affirm our commitment to a future where every individual's right to safety and dignity is protected.
You still matter. Your pain is valid. And you are not alone.
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      Domestic violence extends far beyond visible injuries and raised voices that might echo through thin walls. It resides in the silent corners of our minds and manifests through the subtle, often unrecognized language of self-blame, as well as the insidious patterns of control that infiltrate everyday life. This form of violence doesn't just occur during shocking incidents or sensational scandals; rather, it thrives in the mundane, quietly eroding dignity with a smile, a soft word, or a dismissive gesture. At its core, domestic violence is a systematic pattern of coercive behaviours, a deliberate strategy aimed at establishing dominance. It is defined not by fleeting moments of anger but by an ongoing effort to reshape another person’s sense of reality, identity, and autonomy.
This process often begins with seemingly insignificant fractures: questions that undermine memory, constant doubt cast on decisions, isolation from friends and family, denial of financial independence, invasive monitoring of communications, or ridicule directed at personal aspirations. Such patterns fall under the definition of “coercive control,” recognized by both the UK legal system and mental health experts as a significant form of abuse. This coercion creates a psychological prison, often without physical bars, that severely limits an individual's freedom and sense of self.
Extensive research from institutions like the NHS highlights how this gradual erosion of autonomy does more than just damage confidence, it rewires the brain itself. In response to the constant volatility of an abuser, the brain adapts by enhancing the activity of the amygdala, which triggers fear, while suppressing the prefrontal cortex responsible for reasoning and self-regulation. Consequently, even when the abuser is absent, the victim’s body remains on high alert, perpetually tense in areas meant for relaxation and suspicious of stillness in places where safety should reside. This state reflects a trauma physically encoded in muscle and nerve pathways; it is not merely a figment of the imagination but a manifestation of survival instinct.
The prevalence of domestic violence is staggering: one in four women and one in six men in the UK will experience domestic abuse by the end of their lives. This equates to over 2.4 million adults annually, each number representing an individual whose sense of self, safety, and fundamental freedom has been forcibly extracted, often by someone they once trusted completely. The narrative around these experiences rarely concludes with a single act of violence. Women, in particular, face a disproportionate burden, not only from physical assaults but also from ongoing patterns of suppression, control, and pervasive fear. The consequences of such abuse are dire, leading to injuries, homelessness, mental health issues, and tragically, even death.
The ramifications of domestic violence extend beyond the immediate victims, silently infiltrating homes and spreading across generations. Children who are exposed to domestic abuse often bear the brunt of its effects. According to Barnardo’s, a child protection charity in the UK, simply witnessing domestic violence constitutes a form of child abuse. As a result, these children frequently grapple with issues such as anxiety, depression, learning difficulties, attachment disorders, and aggressive behaviours that persist into adulthood. Their developmental trajectories are altered, as their brains learn to normalize fear, intertwining trauma deeply into their upbringing.
Survivors of domestic violence often carry lasting mental and physical health challenges long after the abuse has ceased. A study from the University of Glasgow published in BMJ Mental Health found that women who experienced domestic abuse nearly 30 years ago remain significantly more susceptible to conditions such as PTSD, depression, anxiety, sleep disturbances, and even traumatic brain injuries. This type of trauma does not simply fade with time; instead, it often deepens and embeds itself more deeply within the individual.
Compounding the struggle, many survivors internalise feelings of blame, believing that they somehow provoked the abuse or deserved it. These harmful beliefs are frequently – though unintentionally, reinforced by systems designed to provide assistance. For instance, when medical professionals pose the question, “Why didn’t you leave?” or when legal systems require survivors to repeatedly justify their experiences, it results in what is known as secondary victimisation, an additional layer of trauma inflicted by institutions that should be offering support rather than scrutiny.
Yet, healing is achievable. Understanding coercive control as a distinct form of trauma rather than merely a relationship conflict can change the entire discourse. Rather than asking, "Why didn’t they leave?" we begin with, "How were they kept there?" This shift from judgment to empathy is crucial. By adopting a “trauma-informed” approach, reframing questions from "What’s wrong?" to "What happened?". We can transform hospitals, courts, and community services into environments that validate survivors' experiences rather than question their legitimacy.
