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From “learned helplessness” to liberty harms 

1977 
Dr Lenora Walker 
Battered Woman Syndrome
• Cycle of violence
• Learned helplessness

1984
Dr Ellen Pence & Michael 
Paymar 
Power & Control Wheel  
(Duluth Model)

1993 
Prof. Michael Johnson 
Typology of Violence

Intimate Terrorism 
Violent coercive control

     Violent Resistance 
     Resisting the intimate terrorist

          Situational Couple Violence 
          Situationally-provoked violence

              Separation-instigated Violence 
              No prior history of violence or control        

                    Mutual Violent Control 
                    Two intimate terrorists

2007
Prof. Evan Stark 
Coercive Control



Coercive Control
• A liberty crime

• Pattern based 

• Constricted ‘space for action’

• Uniquely targeted to her/they/him

• Victim-survivor is bearing the ‘weight of 
multiple harms’

Stark, E. (2012). Re-presenting Battered Women: Coercive Control and the Defense of Liberty, 
paper prepared for Violence Against Women: Complex Realities and New Issues in a Changing 
World Conference:, Montreal, Québec, Canada, Québec, Les Presses de l’Université du Québec.

Sharp-Jeffs, N., Kelly, L., & Klein, R. (2017). Long Journeys Toward Freedom: The Relationship 
Between Coercive Control and Space for Action – Measurement and Emerging Evidence. 
Violence Against Women, 24(2), 163-185.



Coercive Control: Who & What 
is Left Out & Why it Matters?

• Analyses of power beyond gender inequity
• Status quo: privileging individual narratives of violence

• Going beyond intersectionality
• Decolonising & intersectional conceptual frameworks are 

required to effect structural changes

• Making visible the responsiveness of the family 
violence system over time

• Is criminalisation an equitable strategy for achieving 
safety and restoration from violence in Aotearoa? 

Jones, B., & Anyieth, A. K. (2023). CALD Communities as "Collateral Damage" in the Criminalization of Coercive Control: An Argument for Prioritizing Civil System Reform Over Further Criminalization in Victoria. Violence Against Women: 10778012231214775. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/10778012231214775; 
Tolmie, J., Smith, R., & Wilson, D. (2023). Understanding Intimate Partner Violence: Why Coercive Control Requires a Social and Systemic Entrapment Framework. Violence against Women, 10778012231205585. Advance online publication. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/10778012231205585;
Watego, C., Macoun, A., Singh, D., & Strakosch, E. (2021). Carceral feminism and coercive control: when Indigenous women aren't seen as ideal victims, witnesses or women. The Conversation, 25 May. https://theconversation.com/carceral-feminism-and-coercive-control-when-
indigenous-women-arent-seen-as-ideal-victims-witnesses-or-women-161091

https://doi.org/10.1177/10778012231214775
https://doi.org/10.1177/10778012231205585
https://theconversation.com/carceral-feminism-and-coercive-control-when-indigenous-women-arent-seen-as-ideal-victims-witnesses-or-women-161091
https://theconversation.com/carceral-feminism-and-coercive-control-when-indigenous-women-arent-seen-as-ideal-victims-witnesses-or-women-161091


IPV: a form of social & systemic entrapment

(Douglas et al., 2021; FVDRC, 2016; Ptacek, 1999; Ptacek, 2023; Tarrant et al., 2019; Tolmie et al., 2018; Tolmie et al., 2023; Wilson et al., 2019)

Makes visible the inseparable and mutually reinforcing 
  dimensions of power victim-survivors are responding to:

1) How the infrastructure of colonial violence, the operation of state sanctioned 
violence, and structural inequities shape the quality of responses available to 
particular groups of people and can compound abusive partners’ violence

2) The efficacy of social responses and responsiveness of the family violence 
safety system to victim-survivors, their (ex) partners, their families, kinship 
networks, and communities

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
3) The abusive partner’s pattern of coercive controlling behaviour and how this
        constricts the victim-survivor and their children’s ability to be self
        -determining (Tolmie et al., 2023, pp.8-9)



Systemic change: trickle-up or trickle-down approaches?

“In the face of enormous violence it is 
only right to start with those under the 
worst and most dangerous conditions.  
It is also strategic. 

We have seen again and again that 
when those who are the least 
vulnerable of the targeted constituency 
are prioritized, the declared victories do 
not trickle down.”

