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Cross-Government definition of domestic violence: 
A Consultation

In their lifetime, 45% of women and 26% of men experience at least one incident of domestic violence. Around 10 to 12% of women experience it annually and domestic violence has the highest rate of repeat victimisation of all crime – that is, the same victim suffering the same abuse again and again.
 Domestic abuse affects those of all ages, classes, races and religions. 

Across the world, Mothers’ Union works to oppose domestic abuse and violence against women. In the UK and Ireland members support the work of refuges for victims; and in recognition that domestic violecne affects those within the church family, Mothers’ Union contributed towards the Church of England’s Responding to Domestic Abuse: Guidelines for those with pastoral responsibility. Mothers’ Union is part of the worldwide Christian alliance Restored, which seeks to transform relationships and end violence against women through a change in attitude and practice of the church. Mothers’ Union also lobbies government to tackle domestic violence, through domestic law and through adhering to international obligations such as the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). 

The UK government is currently considering whether to widen the current definition of domestic violence used across all government departments, and is seeking views on whether the current definition is being applied consistently across government and if it is understood by practitioners, victims and perpetrators. Victims from different groups may have different experiences of abuse and different needs arising from it and the government is keen to understand the impact of age, disability, gender reassignment, pregnancy and maternity, race, religion and belief, sex and sexual orientation on domestic violence situations. Mothers’ Union is responding to this consultation.

In 2004, the government introduced a single definition of domestic violence across England and Wales, replacing the previous different definitions in use across government and the public sector. The definition is not a statutory definition. It is used by government departments to inform policy development and, for example, by police, the Crown Prosecution Service and the UK Border Agency, to inform the identification of domestic violence cases. The current definition of domestic violence is:

‘any incident of threatening behaviour, violence or abuse [psychological, physical, sexual, financial or emotional] between adults who are or have been intimate partners or family members, regardless of gender or sexuality’.

This definition includes ‘honour’ based violence, female genital mutilation (FGM) and forced marriage. An adult is defined as any person aged 18 years or over and victims are not confined to one gender. 

Differing definitions can be problematic for victims as they may be recognised as victims by some services and not by others. The government wants to ensure that they have a consistent definition of domestic violence and this consultation seeks views on whether the current definition of domestic violence is working and should remain.

The government is considering four options:

Option 1: The government’s definition of domestic violence remains the same.
This option seeks views on whether the cross-government definition should remain the same or whether it should it should be widened or amended; and whether the definition is applied properly by government departments and frontline practitioners.
Option 2: The definition of domestic violence is amended to include coercive control.
This option seeks views on whether the cross-government definition should also include the wording of ‘coercive control’. Coercive control is a complex pattern of abuse using power and psychological control over another, such as financial control, verbal abuse or forced social isolation.
Option 3: The government’s definition of domestic violence is extended to all 16-17 year olds.
The current cross-government definition of domestic violence applies to adults over the age of 18. This option seeks views on whether the cross government definition should be extended to include 16-17 year olds.

Option 4: The government’s definition of domestic violence is extended to all those under 18.
This option seeks views on whether or not the cross-government definition should be extended to include all those under 18.
Mothers’ Union is responding to this consultation and seeks your views on the options above. The questions below are those asked in the government’s consultation – please answer any questions you feel able to. Individual responses will then be coordinated to form Mothers’ Union’s overall response. You can read the full consultation at http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/publications/about-us/consultations/definition-domestic-violence/  

Please send your completed form, by 3rd March 2012, to:

Rachel Aston, Social Policy Officer, Mary Sumner House, 24 Tufton Street, London SW1P 3RB

or to rachel.aston@themothersunion.org
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Cross-Government definition of domestic violence: 
A Consultation

Name:……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

Diocese:…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

Mothers’ Union post (if any):…………………………………………………………………………………....

1. Option 1: The government’s definition of domestic violence remains the same.

a) Do you think the cross-government definition of domestic violence should remain the same? (please tick)
Yes




No 




Don’t know

Comments:

b) Do you think the current definition of domestic violence is properly applied by government departments, Local Government, and frontline practitioners? 
	
