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ABSTRACT 

This study is one of the first studies in the UK that adopts a feminist methodology to 

explore the coexistence of animal abuse and domestic violence and abuse. This study 

builds on the growing body of research in this area that to date has largely been situated in 

the US, Canada and Australia to provide new knowledge. There were three phases of data 

collection in this research which included a national online survey, semi-structured 

interviews with victim-survivors of domestic violence and abuse and interviews with 

professionals. 

 

The research findings provide compelling evidence that animal abuse is a strategy of 

coercive control and an act of animal cruelty. The oppression of women, children and 

animals are intertwined in patriarchal systems, and nowhere is this interconnection more 

apparent than in the co-occurrence of animal abuse and domestic violence and abuse. A 

humancentric approach dominates definitions and the prevailing public story about 

domestic violence and abuse across society. This conceptualisation focuses on the human 

victim-survivor in isolation but undermines the status of the animal and the importance of 

the animal in the dynamics of abuse. We need to extend our construction of domestic 

violence and abuse to include animals as victim-survivors.  Animals are the silent victim-

survivors of domestic violence and abuse. 

 

The oppression of animals is compounded by the dominant status of animals in society as 

‘less important’ than human beings and ‘property’ that is ‘owned’ by humans. This 

conceptualisation of animals is underpinned by animal welfare legislation in the UK that 

provides a platform for perpetrators of domestic violence and abuse who abuse animals to 

justify and continue the abuse of animals often with little consequence or challenge. This 

research highlights the many parallels between the abuse of animals and people in the 

context of domestic violence and abuse and the implications of the abuse for all victim-

survivors – humans and animals.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

The following quote is symbolic of the disturbing, yet frequently overlooked dynamics and 

implications of animal abuse as a strategy of coercive control in the context of domestic 

violence and abuse (DVA):  

I had three very big fish tanks with some fish in that I had nurtured from little, you 

know, tiny little fish. And he used to threaten, he used to throw things in there. And 

he used to like pull the fish out. And one day when we bought the house, I hadn’t 

been in there very long, and I can’t even remember what it was, it was something 

so stupid, it was like I had got home late and the dinner wasn’t ready, and he took 

the bleach and poured it into the water. I just had to sit there and basically watch 

them die, because that was what happened, it was awful (Ann, 38). 

 

Coercive control has emerged through research as the most ‘widespread and devastating 

strategy men use to dominate women in personal life’ (Stark, 2007, p.8). Men’s use of 

‘coercive control’ in intimate partner relationships is enabled in a patriarchal society 

through the ongoing oppression of women as part of a system of male dominance over 

women.  However, ‘the oppression of women and animals are intertwined in patriarchal 

systems, and nowhere is this interconnection more apparent than in the co-occurrence of 

animal abuse and the abuse of women’ (Stevenson, 2018, p.246). Women continue to be 

oppressed across society by patriarchal gender norms while animals are conceptualised 

as ‘less important’ than humans as evident in notions of ‘ownership’ underpinned in 

varying UK animal welfare legislation. Adams (1994) explores the context for women’s 

oppression and the relationship it has with other forms of oppression.  Adams (1994) 

argues that women’s oppression is interwoven with that of animals and children. This is 

evident in the countless women and children who stay silent because of abuser’s threats 

to animals and where animals are hurt, neglected or killed to establish a climate of terror 

(Adams, 1994). Like women and children, animals are at risk of being killed by human 

perpetrators of abuse, often without any redress or public scrutiny (Taylor and Fraser, 

2019). 
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Existing research resonates with my research and positions ‘coercion’ and ‘control’ as 

fundamental reasons why perpetrators threaten, harm, neglect and in some cases kill 

animals (Flynn, 2000; Fitzgerald, 2005; Allen, 2006; Johnson, 2006; Gallagher et al, 2008; 

Hardesty et al, 2013). However, animal abuse does not feature in existing literature about 

coercive control. A humancentric approach dominates definitions and the prevailing public 

story about DVA across society. This conceptualisation focuses on the human victim-

survivor in isolation but undermines the status of the animal and the importance of the 

animal in the dynamics of abuse. We need to extend our current construction of DVA to 

include animals as victim-survivors.  This shift in conceptualisation will help us move away 

from a humancentric approach to understanding DVA to one that includes animals’ direct 

experiences of abuse as well as experiences of witnessing the abuse of humans (Taylor 

and Fraser, 2019). While the link between DVA, child abuse and animal abuse is 

uncontested across academic literature it is a link that is often missed (Gallagher et al, 

2008). In the context of professional responses with human victim-survivors animal abuse 

is often conceptualised as ‘less serious’ than the abuse of humans, not taken seriously, 

considered outside the remit of human services, or the significance of the bond that 

human victim-survivors have with animals is minimised (Newberry, 2017). There is an 

increasing body of academic and practice research that explores the link between animal 

abuse and DVA (Ascione, 2007; Flynn, 2007; Fitzgerald, 2007; Hardesty et al, 2013; 

Barrett et al, 2017).  

 

Despite the complexities of measuring the prevalence of any violent and abusive tactics it 

is most commonly estimated that animal abuse occurs in approximately half of all 

households affected by DVA where animals are within families (Ascione et al, 2007; 

Gallagher, 2008; Volant et al, 2008; Hardesty et al, 2013). However, some research states 

that rates of animal abuse could be significantly higher and actually occur in up to 89 per 

cent of cases where animals are present (Barrett et al, 2017).  We will never know the true 

extent of the problem because DVA remains such a hidden crime. What we do know is 

that perpetrators of DVA target animals as one way to intimidate, frighten, terrorise and 

exert power and control over adult and child victim-survivors (Flynn, 2000; Fitzgerald, 

2005; Allen, 2006; Johnson, 2006; Gallagher et al, 2008; Hardesty et al, 2013). 
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Much of the literature to date examining the link between animal abuse and DVA has been 

conducted in the United States, Canada and Australia and has focused almost entirely on 

examining the prevalence of animal abuse in DVA cases; children’s exposure to animal 

abuse and their propensity to commit animal abuse and violence against humans in 

adulthood: and, an exploration of the need for DVA services to consider animals in the 

safety planning of human victim-survivors (Ascione, 1997; Volant et al, 2008; Degrue and 

DiLillo, 2009). My research takes place in the UK and aims to expand on existing literature 

by exploring in detail the context, nature and dynamics about how animal abuse is used as 

a strategy of coercive control in DVA. The research also explores professional’s 

awareness and responses to all victim-survivors of DVA – animals and humans.  This 

study is one of the first studies in the UK in this area to apply a feminist research 

methodology that captures the lived experience of human victim-survivors and 

professionals working in the fields of DVA and animal welfare. 

Research Aims and Objectives 

The overall aim of this research was to explore animal abuse as a strategy of coercive 

control in the context of DVA.  The intention of this research is to continue to raise 

awareness about the significance of this issue in terms of safeguarding humans and 

animals. The more specific areas to be explored from the perspectives of victim-survivors 

and professionals were 

1. The relationship between victim-survivors of DVA and animals 

2. The nature and dynamics of animal abuse as a strategy of coercive control in DVA 

cases 

3. Whether animals are purchased by perpetrators as a specific means to coercively 

control victim-survivors 

4. The impact of animal abuse on victim-survivors of DVA 

5. Professional awareness and responses to the coexistence of animal abuse and 

DVA. 
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The third area of exploration was specifically requested by the Links Group, who are a 

national organisation with the purpose of raising awareness about the link between the 

abuse of people and animals through support, training and inter-agency working. The 

issue of animals being purchased by the abusive partner with the intent of using animals to 

coercively control victim-survivors is an area that the Links Group suggest has started to 

emerge in practice. This is an area that has not been specifically explored across existing 

research.  

The research questions under investigation were: 

1. How and why are animals used to coerce and control human victim-survivors of 

DVA and what are the implications for people and animals? 

2. To what extent are professionals aware of the coexistence of animal abuse and 

coercive control and how do professionals respond to victim-survivor’s concerns 

about the welfare of animals in their safety plans? 

The terms ‘domestic violence and abuse’, ‘domestic abuse’ and ‘violence and abuse’ are 

used to describe the phenomena under investigation.  I have made a conscious decision 

not to use the term ‘pet’ in my thesis wherever possible given the connotations that this 

term has which perpetuates notions of power asymmetry between humans and nonhuman 

animals. 
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Definition of Domestic Violence and Abuse 

During the final stages of writing up my thesis the Domestic Abuse Act 2021 came into 

force. The majority of the provisions set out in the Act apply to England and Wales.  The 

Domestic Abuse Act 2021 aims to create a statutory definition of domestic abuse which 

‘emphasises that domestic abuse is not just physical violence, but can also be emotional, 

coercive or controlling, and economic abuse’. This definition is yet to be published but it 

will also explicitly recognise children as victim-survivors of domestic abuse if they see, 

hear or otherwise experience the effects of abuse. Animals are not recognised in the Act 

as victim-survivors of DVA, but it is anticipated that animals will be mentioned in the 

guidance that underpins the Act when it is published. The provisions in the Domestic 

Abuse Act 2021 relate to devolved matters in Scotland and Northern Ireland. The 

Domestic Abuse (Scotland) Act 2018 and the Domestic Abuse and Civil Proceedings Act 

(Northern Ireland) 2021 apply to these areas of the UK. 

 

The current published definition of DVA in England and Wales which will be superseded 

when the new definition is published following the Domestic Abuse Act 2021 is: 

Any incident or pattern of incidents of controlling, coercive or threatening 
behaviour, violence or abuse between those aged 16 or over who are or have been 
intimate partners or family members regardless of gender or sexuality. This can 
encompass but is not limited to psychological, physical, sexual, financial and 
emotional abuse (HM Government, 2013) 

In addition to this definition the government provided further qualification regarding 

controlling and coercive behaviour and positioned so called ‘honour based’ violence, 

female genital mutilation and forced marriage under the umbrella of DVA as well as other 

forms of violence and abuse between wider family members.  For example, violence and 

abuse used by children against a parent or carer (HM Government, 2013; Wakeham, 

2016). In the current published Government definition, the term ‘domestic violence and 

abuse’ is used as opposed to ‘domestic abuse’.  This terminology was adopted by the 

Government in 2013 in an attempt to move away from ‘violence’ being the defining factor 

of domestic abuse.  
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Practitioner-Researcher Positionality 

I refer to my positionality as one of ‘practitioner-researcher’ in this research, also referred 

to as ‘insider-researcher’ for two reasons (Bryman, 2008; Gilbert, 2008). Firstly, I 

conducted research in an area that I am a practitioner in. When I started my PhD I was 

working part-time as an Independent Domestic Violence Advocate (IDVA) in Cornwall, 

England. I initially set out to explore violence and abuse in young LGBTQ+ relationships 

which would have been a follow on from the Research Masters study that I completed. 

However, as my practice took a new direction so too did my research interests.  During my 

time working as an IDVA supporting victim-survivors I became increasing aware that 

animals were also abused by perpetrators in the context of the abuse that people 

experienced. It was apparent to me that concerns about the welfare of animals and the 

bond between victim-survivors and animals was a very real barrier to escaping abuse. As 

a professional I felt frustrated that I was unable to offer a practical solution to victim-

survivors escaping with animals. After being made redundant from my IDVA post I started 

to research animal abuse in the context of DVA and consulted with victim-survivors and 

professionals about how to address the issue and better support people and animals to 

escape to safety. In August 2017 I founded Refuge4Pets with three founding Trustees and 

a £10,000 grant from The National Lottery. Refuge4Pets is a small charity that covers 

Devon and Cornwall and provides an animal fostering service to victim-survivors so that 

they can escape violent and abusive relationships with animals. The charity is one of four 

animal fostering services specifically for victim-survivors of DVA in the UK.  To date 

Refuge4Pets has fostered 316 animals (August 2017 – March 2021) for victim-survivors 

escaping DVA.   
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Initially my role with Refuge4Pets was on a voluntary basis where I delivered the service to 

victim-survivors alongside volunteer animal foster carers. The charity has gone from 

strength to strength and nearly four years on has five members of staff, eight Trustees and 

143 volunteers across Devon and Cornwall. Although, my role with the charity is less 

about frontline work with victim-survivors now, I still enjoy a level of direct work with victim-

survivors through the helpline, face to face during busy periods and providing guidance in 

complex cases. Through my practice and research roles I have become an active member 

of the Links Group. I am also a member of a number of local DVA forums and partnerships 

to help raise awareness about animal abuse as a strategy of coercive control and to 

situate Refuge4Pets as a key service within the coordinated community response to 

tackling DVA. 

Thesis Structure 

In the chapters that follow I explore the existing body of literature, set out my research 

methodology, present the findings and discuss key themes in the findings.  I go on to 

discuss the implication of the findings on practice and make recommendations for further 

research in this area. In chapter two I explore the literature relating to DVA theories, the 

implications of DVA for human victim-survivors and help seeking and agency responses to 

victim-survivors. In the third chapter I focus on animal abuse in the context of DVA and 

consider the status of animals in society, notions of animal welfare, the relationship 

between humans and animals, the dynamics of animal abuse in the context of DVA and 

the implications of this abuse.  Chapter four sets out the feminist methodological approach, 

research methods and ethical considerations.  I adopted a mixed method approach to data 

collection which has three phases.  In chapter five I present the findings from the national 

online survey. Chapter six sets out contextual information from semi-structured interviews 

about the types of abuse that participants and animals experienced. Chapter seven 

focuses on the findings from interviews with victim-survivors about how the bonds that they 

had with animals were exploited by perpetrators. In chapter eight I present the findings 

from semi-structured interviews with professionals working in the fields of DVA and animal 

welfare. In chapter nine I bring the findings together and identify the key themes that 

emerge from the findings and discuss these themes in detail. Chapter ten features my 

concluding comments before moving onto the final eleventh chapter which considers the 

strengths and limitations of the study.  
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In the next chapter I examine the existing literature relating to the wider phenomenon of 

DVA which provides contextual information that is important in order to develop an 

understanding about the dynamics and implications of animal abuse as a strategy of 

coercive control.  
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CHAPTER TWO: DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AND ABUSE 

Although this research is concerned with examining animal abuse in the context of DVA 

the following chapter provides important contextual information about the dynamics of 

DVA. In this chapter I set the scene in terms of the scale of DVA in the UK, varying 

theoretical constructs reflected across existing literature as well as exploring the impact 

that DVA has on human victim-survivors. I also explore varying professional agendas and 

the help seeking behaviour of victims-survivors of DVA.  In chapter three I specifically 

explore the literature regarding the status of animals in society, human / non-human 

animal relationships and animal abuse. I start by setting out the literature search 

procedures that I adopted for this chapter of the literature review.  

 

Literature Search Procedures 

I started the search for existing literature using the University of Bristol’s Library to search 

electronic databases subscribed to by the University and applied Boolean logic to search 

the literature. I searched for DVA literature and literature relating to animal abuse. 

Decisions about which research studies and scholarship to include in the literature review 

were based on the literature’s direct relevance to the research areas and questions.  

 

Identified literature was sifted in the first instance using the title and then by reviewing the 

abstract. At this stage in the literature search peer review journal articles, which offer a 

‘level of quality control’ and books were typically identified for inclusion in this research 

(Bryman, 2012, p.110). During the process of reviewing the literature located using the 

University of Bristol Library a ‘snowball’ search strategy identified further relevant literature 

from reference lists and bibliographies.  A narrative approach was used to ‘synthesise and 

assess the literature’ on the basis of the theoretical and methodological underpinnings and 

the results, findings, arguments, conclusions and motivation for the publication (Gilbert, 

2008, p.67).  Although the initial literature review was conducted at the beginning of the 

research, I continued to search for new literature throughout the duration of the research 

due to the inductive and interpretive nature of the research where theory develops and 

derives from the data and over time (Bryman, 2012).   
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The search for published literature was augmented by an internet search of grey literature 

using ‘google’, ‘google scholar’ (again using combinations of key search terms) and 

targeting the websites of organisations in the fields of DVA, animal welfare and 

safeguarding in the UK. These organisations included Women’s Aid, Safe Lives, National 

Centre for Domestic Violence, Refuge, RSPCA, Dogs Trust, Cats Protection, The Links 

Group, The Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons and the NSPCC. I included grey 

literature as I was aware from my practice experience that organisations had referred to 

the coexistence of animal abuse and DVA in publications which I wanted to explore in 

more detail. Literature identified through the internet search included websites and 

practice research reports. In total 146 academic and practice articles of literature were 

identified for inclusion in this research.   

 

The body of existing literature identified for inclusion in this section of the literature review 

occupies a range of disciplines spanning; sociology, psychology, criminology, social work, 

gender-based violence, health and law. Each of these disciplines come with their own 

methodological traditions which raises debates about approaches and contradictory 

results and findings which will be explored in the literature review (Flick, 2014).  The 

literature identified was situated on an international level, but was typically located in the 

United States, Canada, Australia and the UK. It is pertinent to reiterate that research 

conducted outside the UK should be approached with caution in terms of its transferability 

to the UK context due to varying definitions of DVA, methodological underpinnings and 

differing policy and legal contexts. I designed a research overview form which I completed 

when reviewing each piece of literature. This process enabled me to summarise the 

methodology, key findings and my analysis of the literature during the review.  

