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BASW ENGLAND RESPONSE TO CROSS GOVERNMENT DEFINITION 
OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 
 

Domestic violence = “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” 

 
Do you think the cross-government definition of domestic violence should remain the same? 
 
Since intimate sexual relationships can be lawfully formed from the age of 16 years, and in practice 
may be formed at an earlier age, restricting the definition to adults needs justification.  One 
argument in favour of staying the same is that the current definition makes a clear distinction 
between domestic violence (between adults) and child abuse (usually adult/child; sometimes young 
person/child).  However it is clear that in reality there a degree of overlap between these, so we 
need to consider whether child abuse should be defined as a particular form of domestic violence or 
whether we should continue to define it as a different issue and, in either case, how we should set 
the boundary between domestic violence and child abuse. 
 
Whatever definition is used there is a need for improved publicity and understanding that domestic 
violence is not limited to intimate sexual partners, it can be perpetrated by ANY family member on 
another.   
 
 
 
Do you think the current definition of domestic violence is properly applied by government 
departments, Local Government and frontline practitioners? 
 
Some front line practitioners do not fully understand the law relating to domestic violence and 
misapply the definition, seeing it only in terms of physical violence between intimate sexual partners 
and giving misleading advice to both victims and perpetrators.  This lack of understanding allows the 
behaviour of perpetrators to remain unchallenged, which results in victims continuing to be 
victimised and families remaining unprotected.  There is a need for training across government 
departments and frontline services to ensure that there is general understanding of what constitutes 
domestic violence and what action can be taken to bring prosecute perpetrators and to safeguard 
victims. 
 
BASW is a member of the Inter-disciplinary Alliance for Children and shares the concerns of the 
Alliance regarding the narrow definition of domestic violence that has been applied to the Legal Aid, 
Punishment and Sentencing of Offenders Bill that is currently making its way through the 
parliamentary process.  This has already led to widespread condemnation by a number of 
organisations and individuals  and so we are hopeful that this will be changed so that all those in 
need of protection by the courts are included and crucially meet the eligibility criteria for legal aid.  
This example merely reinforces the situation outlined in the previous paragraph and makes the case 
for a coherent approach to be applied across the piece leaving individuals in no doubt about the 
extent of which domestic abuse infiltrates so many different aspects of life.   
 
We were struck by the definition of family violence in the Australian definition which can be found 
within the Family Law Legislation Amendment (Family Violence and Other Measures) Act 
2011(Amending the Family Law Act 1975) Schedule 1 and is due to come into force later this year (7 
June 2012. ( http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/bill/fllavaomb2011623/  )    This definition 

http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/bill/fllavaomb2011623/
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helpfully lists examples of what constitutes family violence with the proviso that the list is by no 
means exhaustive.  It is useful for us to consider what our international counterparts are doing in 
this area of work with regards to legislation and policy; this in turn, can enrich the discourse we are 
currently having on the definition of domestic violence and hopefully take us further forward as a 
society that is committed to tackling it effectively. 
 
 
Do you think the current definition is understood by victims, perpetrators and front line 
practitioners? 
 
The public also generally view domestic violence as a physically violent act, or a series of such acts, 
perpetrated between partners in an intimate sexual relationship.  There is a lot of confusion around 
the terminology used by different agencies and individuals – domestic violence, domestic abuse, 
domestic incidents etc.  There is a need for publicity presenting a clear message that these all refer 
to the same pattern of behaviour, and that the behaviour can be perpetrated by any family member 
against another. 
 
 
Do you think the current definition is understood by Government Departments, the general public 
and Local Government? 
 
 
 
 
Do you think that coercive control should be included in the definition of domestic abuse? 
 

Coercive control is a complex pattern of overlapping and repeated abuse perpetrated within 
a context of power and control [physical and psychological].  It could include things like the 
control of finances, verbal abuse or isolation which may include control over whom a person 
can see or where they can go.  It may include a person being forced to change their 
behaviour as a result of fear.   

 
Coercive control is a significant element in domestic violence, and the definition should draw 
attention to this.  This might represent a move from the concept of domestic violence (violence in a 
domestic setting) toward domestic abuse (a pattern of abusive behaviour which includes violence).  
Domestic abuse may occur without obvious physical violence – but the threat of physical violence is 
there and any attempt at resistance is likely to be met with physical violence when other forms of 
control fail. 
 
The concept of coercive control requires explanation, particularly in any information targeted at the 
public.  It is important to be explicit that domestic violence consists of repeated incidents in which 
one family member exerts power and control over another, and that victims have often been 
subjected to frequent and persistent physical and psychological abuse over an extended period. 
 
 
 
Do you think that extending the definition would be helpful to victims as well as front line 
practitioners? 
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Although an extension of the definition would be generally helpful, it would achieve more to ensure 
that the definition is generally understood, whichever definition is used.  
 
 
Do you think that the government’s definition of domestic violence should be extended to include 
16 – 17 year olds? 
 