	Yes, apply the definition properly
	No, do not apply the definition properly
	Don’t know

	Government departments
	
	
	

	Local government front-line practitioners
	
	
	


c) Do you think the current definition is understood by victims, perpetrators and front line practitioners?
	
	Yes, understood
	No, not understood
	Don’t know

	Victims


	
	
	

	Perpetrators


	
	
	

	Front line practitioners
	
	
	

	Government departments
	
	
	

	General public


	
	
	

	Local Government


	
	
	


Any further comments to support your views: 
2. Option 2: The definition of domestic violence is amended to include coercive control.

The government definition identifies domestic violence as ‘incidents of threatening behaviour, violence or abuse.’ Domestic violence is often underpinned by a pattern of coercive control. Coercive control is a complex pattern of overlapping and repeated abuse perpetrated within a context of power and control. It can be described as a series of repeated incidents which may vary from lesser to greater severity. This could include things like the control of finances, verbal abuse or social isolation. Psychological control is a unique factor that sets domestic violence apart from other types of crime. Such control could also include a person being forced to change their behaviour as a result of fear. 

Without the inclusion of coercive control in the definition of domestic violence, there may be occasions where domestic violence could be regarded as an isolated incident. As a result, it may be unclear to victims what counts as domestic violence, for example it may be thought to include physical violence only. Often the first incident reported to the police or other agencies is rarely the first incident to occur.

d) Do you think that coercive control should be included in the definition of domestic violence?
Yes 




No 



Don’t know

e) Do you think extending the definition would be helpful to victims as well as front line practitioners?
Yes 




No 



Don’t know

Any further comments to support your views: 
3. Option 3: The government’s definition of domestic violence is extended to 16-17 year olds.


4. Option 4: The government’s definition of domestic violence is extended to all those under 18.

In 2008, the Home Affairs Select Committee report on Domestic Violence, Forced Marriage and Honour Based Violence (HBV) stated that:

‘We heard of concerning attitudes and abuse between young people in intimate relationships. However, 16–18 year olds are excluded from the current government definition of Domestic Violence, there has been little research on the needs of teenage victims and perpetrators of domestic violence, and there is little support for under-18s in abusive relationships. The existence of abuse in teenage relationships further underlines the urgent need for effective early education on domestic violence and relationships.’ 

A commitment to consider this change was made in the Violence Against Women and Girls Action Plan 2011.

Currently, those under 18 years of age are excluded from the domestic violence definition. Such violence committed against a person under 18 would be considered child abuse by most services. Whilst this may be appropriate for children experiencing parental or family based violence, the nature of some teenage relationships can be similar to relationships between adults and as such could be considered as an extension of adult domestic violence.

The current cross-government definition refers to ‘intimate partner’; however studies into the prevalence of teenage relationship abuse use different definitions for relationships that reflect the more fluid, less narrow labels used for describing relationships between and with under 18s. The 2009/10 British Crime Survey found that young people were more likely to suffer partner abuse in the last year than any other age range - 12.7% of women and 6.2% of men aged 16-19 had experienced some form of domestic abuse in that year. Anecdotal evidence has also shown there are worryingly high levels of acceptance of abuse in teenage relationships.

It is important to consider that people can be married aged 16 in England and Wales, provided they have consent from their parents or guardians, and many teenagers under the age of 18 are also parents. 

f) Do you think the government’s definition of domestic violence should be extended to include 16-17 year olds? 
Yes




No 



Don’t know

Comments
g) Should the government’s definition of domestic violence be extended to include all those under 18?
Yes




No 



Don’t know

Comments
Impacts on services
Lowering the age criteria of the definition may have an impact on domestic violence services as they may be required to cater for age groups that had previously been excluded. It is recognised that there will inevitably be an overlap in some services – for example, both sexual and domestic violence services already deal with cases of relationship abuse that include sexual violence. In addition, there may also be child exploitation issues within a domestic violence situation. 

h) If the definition were to be widened, what would the likely impacts be on services, such as refuges?
i) How can services for those under 18 work together to better provide for victims with multiple issues?
j) Please state any ideas or suggestions that you might have for delivering savings or other benefits in relation to the four options outlined in this consultation?
� Statistics from Women’s Aid �HYPERLINK "http://www.womensaid.org.uk"�www.womensaid.org.uk� 