 

The Prevalence of Domestic Violence and Abuse 

Accurately measuring the prevalence of DVA is hugely problematic on a number of levels 

including (although not exhaustive) the issue of widespread under reporting which 

contributes to the ongoing hidden nature of DVA (Hester, 2009; Wakeham, 2016).  In any 

research methodology there are also issues associated with participant’s recall of 

experiences.  For example, research suggests that ‘women are more likely to minimise 

violence and abuse or overstate their own use of violence with males, while males are 

more likely to underestimate their use of violence and abuse’ in intimate partner 

relationships (Hester et al, 2010, p.255; Wakeham, 2016). Recall issues are closely linked 

to the complexities associated with ‘coercive control’ in terms of an individual’s perceived 
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‘non-reality’ or normalisation of DVA (Stark, 2007; Wakeham, 2016).  Additional 

complicating factors in terms of determining the prevalence of DVA include issues 

associated with an incident orientated criminal justice response to tackling DVA 

(Wakeham, 2016). The police response to DVA varies and there are a range of offences 

applied in DVA cases given that there is no specific offence of DVA aside from the offence 

of coercive control contained within the Serious Crime Act 2015 (Wakeham, 2016). This 

means that DVA is not always apparent on the basis of the offence alone. There are also 

inconsistences in the effectiveness of the coordinated community response and the 

validity and reliability of data captured at an agency level (Hester, 2006; Hester, 2009; 

Hester et al, 2010; Wakeham, 2016).    

 

Prevalence data on DVA in the Crime Survey of England and Wales (CSEW) is commonly 

used in the UK to estimate the size and scale of the problem. According to this data, an 

estimated 1.6 million women and 757,000 men experienced DVA in the year ending March 

2020 (ONS, 2020). A common statistic referred to in practice discourse is that ‘one in four 

women’ and ‘one in six men’ will experience DVA at some point in their life (Wakeham, 

2016; Shelter, 2018). However, these prevalence estimates obscure the gendered nature 

of severity and impacts regarding DVA. Women are disproportionately affected as victims-

survivors of DVA (Pitt et al, 2020). The official Crime Survey for England and Wales data 

‘caps’ the ‘maximum number of DVA related incidents in a series at five. Evidence 

suggests that once this cap is removed DVA increases by 70 per cent and this is mostly 

against women’ (NICE, 2016; Walby and Towers, 2018). ‘Both men and women perpetrate 

and experience DVA, but it is more common for men to perpetrate violence and abuse 

against women’ (NICE, 2016). This is particularly true for severe and repeated violence 

and sexual assault (NICE, 2016).  

 

Statistics alone do not provide the crucial contextual information about experiences of 

DVA and the impact of the abuse. For example, whether the abuse caused fear, power 

and control dynamics and information about repeat victimisation. ‘When these factors are 

taken into account the gendered nature of DVA becomes much more apparent’ (Women’s 

Aid, 2020). For women, DVA is entrenched in patriarchy, power and control and the deep-

rooted gender inequalities that exist in society. ‘Men do not experience DVA as part of 

embedded, structural inequalities against their gender to the extent that women do’ 

(Women’s Aid, 2020). In addition to gender inequality, consideration of structural 

inequalities provides important contextual information regarding women’s experiences of 
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DVA.  Structural inequalities bring about additional barriers and discrimination for victim-

survivors of DVA. For example, structural inequalities that impact accessing support and 

justice for Black, Asian and minority ethnic groups, LGBTQ+ survivors, disabled survivors 

and older and teen survivors. ‘Structural inequalities are also manipulated by perpetrators, 

as they strive for power and control over the victim-survivor’ (Women’s Aid, 2020).  

 

Domestic Violence and Abuse Theories 

The theory of ‘power and control’ whereby a partner uses violence and abuse to exert 

power over and control over an intimate partner is widely documented in feminist literature 

regarding DVA in adult heterosexual relationships (Johnson and Ferraro, 2000; 

Williamson, 2010; Hester, 2013; Wakeham, 2016). DVA is presented as strongly gendered 

with men cited as the largest group of perpetrators (Williamson, 2010; Hester, 2013; 

Wakeham, 2016). Hester argues that ‘men’s violence creates a context of fear and related 

to that control’ and that the ‘intensity and severity of violent and abusive behaviours from 

men is much more extreme’ than that used by women (Hester, 2009, p.8). As such, males’ 

use of violent and abusive behaviours in heterosexual adult relationships is ‘more often 

related to power and control issues’ (Saunders, 1986; Henning et al, 2003; Wakeham, 

2016). In comparison to this ‘incidents where females were recorded as perpetrators 

mainly involved verbal abuse, some physical, small numbers involved threats or 

harassment, but women were much more likely to use a weapon’ (Hester, 2013, p.628).  

An explanation offered for this is that women are more likely than men to perform 

‘desperate acts’ on the basis of self-defence, or in violent retaliation against their male 

partners (Johnson, 2006, p.1003). Pausing to reflect on the notion of ‘a desperate act’, we 

know very little about the circumstances in which women take their own lives and the 

relationship between suicide and DVA (Wakeham, 2016). Counting Dead Women and the 

Femicide Census profiles women killed by men in the UK, but the experiences of women 

who take their own lives in the context of DVA go unheard (Brennan, 2017). 

 

The Duluth Power and Control Wheel (DAIP, 1980) is a model that shows the varying 

strategies perpetrators use to gain power and control over a non-abusive partner. Power 

and control are at the centre of the wheel and the nine sections which surround it show the 

emotional, psychological and economic abuse that victim-survivors may experience (DAIP, 

1980). Perpetrators may also use physical and sexual abuse or threats of abuse to keep 

the victim-survivor in that relationship, or to keep them in their place.  The Domestic Abuse 

Intervention Program in Duluth (United States), captured the experiences of victim-
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survivors to produce the Wheel which is still widely used today in practice across the UK to 

raise awareness about the dynamics of DVA. The current version of the Duluth Power and 

Control Wheel (DAIP, 1980) does mention ‘abusing pets’ as a tactic of intimidation. 

However, the extent to which animals are used to coerce and control victim-survivors and 

the similarities between how animals and children are used by perpetrators as a strategy 

of coercive control are not reflected in the current version of the Duluth Power and Control  

Wheel (DAIP, 1980).  

 

Coercive Control 

Building on power and control theory Stark presents the theory of ‘coercive control’  

as a ‘liberty’ crime as it denies victim-survivors their basic human rights (2007, p.8). 

Women have shared their experiences of ‘coercive’ and ‘controlling’ behaviour for 

decades, describing how these experiences instilled fear in them, undermined their self-

confidence and self-esteem, isolated them, made them feel like they were walking on 

eggshells and served to entrap them in abusive relationships (Serum, 1979; Singer, 1979; 

DAIP, 1980; Hart, 1986; Okun, 1986; Ristock, 2002; Stark, 2007; Abrahams, 2010; 

Williamson, 2010, Pitman, 2015). Women have described how it can be the non-physical 

abuse that is the most difficult to cope with. Kirkwood describes six interconnecting and 

overlapping components of the non-physical abuse which are ‘degradation, fear, 

objectification, deprivation, overburden of responsibility and distortion of subjective reality’ 

(1993, p.61). We have come to understand these components as coercive control which is 

sometimes underpinned by physical and sexual violence, or the threat of such violence. 

But it is the nuances and complexities associated with coercive control that entraps victim-

survivors in abusive relationships (Pitman, 2015). However, the non-physical forms of 

abuse can be situated as ‘less serious’ than physical forms of abuse, but the reality is the 

lasting implications of the non-physical abuse can have a devasting impact on the lives of 

victim-survivors (Stark, 2007; Abrahams, 2010; Williamson, 2010; Pitman, 2015). Bruises 

heal, but being told you are useless, fat, ugly, worthless, mad, a bad parent, a bad animal 

owner, a rubbish partner and so on can all sit in the heart and mind for many years. 
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While Stark (2007) coined the term ‘coercive control’, the concept has been in plain sight 

for years and evident in the accounts of abuse given by survivors (Williamson, 2010). 

However, a focus on ‘violence’ as a key characteristic of DVA contributed to the invisibility 

of coercive control until more recently (Stark, 2007; Williamson, 2010). Until 2013 the 

terminology of ‘domestic violence’ was typically adopted in the UK which fuelled the notion 

that violence was the defining factor of abuse. Physical violence does not always occur in 

the context of DVA. Stark shares the experiences of survivors who  

 

had to answer the phone by the third ring, record every penny they spent, vacuum 
‘till you can see the lines’ and dress, walk, cook, talk and make love in specific ways 
and not in others, always with the ‘or else’ proviso hanging over their heads (2007, 
p.15).  

 

Such acts of ‘micro-regulation’ can be difficult for victim-survivors and outsiders to 

recognise and name as abuse let alone reconciling these acts of abuse as part of the 

pattern of coercive control occurring in day-to-day life (Stark, 2007: Williamson, 2010). In 

the words of Stark, ‘violence is easy to understand but coercive control is not’ (2007, p.15).  

 

Systems of patriarchy and the ‘devalued status of women’ in society, for example, as 

‘homemaker, ‘caretaker’ and ‘sexual partner’ act as an enabler for abusive men to coerce 

and control women, unnoticed by the outside world and often with little consequence 

(Stark, 2007, p.211). It is widely accepted in feminist academic research that coercive 

control is a form of abuse specific and unique to men’s abuse of women, although it can 

be applied more widely where there are power discrepancies (Stark, 2007; Williamson 

2010; Hester, 2013; Stark and Hester, 2019). As Stark writes 

 

The core tactics in coercive control build on practices that are governed by gender 
norms in relationships, such as ceding major financial decisions to men, or quitting 
work to make a home, or target devalued activities to which women are already 
consigned, like cooking, cleaning and childcare (2007, p.211).  
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Coercive control became a criminal offence in England and Wales in 2015 and in Northern 

Ireland in 2019. The offense of coercive and controlling behaviour was considered in 

Scotland but rejected in favour of the Domestic Abuse (Scotland) Act (2018) where 

defining characteristics of coercive control are central to the description of ‘what 

constitutes abusive behaviour’. Coercive behaviour is defined In the UK (with the 

exception of Scotland) as ‘an act or a pattern of acts of assault, threats, humiliation and 

intimidation or other abuse that is used to harm, punish, or frighten their victim’ (CPS, 

2015). Controlling behaviour constitutes 

 

a range of acts designed to make a person subordinate and/or dependent by 
isolating them from sources of support, exploiting their resources and capacities for 
personal gain, depriving them of the means needed for independence, resistance 
and escape and regulating their everyday behaviour (CPS, 2015).  

 

Despite coercive control being a criminal offence in parts of the UK it is a pattern of abuse 

that does not fit easily within an evidential criminal justice system.  This is apparent in low 

reporting, prosecutions, convictions and sentences for coercive control (as with all DVA). 

In England and Wales there were just 584 defendants prosecuted for coercive and 

controlling behaviour in the year ending December 2019 (ONS, 2020). Of these 

defendants 97 per cent were male and 293 were convicted or sentenced for coercive and 

controlling behaviour (ONS, 2020).  

 

Comparisons have been drawn between the experiences and implications of the abuse of 

victim-survivors of DVA and prisoners of war (Stark, 2007; Jones, 2009). In early research 

Romero (1985) explored the strategies used on prisoners of war and victim-survivors of 

DVA (termed battered wives in the research).  Romero (1985) found similarities between 

strategies particularly in the use of ‘psychological abuse’. These similarities included the 

use of emotional dependency based on ‘intermittent reinforcement’ and ‘isolation’ from 

victim-survivor’s support systems which resulted in ‘validation of the assailant’s beliefs and 

behaviours’ (Romero, 1985, p.537). This early research starts to document what we have 

come to understand and name ‘coercive control’. The key difference was in the 

hierarchical structures in which the abuse took place. Victim-survivors of DVA experienced 

abuse in the context of a patriarchal system underpinned and reinforced by gender norms. 

In earlier investigations into strategies used on prisoners of war Farber et al (1957) 

classified strategies used by captors under the term ‘coercion’ but found three themes of 
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‘debilitation’, ‘dread’ and ‘dependency’. The tactics used to create these states echo the 

experiences of survivors of DVA and include, isolation, interrogation, sleep deprivation, 

rationing water and food, forcing the prisoner to stand for hours to debilitate victims. Dread 

was accomplished through humiliation and degradation or threats of torture and death 

(Farber et al, 1957). Dependency was created in contradictory ways from the reliance of 

the victim on the captor to have their basic needs met, but also through sporadic acts of 

perceived kindness and apologetic gestures (Farber et al, 1957).  

 

These tactics of ‘coercion’ can be overlayed with Walker’s (1979) ‘cycle of abuse’ model 

which shows the pattern of abuse and includes, ‘tension building’, ‘the incident’, 

‘reconciliation’ and ‘calm’. The contradictory and contrasting stages can happen over any 

period of time and involve varying abuse tactics with the impact of instilling fear, control 

and entrapment.  Ironically, abusive relationships start with and involve notions of ‘love’ 

which can open the door to ‘domination, coercion and control’ (Abrahams and Murray, 

2010; Taylor and Fraser, 2019; Women’s Aid, 2020). ‘The themes of love, loyalty and pain 

provide context and insight into the complexities, shock, and confusion’ so many victim-

survivors subjected to DVA feel (Taylor and Fraser, 2019, p.29). 

 

Stark (2007) uses a hostage analogy in his comparison between the treatment of 

prisoners of war and survivors and makes the point about the importance of the 

hierarchical structure in which the abuse takes place.  Echoing Romero’s (1985) earlier 

work Stark (2007) emphasises that while prisoners of war and victim-survivors of DVA 

experience similar strategies of abuse the hierarchical structure in which the abuse takes 

place is different. For victim-survivors of DVA the abuse takes place in the ‘home’ and is 

underpinned by patriarchy (Johnson, 2011; Faver and Strand, 2003). Stark emphasised 

one of the implications of the abuse that was profoundest for victim-survivors of DVA 

compared to prisoners of war was the sense of shame that they felt.  

 

An even more profound shame infects women who have experienced coercive 
control because of the familiarity of the setting where the abuse occurs, the 
widespread assumption they have freely chosen their lot, and because there is 
much less clarity than in other capture crimes about the duress under which they 
enact humiliating rituals, have sex with strangers, commit crimes contrary to their 
nature, or hurt or allow others to hurt their children in ways they know are 
inappropriate (2007, p.205).  
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Typology Theory 

Johnson (2006) presents a typology theory of DVA which recognises theories of power 

and control and coercive control. Johnson’s (2006) typology theory presents four distinct 

types of DVA. In Johnson’s theory ‘intimate terrorism’ relates to high-risk DVA cases that 

we may expect to see reported to the police and discussed at Multi-Agency Risk 

Assessment Conferences (MARACs), a key intervention in the Coordinated Community 

Response to tackling DVA in the UK (Donovan and Hester, 2014; Wakeham, 2016). 

‘Violent resistance’ is akin with the ‘self-defence’ hypothesis of DVA where one partner 

uses violence in retaliation of the violence and abuse they experience (Johnson, 2006; 

Wakeham, 2016). ‘Situational couple violence’ is defined by both partners using violence 

in certain circumstances. ‘Mutual violent control’ is referred to as occurring when both 

partners vie for control in an intimate partner relationship (although cases are rare) (Hester 

and Donovan, 2014, p,12).  Johnson argues that each typology of DVA should be treated 

as a separate phenomenon to be explored and understood differently and that ‘failure to 

distinguish among these typologies in research leaves us with literature that, to a large 

extent, may be uninterpretable’ (2006, p.1003). While there have been similar attempts to 

categorise typologies of DVA such as Kimmel’s (2002) theory that distinguishes between 

‘expressive violence’ and ‘control motivated’ violence and abuse and Edleson’s typologies 

(1999), Johnson’s remains the most widely discussed in UK practice. However, applying 

Johnson’s typology theory can be problematic (Wakeham, 2016). Without consideration to 

the wider DVA theory and the gendered nature of DVA the concern is that ‘situational 

couple violence’ and ‘mutual violent control’ are positioned as episodes of abuse where 

both partners are ‘just as bad as one another’.  
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Intersectionality 

Intersectionality explores the issue of DVA with consideration to intersections of various 

systems of power and structural inequality. For example, age, race, disability, sexual 

orientation, gender identity and so on. It is a concept routed in a feminist epistemology and 

central to gender theory (Walby et al, 2012). Intersectionality refers to both a ‘theory and 

analytical tool’ which can extend our ‘understanding of experience by providing a lens 

through which the structural context and its relationship to individual experience can be 

explored’ (Hiebert-Murphy et al, 2011, p.41). Intersectionality has helped to ‘reflect and 

construct the diversity of voices and experiences’ that are impacted by DVA (Stanley and 

Humphreys, 2015, p.15).  