Yes - it is very likely that significant numbers of victims and perpetrators of domestic violence have 
slipped under the radar for many years without any offer of intervention, support, help or advice.  
When professionals have become aware of a physical assault between young people under the age 
of 18 they may not recognise that it occurred in the context of an abusive relationship.  The 
response to domestic violence should at least be brought in line with the age of consent.  The recent 
publicity targeted at young people is a good start but increased awareness among young people 
must be continually “topped up” and it must be matched by a high level of awareness in 
professionals who work with young people. 
 
 
Should the government’s definition of domestic violence be extended to include all those under 
18? 
 
This would require a rethinking of the relationship between child abuse and domestic violence.  At 
present we have a simple division – if the victim is under 18 it is child abuse and not domestic 
violence.  However, as with many simple divisions this is not reflected in reality; abuse between 
partners under 18 who are in an intimate relationship has more in common with domestic violence 
than it has with child abuse.  In addition, using the current definition there are times when the same 
pattern of behaviour between the same persons will change overnight from child abuse to domestic 
violence.   
 
Just as 18 is an arbitrary age, so also would 16 be an arbitrary age.  We know that there are violent 
and coercive relationships between young people under the age of 16. 
 
Because of the overlap in reality between what we currently define as domestic violence and child 
abuse, a change in the definition of domestic violence would be likely to change our concept of child 
abuse.  So it is important to prepare for this change – it is likely that the new model will also contain 
stresses in practice and will need explanation of any imposed boundary.  Without this there is a risk 
of confusion in practice, with victims of abuse going unnoticed because they fall into the grey area. 

At present we regard a pattern of violence as child abuse when the victim is under 18.  Most 
child abuse takes place within the family, some within an institutional or organisational 
setting.  Most child abuse is perpetrated by an adult but abuse of a child by another child or 
young person also occurs. 
Is it intended that the new definition will encompass all violent or coercive relationships 
which take place within the context of an intimate or family relationship?  Most child abuse 
will fall within this category, but it would place abuse in institutions or organisations in a 
separate category – as child abuse that is not domestic abuse.  A number of questions will 
arise -  

 Abuse by a member of the extended family, not a member of the household - is that 
domestic abuse?   

 Abuse by a carer not living in the household (babysitter etc) is that domestic abuse?  
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 Do our answers to these questions in relation to child abuse have implications for the 
definition of domestic abuse – should the definition refer to members of the same 
household rather than family members? 

 
Peer abuse – child abuse in which both perpetrator and victim are under 18 – may occur in a 
variety of settings.  Perpetrator and victim may be members of the same family/household; 
they may be in an intimate relationship; or neither may be true.  Are these differences 
significant and should they influence how we respond to peer abuse?  For example, when a 
young person has abused another child -  

 If the victim was targeted as a vulnerable peer, this has implications in terms of the 
young person’s future intimate relationships with peers; 

 If the victim was targeted as a younger child because younger children are vulnerable, 
this has implications in terms of the young person’s future as a parent or carer. 

Of course, given the damaging effect of living with domestic violence, and the connection 
between domestic violence and child abuse, this distinction may be academic, and have little 
real effect in practice. 

 
 
If the definition were to be widened, what would the likely impacts be on services? 
 
This may require a rethink of the remit of some youth services as they may not currently see their 
role as including responding to domestic violence.  They will require training in the issues and in how 
best to signpost young people to appropriate services.  They may also wish to develop targeted 
domestic violence services themselves and this may have further financial implications.   
 
An extension of the definition to include coercive control may have financial implications, 
particularly in respect of training needs, but the cost should not be significant. 
 
How can services for those under 18 work together to better provide for victims with multiple 
issues? 
 
Multi-disciplinary working and cross agency information sharing are key to ensuring effective holistic 

services working with complex and multiple issues.  In principle this is not new – it is rare that people 

experience difficulties in one area of their lives without it having an impact on other aspects or being 

part of a network of linked issues.  There is much good tried and tested practice carried out by adult 

and family services that can be shared and disseminated to youth services. Inter departmental as 

well as cross public service training could help ensure the sharing of information is of good quality 

and cost effective.  Third sector training could also be kept to a minimum by providing training for 

trainers courses and making e-learning available. 

 
 
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? 
 
A new definition does not necessarily require new or increased services, it requires a new 

understanding.  Training is long overdue - many professionals and agencies are unclear about the 

current definitions of domestic violence so it is clear that the message has not reached managers 

and front line staff.  With a new definition comes an opportunity to provide the general public and 
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professionals alike with clear information about what constitutes domestic violence, whether there 

is any difference in the terminology used to describe domestic violence and how best to serve 

perpetrators and victims of domestic violence. This is a training issue for all.  We would strongly 

recommend therefore, that training on domestic violence is made mandatory for all government 

departments and frontline staff. 

 

This response was compiled by members of BASW England Children and Families Reference Group 

29 March 2012 

 

 
 
 
 