Recent legal progress reflects this evolution in understanding. The 2021 Domestic Abuse Act expanded the definitions of abuse to encompass emotional, economic, and coercive control, moving beyond the narrow confines of physical or sexual violence. This legislative change acknowledges what survivors have long recognized: domestic violence is not confined to isolated moments of rage; it represents a sustained method of control and oppression. The heart of this issue lies in the understanding that true domestic violence is not fuelled by anger, it is fundamentally about control. It is an ongoing, intentional act of manipulation and domination that strips individuals of their safety, distorts their sense of self, and isolates them until they can no longer recognize who they are.
While the marks of domestic violence might not always be visible, they leave profound, often hidden scars. The critical question thus becomes: What did it cost you to survive? The answer is not always apparent, yet it holds weight. This complexity demands a response that is equally grounded in reality: a commitment to listening, understanding, and creating systems that uphold survivors rather than question their experiences. Communities must step forward with messages of recognition and belief, affirming to survivors, "We see you. We believe you. You deserve better."
Engaging in discussions about domestic violence requires us to acknowledge the full spectrum of its impact, the silences, the manipulations, and the lingering shadows of shame. Only by shining a light on these aspects can we begin to dismantle the structures of abuse and foster lives grounded in autonomy, safety, and respect.
Reflection prompt: 'What were the earliest signs that something didn’t feel right in your relationship?'
Myth-busting journal: List common myths you believed about abuse and the truths you've since learned.
Safety signal: Choose a code word you could use if you needed urgent support from a friend.
Resource: Link to Women's Aid abuse definition page (www.womensaid.org.uk/information-support/what-is-domestic-abuse/)
Domestic Abuse Around the World – A Global Crisis in the Shadows
Domestic abuse is a pervasive issue that transcends national borders, cultures, and socioeconomic standings. It lurks in every corner of the globe, concealed behind closed doors, veiled in silence, supported by long-standing traditions, and in many instances, sanctioned by legal frameworks. For millions of individuals, the home, which should offer sanctuary, turns into the most perilous environment. The World Health Organization reports that approximately one in three women worldwide will face physical or sexual violence from an intimate partner during their lifetime. However, these statistics fail to encapsulate the full dimension of the crisis, as countless victims remain voiceless—silent, unreported, and overlooked, particularly in regions where cultural stigmas, entrenched patriarchal norms, and ineffective legal systems discourage victims from coming forward.
In several cultures, domestic violence is trivialized, normalized, or even legalized. For instance, in Russia, a controversial law passed in 2017 effectively decriminalized certain instances of domestic violence. This law redefined first-time offenses that do not result in severe physical injuries, specifically, broken bones, as administrative rather than criminal offenses, provided that such incidents occur no more than once a year. This legislative change conveyed a chilling message to survivors: the state would only intervene once the injuries escalated. Similarly, in parts of the Middle East and North Africa, domestic violence statutes are either non-existent, poorly enforced, or overridden by social expectations that prioritize female obedience over the safety of women. In countries such as Iran and Afghanistan, women fleeing violent households can face imprisonment under ‘moral crimes’, including leaving their families or partaking in extramarital relationships even if they were forced into such actions.
The notion of women as second-class citizens is not merely symbolic in many regions; it is ingrained in the very fabric of legal and societal structures. For example, in Saudi Arabia, historical laws required women to obtain permission from a male guardian to travel or receive essential medical care. In Yemen, it remains lawful for a husband to rape his wife, as marital rape is not recognized as a legitimate crime. In certain rural communities in India and Pakistan, “honour” killings are perpetrated with minimal consequence when women are perceived to have brought disgrace upon their families, whether through seeking divorce, refusing arranged marriages, or speaking out against their abuse. Cultural narratives often disguise these acts of control, framing a woman's silence as virtue and her suffering as duty.
Violence, however, does not always manifest in explicitly physical forms; it can be embedded in subtler, systemic mechanisms. Economic dependence, limited access to safe housing, religious coercion, and legal barriers serve as tools of entrapment for many women. In sub-Saharan Africa, restricted access to education and job opportunities reinforces a woman’s reliance on her abuser. In parts of Southeast Asia, dowry-related violence surfaces when a bride's family fails to meet financial expectations set by the groom's family. In nations with high rates of child marriage, such as Niger, Chad, Bangladesh, and Ethiopia girls as young as nine are trafficked into early unions with older men in arrangements that basically amount to sanctioned abuse. These children are frequently pulled out of school, stripped of independence, and subjected to sexual violence disguised as tradition.