 
Feminist analysis has moved beyond the longstanding critique of the focus on class 
in classical sociology, beyond the construction of a special set of studies of gender 
parallel to sub-fields of ethnicity, disability, age, sexual orientation and religion and 
towards the theoretical recognition of the importance of the intersection of multiple 
inequalities, although there remain significant differences as to how this should 
proceed (Walby et al, 2012, p. 224).  

 

Intersectionality allows us to view varying social issues and phenomenon such as DVA 

from the perspectives of the many intersections of the population in relation to the systems 

of power and structural inequalities at play. For example, to examine DVA in same sex 

relationships while gender and power analysis can be applied, intersectionality allows for a 

deeper analysis taking into account differing experiences and meanings (Renzetti, 1992). 

Donovan and Hester indicated in their research that ‘age’ (being under 35), ‘lower income 

levels’ and ‘lower educational attainment’ were more significant risk factors than gender in 

terms of experiences of violence and abuse in same sex relationships (2014, p.101).  

While there are similarities across the experiences of lesbian, gay and bisexual 

participants (trans people are significantly underrepresented in the research) in relation to 

DVA, as well as some gender differences, disparity of intersectional factors such as ‘age’, 

‘income’, ‘community knowledge’, ‘class’ and ‘education’ were much more ‘marked than 

gender in terms of risk factors for potential abuse and heightened impact’ (Donovan and 

Hester, 2014, p.119; Wakeham, 2016).  
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The Impact That Domestic Violence and Abuse Has on Victim-Survivors 

DVA can have a devastating impact on the lives of victim-survivors, both adults and 

children. When thinking about the consequences of DVA it is important to consider the 

impact (mental, emotional, physical, social and financial) on the individual victim-survivor, 

family and children, as well as the wider societal costs including the costs of police, health, 

other service responses and time off paid employment by victim-survivors. The total cost 

of DVA in the UK for victim-survivors, the State and employers is estimated at around £66 

billion each year (Home Office, 2019).  

 

Many victim-survivors are forced to flee the situation leaving behind their homes, family, 

animals, support network, employment, education and possessions to rebuild their lives in 

unfamiliar surroundings.  Despite policy and legislative advances, the focus remains firmly 

on victim-survivors to flee as opposed to holding perpetrators to account and the State to 

account in its obligation to ‘respect, protect and fulfil women’s human rights’ (Femicide 

Census, 2020).  According to the Femicide Census (2020) 1,424 women and girls aged 14 

and over were killed by men in the UK between 2009 – 2018. This equates to two women 

or girls being killed each week in the UK by men.  The majority of women killed by men 

were aged between 26 and 55 and the murderer was typically a current/former partner (62 

per cent), or family member (10 per cent) (Femicide Census, 2020). Of the women and 

girls killed by a current or former partner 43 per cent had separated or taken steps to 

separate which highlights just how dangerous leaving an abusive relationship can be. Of 

the 378 women killed who had left or taken steps to leave 89 per cent were killed within 

the first year and 38 per cent within the first month. Just because a women leaves, or has 

left a perpetrator does not mean she is free of danger (Femicide Census, 2020). The 

Femicide Census also found that in 46 per cent of all murder cases (658) the perpetrator 

had a history of (reported) violence against the victim or other people, in 29 cases the 

perpetrator had killed before (Femicide Census, 2020). 
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Abrahams and Murray (2010) explore the impact of DVA in terms of undermining and 

denying victim-survivors’ human needs. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Human Need (1987) sets 

out a model for human needs which includes physiological needs for survival and levels of 

personal and emotional needs. Abrahams and Murray compared stories of survivors with 

the levels of need in Maslow’s Hierarchy (1987) and found experiences of DVA 

demolished this structure resulting in a ‘loss of personal identity, destruction of confidence 

and self-esteem, isolation from potential support systems and growth of fear and 

uncertainty’ (2010, p.23).  For some victim-survivors even access to basic needs for 

survival such as food, water, shelter and clothing were controlled and denied by the 

perpetrator (Abrahams and Murray, 2010).  

 

DVA has considerable implications on many survivors’ physical and mental health. 

Exposure to the trauma of abuse can leave some survivors suffering Post Traumatic 

Stress Disorder (PTSD) for years if not decades (Kemp, 1990; Padala et al, 2006; Stark, 

2007; Pitt et al 2020). Padala et al (2006) suggests that PTSD is more common in women, 

but that PTSD is less researched in women than in men.  Kemp et al (1990) conducted 

research with 77 women in a shelter and 84 per cent of women met the criteria for PTSD 

based on their self-reports. PTSD results from exposure to a ‘traumatic stressor defined as 

an acute event which threatens life, violates the person, or has the potential for doing so 

followed by an initial reaction of fear, horror or helplessness’ (Padala et al, 2006, p.278).   

 

DVA affects people of all ages, but less is known about the impact of DVA for older adults. 

For this group the hidden nature of DVA can be further increased due to historical notions 

of DVA being a ‘private matter’ that happens behind closed doors and the likelihood that 

any children will be adults living independently. Experiences of DVA in older adults can be 

further compounded by issues such as health, care and support needs at home, financial 

security and inheritance loneliness which act as significant barriers to escaping abuse for 

this age group (Knight and Hester, 2016, p.464). In all age groups, DVA may involve more 

emotional and psychological abuse than physical violence but it is thought that DVA is 

even more emotional and less physical in older adults (Band-Winterstein and Eisikovits, 

2009; Roberto et al, 2014; Knight and Hester, 2016). ‘The effects of the ongoing non-

physical abuse are significant, and range from higher rates of mental health problems to 

increased reports of poor physical health’ (Knight and Hester, 2016, p.464) 
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The Implications of Domestic Violence and Abuse for Children and Young People 

The implications for adult and child victim-survivors of DVA are not dissimilar. Like adult 

victim-survivors, children and young people can be confused by the contradictory and 

contrasting behaviour of the perpetrator.  The perpetrator is both an abusive parent, 

stepparent or adult and someone who intermittently displays acts of kindness and ‘love’. 

Like adults, children and young people’s understanding of abuse can be intertwined with 

feelings of ‘love’ and ‘obligation’ to the perpetrator (Neale and Flowerdew, 2007, p.28). 

The impact of DVA on children and young people may vary hugely based on the types of 

violence and abuse experienced, severity, access to support, personal agency and 

resilience (Neale and Flowerdew, 2007; Morris et al, 2015; Pitt et al, 2020). There is a 

wide body of literature that explores the impact of DVA on children and young people with 

a unanimous consensus that exposure to DVA increases the risks of children suffering 

short and long term impacts which include ‘effects on their behaviour, social development, 

physical and mental health, educational attainment and quality of life’ (McGee, 2000; 

Abrahams and Murray, 2010; NSPCC, 2018; Gregory, 2020; Pitt et al, 2020). Exposure to 

DVA ‘undermines the agency of the child, their capacity to act, interact and influence the 

shape of their childhood’ (Neale and Flowerdew, 2007, p.28). 

 

Common physical and mental health implications for children and young people cited in 

research include fear, sadness, feelings of worthlessness, depression, anxiety, sleep 

problems, anger, shock, suicidal thoughts or feelings, struggling to build or maintain 

relationships with friends, distrust and feelings of embarrassment and stupidity (Donovan 

and Hester, 2014; NSPCC, 2018). The feelings of children and young people exposed to 

DVA can manifest in a number of ways including; behavioural problems, becoming 

withdrawn, denial, enhanced protection and loyalty towards the abuser, seeking refuge 

away from the violence and abuse, running away, suicide, self-harm, self-medicating with 

substances, excelling in other aspects of life such as at school as a distraction tactic 

(McGee, 2000; NSPCC. 2018; Pitt et al, 2020).  For some children and young people, they 

also experience stress related health problems (McGee, 2000).  Like adult victim-survivors 

children can also experience PTSD (Abrahams and Murray, 2016). The ways young 

people learn to cope with violence and abuse can become an ‘established pattern of 

behaviour or way of viewing the world, which may be seen by others as maladaptive’ 

(McGee, 2000, p.106).  
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A large body of literature refers to exposure to violence and abuse in childhood family 

relationships as being a forerunner for experiences of violence and abuse in adult 

relationships (Ascione, 1997; Lavoie et al 2000; McGee, 2000; Baldry, 2003; Currie, 2006; 

Duncan et al, 2005; Wakeham, 2016; NSPCC, 2018).  Research indicates that 

experiences of child abuse and neglect (other than exposure to parental DVA) are a ‘key 

risk factor in terms of an individual’s likelihood to experience or use violence and abuse in 

their adult relationships, with experiences of child sexual abuse being the most apparent 

risk factor’ (Barter, 2009, p.222). This ‘cycle of abuse’ theory is problematic on a number of 

levels and should be approached with caution as a ‘causal relationship’ between young 

experiences and adult experiences of violence and abuse are not explicit or consistently 

evident across academic and practice research (Radford and Hester, 2006; Wakeham, 

2016).  Many young people who are exposed to DVA in childhood will not experience or 

use violence and abuse in their own intimate partner relationships (Radford and Hester, 

2006; Wakeham, 2016).  

 

Similarly, much of the research examining ‘the link’ between animal abuse and DVA 

focuses heavily on child victim’s exposure to animal abuse and their propensity to commit 

animal abuse and violence against humans in adulthood as a result of this early exposure 

(DeGue and DiLillo, 2009; Krienert et al, 2012; Febres et al, 2014; Bright et al, 2018).  

Theories of ‘graduation’, or ‘progression’ argue that there is a direct graduation from 

abusing animals and then progressing on to abusing humans. (Riggs et al, 2018).  These 

theoretical frameworks are typically situated in research conducted from a 

psychological/pathological perspective which have a number of methodological and 

theoretical shortcomings. ‘Graduation’ and ‘progression’ theories imply a time ordered 

sequence of violence and abuse where animal abuse is less serious, or a ‘learning ground’ 

for acts of violence against humans. This hypothesis fails to reflect the numerous social 

and contextual factors relating to the use of any form of violence and abuse and over 

emphasises any link. Theories of ‘graduation’ and ‘progression’ situate violence and abuse 

against animals and children as a learnt behaviour based on childhood exposure to animal 

abuse in the context of DVA which is akin with the ‘individualistic’ and ‘psychological’ 

conceptualisation of DVA which situates the issue as a problem for that individual to 

resolve.  
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Not all children exposed to animal abuse will commit animal abuse or abuse humans and 

likewise not all children who abuse animals will abuse humans and vice versa (Flynn, 

2011).  As Flynn states, ‘rather than being a predictor or a distinct step in the development 

if increasing criminal behaviour or violent behaviour, animal abuse, is one of many 

antisocial behaviours committed by individuals in society’ (2011, p.459). There are many 

reasons why children, particularly boys, commit animal abuse. It may be a marker of family 

violence as children and young people who experience trauma can have difficulty 

regulating emotions and behaviour (Bright et al, 2018). Other explanations offered are that 

children may commit animal abuse out of curiosity, lack of empathy or attachment to an 

animal. Children may choose to exert their limited power over an animal or kill an animal to 

end the torture that an animal has endured by their father (Flynn, 2011; Bright et al, 2018). 

There are multiple pathways that lead to and from and through animal abuse. Dominant 

discourses of ‘progression’ and ‘graduation’ close off other ways of conceptualising and 

theorising about other causes and pathways of animal abuse. Assumptions that animal 

abuse is pathological ignore the numerous social and cultural factors at play such as how 

animals are constructed in societies, sentience, power and control and patriarchy (Flynn, 

2011). In the next chapter I explore relationships between humans and animals in more 

detail.  
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Help Seeking and Agency Responses to Victim-Survivors of Domestic Violence and Abuse 

Victim-survivors can live with DVA for many years without seeking support for complex 

and varying reasons. For example, confusing and contradictory notions of ‘love’ for an 

abusive partner, a sense of fear for their own lives, or the safety/loss of children, animals 

and others entraps victim-survivors in abusive relationships. There are also many practical 

factors that prevent victim-survivors from leaving including, feeling that they have nowhere 

to go, no access to money, transport, disruption of work/school and so on (Women’s Aid, 

2020). According to the Safelives Insights IDVA National Dataset (2019-2020) which 

reviews data relating to victim-survivors who are referred to the IDVA (Independent 

Domestic Violence Advocate) service, victim-survivors experience an average of 50 

incidents of abuse before getting effective help. From the sample of survivors involved in 

the research Safelives (2019-2020) found that on average high-risk victim-survivors live 

with DVA for 2.3 years before seeking help and for medium risk victim-survivors this was 

three years. Risk relating to DVA in the UK context is commonly measured using the 

Domestic Abuse Stalking and Harassment (DASH) Risk Checklist (Richards, 2009). A 

victim-survivor is deemed ‘high risk’ when they are at risk of significant harm or homicide 

(Richards, 2009).  

 

There are many victim-survivors of DVA that remain in violent and abusive relationships 

who never speak out about their experiences. Despite many positive advances in terms of 

how we respond to DVA the question ‘why doesn’t she just leave’ rather than ‘why does he 

not stop’ continues to be asked by professionals and by society at large (Drive, 2020). This 

line of questioning places the blame and responsibility on the victim-survivor and fails to 

take into account the many personal and structural barriers that prevent women from 

leaving (Stanley and Humphreys, 2015). The complexities and nuances associated with 

coercive control and experiences of multiple forms of abuse and the implications of trauma 

make each victim-survivor’s reason for staying unique to their situation. However, an 

analysis of the ‘social contexts’ and ‘social worlds’ in which ‘violence’ and ‘victimisation’ 

are conceptualised is essential in terms of developing an understanding about help 

seeking (Thapar-Bjorkert and Morgan, 2010).  Using sexual violence as an example, the 

appearance and behaviour of female victim-survivors is often interrogated in sexual 

offences against them. A brutal legal process puts victim-survivors of sexual violence on 

trial making convictions all too rare (Safelives, 2015). This focus creates a culture of ‘victim 

blame and normalisation’ of violence and abuse which makes reporting crimes or seeking 

help very difficult (Thapar-Bjorkert and Morgan, 2010).  Notions of victim blaming are 
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promoted in the media which fuels the normalisation of certain forms of violence and 

abuse and diverts responsibility away from the perpetrator (Thapar-Bjorkert and Morgan, 

2010; Williamson and Lombard, 2021). A culture of ‘blame’ and ‘responsibility’ serves to 

‘disempower’ women who experience DVA and sexual violence (Thapar-Bjorkert and 

Morgan, 2010, p.51). The burden of responsibility is placed on women for their 

victimisation.  In doing so victim blaming absolves perpetrators from accepting 

accountability (Morgan, 2010).  

 

Victim-survivors develop safety strategies in an attempt to negotiate day to day life in an 

abusive relationship. Although the implications of living with DVA are significant Abrahams 

and Murray refer to the resilience victim-survivors develop in navigating abuse 

 

Victim-survivors did not see themselves as totally helpless or passive within the 
relationship, within the constraints imposed on them, they were doing their best to 
care for themselves and their children. Knowing better than anyone else, what the 
level of risk to themselves and their children was likely to be at anyone time they 
monitored their behaviour and that of the children, acted to defuse tensions and 
tried to please and satisfy the abuser (2010, p.21). 

 

This sense of victim-survivors being the experts in terms of the level of risk that they face 

is often overlooked by professionals. Victim-survivors want ‘safety, security, to live without 

fear, to be free to act for themselves, to be treated with respect and valued’ which is the 

‘converse’ of the abusive relationship (Abrahams and Murray, 2010, p.19). However, 

victim-survivors’ experiences of seeking help can be mixed. The range of social contexts 

and social worlds which inform professionals’ attitudes, assumptions and practices can 

have varying implications on victim-survivors’ experiences of seeking help. For example, 

police are concerned with a statement to prosecute the offender, solicitors have the role of 

legal advisors, children’s social care are concerned with the safety of the child, domestic 

abuse services are focused on the safety of the victim-survivor, health workers are 

concerned with treatment and so on. It is also the case that not all professionals will be 

present in multi-agency spaces and ‘lead professionals’ are assigned based on the 

hierarchy of professionals which is typically based on legal and statutory duties 

(Williamson, 2000; Radford and Hester, 2015). 
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Hester refers to the model of ‘three planets’ as a ‘way of conceptualising what is 

happening for practitioners on the ground’ and to explain their varying agendas and 

approaches to intervention (2011, p.838). Hester positions three key areas of work around 

victim-survivors of DVA as being the ‘domestic violence and abuse planet’, ‘child 

protection planet’ and ‘child contact planet’ which operate as three quite separate planets 

as professionals have different ‘histories, cultures, laws and populations’ (Hester, 2011, 

p.839). The result of which is ‘tensions and contradictions in professional discourses and 

practices that make the effective tackling of DVA more difficult and may result in outcomes 

that are likely to be contradictory for those individuals on the receiving end’ (Hester, 2011, 

p.839). 