(Spade quoted in Nicholas, 2013, p. 48).

Nichols, R. (2013). Toward a critical trans politics: An interview with Dean Spade. Upping 
the Anti: A Journal of Theor y and Action, 14. https://uppingtheanti.org/journal/article/14-
dean-spade/

https://uppingtheanti.org/journal/article/14-dean-spade/
https://uppingtheanti.org/journal/article/14-dean-spade/


Coercive control in Australia: Where 
are we and where to next?

Heather Douglas

Melbourne Law School
douglash@unimelb.edu.au

mailto:douglash@unimelb.edu.au


Australian debate on coercive control

A criminal 
offence?

Qualitative 
research

First Nations 
people

Culturally and 
linguistically 

diverse people

Definitional and 
operational 
problems



A new offence

NSW Qld SA



The contribution of 
criminal law to ending 

gender based violence?

Case study: Work on the 
strangulation offence.

https://law.unimelb.edu.au/research-programs/non-fatal-strangulation-offence


A set of 
coercive 
control 
principles.

https://www.ag.gov.au/families-and-marriage/publications/national-principles-address-coercive-control-family-and-domestic-violence


What we need to work on

Reduce reliance of criminal law.

If criminal law is utilised – better & more 
future focussed approaches to sentencing 

and safety.

Consistency – in definition and response 
across systems (legislative reform, 

training).

Join up systems (e.g. information sharing 
– where safe and appropriate; courts one 

stop; health, support, legal etc). 



Taupua Waiora Research Centre is part of the 
AUT Public Health and Mental Health Research 
Institute.

Systemic Entrapment and 
Recent Research

Dr Denise Wilson, Associate Dean Māori Advancement | Professor Māori Health

Expert Panel on Coercive Control & Entrapment
NZ Family Violence Clearinghouse - Auckland
11 March 2024 



E Tū Wāhine, E Tū Whānau – Māori Women Keeping Safe in 
Unsafe Relationships



BEING UNSAFE

VIOLENCE:
• Partner +/- whānau
• Partner’s coercive control

AGENCIES
• Unhelpful people
•  Trust   Fear for safety & life

SOCIETAL
• Stigma 
• Systemic & interpersonal racism

Navigating Being Safe & Unsafe

BEING SAFE

PROTECTION & SAFETY
• Tamariki 1st

• Others

STRATEGIES
(Adaptive & Maladaptive)

• Knowing, monitoring & managing 
partner’s triggers

• Children’s safety
• Being prepared

• Protecting others
• Isolation, silence & compliance

• Use of violence

Strength

Primal intelligence

Knowing safe people, 
places, spaces

THE CONTEXT
Constant threats | Surveillance |

Control | Isolation | Bearing the burden |
Daily, episodic, unpredictable risk

The Nexus



Communicating new understandings:
Entrapment 

- coercive control is just one dimension of wāhine Māori women’s 
entrapment in a violent relationship 



Systemic Entrapment
The role of the family violence system has in entrapping Māori women in 
violent relationships:

• Fear their tamariki will be removed
• A fear based on reality

• Fear they will be treated judgmentally, disrespectfully, and in racist 
ways

• Accused of being mad, bad, and angry OR on the offensive expecting to 
be treated badly?

• Encountering unhelpful people
• Denied entitlements 

• Fragmented and ineffective services that do not meet their needs
• Refuge | Police | Income support | Housing | Health

Profound lack of trust that others will keep them safe



Disrupting Systemic Entrapment & 
Support Wāhine Māori Better

• Understanding whakapapa is central to wāhine decision-
making

• Taking time to listen – these wāhine may be just finding their 
voices

• Understanding it takes a lot of courage to leave a violent 
partner – you may be the one chance to make a difference for a 
wāhine.

• Attitudes of kindness, understanding their situation, and 
genuinely helping their whānau to be safe. 

• Wāhine Māori experiences of intergenerational violence are not 
always restricted to their own whānau – this makes seeking help 
more complex

• Understanding family violence, its dynamics, coercive control, 
and the many faces of entrapment



Hearts and Minds 
Please…

• When wāhine ask for help, they 
need it – they have exhausted 
their strategies for keeping safe

• People who make a difference 
are kind, caring, and take time to 
listen

• It is the seemingly small things 
that make a big difference
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