Even in countries that have established domestic violence laws, enforcement is often inconsistent and inadequate. In Japan, social pressure dissuades survivors from reporting abuse, and law enforcement frequently regards it as a private concern rather than a criminal issue. In South Korea, the criminalization of marital rape only occurred in 2013, highlighting the slow progression of legal reforms. In Hong Kong, despite possessing a sophisticated legal framework, statistics reveal a troubling rise in intimate partner violence cases, particularly affecting migrant domestic workers who face additional vulnerabilities due to their dependence on employers for housing and work visas. In Europe and North America, domestic abuse persists as a pressing public health crisis, exemplified by climbing femicide rates, despite decades of advocacy and awareness efforts. The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) reports that over half of all female homicide victims are killed by intimate partners or family members, disproportionately in the very settings where they should feel safest.
The roots of this widespread crisis are deeply entrenched in gender inequality, cultural narratives, and historical legacies. The phrase "rule of thumb," often cited as a principle of English common law, allowed men to beat their wives with sticks no thicker than their thumbs, exemplifying a legal system that historically sanctioned domestic violence. Although modern legal systems in countries like the UK, Canada, and Australia have made significant progress, vestiges of such oppressive traditions still remain, often prioritizing the preservation of family units over the protection of individual safety. Even in seemingly progressive nations, ensuring the safety of survivor’s post-separation proves challenging, as abusers utilize the legal system through child custody disputes and financial entanglements as tools to maintain their power and control.
Religion plays a complex and multifaceted role in this issue as well. In ultra-conservative communities regardless of whether they are Christian, Muslim, Hindu, or part of other faiths, some women are encouraged by religious authorities to endure abuse under the guise of obedience and family unity. Spiritual abuse is also manifested in the manipulation of sacred texts to isolate, shame, or coerce partners, thereby transforming places of worship into spaces of confinement rather than safety.
It is crucial to recognize that domestic abuse is not merely an issue of individual acts of violence but a global crisis that demands our collective attention and action. Recognizing the systemic roots and broad-ranging consequences of domestic abuse is essential in creating a world where all individuals can find safety and support within their homes.
It is crucial to recognize that domestic abuse is an issue that affects not only women but also men, challenging the misconception that it is solely a women-specific concern. In countries such as the UK, Australia, and the United States, there is a growing movement to bring attention to male survivors of domestic violence, particularly within LGBTQ+ relationships. In these contexts, stigma and underreporting remain significant barriers, making it difficult for male victims to seek help and find support. However, it’s important to understand that domestic abuse is fundamentally a gendered crime, with a substantial majority of severe and fatal incidents committed by men against women. This disparity highlights the pervasive nature of gender-based violence as an epidemic with global ramifications, deeply embedded in social structures that intersect with issues such as poverty, migration, conflict, and the enduring impacts of colonization.
Efforts to address domestic abuse and support survivors vary significantly across different countries. Some nations have pioneered innovative responses that could serve as models for others. For instance, Spain established specialized domestic violence courts to streamline legal proceedings and focus on victim protection. Norway mandates comprehensive batterer intervention programs that aim to rehabilitate offenders, while Rwanda has implemented promising community-based initiatives led by local women who empower survivors and foster resilience. On an international level, the Istanbul Convention, a vital legal framework ratified by many European nations sets binding obligations for governments to prevent violence, protect victims, and prosecute perpetrators. Despite its significance, not all member states fully uphold these commitments, with some withdrawing from the convention under political pressure and resistance.
Nevertheless, signs of gradual change are emerging. Grassroots movements, survivor-led campaigns, and international frameworks are transforming the conversation around domestic violence. In recent years, movements like #MeToo and #NiUnaMenos have amplified the voices of survivors worldwide, challenging the longstanding culture of impunity that has allowed violence to persist unchecked. The fight against domestic abuse must be global in scope, intersectional in approach, and relentless in its pursuit of justice. It is imperative to assert that safety is a fundamental human right, not merely a cultural privilege reserved for some.
The stark reality is that in many parts of the world, being born female equates to inheriting a heightened risk of harm, particularly within the confines of one’s own home. Each statistic relating to domestic violence represents a life marked by trauma and struggle. Every survivor who bravely steps forward to share their story dismantles generations of silence and stigma. Furthermore, each nation that takes meaningful steps to enact and enforce laws designed to protect the vulnerable contributes to a broader solution. While domestic violence remains a pressing global issue, so too does the collective resistance against it. The pertinent question is no longer whether domestic violence occurs, it is about what we, as a society, are prepared to do to confront and eradicate this pervasive threat.