 

The ‘child protection planet’ is focused on the child and the legal framework governing this 

planet is safeguarding and child protection policy and legislation such as the Children Act 

1989/2004 and Adoption and Children Act 2002. On this planet women are positioned as 

being responsible for their children’s safety and they are often encouraged to leave violent 

and abusive relationships to keep their children safe and by consequence the abusive 

partner receives less focus (Hester, 2011). As Thapar-Bjorkert and Morgan succinctly put 

it, ‘the burden of responsibility is placed on women for their victimisation’ which also 

enables perpetrators to avoid accountability (2010, p.33). The ‘child protection planet’ is 

concerned with mandatory ‘intervention of the state’ to prevent suffering and significant 

harm to vulnerable children. This welfare approach in many cases implicitly positions the 

non-abusive parent (typically mothers) as ‘failing to protect’ their children if they do not 

leave violent and abusive relationships. Child protection social work practice still struggles 

to respond to families in ways that are not punitive or threatening, undermining the 

autonomy and agency of victim-survivors (Pitman, 2015; Stanley and Humphreys, 2015). 

This approach often fails to understand or consider the dynamics and impact of coercion 

and control for the victim-survivor which binds them to their abuser. As Pitman emphasises 

in her research into living with coercive control, understanding the centrality of coercive 

control to DVA is crucial to ‘correctly assess the safety and consequences of women and 

children living with DVA’ (2015, p.145). But one of the issues on the child protection planet 

is that social workers who occupy this planet are not routinely and consistently trained 

about the complex dynamics of coercive control. The balance between managing risk and 

valuing the autonomy of victim-survivors is vital as counterproductive interventions with 

practitioners may result in the potential for an escalation of risk, disengagement and an 

increased determination to keep abuse secret (Barter, 2009).  There are systemic 
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contradictions across the culture, practice and discourse that professionals working on the 

‘child protection planet’ use compared to those working on the ‘domestic violence and 

abuse planet’.   

 

The ‘domestic violence and abuse planet’ focuses on the safety and protection of those 

who experience violence and abuse.  Criminal justice laws such as the Domestic Violence, 

Crimes and Victims (Amendment) Act 2012 and Serious Crime Act (2015) as well as civil 

justice frameworks inform the work of professionals on this planet. The professional 

population on this planet includes roles such as Independent Domestic Violence 

Advocates (IDVAs), refuge workers and other advocacy/support roles. On this planet the 

approach is centred around empowerment and promoting the rights and autonomy of 

victim-survivors and is sympathetic to the complexities and multi-faceted nature of DVA.  

On the ‘domestic violence and abuse planet’ the focus of professionals is mainly on the 

adult victim-survivor (Hester, 2011, p.841).  Professionals are often not child protection 

experts, but they have a responsibility to assess the risk a child faces as well as the adult 

victim and make appropriate referrals to professionals on the ‘child protection planet’.  On 

the domestic violence and abuse planet the perpetrator is conceptualised as ‘a violent and 

abusive male partner or ex-partner and the female victim-survivor is deemed in need of 

protection and support’ (Hester, 2011, p.841).  A stark contradiction to how mothers and 

abusive partners or ex partners are conceptualised on the ‘child protection planet’ and 

‘child contact planet’.  

 

On the ‘domestic violence and abuse planet’ ‘risk’ has become a rationing device for the 

provision of support in times of austerity (Morgan, 2010, Safelives, 2015).  This has 

resulted in the loss of many professionals working on this planet, refuges and the 

commissioning of services based on delivery cost as opposed to expertise in the field in 

some areas of the UK (Womens Aid, 2018). This has meant that in many areas of the UK 

only victim-survivors assessed to be high-risk receive advocacy support from a DVA 

professional. While this support for high-risk victim-survivors is absolutely necessary, 

preventative support needs to happen earlier where it is possible to prevent escalation.  

Political rhetoric is not always met with action and there are contradictions in the 

Government’s strategy Ending Violence Against Women and Girls (HM Government, 

2016) and the reality of frontline service provision.   
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Hester’s (2011) third planet is the ‘child contact planet’ where the focus is less about child 

protection and DVA, but instead on a child/children having access to both parents. This 

planet undermines the victim-survivor’s experiences and presents a significant contraction 

where children are concerned. On the one hand the ‘child protection planet’ stipulated 

leaving the abusive partner as being paramount to the child/children’s protection, but the 

‘child contact planet’ presents that abuser as being ‘a good enough parent’ and granted 

access (Hester, 2011, p.838).  The ‘child contact planet’ provides a context for the abuse 

to continue (Abrahams and Murray, 2010). Court orders ‘endorse a sense of entitlement’ in 

abusive fathers and leave children (and the non-abusive parent) particularly isolated and 

vulnerable to further abuse (Stanley and Humphreys, 2015). Concerns about the family 

court arena can be a very real barrier for victim-survivors seeking help. Victim-survivors 

have shared how their mental health can be used against them by the perpetrator to 

position them as a ‘bad parent’ (Abrahams and Murray, 2010, p.120).  This is also the 

case on the ‘child contact planet’ where victim-survivors fear professional stigma and 

perpetrators presenting mental health as a concern in terms of the victim-survivor’s ability 

to parent (Morris et al, 2015; Ministry of Justice, 2020).   

 

The health arena is another important context in which victim-survivors may seek help. 

Considerable work and emphasis has gone into training General Practitioners (GPs) about 

how to spot the signs of DVA and appropriately respond through the Identification and 

Referral to Improve Safety (IRIS) program.  As well as training health professionals a focus 

has been placed on the consistent recording of DVA AND better inter-agency working, for 

example, IDVAs being present in hospitals and GP surgeries. Historically health 

professionals have struggled with a lack of training around DVA, a focus on treating 

physical injuries alone, cultural myths and stereotypes that perpetuate professional 

frustrations about the treatment of DVA related injuries and a medical hierarchy 

(Williamson, 2000).  

 

The medical hierarchy refers to the reality that within this hierarchy non-medical 

professionals such as health visitors, who are ideally placed to identify and respond to 

DVA are not present in medical teams (Williamson, 2000). Although health visitors are 

present at Multi-agency Risk Assessment Conferences there remain issues associated 

with a lack of inter-agency working in large health teams.  Among the findings the IRIS for 

women experiencing DVA program found that not being specifically asked about DVA by 

GPs was a real barrier to disclosures of abuse by victim-survivors (Feder, 2011). This 
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resulted from factors including GPs historically not being trained in DVA, pressure to 

complete consultations within a given time and perceptions that issues relating to DVA 

(other than treatment of the impacts) were outside the remit of their role (Feder, 2011; 

Morgan et al, 2016). The issues historically present in the health arena and those still 

present today are not unique to health.  These issues are echoed, or similar across large 

institutions such as education and social care.  

 

In summary, accurately measuring the prevalence of DVA is hugely problematic on a 

number of levels, but most markedly this is due to the ongoing hidden nature of DVA 

across society. Although both men and women perpetrate and are victimised by DVA 

women are disproportionately experience DVA (Pitt et al, 2020).  

 

Coercive control is an intrinsic feature of DVA with many complex nuances that entrap 

victim-survivors in abusive relationships. DVA can have a devasting impact on the lives of 

all victim-survivors.  Women and children are impacted is similar ways which can have 

long term implications for their health and wellbeing.  

 

Despite progress in terms of the professional response to tackling DVA through policy, 

legislation and practice advances women continue to carry the burden for their 

victimisation in society. This is evident in low reporting of DVA, low conviction rates and 

the various tensions and contradictions evident through professional discourse and 

practices that victim-survivors are forced to navigate. In the next chapter I examine the 

literature in relation to animal abuse in the context of DVA.  
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CHAPTER THREE: ANIMAL ABUSE IN THE CONTEXT OF DOMESTIC 

VIOLENCE AND ABUSE 

In this chapter I explore the existing literature relating to the status of animals in society, 

notions of animal welfare and the theoretical understandings of the relationship between 

humans and animals. I explore the literature relating to the prevalence of animal abuse in 

the context of DVA, animal abuse as a strategy of coercive control and the implications of 

animal abuse for all victim-survivors (animals, adults and children). I also explore 

professional knowledge and recognition about animal abuse in the context of DVA.  I 

applied the same procedures to search existing literature as in the previous section. The 

body of existing literature identified for inclusion occupies the disciplines of animal forensic 

pathology, veterinary science, animal welfare, gender-based violence and law. 

 

The Status of Nonhuman Animals in Society and Animal Welfare 

While the relationship between humans and animals has developed considerably over 

time the relationship continues to centre largely on animals being ‘owned’ by humans to 

fulfil a certain purpose which vary considerably across societies and cultures.  In the UK 

today animals fulfil a number of human purposes which include, while not an exhaustive 

list, companionship, therapeutic and health benefits, status, food, hunting, clothing, 

experimentation, amusement and entertainment (Preece and Chamberlain, 1993; 

Francione, 2000; Franklin et al, 2007). The relationship between humans and animals 

dates back thousands of years. Animals have played an intrinsic role in the development 

of human culture across the globe. ‘Humanity is not only itself a part of the animal realm, 

but also a species whose history has developed directly out of its relationship to other 

sentient beings’ (Preece and Chamberlain, 1993, p.5). Historically, western civilisation has 

placed humanity external to, and above nature, rather than within nature.  This disparity of 

overall power in society between humans and animals is evident in the way that we exploit 

animals for our own personal gain and destroy their natural habitats to meet our perceived 

needs (Preece and Chamberlain, 1993; Francione, 2000).  

 

Early relationships between humans and animals was first one where animals were hunted 

by humans for food and clothing. Animals such as sheep, goats, cattle and pigs were first 

domesticated, in the sense that they were kept and owned by humans, in the Neolithic 

period (3900-1700 BC) to provide a steady source of food and clothing that hunting alone 

could not provide (Preece and Chamberlain, 1993). As farming developed the role of 
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certain animals changed and animals were kept by humans to perform various working 

roles. For example, horses for ploughing the land and transport, dogs for hunting and 

herding, cats for mousing and ratting (Preece and Chamberlain, 1993). The shift to 

keeping ‘purely domesticated’ animals (without a specific purpose) happened around 

11,500 years ago when dogs were kept in households and the domesticated cat appeared 

at least 4500 years ago (Preece and Chamberlain, 1993). In the mid twentieth century 

animals such as dogs and cats were more likely to be kept outdoors. Today, many animals 

are allowed into the living room, bedrooms and on furniture (Franklin et al, 2007). Over 

time the conceptualisation of animals has changed, and animals have become a part of 

families and household.  

 

Animals played a key role in revolutionising farming and the mining industry to lessen the 

work burden on humans right up until the industrial revolution when machinery largely took 

over in the western world (1760-1840). Although working animals have principally been 

replaced by technology in the farming industry dogs are still used for herding and cats for 

controlling the population of mice and rats. Horses have been used by mounted Police 

units since the 1700s and dogs have been used in law enforcement for over one hundred 

years. The working roles that animals perform have developed over time and since the 

1960s there has been a real increase of animal assisted therapy and particularly the use 

of service dogs to assist humans with their physical and mental health (Guide Dogs, 2021; 

Hearing Dogs for Deaf People, 2021; Service Dogs UK, 2021;).  

 

To some degree an important landmark in the change in terms of how animals are 

regarded by humans in the UK was the introduction of animal welfare legislation. Richard 

Martin (1821) was the first to introduce early animal welfare legislation in the UK which first 

sought to bring protection from cruelty to horses and latterly dogs and cats.  Today, the 

Animal Welfare Act (2006) is the principal animal welfare legislation in England and Wales. 

In Scotland the Animal Health and Welfare (Scotland) Act (2006) is the current legislation 

and in Northern Island it is the Welfare of Animals Act (Northern Island) 2011. Animal 

cruelty is a crime enforced by the Police in England, Wales and Northern Island. The 

Scottish Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SSPCA) is the only animal 

welfare charity in the UK who have powers to ‘search properties under warrant, seize 

animals and issue animal welfare notices’ (SSPCA, 2021).  Therefore, in Scotland it is the 

SSPCA and the Police that enforce animal welfare legislation.  
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Under the Animal Welfare (Sentencing) Act 2021 the maximum sentence for animal cruelty 

in England and Wales is five years imprisonment. The maximum sentence for animal 

cruelty is also five years in Scotland as set out in the Animals and Wildlife (Penalties, 

Protections and Powers) (Scotland) Act 2020. The various Animal Welfare Acts in force 

across the UK make owners and keepers responsible for ensuring that the welfare needs 

of their animals are met.  These include ‘the need for a suitable environment (place to 

live), a suitable diet, to exhibit normal patterns of behaviour, to be housed with, or apart 

from other animals and to be protected from pain, injury, suffering and disease’ (HM 

Government, 2006).  

 

Despite the introduction of animal welfare legislation in the UK there remains great 

disparity between what we say about animals and how we actually treat them (Francione, 

2000). Animals are subjected to abuse and neglect on a large scale in the UK. In 2019 the 

Royal Society for the Protection of Cruelty to Animals (RSPCA) received just over 1.2 

million calls for help concerning animals in need. On average inspectors and animal 

welfare officers from the Scottish Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SSPCA) 

respond to 230 reports of animals in need every day (SSPCA, 2019).  These are only two 

of the many animal welfare organisations in the UK that respond to animals in need. 

Whether a situation, or act involving an animal is judged abusive depends on the views 

that human society holds on particular groups of animals (Munro and Munro, 2008). The 

treatment that is tolerated in one species of animal might well be considered abusive in 

another. For example, the slaughter of livestock, poisoning of animal ‘vermin’ and 

laboratory testing on animals.  These acts are very different to what is acceptable for a 

family ‘pet’ such as a dog or cat (Munro and Munro, 2008, p.3). According to a survey of 

623 veterinary professionals in the UK the consensus was that much more needs to be 

done to enforce animal welfare and that the UK Animal Welfare Acts are insufficient alone 

at improving owners understanding of their duty of care to animals and the five welfare 

needs: legislation is only part of this process (PDSA, 2020). 
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Animals are physically abused, sexually abused, emotionally abused and neglected by 

humans (Ascione and Arkow, 1999; Munro and Munro, 2008; Taylor and Fraser, 2019).  

The types of abuse that animals are subjected to are similar to the types of abuse that 

humans experience perpetrated by other humans (Fitzgerald, 2007). Although this list is 

not exhaustive the physical abuse of animals includes kicking, punching, throwing (against 

walls, downstairs, out of windows), beating, stabbing, burning, drowning, asphyxiation, use 

of domestic equipment such as microwave ovens, tumble dryers and washing machines 

and the administration of poisons including drugs and alcohol (Fitzgerald, 2007; Munro 

and Munro, 2008). The sexual abuse of animals is defined as being ‘the use of an animal 

for sexual gratification’ (Munro and Munro, 2008, p.3).  The terminology ‘sexual abuse’ is 

preferred over terms such as ‘bestiality’, or ‘zoophilia’ both of which focus primarily on the 

perpetrator and fail to convey any sense of physical harm that may occur to the animal 

(Munro and Munro, 2008, p.3). It is commonly accepted that ‘regular threatening behaviour 

and verbal harassment of the animal or the failure to provide psychological comfort clearly 

constitutes emotional abuse’ (Munro and Munro, 2008, p.3).  Neglect is defined as ‘failure 

to provide an animal with the basic physical necessities of life such as food, water, shelter 

and veterinary attention for injury or naturally occurring illness’ (Munro and Munro, 2008, 

p.3).  

 

As already discussed, it is a criminal offence in the UK to cause unnecessary suffering to 

any animal with the maximum sentence being five years imprisonment.  The increase in 

the maximum sentence for animal cruelty from six months to five years is a very recent 

shift across the UK despite animal welfare organisations and activists campaigning for this 

change for a number of years. While this is progress in terms of promoting the welfare of 

animals there is still huge disparity between the maximum sentencing for crimes against 

humans compared to animals. For example, the maximum sentence for murdering a 

human is a life sentence, for murdering an animal the maximum sentence is five years.  

The discrepancy in maximum sentences and low conviction rates for cruelty to animals 

reinforce how nonhuman animals are positioned in society and legislation as being ‘less 

important’, or ‘secondary’ to humans (Taylor and Fraser, 2019). In 2019 the RSPCA 

investigated 93,362 complaints of alleged cruelty to animals and secured 1,425 

convictions by private prosecution.  
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How animals are positioned in different societies and cultures varies enormously across 

the globe. How we act towards an animal reinforces the very meaning it represents. In 

some societies and cultures animals are not afforded any protection through legislation 

and animal welfare is variously interpreted or ignored. Equally animals can be symbolic of 

cultural identity (Franklin, 2006). Animals can represent a social group, religion or an entire 

nation. For example, in Hinduism the cow is considered to be a sacred symbol of life that 

should be protected and revered, and the Kangaroo and Emu are bearers of the Australian 

Coat of Arms. Across societies, cultures and on a personal level ‘how we think about and 

conceptualise different species of animals depends in large a part of what those animals 

represent to us, a meaning that is often independent of biology’ (Franklin, 2006, p.3).  