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      The Power and Control Wheel, developed by the Duluth Domestic Abuse Intervention Project, serves as a powerful framework for understanding the complex dynamics of coercive control. This tool is not just a simple diagram; it is an intricate reflection of the lived experiences of survivors, illuminating how various tactics of abuse, whether physical, sexual, emotional, or economic, are systematically employed to establish dominance and in still fear in the victim.
The Structure of Power
At the centre of the Wheel is the core concept of Power & Control, surrounded by eight distinct spokes that represent interconnected abusive strategies:
1. Using Intimidation: Abusers may use threats, menacing body language, or display weapons. They might also destroy property to in still fear and compliance in their victims.
2. Emotional Abuse: This includes tactics like name-calling, shaming, ridicule, and gas lighting, which can erode a victim's self-esteem and sense of reality.
3. Isolation: Abusers often work to systematically eliminate the victim's support networks by cutting off friends and family, thus reinforcing their dependence.
4. Minimizing, Denying, & Blaming: Abusers refuse to take accountability for their actions, often twisting the narrative to shift the blame onto the victim, thereby creating confusion and self-doubt.
5. Using Children: Threatening to take children away, manipulating parental duties, or using the children as pawns in disputes can further entrap victims.
6. Economic Abuse: This involves controlling a victim's access to finances, which undermines their independence and contributes to their vulnerability.
7. Male Privilege / Gendered Control: The reinforcement of traditional gender roles serves to justify and perpetuate control, often marginalizing women's voices and choices.
8. Coercion & Threats: Abusers use threats of violence, abandonment, or self-harm as tools for manipulation, further maintaining dominance.
The outer rim of the Wheel includes Physical & Sexual Violence, which provides context for the other tactics. It highlights that intimidation alone, without any physical contact, can still wield tremendous power as a psychological weapon.
Psychology in Motion: Why It Works
Each spoke of the Wheel chips away at a victim's self-identity, systematically dismantling their autonomy and resilience:
Emotional Abuse: Research indicates that emotional abuse can rewire aspects of self-belief and is linked to mental health challenges such as depression, anxiety, and PTSD-like symptoms, even in the absence of physical injury.
Isolation: By undermining social safety nets, abusers deepen a victim's reliance on them. This process heightens feelings of learned helplessness, making it increasingly difficult for victims to seek help.
Economic Control: Economic restrictions can trigger elevated cortisol levels, anxiety, and chronic stress. Financial independence is often a critical factor in recovery, making this dimension of abuse particularly insidious.
Neuroimaging Studies: Chronic exposure to abusive environments has been shown to heighten the amygdala's response—the brain's emotional centre—while suppressing prefrontal cortex functions, which regulates critical thinking and impulse control. This results in increased anxiety, hyper-vigilance, and emotional responses that manifest as fighting or freezing in stressful situations.
Counselling Through the Wheel
Therapists and counsellors employ the Power and Control Wheel as a structured foundation for healing:
Psychoeducation: Practitioners utilize the Wheel to explain that abuse is not random; it is part of a systemic issue. When survivors recognize emotional abuse as a specific tactic, it helps them transition from feelings of self-blame to a clearer understanding of their situation.
Pattern Recognition: Identifying abusive tactics allows survivors to create psychological distance from their experiences. They learn that their sensitivity is not a flaw but a response to a learned pattern of control.
Cognitive Reframing (CBT): Cognitive Behavioural Therapy encourages survivors to challenge and change internal narratives, transforming thoughts from "I deserved it" to "This was intentional abuse." This cognitive shift aids in rewiring neural pathways related to shame and self-judgment.
Trauma-Informed Interventions: Techniques such as Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR), somatic experiencing, and grounding exercises assist survivors in moving from a state of constant threat to one of safety, effectively retraining the brain's default settings.
Boundary Building: As survivors gain insight into control tactics, they learn to assert themselves by saying “No” to even minor violations. Therapist-led group exercises, role-playing, and real-life practice build their confidence in asserting boundaries.
Social Reconnection & Peer Support: Group therapy provides a space for participants to witness shared narratives and experiences. This communal recognition combats feelings of isolation and shame, reinforcing the critical role of mutual support in recovery.
The Medical Power Wheel: A Call for Better Practice
Healthcare professionals must be aware that they can inadvertently replicate power dynamics unintentionally. When they minimise disclosures or question the motives of victims, they reinforce the tactics represented in the Wheel.
The Medical Power Wheel enumerates detrimental responses such as pressuring a victim to justify their decision to leave, breaching confidentiality, or ignoring risk signs during assessments.
Trauma-informed communication can include phrases like:
“No pressure, you decide what feels right for you.”
“Would you feel safer speaking in private?”
“What strategies have helped you feel safe in the past?”
These dialogues echo the principles of empowerment found in counselling, steering clear of coercion or obligation, and fostering an environment that prioritizes safety.
Beyond the Wheel: Reclaiming Agency
Complementing the Power and Control Wheel is the Equality Wheel, where healthy relationships are centred on shared decision-making, trust, and mutual respect, antithetical to coercive control. By understanding the characteristics of positive relationships, survivors can begin to envision new paths rooted in dignity and equality.
Summary: An Empowerment Roadmap
Ultimately, the Power and Control Wheel serves as more than an educational tool; it's a vital resource for recovery. It helps identify subtle abusive tactics that may otherwise go unnoticed and validates the experiences of survivors, contributing to their journey toward reclaiming power, agency, and ultimately, their lives.
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      Why I Created the Tech Abuse Power & Control Wheel
This is a quick overview on tech abuse and further discussed on page 143.
Domestic abuse doesn’t always leave bruises. And in today’s world, it often doesn’t even leave the house.
When I began working in the domestic violence space, one of the most widely used tools was the Duluth Power & Control Wheel. It’s a foundational resource, one that has helped practitioners, counsellors, survivors, and court systems visualise the complex patterns of abuse beyond the physical. But the world has changed. Abuse has evolved. And our tools must evolve with it.
That’s why I created this: The Tech Abuse Power & Control Wheel, a modernised, clinically informed visual aid that captures the insidious ways abusers are using technology to harm, isolate, monitor, and control.
Why This Wheel Matters More Than Ever
Technology has become both a lifeline and a weapon. Survivors today are no longer only being followed home or intercepted in person, they’re being watched through their phones, manipulated via messaging apps, tracked through smart devices, and impersonated on social media.
What once required physical presence now requires nothing more than access to a device.
This wheel was born out of a recognition that the ways abuse shows up are changing, but the pain, fear, and psychological damage remain just as devastating. Too often, survivors try to explain what’s happening to them only to be met with confusion, minimisation, or outright disbelief. “He hasn’t hit you, though.” As if that’s the only metric for harm.
This visual breaks down the modern methods of technologically enabled coercive control, and it does so in language survivors and professionals can both understand.
Each segment of the wheel reflects a specific tactic of tech-facilitated abuse:
Monitoring: This isn’t just about checking texts. It’s a complete invasion of autonomy. Abusers track online activity, use spyware or access call logs, and surveil social media to maintain dominance. It creates a climate of fear where the survivor is never truly alone.
Impersonation: This includes creating fake profiles, posing as the victim online, or intercepting messages to damage relationships, job prospects, or reputation. The aim? To erase the survivor’s credibility and steal their voice.
Restricting Access: Survivors are often blocked from their own phones, computers, or social media accounts. Controlling access to the internet or devices is a way of shrinking their world, isolating them from support, employment, and safety.
Harassment via Technology: Constant texting, threats over email, degrading voice notes, or group humiliation in online chats, it’s a barrage of verbal and psychological violence. It destabilises the survivor and invades every corner of their life.
Demeaning: Posting private content, sharing revenge porn, or threatening to “expose” the survivor is all about shame and silence. The psychological impact is profound, it strips away dignity, safety, and autonomy.
Coercing: Abusers pressure survivors to share passwords, engage in video calls on demand, or respond immediately. It’s about control disguised as connection. manipulating them into a performance of compliance.
Using GPS & Smart Devices: From location tracking to hacking into smart home cameras or even baby monitors, abusers use technology to erase privacy. It creates a suffocating environment where every move is monitored.
Exerting Financial Control: With access to digital banking, PayPal, crypto, or Amazon Alexa, abusers can block employment, disable cards, or commit fraud. Financial abuse keeps survivors stuck and tech makes it seamless.
The Psychology Behind Tech Abuse
Tech abuse is psychological warfare.
From a counselling and trauma therapy lens, it induces a state of hypervigilance in the victim. The body and brain begin to expect intrusion at any time. Sleep becomes fractured. Communication becomes filtered. Identity becomes performative. Survivors no longer know what’s real, what’s private, or who is watching.
Many survivors report symptoms similar to PTSD: flashbacks, anxiety, dissociation, and paranoia. But what looks like paranoia is often real and that’s what makes tech abuse so dangerous. It's invisible, yet total.
Why the Traditional Wheel No Longer Suffices?