 

The notion of sentience is an important concept in explaining why certain species of 

animal may be treated in different ways to others.  According to the Oxford English 

Dictionary (2000) the term ‘sentient’ means ‘feels or is capable of feeling; having the power 

or function of sensation or of perception by the senses’.  Philosophical literature prior to 

the nineteenth century situated animals as not being sentient beings (Childe, 1960; Preece 

and Chamberlain, 1993). This ideology positions animals as not possessing feelings such 

as pain and explicitly reinforces the notion of animals as being purely for human purpose 

with no consideration to morality or animal welfare. Whether humans unconsciously or 

consciously consider an animal to be sentient may have implications for the animal’s 

treatment and perceptions about morally acceptable treatment.   

 

It is commonly accepted in the UK that most animals are sentient beings (Preece and 

Chamberlain, 1993; Francione, 2000; Franklin, 2007; Taylor and Fraser, 2019).  

Distinguishing animals that are sentient and those that may not be conscious of pain or 

pleasure is based almost entirely on human interpretation and understandings of nature 

 

‘I may not know whether a dog feels pain in exactly the same way that I do, but then 
I cannot really know whether another human being feels pain in exactly the same 
way that I do. If you tell me that you are in pain in a language that I understand, I 
assume that you mean the same thing that I mean when I say I am in pain, but I do 
not know (Francione, 2000, p.6). 
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Many people with animals in their homes and lives assign ‘human status’ (personhood) to 

animals and view animals as ‘best friends’, ‘members of the family’, or in some cases 

describe their animals as being ‘like children’ (Flynn, 2000; Fitzgerald, 2007; Franklin 

2007; Barrett, 2018; Stevenson et al, 2018; Taylor and Fraser, 2019). ‘Personhood’ refers 

to ‘the quality or condition of being an individual person’ and is closely linked to the 

‘anthropomorphic’ theory that applies human behaviours and relationship characteristics to 

animals (Franklin, 2007; Sztybel, 2008). Franklin et al suggests that the benefits of animals 

in the lives of people relies on the ‘willingness of humans to project human meanings and 

motives (love, care, affection, loyalty) onto animal behaviour and actions’ (2007, p.45). It is 

through this projection that humans make the assumption that there is reciprocity by 

animals and that animals feel the same as their owners about the relationship (Franklin, 

2007; Franklin et al, 2007).  

 

‘Personhood’ and the ‘anthropomorphic’ theory are constructs of humancentric thinking 

and animal rights philosophers tend to reject invoking the language of ‘personhood’ on 

behalf of nonhuman animals (Sztybel, 2008). Humans and animals are subject to similar 

biological needs (nourishment, shelter, water, rest) and psychological needs 

(companionship, security, liberty) and are subjects of life entitled to an equal share of 

justice (Maslow, 1987; Sztybel, 2008).  Animals are ‘someone’, not ‘something’ and the 

varying philosophical debates about whether ‘personhood’ should be applied to animals 

are closely linked to debates about ‘sentience’ and the asymmetry of power between 

humans and animals. Franklin argues that the human-animal relationship is much more 

significant and broader than ‘anthropomorphism’, but a case of ‘hybridisation of the family’ 

(2007, p.14). For many humans their relationship with animals is not one way. It is built on 

close feelings and emotions self-evidently expressed by animals themselves. For example, 

a dog’s excitement when their care giver returns home, the attachment parrots form with 

their main care giver, or the way that cats purr when stroked (Franklin, 2007).  

 

The notion of ‘ownership’ is one of the fundamental concepts that perpetuates the power 

imbalance between humans and animals today. Under current legislation animals are 

‘owned’ in the same way that inanimate objects can be such as cars and furniture (HM 

Government, 2006). As Francione points out ‘in virtually all modern political and economic 

systems, animals are explicitly regarded as economic commodities that possess no value 

apart from that which is accorded to them by their owners’ (2000, p.50). Throughout 

history ‘ownership’ of certain breeds of animals have carried status for humans. For 
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example, certain breeds of horses as a marker of wealth and ‘so called’ fashionable dogs 

as an accessory to help fulfil a certain public image. In the UK while breeding legislation 

has tightened, we have a huge issue of illegal ‘puppy farming’ and importing puppies 

which capitalises on the ever-changing demand for ‘fashionable’ dogs (Preece and 

Chamberlain, 1993; RSPCA, 2021).  

  

The power imbalance between humans and animals is never more evident than exploring 

the use of animals in trials of medication and products for human use (Francione, 2000). 

Notions of ‘power’ are relevant in the sense that animals are likely not to be equally 

respected if they are not ‘considered to be essentially the same kind of being as those who 

are substantially respected in the moral community’ (Sztybel, 2008, p.244). For example, 

animals used in medical trials are not considered to be ‘equal’ to humans which is evident 

in the risk that they are exposed to and the conditions in which they are kept. While the 

testing of cosmetic products on animals has been banned in the UK this is not the case 

globally. In the UK animals continue to be used in research and medical trials where the 

‘scientific benefits’, ‘educational value’ and perceived benefits to humans outweighs the 

suffering of animals forced to take part in such trials (Animals (Scientific Procedures) Act 

1986).  If human interests in inflicting suffering outweigh the animals’ interests, then our 

interests prevail and the animal suffering is regarded as necessary.  If no justifiable human 

interests are at stake, then the infliction of suffering on animals must be regarded as 

unnecessary. On the one hand we all agree that it is morally wrong to impose unnecessary 

suffering on animals.  On the other hand, the overwhelming amount of suffering that we do 

impose on animals cannot be regarded as analogous (Francione, 2000). 

 

Both humans and animals can suffer and have the capacity for suffering, not the 
capacity for speech or reason or anything else, this is all that is required for animals 
to matter morally and for humans to have direct moral obligations to them 
(Francione, 2000, p.5).   

 

Theoretical Understandings of Human / Animal Relationships 

According to the People’s Dispensary for Sick Animals (PDSA) Annual Wellbeing (PAW) 

Report (2020), which includes pet population estimates, there are animals in 50 per cent of 

UK households. In a survey of 10,000 UK adults combined with data held by the Office of 

National Statistics the PDSA (2020) estimate that 26 per cent of adults own a cat (10.9 

million households), 24 per cent of adults own a dog (10.1 million households) and two per 

cent of adults own a rabbit (one million households). These are the breeds that the PDSA 
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currently collect population data for, but there may be other species of animals in homes 

and in some households there will be multiple species of animals. Since 2011 when pet 

population statistics were first recorded by the PDSA the number of households that have 

cats and rabbits have decreased slightly, but the number of households with dogs has 

increased. The recent increase in dogs within households is likely to be in part as a result 

of the COVID-19 pandemic.  With people spending more time at home they may have 

chosen to bring animals, particularly dogs into households for company, companionship 

and because they felt that they had more time to put to a dog (PDSA, 2020; RSPCA, 

2021) 

 

Humans bring animals into their homes to fulfil a variety of purposes as previously 

discussed. In the UK today major factors for coexisting with animals are for 

companionship, to improve mental and physical health and to reduce loneliness and 

isolation (Fitzgerald, 2007; Franklin, 2007; Gallagher et al, 2008; Hardesty et al, 2013; 

Taylor and Fraser, 2019; PDSA, 2020). Franklin (2007) suggests that people in society 

who have suffered family trauma and who find themselves alone, socially and physically 

insecure or isolated often acquire companion animals.  ‘Divorce, separation, single 

parenthood, economic depression, children leaving home, an insecure labour market all 

serve to increase the numbers of people living alone, or in households stranded away from 

former kin’ (Franklin, 2007, p.12).   

 

It is also the case that more people are choosing not to have children, choosing to have 

children later in life, or choosing to have just one child. In these cases, animals may be 

brought to fill out the household, provide a ‘surrogacy’ role for children, or as a ‘surrogate’ 

sibling for only children (Franklin, 2007).  The ‘surrogacy’, or ‘substitutive’ theory argues 

that ‘animals have become more significant to contemporary modern homes since they 

have substituted for forms of sociability and solidarity previously provided by significant 

relationships with friends, community and family’ (Franklin et al, 2007, p.45). Veevers 

(1985) referred to ‘surrogacy’ in her theory about the three functions that animals have 

within households.  The ‘surrogate function’ involves the extent to which interaction with 

animals substitutes for and supplements human to human interaction. The ‘projective 

function’ involves the extent to which animals serve as symbolic extensions of the self 

(Veevers, 1985). The ‘sociability function’ involves the role of animals in facilitating human 

interaction such as meeting people while walking dogs or joining common interest animal 

related groups (Veevers, 1985). Reflection on Veever’s (1985) functions model is 
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interesting in the context of the ‘projective function’ which positions animals as an 

‘extension of the self’ as Flynn (2000) points out that animals may be seen by perpetrators 

in the context of DVA as extensions of the victim-survivor making animals vulnerable to 

abuse by association. The ‘sociability function’ and ‘surrogate function’ are particularly 

salient in cases of DVA where animals may provide the only source of support, positive 

interaction and unconditional love available to victim-survivors (Veevers, 1985; Flynn, 

2000; Fitzgerald, 2007). While many victim-survivors of DVA are isolated from human 

relationships interactions with animals may be seen as less threatening and more 

acceptable to the abusive partner as animals are powerless to speak out about what is 

really happening.  

 

The ‘surrogacy’ or ‘substitutive’ theory focuses entirely on the human in the relationship, 

positioning the relationship between humans and animals as a substitute for human forms 

of togetherness, companionship and loyalty. This theory fails to reflect the uniqueness of 

the human animal relationship as it argues that animals provide ‘merely substitute effects 

for human forms of sociability’ (Franklin et al, 2007, p.45). However, for some people the 

human-animal bond is extremely important and strong even in cases where humans are 

not subjected to adverse experiences in their lives such as DVA, mental health or poor 

health. Loneliness is not always the reason why people have animals in their lives. For 

some people it is the unique human-animal relationship that is so important (Franklin, 

2007; Franklin et al, 2007).  

 

Flynn’s (2000) qualitative research focuses on the emotional connection that female 

victim-survivors of DVA have with their animals which can be further intensified when 

animals are also being abused. The body of research exploring animal abuse and DVA 

provides compelling evidence that like people, animals are also victim-survivors of DVA. 

Gallagher’s et al (2008) research adopted an interesting methodology which captured 

experiences of animal abuse posted voluntarily by victim-survivors in open access online 

discussion forums. While there are limitations to this approach and many ethical 

considerations 74 stories were found, many of which reinforce the depth of emotional 

support that animals provide to victim-survivors and their children who typically refer to 

animals as ‘best friends’ and their ‘only source of support’ (Gallagher et al, 2008). The 

notion of animals as having a protective role over the human victim-survivor emerged in 

this research and other studies where participants suggest that dogs in particular would 

seemingly attempt to protect their owner during an incident of abuse (Fitzgerald, 2007; 
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Gallagher et al, 2008; Hardesty et al, 2013).  Protection is often reciprocal as human 

victim-survivors also risk their own safety to protect animals by leaving employment to 

make sure they are not alone with the perpetrator, staying in relationships, delaying 

leaving or returning because of concerns for the safety of animals (Flynn. 2000; Gallagher 

et al, 2008; Krienert et al, 2012; Newberry, 2017). 

 

There is a wide body of academic and practice research that discusses the benefits of 

relationships between humans and animals.  These benefits include kinship, friendship, 

unconditional love, affection, protection, emotional and social support (Garbarino, 1999; 

Fitzgerald, 2007; Taylor et al, 2019; Taylor and Fraser, 2019).  Research that has explored 

the relationship between survivors of DVA and animals concurs that for some victim-

survivors animals provide them with the support to cope with the abuse and for some a 

reason for living (Flynn, 2000b; Loring and Bolden-Hines, 2004; Fitzgerald, 2007; 

Stevenson et al, 2018). In focus groups with 25 female survivors of DVA Taylor and Fraser 

observed that participants ‘came alive when talking about their relationship with animals, 

opening up to each other and sharing photos of much-loved animals’ (2019, p.14). The 

major theme that emerged from the women’s verbal, written and photographic 

contributions was that connections to animals profoundly enhanced their health and 

wellbeing (Taylor and Fraser, 2019).  Fitzgerald found that the unique relationship that 

victim-survivors of DVA had with animals gave them a reason to live through the 

horrendous abuse they endured and that for some victim-survivors animals became an 

integral part of their ‘plans for survival’ (2007, p.364).  Taylor’s et al, 2019 research which 

surveyed victim-survivors of DVA with diverse genders and/or sexualities found that the 

relationship with animals provided victim-survivors with ‘life-enhancing’ unconditional love 

(2019, p.1105), In addition the human benefits of the relationship with animals included, 

‘respite from violence which helped survivors rebuild their lives and engender feelings of 

safety and a non-judgemental acceptance’ (Taylor et al, 2019, p.1105).  

 

The idea that the strong bond that humans perceive they have with animals is one sided 

and not reciprocated is largely rejected across research (Bekoff et al, 2002; Haraway, 

2003; Fitzgerald, 2007; Franklin, 2007; Franklin et al, 2007; Gallagher et al, 2008; Taylor 

and Fraser, 2019). There is evidence that animals do evolve distinct relationships with 

humans and that there is considerable scope for relationships to evolve (Haraway, 2003; 

Bekoff et al, 2002).  In their research Taylor and Fraser (2019) observed interactions 

between human and animal survivors of DVA and concluded that deep, reciprocal 
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connections were evident.  The concept of reciprocity has been documented in broader 

literature concerning interactions between humans and animals (Preece and Chamberlain, 

1993; Ascione and Arkow, 1999; Francione, 2000; Flynn, 2000b; Loring and Bolden-Hines, 

2004; Fitzgerald, 2007; Riggs et al, 2018; Stevenson et al, 2018). 

 

The Prevalence of Animal Abuse in the Context of Domestic Violence and Abuse 

Much of the literature to date examining the link between animal abuse and DVA has been 

conducted in the US, Canada and Australia. The literature largely sits within three areas of 

focus; examination of the prevalence of animal abuse in the context of DVA; children’s 

exposure to animal abuse and their propensity to commit animal abuse and violence 

against humans in adulthood and an exploration of the need for DVA services to consider 

animals in the safety planning for human victim-survivors (Ascione, 1997; Ascione, 2007; 

Fitzgerald, 2007; Flynn, 2007; Volant et al, 2008; Degrue and DiLillo, 2009; Hardesty et al, 

2013; Barrett et al, 2017).  

 

Accurately measuring the prevalence of animal abuse in the context of DVA is hugely 

problematic for many of the same reasons that measuring the prevalence of violence and 

abuse between humans is. Existing research adopts differing data collection techniques 

and sampling strategies which is an important factor in the wide range of prevalence 

estimates (Johnson, 2006; Stark, 2007).  Perhaps the most significant issue is the hidden 

nature of DVA. Existing research has been largely conducted with women who are 

accessing refuge and excludes the experiences of victim-survivors who remain in violent 

and abusive relationships, or those who return. The literature frequently selects 

participants using criteria of owning an animal or having owned an animal in the last year 

which excludes many victim-survivor’s historical experiences of animal abuse in the 

context of DVA (Volant et al, 2008; Barrett et al, 2017).  

 

Despite the complexities of measuring prevalence existing research has found co-

occurrence rates to be within a range of 25 per cent to 86 per cent of participants 

experiencing animal abuse in the context of DVA (Ascione, 1998; Davies, 1998; Quinlisk, 

1999; Flynn, 2000a, 2000b; Carlisle-Frank et al, 2004; Fitzgerald, 2005; Ascione et al, 

2007; Krienert et al, 2012; Barrett et al, 2017; Wuerch et al, 2017). This broad range is 

reflective of varying research methodologies. We will never know the true extent of the 

problem because DVA remains such a hidden crime. What we do know is that abusers 

target animals as one way to intimidate, frighten, terrorise and exert power and control 
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over non-abusive partners and children (Flynn, 2000; Fitzgerald, 2005; Allen, 2006; 

Johnson, 2006; Gallagher et al, 2008; Hardesty et al, 2013). The strong human animal 

bond makes animals an attractive target for abuse because of the psychological and 

emotional damage done to human victim-survivors through the abuse of animals (Franklin 

et al, 2007, Fitzegerald, 2007; Franklin, 2007). Threats and exposure to the actual abuse 

of animals has a devastating impact on adult and child victim-survivors. For many victim-

survivors the reality is that concerns for animal’s safety and welfare and the strong human 

animal bond prevents people from leaving, delays leaving or means people return 

(Fitzegerald, 2007; Krienert, 2012; Taylor and Fraser, 2019).  