The Duluth Power & Control Wheel was never wrong. just incomplete in this digital age.
Today’s survivors are navigating a battleground that exists in invisible spaces: apps, devices, screens, and passwords. Yet many professionals, especially those not trained in tech abuse, still fail to screen for or recognise this form of harm.
This new wheel provides:
A visual language for what survivors are experiencing
An educational tool for support workers, therapists, and law enforcement
A validation framework for those who feel unseen or disbelieved
It says: Your pain is not imagined. Your story matters. And yes, this is abuse.
A Tool for Empowerment and Education
If you are a therapist, caseworker, police officer, legal advocate, or frontline DV responder, please integrate this wheel into your practice. Include it in assessments. Share it with clients. Use it to educate others.
If you are a survivor or think you might be, this wheel is yours, too. Use it to name what’s happening. Use it to seek support. And use it to know, deeply, that abuse is not just what happens in person.
This is what modern control looks like. And this is how we begin to dismantle it.
Tech Abuse: Government Responsibilities & Solutions
As the nature of abuse evolves, so too must the systems designed to prevent it. Technology, once a tool for connection, is increasingly weaponised in intimate relationships used to monitor, manipulate, intimidate, and isolate victims. This digital form of abuse isn’t speculative or rare. It’s embedded in the everyday tools we all rely on: smartphones, smart homes, social media, and messaging apps. And it’s happening silently behind locked screens, under the radar of outdated laws.
Governments have a critical role to play in recognising and responding to this modern frontier of harm. Without systemic intervention, perpetrators will continue to outpace protections, exploiting technological gaps while survivors remain exposed and unsupported.
The first step is updating legislation to reflect the reality that abuse no longer begins and ends in the physical world. Lawmakers must expand the definitions of domestic violence to include tech-facilitated behaviours, such as, GPS stalking, remote installation of spyware, online impersonation, deepfake manipulation, and image-based abuse like revenge porn. Enforcement of existing legislation, including the Domestic Abuse Act and the Online Safety Bill, must be strengthened with clear directives and digital-specific guidelines. Tech-based coercion and harassment should carry meaningful criminal consequences, with sentencing reflecting the deep psychological and reputational harm these tactics cause.
Governments must also invest in survivor-centred innovation. Technology can just as easily be a shield as a weapon, when it’s designed for safety. Funding should be allocated to support the creation of survivor-led digital tools such as encrypted evidence storage, secure messaging platforms, AI-powered emergency systems, and invisible browser modes that leave no trace. Public partnerships with responsible tech companies can drive the integration of safety features like panic buttons, automatic alerts, and privacy resets into the everyday platforms victims already use.
Regulating the tech industry is equally essential. Companies must be held accountable for the misuse of their platforms in domestic abuse cases. That means mandating timely response to abuse reports, enforcing the removal of harmful content, and implementing robust ID verification systems that prevent abusers from re-entering under new aliases. Tech giants have a duty of care and governments must ensure that legal frameworks reflect that.
Frontline professionals must be trained to identify and respond to tech abuse. Survivors shouldn’t have to explain spyware, geolocation tracking, or cloud-based coercion to the very people they turn to for help. Mandatory, CPD-accredited training should be rolled out across police forces, the legal system, housing teams, healthcare providers, and social services. These professionals need to know how to sensitively document tech-based abuse, preserve digital evidence, and support survivors in securing their digital environments.
Infrastructure, too, needs to evolve. We must build survivor-centric systems that recognise the realities of the modern world. That means creating trauma-informed reporting hubs with tech support, offering clean devices or secure digital resets to those fleeing abuse, and ensuring refuges provide protected internet access and digital literacy support. Escaping violence shouldn’t mean becoming digitally disconnected from help, community, or opportunity.
Public awareness is another crucial component. Many people still don’t understand what tech abuse looks like or even that it’s abuse at all. Governments must lead national campaigns that speak plainly, powerfully, and compassionately about digital control, with real-life stories, education, and direct links to support. This awareness must start early with relationship and digital safety education embedded in school curricula, giving young people the language and tools to recognise red flags before they escalate.
Finally, long-term investment in research and responsive policymaking is key. Tech abuse is evolving rapidly, and governments must stay ahead of the curve. This means funding intersectional studies into the psychological and social impact of tech-facilitated coercion, analysing patterns of abuse across platforms and communities, and establishing independent review boards to continually assess national strategy. When policy lags behind technology, victims pay the price.
Technology shouldn’t be a weapon, but without modern, responsive governance, that’s
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