Animal Abuse as a Strategy of Coercive Control 

In the previous chapter I discussed the literature regarding ‘coercive control’ in the context 

of the victimisation of women by men. Coercive control has emerged through research as 

the most ‘widespread and devastating strategy men use to dominate women in personal 

life’ (Stark, 2007, p.8). Men’s use of ‘coercive control’ in intimate partner relationships is 

enabled in a patriarchal society through the ongoing oppression of women as ‘part of a 

system of male dominance over women’ (Stevenson, 2018, p.246).  However, the 

‘oppression of women and animals are intertwined in patriarchal systems, and nowhere is 

this interconnection more apparent than in the co-occurrence of animal abuse and the 

abuse of women’ (Stevenson, 2018, p.246). Patriarchal gender norms enable the 

oppression of women across society and the conceptualisation of animals as ‘less 

important’ than humans evident in notions of ‘ownership’ underpins the oppression of 

animals. Adams (1994) explores the context for women’s oppression and the relationship it 

has with other forms of oppression.  Adams (1994) argues that women’s oppression is 

interwoven with that of animals and children. This is evident in the countless women and 

children who stay silent because of abuser’s threats to their animals and where animals 

are hurt or killed to establish a climate of terror (Adams, 1994). Like women and children, 

animals are at risk of being killed by human perpetrators of abuse, often without any 

redress or public scrutiny (Taylor and Fraser, 2019). 

 

Research situates ‘coercion’ and ‘control’ as fundamental reasons why perpetrators 

threaten, harm and in some cases kill animals (Flynn, 2000; Fitzgerald, 2005; Allen, 2006; 

Johnson, 2006; Gallagher et al, 2008; Hardesty et al, 2013). Animal abuse is an ‘added 

tool in the abuser’s arsenal of isolation and control’ (Krienert et al, 2012, p.218). Research 

highlights that victim-survivors feel that animals were abused out of revenge, anger, or due 
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to jealously which are all powerful emotions associated with ‘coercive control’ (Gallagher et 

al, 2008). Animal abuse is positioned as separate from coercive control in much of the 

research focused on human victim-survivors and situated alongside 

psychological/emotional abuse, sexual abuse and physical abuse (DeGue and DiLillo, 

2007; Hardesty et al, 2013). This conceptualisation focuses on the human victim-survivor 

in isolation but undermines the status of the animal and the importance of the animal in the 

dynamics of abuse. We need to expand our construction of DVA to include animals as 

victim-survivors.  ‘This shift in conceptualisation will help us move away from a 

humancentric approach to understanding DVA to one that includes animals’ direct 

experiences of abuse as well as experiences of witnessing the abuse of humans’ (Taylor 

and Fraser, 2019). 

 

The degree to which a victim-survivor is bonded with an animal may be an important 

indicator about whether animals are abused by the perpetrator. Hardesty et al (2013) 

found that out of a sample of 19 women in a US shelter, animals were used as a control 

tactic in nine cases. In each case the female victim-survivor had a strong bond with 

animals that were abused.  For these women animals were a source of ‘comfort’, 

‘unconditional love’, ‘non-judgmental companionship’ and they indicated a strong ‘affinity’ 

to these animals (Hardesty et al, 2013). All of these women stressed the importance of 

their animal’s safety as part of their decision to leave and the central role that animals 

played in their recovery. Not all abusive partners threaten, harm or kill animals as a 

strategy of coercive control. Just over half (n=10) of the female victim-survivors 

interviewed in Hardesty’s et al, (2013) research indicated that animals were not abused in 

the context of DVA.  Where animals were not abused female victim-survivors reported 

having far less emotional attachment to animals compared to female victim-survivor’ 

whose animals were abused (Hardesty et al, 2013).  
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The Impact of Animal Abuse on Victim-Survivors of Domestic Violence and Abuse and 

Professional Awareness of the Issue 

Animal abuse as a means of coercive control is ‘exploitation of the emotional attachment’ 

between humans and animals (Krienert et al, 2012, p.281). Threats and exposure to 

animal abuse have a devastating impact on adult and child victim-survivors.  It serves to 

isolate, silence, punish, coerce and control victim-survivors (Arkow, 2014). It is a threat or 

clear indicator of what a perpetrator is capable of. Woman and children participating in the 

existing research described being ‘distraught’ by the abuse that animals experienced 

(Ascione et al, 2007, p.354). For many victim-survivors of DVA the reality is that concerns 

for animals’ safety and welfare and the strong human animal bond prevents people from 

leaving, delays them from leaving or means people return (Ascione et al, 2007; Fitzgerald, 

2007; Volant et al, 2008; Krienert et al, 2012; Barrett et al, 2017; Gray et al, 2018; 

Stevenson et al, 2018).  This is perhaps one of the most significant implications for 

survivors of DVA (humans and animals) as leaving the abusive relationship is difficult 

enough but leaving with animals can add a further level of complexity.  

 

Canadian, US and UK research exploring DVA professionals’ knowledge of animal abuse 

in the context of DVA found that these professionals are typically aware of the coexistence 

of animal abuse and DVA (Volant et al, 2008; Krienert et al, 2012; Barrett et al, 2017; 

Stevenson et al, 2018; Dogs Trust, 2019). In a recent survey UK based charity Dogs Trust 

(2019) found that 89 per cent of professionals were aware of DVA cases where animals 

had also been abused. In the same survey 49 per cent of professionals were aware of 

domestic abuse cases where animals had been killed by the perpetrator (Dogs Trust, 

2019).  Canadian research found that despite shelter professionals’ general knowledge of 

the coexistence limited questions were asked by professionals about animals during the 

‘intake’ process for women entering shelters or on helplines for survivors (Volant et al, 

2008; Krienert et al, 2012; Barrett et al, 2017; Stevenson et al, 2018).  

 

Services for survivors fleeing DVA with animals such as animal fostering schemes have 

increased in recent years in the US, Canada and the UK. However, there are still areas not 

covered by services that will accommodate or foster animals when families escape DVA 

(Volant et al, 2008; Krienert et al, 2012; Stevenson et al, 2018). Stevenson et al (2018) 

found that one reason why DVA shelter staff did not discuss animals was that in the 

absence of animal fostering schemes staff were reluctant to open a conversation for which 



 50 

they have no solution. Gray et al (2018) explored where and how animals were discussed 

on Canadian DVA shelter websites and found that less than half mentioned animals.  

Where animals were mentioned, this was in the context of the link between animal abuse 

and DVA but it was less common for Canadian DVA shelters to provide information about 

services to support women fleeing with animals (Gray et al, 2018). The need for services 

that will temporarily care for animals when humans escape DVA has been promoted by 

American Humane (2021), an animal welfare organisation in the US resulting in over 160 

Safe Haven projects in the US to accommodate the animals of human survivors fleeing.  

 

In the UK the Links Group, have been instrumental in promoting the need for animal 

fostering services to enable freedom from abuse for humans and animals. There are 

currently four UK based animal fostering schemes specifically for survivors of DVA.  

However, Wales and the Midlands are areas not currently covered by animal fostering 

schemes. Services/accommodation where animals can go when families escape abuse 

increase the safety of women, children and animals. Stevenson’s et al (2018) Canadian 

research found that not having to worry about the safety of animals made it easier for 

people to escape abuse. When survivors escape with animals this reduces the leverage 

that the abuser can have by removing the animal who can be a target of threats or harm 

as well as reducing the risk that the women will return to a dangerous situation (Stevenson 

et al, 2018).  

 

Existing research concurs that it is typically men who enact animal abuse and as such 

animal abuse can be positioned as being strongly gendered in the same way that broader 

DVA is (Franklin, 2007; Riggs et al, 2018). Women are specifically negatively impacted by 

witnessing animal abuse in the context of DVA. ‘Fear is followed by grief which is 

compounded by guilt’ by women who feel helpless and responsible for the abuse, or who 

perhaps feel relief that the animal was targeted instead of them (Riggs et al, 2018, p.4). 

When an animal is murdered by the perpetrator it symbolises the loss of a unique 

relationship and potentially the ‘loss of an important form of social support’ for human 

victim-survivors (Fitzgerald, 2007, p.361).  

Research exploring the impact of children’s exposure to animal abuse in the context of 

DVA tends to rely on mothers’ perceptions about the impact that the abuse has had on 

children (McGee, 2000; Ascione et al, 2007; McDonald et al, 2017). This is largely due to 

the ethical considerations and complexities associated with asking children and young 
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people to recall such experiences and the potential for further harm that this may cause. In 

a US study where women in shelters were asked to talk about the impact that exposure to 

animal abuse had on their children mothers described the experience as ‘terrorising’ for 

their children (McDonald et al, 2017, p. 16). This research found that children’s direct 

exposure to threatened or actual animal abuse provoked strong emotional and behavioural 

responses (McDonald et al, 2017, p. 16). Responses included ‘post-traumatic stress 

syndrome (PTSD) and internalising and externalising behavioural problems’ (McDonald et 

al, 2017, p. 16).  Women taking part in the research also spoke of how children’s animals 

were threatened, actually harmed or killed as a way of coercing children’s compliance and 

silencing children (McDonald et al, 2017, p. 16). Similarly, to adult victim-survivors animals 

have a unique role in terms of providing emotional and social support, strength and 

security to child survivors of DVA. The relationship that child victim-survivors of DVA have 

with animals led some mothers to return to the violent and abusive relationship (Ascione et 

al, 2007; McDonald et al, 2017). 

 

While the link between DVA, child abuse and animal abuse is uncontested across 

academic literature it is a link that is often missed (Gallagher et al, 2008). In the context of 

professional responses with human victim-survivors animal abuse is often conceptualised 

as ‘less serious’ than the abuse of humans, not taken seriously, considered outside the 

remit of human services, or the significance of the bond that human survivors have with 

animals is minimised (Newberry, 2017). Less attention may also be paid to exploring 

questions about animal abuse if professionals do not understand the significance of the 

link between animal abuse and DVA, or if they have concerns about pursuing lines of 

enquiry in an area that they feel they cannot offer practical solutions (Ascione et al, 2007). 

Stevenson et al (2018) found that how professionals conceptualise animals and the 

importance of animals in their own lives can impact their responses to animal abuse in the 

context of DVA. It is important that animal abuse is an issue for DVA professionals to 

address in terms of women’s safety strategies as well as in helping survivors understand 

how their partner’s behaviours work together to form a pattern of abuse (Simmons and 

Lehmann, 2007).  

 

 

 



 52 

Research positions animal abuse as a ‘red flag’ for identifying the highest risk cases of 

DVA (DeGue and DiLillo, 2007; Hardesty et al, 2013). This is not surprising given that 

animal abuse is a tactic used to coerce and control victim-survivors. What we do know 

from research is that coercive control is a distinctive feature of high-risk cases of DVA 

(Burstow, 1992; Simmons and Lehman, 2007; Stark, 2007; Williamson, 2010; Hardesty et 

at, 2013; Hester, 2013; Morgan, 2018; Stark and Hester, 2019). In some states of the US 

cross reporting between child protection and animal welfare agencies has become 

mandatory given the significance of the link between animal abuse and DVA (DeGue and 

DiLillo, 2009). This is a positive step forward as closer interagency working between 

human and animal services is vital in terms of safeguarding women, children and animals.  

 

In summary, while the relationship between humans and animals has developed 

considerably over time the relationship continues to centre largely on animals being 

‘owned’ by humans to fulfil a certain purpose. In the UK today major factors for coexisting 

with animals are for companionship, to improve mental and physical health, to reduce 

loneliness and isolation and because of the uniqueness of the human-animal bond.  

Research that has explored the relationship between survivors of DVA and animals 

concurs that for some victim-survivors animals provide them with a unique source of 

companionship, comfort, friendship, love, the support to cope with the abuse and for some 

a reason for living.  

 

The strong human animal bond makes animals an attractive target for abuse by 

perpetrators in the context of DVA because of the psychological and emotional damage 

done to human victim-survivors through the abuse of animals. Threats and exposure to the 

actual abuse of animals has a devastating impact on adult and child victim-survivors. For 

many victim-survivors the reality is that concerns for animal’s safety and welfare and the 

strong human animal bond prevents people from leaving, delays them from leaving or 

means people return. The oppression of women and animals are intertwined in patriarchal 

systems, and nowhere is this interconnection more apparent than in the co-occurrence of 

animal abuse and the abuse of women. 
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Despite an understanding about the coexistence of animal abuse and the abuse of 

humans in the context of DVA animals are not commonly conceptualised as victim-

survivors of DVA in their own right. This is largely due to how animals are constructed in 

society as ‘less important’, or ‘secondary’ to humans.  The varying animal welfare 

legislation across the UK positions animals as ‘property’ that is ‘owned’ by humans. In the 

context of professional responses with human victim-survivors animal abuse is often 

conceptualised as ‘less serious’ than the abuse of humans, not taken seriously, 

considered outside the remit of human services, or the significance of the bond that 

human survivors have with animals is minimised. In the next chapter I set out the research 

methodology.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: METHODOLOGY 

In this chapter I present the methodological approach and methods applied in the study. 

This research adopts a mixed method approach to collecting data. The two main methods 

of data collection were a national online self-completion survey, which was largely 

quantitative and had one qualitative question. The survey was supplemented with 

qualitative data from semi-structured interviews with victim-survivors and professionals, 

some of whom had answered the survey. The epistemological position that I adopted in 

this research was one of ‘interpretivism’ where knowledge is socially constructed rather 

than objectively determined (Bryman, 2012; Wakeham; 2016). This position allows for the 

interpretation of human action in developing theory of knowledge. In this interpretivist 

approach the authenticity of human experiences, people’s perceptions, meanings and 

understandings are the primary data source in the exploration of animal abuse as a 

strategy of coercive control in the context of DVA (Mason, 2002, p.56; Wakeham, 2016). 

My ontological position is centered around ‘constructivism’ that asserts that ‘social 

phenomena and their meanings are continually being accomplished through social actors’ 

(Bryman, 2008, p.710; Wakeham, 2016).  The term ‘social actor’ refers to an individual 

‘who engages in intentional action which is shaped by internalised expectations about how 

others will interpret its meaning’ (Chandler and Munday, 2016). 

 

This research positions itself within a feminist methodological approach which provides a 

theoretical schema that ‘challenges research in two ways’, the first being the ‘routines and 

normality of everyday life’ and the second being ‘the ways in which research is practiced’ 

(Flick, 2014, p.92). Feminist research is about the ‘uncovering of meaning’ and the 

‘questioning of power, gender and sexuality as a central focus’ (Donovan and Hester, 

2014, p.36).  Feminist perspectives have played a significant role in understanding DVA. 

Academic research centered around a feminist methodology situates society as unjust on 

the basis of exploitation seen to lie in gender relations and patriarchy with issues of power 

and control and intersectionality being intrinsic within constructions of DVA (Cooper, 2008, 

p.10; Wakeham, 2016). Patriarchy makes male violence and abuse against women, 

children and animals not only possible, but likely given the disadvantaged status of 

women, children and animals in society (Adams, 1994; Flynn, 2000).   
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Research Questions 

My review of the current literature has led to the development of the research questions to 

be explored in this study which were:  

1. How and why are animals used to coerce and control human victim-survivors of 

DVA and what are the implications for people and animals? 

2. To what extent are professionals aware of the coexistence of animal abuse and 

coercive control and how do professionals respond to victim-survivor’s concerns 

about the welfare of animals in their safety plans? 

These questions reflect a gap in the exisiting literature in terms of the methodological 

approach and social context in which the research has taken place. Existing research has 

largely been conducted in the United States, Canada and Australia. My study is one of the 

first in the UK to adopt a feminist methological approach that captures the lived experience 

of human victim-survivors and professionals working in the fields of DVA and animal 

welfare. 

Practitioner-Researcher Positionality 

My current and previous practice roles situate me as a practitioner-researcher, or an 

‘insider-researcher’ due to the professional communities that I continue to belong to 

(Chavez, 2008). The second experience that positions me as an ‘insider-researcher’ which 

greatly influenced the course of my professional practice and research interest is my own 

personal experience of DVA in which my dog was abused and strangled by the perpetrator 

(Chavez, 2008).   

 

There are strengths and complications associated with being a ‘practitioner/researcher’.  

Perhaps the most widely referred to by those favouring ‘objective’, ‘positivist’ approaches 

to research is the view that the ‘outsider’ perspective provides a more ‘accurate’ account of 

the phenomenon being researched (Chavez, 2008; Bryman, 2012). However, on the other 

end of the spectrum ‘interpretivist’ approaches argue that the ‘insider/researcher’ position 

‘has the greatest ascribed closeness and endorses the values, perspectives of a 

community and culture’ (Chavez, 2008, p.475).  This starting point to research can be 

hugely beneficial, but my challenge as a ‘practitioner/researcher’, or ‘insider/researcher’ is 

to closely examine my assumptions, power relations and perceived commonality of shared 

experience and understandings throughout the research process (Merriam et al, 2013).  

Merriam et al (2013) argues that the roles of ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ researchers overlap.  
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Despite my ‘insider’ status membership of professional populations and own experience of 

DVA I am also an ‘outsider’ in the research process given that my own experiences may 

be different to research participants. It was important to reflect on these moments of being 

both and ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ during the research process. I should also point out that I 

was the sole researcher involved in this study with the exception of guidance from 

academic supervisors.  

 

Sampling Strategy 

I adopted a ‘convenience sampling’ strategy which was necessary given the nature and 

constraints of the research.  A ‘convenience sample’ means that participants who met the 

inclusion criteria and who were ‘available by virtue of accessibility’ were recruited to take 

part in both the online survey and semi-structured interviews (Bryman, 2012, p.201). As I 

explain in the findings chapters participants were disproportionately heterosexual, White-

English/Welsh/Scottish/Northern Irish/Irish/British females. This was despite attempts to 

recruit diversity in the sample by targeting promotions at DVA sevices who provide support 

to minority groups. My rationale for applying a ‘convenience sampling’ approach was 

based largely on ethical considerations relating to consent where given the topic I felt that 

self-selection was a more ethical and safe participant research strategy.  It is also the case 

that there is no sampling framework to draw upon given the hidden nature of DVA in 

society. A major limitation with a ‘convenience sampling’ strategy is that the findings 

cannot be generalised as the sample population is not representative of the overall 

population, which in this study would be victim-survivors of DVA in the UK.   

Phase One: National Online Survey 

There were two methods of data collection in this research which were planned in 

sequence as separate but mutually informing phases of data collection. Phase one was a 

self-completion online survey hosted using the secure platform of Online Surveys 

(www.onlinesurveys.ac.uk). The purpose of the survey was to gain insight about the types 

of abuse that people and animals experienced, information about how animals entered the 

household and data about the implications of animal abuse on victim-survivors’ decisions 

about leaving. An online questionnaire provided the opportunity to reach participants 

across the UK and to capture data from a greater number of participants than other 

methods would allow within the time and resource constraints. The results of the survey 

also informed the development of semi-structured interview scripts as interviews with 

victim-survivors and professionals were the second data collection method.  
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The self-completion online questionnaire (see appendix nine) consisted of 29 questions. 

The first section of the survey (questions 1-7) related to participant’s informed consent to 

take part in the survey and these questions were mandatory questions. There were nine 

questions to capture demographic characteristics of participants which included, age, 

ethnic group, sexual identity, gender, employment status, income, educational status, 

parental status and the age of children in households. Demographic question wording 

matched UK National Census questions. However, I did refer to the latest Stonewall 

(2016) guidance on capturing data on sexual and gender identity to make sure that I 

framed these questions to meet the latest guidance.  

 

To ascertain participant’s experiences of DVA I used questions that participants were 

asked in the Health and Relationship Survey conducted in the Programme of Research on 

Violence in Diverse Domestic Environments (PROVIDE) (2010-2015) study.  The 

PROVIDE questions arose from the Comparing Heterosexual and Same sex Abuse in 

Relationships (COHSAR) survey (Hester and Donovan, 2009; Hester et al, 2010; Donovan 

and Hester, 2014) as well as a review of equivalent surveys. I chose to use these 

questions as they had proven effective in generating data in the areas that were relevant 

to this research and are condusive with a feminist methodological approach. The 

questions asked were: 

• As an adult, have you ever felt frightened of the behaviour of a partner? Yes/No 

• As an adult, have you ever felt threatened, or intimidated by a partner? Yes/No 

• Have you ever needed to ask a partner’s permission to work, go shopping, visit 

friends and family and so on (beyond the usual being considerate)? Yes/No 

• As an adult, have you ever been hit, slapped, kicked, or otherwise physically hurt by 

a partner? Yes/No 

• As an adult, has a partner ever forced you to have sex, or made you engage in any 

sexual activity when you did not want to? Yes/No 

 

In part, questions relating to the dynamics and implications of animal abuse were informed 

through my overarching research questions and the literature review. However, these 

questions were also structured following a professional consultation with Links Group 

members who are a multi-agency group of professionals with expertise in the fields of 

veterinary science, animal welfare, domestic violence and abuse, social care and law. 
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Links Group members asked for the inclusion of a question about the act of giving animals 

as gifts due to emerging concerns about this issue in the context of DVA and the lack of 

existing data. Including stakeholders in the research design process was important in 

terms of gaining varying pospectives around emerging issues, providing professional 

scrutiny from the outset of the research process and promoting stakeholder engagement 

with the research.  The later was particularly important in terms of recruiting participants 

and opportunities to diemminate the results.  

 

The questionnaire included one qualitative question which asked about the support and 

help participants would have liked to have received at the time of the abuse for their 

animals. This question was included to capture data about how the professional response 

to victim-survivors who have animals can be developed further. The final section of the 

questionnaire provided information about semi-structured interviews and provided a 

recruitment pathway for survey participants to take part in a semi-structured interview. See 

appendix nine for a copy of the online questionnaire.  

 

Prior to the survey being published it was piloted by three professional colleagues and I 

was able to observe one colleague completing the questionnaire. Observing completion 

was particularly useful in order for me to time how long it took to complete and watch for 

any issues during completion. Minor changes to the questionnaire structure were made 

during the pilot stage.  In line with the original research timeline the survey was live for 

participants to access over a seven-month period between 28 March 2019 – 4 November 

2019.  
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The online survey was promoted on the social media platforms of Facebook, Twitter and 

Instagram as well as the Women’s Aid Survivors’ Forum.  I was able to utilise academic 

colleague’s existing professional networks to post a link to the online survey from the 

Women’s Aid Survivors’ Forum for a two-week period. I conducted a search for local and 

national DVA services using the Women’s Aid directory, supplemented with an additional 

search using Google.  This search enabled me to develop a list of organisations and 

contact details for organisations.  I then contacted local and national services by email and 

social media with information about the research and asked them to promote the survey 

through their own social media platforms. I provided organisations with an image and 

wording to use on social media. The online survey promotional wording specifically 

targeted people with experience of DVA where animals had also been abused by the 

perpetrator.  The other inclusion criterion was that participants must be aged 18 and over.  

 

In total 108 participants completed the online survey.  One participant’s responses were 

removed as the individual indicated that they had not experienced DVA and that animals 

had not been abused by an intimate partner. Therefore, this individual did not meet the 

criteria for inclusion in the research sample. Out of the 107 survey participants, 94 victim-

survivors stated that animals were abused by the perpetrator during the abusive 

relationship. I made the decision to include the data from participants who stated that 

animals were not abused by the perpetrator. The rationale for including these responses 

was that in households where animals were not abused by the perpetrator data indicated 

that concerns about animals still affected participant’s decisions about leaving the abusive 

relationship. These responses were therefore important in terms of answering the 

overarching research questions.  

 

Phase Two: Semi-Structured Interviews with Victim-survivors 

The purpose of using semi-structured interviews as a method of data collection was to 

build on the insight gained from the online survey to explore in detail participant’s 

perceptions and experiences about, the relationship that they had with animals, how and 

why animals were abused by the perpetrator, the impact that the animal abuse had on 

participants and information about how professionals responded to victims-survivors. 

The rationale for using semi-structured interviews as opposed to structured interviews was 

that semi-structured interviews offered flexibility to explore a range of avenues with 

participants around the areas of enquiry which is important in an inductive, ‘interpretivist’ 
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approach (Bryman, 2012, Wakeham, 2016). However, to make sure that I covered the key 

areas with each participant I used an interview schedule to help facilitate interviews. See 

appendix one for a copy of the interview schedule.  During semi-structured interviews I 

was careful not to ask any leading or closed questions and not to introduce specialist 

terms, for example, ‘coervice control’. This approach was paramount in terms of accurately 

capturing the authenticity of participants’ experiences, perceptions, meanings and 

understandings. 

I set out to conduct 30 interviews with victim-survivors of DVA but completed 24 interviews 

in total. I took the decision to stop at 24 interviews because of the large amount of data 

that I had captured at this point and because I had reached the point of saturation, where I 

was no longer discovering new themes in the data (Bryman, 2012). Interviews with victim-

survivors took place between March 2019 and September 2019 in line with the original 

timeline.   

It had been my intention to recruit participants to take part in interviews by approaching 

DVA services and asking for their help with the recruitment of participants. To aid with this 

I produced leaflets for professionals to pass to potential participants.  I distributed these 

leaflets with a covering letter via post to local and national DVA services.  I also distributed 

leaflets across local public spaces such as GP surgeries, courts and community centres. 

However, the online survey proved highly successful in terms of recruiting interview 

participants. Of the 107 online survey participants, 37 participants expressed an interest in 

taking part in an interview. Of the 24 interview participants, 22 were recruited following 

completion of the online survey. Of the 37 participants who had left their contact details to 

take part in an interview 11 were non-contactable.  I attempted to contact each potential 

participant a maximum of three times using the safe contact details that they provided.  

After three attempts to make contact it felt intrusive to keep attempting contact.  The 

inclusion criteria for participation in semi-structured interviews was: 

• Aged 18+  

• Experience of animal abuse in the context of DVA. 

Unlike online survey participants all participants that took part in semi-structured interviews 

had experienced animal abuse in the context of DVA.  
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Of the 24 interviews with victim-survivors 22 took place over the telephone and two 

interviews took place face to face. Both face to face interviews took place in private rooms 

within public buildings which I booked in advance. Having only ever had experience of 

conducting research interviews face to face I was concerned that telephone interviews 

would inhibit my ability to pick up on non-verbal communication during interviews which 

can be a limitation of this method of interviewing (Bryman, 2008). However, I found many 

advantages to conducting interviews over the telephone compared to face to face. The 

most significant benefit was that I was able to interview participants from across the UK 

without logistical and financial constraints. As the researcher I also felt a sense that 

communicating by telephone almost enabled a greater depth of communication in that this 

form of communication provided further anonymity to participants and removed certain 

barriers to participation for particularly marginalised participants.  For example, participants 

who felt anxious about leaving the house or meeting me face to face. The data collection 

phase of this research was conducted prior to the coronavirus pandemic.  At the time of 

conducting interviews there were no physical restrictions in place. 

 

Phase Three: Semi-Structured Interviews with Professionals  

The purpose of conducting semi-structured interviews with professional participants was to 

explore professional’s awareness about animal abuse in the context of DVA, their 

experience of responding to victim-survivors with animals and ideas about how to improve 

support. Professional participants were largely recruited via a social media campaign.  I 

also attended three DVA practitioner meetings and a Links Group meeting to recruit 

professional interview participants. I set out to complete ten interviews with professionals 

working in the fields of DVA, animal welfare, social care, veterinary science and the police. 

I did complete ten interviews but was not able to recruit professional participants from 

social care, veterinary or police backgrounds despite targeted social media posts to attract 

participants from these professions. Further research with these groups of professionals 

should form the basis of future research. 

 

As with interviews with victim-survivors I developed an interview schedule to help facilitate 

professional interviews (see appendix seven). Of the ten interviews with professionals, two 

took place face to face, seven over the telephone and one via Microsoft Teams.  
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Analysis 

In terms of the online survey data, I used the ‘analyse’ function within Online Surveys 

(secure online hosting software) to conduct a high-level analysis of the data before 

exporting the data to Microsoft Excel for further analysis.  Using Microsoft Excel I was able 

to analyse the data in greater detail using filters to explore varying themes in the data.  I 

then used IBM SPSS Statistics 24 to conduct a series of crosstabulations to compare data 

variables and look for further patterns in the data.  

 

With the consent of participants all interviews (victim-survivor and professional) were 

recorded and securely sent to a University approved transcriber who transcribed each 

interview verbatim. The same transcriber was used to transcribe each interview and I 

listened to all recordings and checked each interview transcription. I used Nvivo 12 

software to analyse interview data and the qualitative data from the online survey (one 

question). In addition to the qualitative research module that I completed during my 

Research Masters I attended a two-day Nvivo training course at the University of Surrey to 

develop my skills further in this area. Using Nvivo 12 I conducted a ‘thematic analysis’ of 

the interview data which involved a thorough reading and then rereading of interview data 

and coding data into ‘themes’ and ‘sub-themes’ (Gilbert, 2008: Bryman, 2012).  Richie et al 

refers to this approach as a ‘matrix-based approach to ordering and synthesising data’ 

(2003, p. 219). In the process of analysing the data ‘themes’ and ‘sub-themes’ gradually 

built up out of the data (descriptive through to theoretical) (Gibbs, 2012, p.338). Diagram 

one sets out a simplified analysis procedure utilised in the analysis of interview data.   

 

Diagram One: Adaptation of Gilbert’s analysis procedure (2008, p.274) 
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An important part of the analysis process was presenting the research findings for 

professional scrutiny and ratification which I discuss in chapter ten. This opportunity to 

validate the data was particularly effective in terms of authenticating the emergent themes 

and sub-themes and reinforcing the collaborative approach to the research (Wakeham, 

2016).   

Researcher Safety and Wellbeing  

Due to the nature of the topic under exploration protecting my own safety and wellbeing was 

essential throughout the research process. Given my position as ‘practitioner-researcher’ I 

had access to regular supervision from my university supervisors and I also benefited from 

clinical supervision available to me as a practitioner. Regular supervision and being part of a 

supportive multi-agency team of practitioners enabled me to keep myself emotionally well 

during this study.  

 

Research Ethics 

Given the sensitive nature of this study notions of ‘informed consent’, ‘anonymity’ and 

‘confidentiality’ were critical aspects of this research (Ali and Kelly, 2004; Wakeham, 

2016).  To ensure ‘informed consent’ all participants (victim-survivors and professionals) 

were fully informed about the purpose, methods, intended possible uses of the research, 

what participation in the research entailed and the risks (if any) involved prior to taking part 

(Silverman, 2010; Wakeham, 2016). The voluntary nature of participation was paramount, 

and all participants were informed about their right to refuse to take part or withdraw from 

the research and how to do this. During the initial phone call with all interview participants, 

I talked through the research information sheet and answered any questions that 

participants had. During the initial phone call I agreed the logistical arrangements with 

participants for the interview.  I emailed all participants with a copy of the appropriate 

research information sheet (see appendices two and three) and a copy of the consent 

form (see appendices four and five). All research participants completed the form 

electronically and emailed it back to me prior to the interview taking place. At the start of 

each interview I revisited the research information sheet and checked that participants still 

consented to take part in the interview. All participants consented to the interview being 

recorded using a University owned and approved encrypted device. I offered each 

participant a copy of the interview transcript for their records and to check post interview. 

One participant requested this information and a copy of the transcript was sent to them 

but they did not request that any changes be made.  
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Given my positionality as one of ‘practitioner-researcher’ I did not recruit research 

participants who were current or past service users of Refuge4Pets as this would have 

compromised the voluntary nature of participation in the research.  Having received a 

service from Refuge4Pets and the nature of the professional relationship we build with 

victim-survivors potential participants may have felt indebted and obliged to participate. 

One of the benefits of the online survey was that it enabled participation from across the 

UK which mitigated the risk of victim-survivors who were connected to Refuge4Pets 

participating in the research. This said, interview participants were disproportionately from 

the South West of England which is the area that Refuge4Pets covers, but there was no 

connection with the charity for any of the 24 interview participants.  

 

Only necessary demographic information was captured during the research process.  All 

data was anonymised and prudent consideration was given to the reporting of findings to 

make sure that individual participants were not identifiable on the basis of demographic 

characteristics, experiences and professional knowledge given the rurality and marginality 

(for some) of the participant group (Wakeham, 2016). I explained to participants that I 

would not be using their real names in the research and the geographical locations of the 

overall sample have been reported at a regional level, for example, South West and South 

East England. It should also be stressed that the principles of the EU General Data 

Protection Regulation (GDPR) (2018) were applied to the handling of data throughout the 

research process. For example, the ‘integrity and confidentiality’ of data was ensured 

through anonymising all data, using a fingerprint encrypted laptop to process data and 

storing all data securing on The University of Bristol Microsoft Office 365 site (Information 

Commissioner’s Office, 2018).  
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Avoiding harm to research participants (victim-survivors and professionals) in terms of 

protecting their safety as a result of taking part in the research was essential.  During the 

research process participants disclosed harrowing experiences of the abuse that they 

experienced and that animals endured, and they witnessed. Listening to the victim-survivors 

it was evident to me that recalling experiences of animal abuse was harder for participants 

compared to them sharing the details of the abuse that they experienced. For some 

participants taking part in this research provided the first safe space to talk about the abuse 

that animals experienced and the impact of this abuse. As I discuss in chapter nine, feelings 

of ‘blame’ and ‘shame’ and the wider dynamics of coercive control obstructed disclosures of 

abuse overall, but particularly animal abuse as participants felt helpless to protect animals 

from the abuse.  

Given my training in DVA and safeguarding children and vulnerable adults as well as my 

practice experience I was able to carefully and skilfully facilitate interviews. The parameters 

of confidentiality were clarified with all participants and I was equipped to provide 

appropriate emotional and practical support to participants within the boundaries of my 

role as researcher (Wakeham, 2016). All 24 victim-survivor interview participants had left the 

abusive relationship prior to the interview and there were no disclosures about a risk of 

current significant harm to participants.  I did ask all participants if they had received support 

for the abuse that they experienced.  For some support was ongoing, for others they had not 

received any specialist support.  I was able to signpost all participants to appropriate services 

as well as provide participants with a copy of the support service information sheet which 

contained contact details for national services (see appendix six). 

The strengths and limitations relating to the methodological approach and overall research 

process are discussed in chapter eleven.  In the next chapter I start to present the research 

findings.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: ONLINE SURVEY FINDINGS 

In this chapter I present the findings from the online survey completed by victims-survivors 

of domestic violence and abuse (DVA). I start this chapter by outlining the demographic 

characteristics of survey participants. I then present the findings about participants’ 

experiences of DVA before exploring the types of abuse animals were subjected to by the 

perpetrator, the breeds of animals that were abused and how animals entered the 

household. Finally, I highlight the findings about the impact of animal abuse on 

participant’s decisions about leaving the abusive relationship. I present the findings from 

the qualitative data captured in the online survey in chapter seven. It is important to point 

out that the online survey findings are not statistically significant. However, the survey 

findings are informative and provide insight about participants’ experiences of animal 

abuse in the context of domestic abuse which interview findings build on in greater depth.  

 

A total of 108 participants completed the survey.  As outlined in the previous chapter, one 

participant’s responses were removed as the individual indicated that they had not 

experienced DVA and that their animal(s) had not been abused by an intimate partner. I 

used Microsoft Excel and IBM SPSS Statistics 24 to analyse the survey data, and 

frequencies are reported below. I also conducted a series of crosstabulations to compare 

data in SPSS. However, most of these crosstabulations did not provide any additional 

findings and are therefore not reported.  

 

Online survey participants were disproportionately heterosexual, 

White/Welsh/Scottish/Northern Irish/Irish/British females. All 107 online survey participants 

were victims-survivors of DVA and experienced multiple forms of abuse. 96 per cent of 

participants stated that the abuse that they experienced escalated over time and/or in 

severity.  Of the 107 participants 66 (62 per cent) experienced many forms of abuse 

including emotional, physical, psychological and sexual abuse.  Where participants 

experienced all forms of abuse this was the most common context in which animals were 

murdered by the perpetrator.  
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In 94 (88 per cent) of the 107 households animal(s) were also abused by the perpetrator. 

In 88 (98 per cent) of the households of the 94 households where animals were abused, 

the perpetrator was a current or previous male partner. The perpetrator was a previous 

female partner in two (two per cent) of households where animals were abused. Four 

participants in households where animals were abused did not provide information about 

the sex or gender identity of the perpetrator. Physical abuse and threats to harm were the 

most frequent forms of abuse animals suffered.  

 

Of the 94 households where animals were abused animals were murdered by the 

perpetrator in 13 households. The number of households where animals were murdered 

was slightly higher when participants had animals prior to the abusive relationship or made 

the decision to bring animals into the household during the abusive relationship. In 66 per 

cent (62/94) of all households where animals were abused concerns for animal’s wellbeing 

delayed participants from leaving the abusive relationship, meant that they stayed, or 

returned.  

 

Of the 107 participants 31 stated that animals were given as ‘gifts’ by the perpetrator to 

participants or children. These animals were then abused by the perpetrator in 29 of the 

31 (94 per cent) households and murdered in four of the households where animals were 

given as ‘gifts’ by the perpetrator.  
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Demographic Characteristics of Survey Participants 

Of the 107 survey participants 105 participants were female.  There was one male 

participant, and one participant did not share information about their gender identity.  104 

participants provided their age and participants were aged between 20 – 65 years old. The 

largest group of participants (69 per cent) were between the age range of 35 – 54 years 

old. The mean age of participants was 41 years old.  

 

Graph One: Age Range of Survey Participants  
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Of the 107 participants, 102 participants stated that their ethnic group was 

White/Welsh/Scottish/Northern Irish/Irish/British. Two participants selected their ethnic 

group as any other white background. One participant stated their ethnic group was white 

and black Caribbean, one participant stated their ethnic group as Indian and one 

participant did not provide information about their ethnic group.  

 

 
Graph Two: Ethnic Group of Survey Participants  

Survey participants were asked to describe their sexual identity. 94 survey participants 

identified as heterosexual, nine as bisexual, two as gay female and one participant 

identified as lesbian. One participant did not answer this question.  

 

 

 

Graph Three: Sexual Identity of Survey Participants  

102

2

1

1

0 20 40 60 80 100 120

White/Welsh/Scottish/Northern
Irish/ Irish/British

Any other white background

White and Black Caribbean

Indian

Ethnic Group of Survey Participants
n=106 

Sexual Identity of Survey Participants 

n=106 

  



 70 

A limitation of the research questionnaire is that it is not clear from the data what 

participants’ employment status, annual income and educational status were at the time of 

the abusive relationship due to how the questions were asked in the survey.  In terms of 

the employment status of the 107 participants, 47 participants were employed full-time (30, 

or more hours a week), 32 participants were employed part-time (less than 30 hours a 

week) and 27 participants were not employed at the time of completing the survey. One 

participant did not provide information. 
 

 

 

 

Graph Four: Employment Status of Survey Participants  
 

Of the 107 participants, eight participants were full-time students, 12 participants were 

part-time students, and 85 participants were not students at the time of completing the 

survey. Two participants did not provide information about their student status.  
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The majority of participants (77 per cent) had an annual income from work and benefits of 

£30,000 or under.  However, broadly speaking participants had incomes from work and 

benefits across the range of incomes. The Office of National Statistics report data on 

national pay using the median which is the exact middle point for the annual pay of 

employees. For full-time employees this was £31,461 for the tax year ending 5th April 2020 

(ONS, 2020). Due to the timing of this report annual pay estimates were largely unaffected 

by the coronavirus pandemic.  
 

 

 

 

Graph Five: Annual Income from Work and Benefits of Survey Participants 

 

Children in Households  

Although 70 per cent of (58/107) participants stated that they were parents, the survey 

data does not provide an accurate picture about how many children were in households 

during the abusive relationship and how old these children were at the time. The 

qualitative interview data discussed in the next chapter provides further information about 

children in households. I did not specifically set out to explore the dynamics and 

implications of children’s experiences of animal abuse in the context of DVA within the 

scope of this research given time and resource constraints.  

 

 

 

Annual Income from Work and Benefits of Survey Participants 
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Participant’s Experiences of Domestic Violence and Abuse  

The data regarding participants’ experiences of DVA measured using the questions 

described in chapter four, indicates high levels of coercive control and the high-risk nature 

of the abuse survey participants endured. Participants experienced multiple types of abuse 

which indicates the high severity of the abuse that they endured (Donovan and Hester, 

2014).  The interview data discussed in the next chapter reinforces this.  

 

All 107 survey participants felt frightened, threatened, or intimidated by the perpetrator. All 

107 participants experienced more than one form of abuse. 62 per cent (66/107) of 

participants experienced all forms of abuse (psychological, physical, emotional and sexual 

abuse) asked about in this survey. 93 per cent (99/107) of participants had to ask 

permission to work, go shopping, visit friends and family and so on. 79 per cent (85/107) of 

participants were physically abused and 74 per cent (79/107) of participants were sexually 

abused by the perpetrator.  

 

Participants were asked whether the abuse that they experienced happened once, or if it 

went on for longer. Out of the 107 survey participants, 105 participants provided an 

answer to this question. The data indicates an ongoing pattern of abuse in 99 per cent 

(104/105) of households due to the abuse happening more than once.  

 

Duration of Domestic Violence and Abuse 

n=105 

 

 

Graph Six: Duration of Domestic Violence and Abuse 
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Participants were asked if the behaviour got worse over time. 105 participants answered 

this question, and two participants did not provide a response to the question. In 96 per 

cent (101/105) of households the abuse escalated. An escalation in abuse is evident if 

either the abuse got worse, or if the abuse happened more often over time. In eight per 

cent (8/105) of households the abuse stayed the same but happened more often over 

time. In 22 per cent (23/105) the abuse got worse. In 67 per cent (70/105) of households 

the abuse got worse and happened more often over time indicating an escalation in 

severity and the frequency of abuse. 

Escalation in Domestic Violence and Abuse 

n=105 

 

 

Graph Seven: Escalation of Domestic Violence and Abuse 

Information About the Perpetrator 

Of the 107 participants, 103 participants provided information about the perpetrator. In 95 

per cent (98/103) of these households the perpetrator was a previous, or current male 

partner. In five per cent (5/103) of households the perpetrator was a previous female 

partner.  

The Perpetrator Across All Households 

n=103 

 

Graph Eight: The Perpetrator Across All Households 
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The Abuse That Animals Experienced in Households  

Out of the 107 survey participants 88 per cent (94/107) of participants stated that a partner 

had abused their animal(s), or a family pet. The types of abuse that animals experienced 

were threats of harm, physical abuse, neglect and murder. 	
 

Animals were abused by the perpetrator in 94 households. Physical abuse and threats to 

harm animals were the most common forms of abuse. Animals were physically harmed in 

70 per cent (66/94) of households and threatened in 63 per cent (59/94) of households.  

Animals were neglected in 24 per cent (23/94) of households. In 14 per cent (13/94) of 

households animals were murdered by the perpetrator. Animals experienced more than 

one form of abuse in 56 per cent (53/9) of households where animals were abused by the 

perpetrator 

 
 
Graph Nine: Types of Animal Abuse Across Households 

 

Households Where Animals Were Murdered 

Of the 94 households where animals were abused, animals were killed in 13 of these 

households by the perpetrator. A comparison between the abuse experienced by people 

and animals indicates that the most common context in which animals were murdered by 

the perpetrator was when the survey participant experienced all forms of abuse 

(psychological, physical, emotional and sexual abuse). Animals were murdered by the 

perpetrator in 85 per cent (11/13) of the households where the survey participant 

experienced all forms of abuse.  
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Perpetrators of Animal Abuse 

Of the 94 households where animals were abused the perpetrator was a previous, or 

current male partner in 94 per cent (88/94) of households. Male perpetrators committed all 

forms of animal abuse. Of the 94 households, animals were abused by a previous female 

partner in two households. In both households where a female was the perpetrator 

animals were threatened, but not harmed.  Four participants did not provide information 

about the perpetrator’s gender identity. 

 

When Animal Abuse Started 

A comparison between the duration of the abusive relationship and households where 

animals were abused indicates that animal abuse occurred in relationships of all durations.  

 

Crosstabulation Between the Duration of Abuse and Animal Abuse 

 

Animal Abuse 

Total Yes 

Did your partner treat you 

like this once, or did it go on 

for longer? 

 No response Count 2 2 

% within Animal Abuse 2.1% 2.1% 

More often, for over 1 year Count 33 33 

% within Animal Abuse 35.1% 35.1% 

More often, for over 10 years Count 29 29 

% within Animal Abuse 30.9% 30.9% 

More often, for over 5 years Count 24 24 

% within Animal Abuse 25.5% 25.5% 

More often, for up to 1 year Count 5 5 

% within Animal Abuse 5.3% 5.3% 

Once Count 1 1 

% within Animal Abuse 1.1% 1.1% 

Total Count 94 94 

% within Animal Abuse 100.0% 100.0% 

 

Table One: Crosstabulation Between the Duration of Abuse and Animal Abuse  
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Breeds of Animals That Were Abused 

Participants who said that a partner had abused their animal(s), or a family pet were then 

asked to state which animals were abused. In the 94 households where animals were 

abused dogs were abused in 80 per cent (75/94) of households and cats in 38 per cent 

(36/94) of households. There were a range of other breeds of animals that were abused in 

households including rabbits, small furries (for example hamsters and mice), birds, 

horses/ponies, exotic animals (for example, reptiles and snakes) and livestock (for 

example cows and sheep).  

 

 

 

 

Graph Ten: Breeds of Animals Abused in Households 

Where there was more than one breed of animal in households it is not clear from the 

survey data which animals were subjected to what type of abuse.  This is due to how the 

survey response categories were set out. However, the qualitative interview data will 

explore this further in the next chapter. More than one species of animal were abused by 

the perpetrator in 41 of the of the 94 households where animals were abused.  
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How Animals Entered the Household 

Exploring the point at which animals entered a household and whose decision it was to 

have animals emerged as important contextual factors in this study in terms of 

understanding how and why animals were abused by perpetrators. These factors also had 

implications for how victims-survivors were impacted by animal abuse which I explore in 

the next chapter. From the survey data it was evident that animals entered the household 

in four different ways: 

• Owned by the participant prior to the relationship and brought into the relationship 

• Owned by the perpetrator prior to the relationship and brought into the relationship 

• Obtained during the relationship  

• Post separation owned by the participant 

 

Graph eleven shows that out of the 107 participants who completed the survey, 98 

participants provided information about how animals entered the household.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Graph Eleven: How Animals Entered the Household  
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The survey data about when animals entered the relationship and whose decision it was to 

have animals shows that perpetrators who abused animals committed animal abuse 

regardless of who owned the animal(s) and whose decision it was to have animals. 

Perpetrators who abused animals abused their own animals as well as participants’ 

animals.  Where it was the perpetrator’s decision to have animals, the percentage of 

households where animals were physically abused is slightly higher compared to when it is 

the interview participant’s decision to have animals. Perpetrators also murdered animals 

when animals entered the household during the relationship, and it was the perpetrator’s 

decision to have animal(s). However, not all animals are abused when the perpetrator was 

part of the decision-making process about bringing animals into the household.   
 
When the survey participant made the decision to bring an animal(s) into the household 

animals were abused in every household. Animals were abused in all households where 

the survey participant owned the animal prior to the abusive relationship, or where the 

survey participant decided to get an animal during the relationship. Threats to harm 

animals and instances of animals being murdered in households are slightly higher when 

survey participants owned animals or made decisions about getting animals during the 

relationship.  
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Animals Owned by the Victim-Survivor Prior to the Relationship 
27 per cent (26/98) of survey participants that provided information about how animals 

entered households stated that animals were in the household prior to the abusive 

relationship. Animals were abused by the perpetrator in all of these households (n=26).  

Animals were subjected to more than one form of abuse in 50 per cent (13/26) of these 

households. They were physically abused in 62 per cent (16/26) of households, 

threatened in 65 per cent (17/26) of households, neglected in 19 per cent (5/26) of 

households and murdered in 23 per cent (6/26) of households by the perpetrator.  
 

 
Graph Twelve: Types of Animal Abuse in Households Where Animals Were Owned by the Victim/Survivor 

Prior to the Abusive Relationship 

 
The number of households where animals were murdered by the perpetrator is slightly 

higher when animals were owned by the survey participant prior to the abusive 

relationship, or where it was the interview participant’s decision to have animals compared 

to the other stages regarding when and whose decision it was to have animals.  
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Animals Owned by the Perpetrator Prior to the Relationship  
Of the 98 survey participants that provided information about how animals entered 

households, five participants stated that animals were owned by the abusive partner prior 

to the relationship. In all five households the animal(s) were dogs and in all households 

animals were abused by the perpetrator. Dogs were subjected to more than one form of 

abuse in two households. They were threatened in one household and physically abused 

in all five cases. Although the sample size is small, the data indicates that the percentage 

of households where animals were physically abused was highest when perpetrators 

owned animals prior to the abusive relationship. There were no cases where animals were 

murdered. 
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Animals Entering the Household During the Relationship  
Animals entered the household during the abusive relationship in 66 per cent (65/98) of 

households. This was typically the point at which animals entered households. When 

animals entered the household during the relationship whose decision it was to bring the 

animal(s) into the household varied between the survey participant’s decision, a joint 

decision, or the perpetrator’s decision.  
 
Of the 65 households where animals entered the household during the relationship it was 

the survey participant’s decision to have animals in 11 of these households. Animals were 

abused in all of these households.  In nine of these 11 households animals were subjected 

to more than one form of abuse. This is the highest percentage of animals experiencing 

more than one form of animal abuse in households across the four stages regarding when 

and whose decision it was for animals to enter the household. Animals were physically 

abused in 55 per cent (6/11) of households, threatened in 73 per cent (8/11) of 

households, neglected in 45 per cent (5/11) of households and murdered in 18 per cent 

(2/11) of households.  
 

 
 
Graph Thirteen: Types of Animal Abuse Where Animals Entered the Household During the Relationship – 
Victim-Survivor’s Decision 
 

82%
n=9 73%

n=8
55%
n=6 45%

n=5

18%
n=2

0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10

Multiple forms of
abuse

Threats of harm Physical abuse Neglect Murder

Types of Animal Abuse Where Animals Entered the 
Household During the Relationship - Victim-Survivor's 

Decision
n=11



 82 

Of the 65 households where animals entered the household during the relationship it was 

the perpetrator’s decision to have animals in 27 households.  In 89 per cent (24/27) of 

these households animals were abused. In 44 per cent (12/27) of these households 

animals experienced more than one form of abuse.  Animals were physically abused in 74 

per cent (20/27) of households which is a slightly higher frequency of physical abuse 

compared to other stages, or decisions about animals entering the household, aside from 

when perpetrators owned animals prior to the relationship. Animals were threatened in 44 

per cent (12/27) of households and neglected in 22 per cent (6/27) of households. Animals 

were murdered in 11 per cent (3/27) of households where it was the perpetrator’s decision 

to have animals during the relationship.  

 

 
Graph Fourteen: Types of Animal Abuse Where Animals Entered the Household During the Relationship – 
Perpetrator’s Decision 
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Of the 65 households where animals entered the household during the relationship it was 

a joint decision to have animals in 27 households. In 96 per cent (26/27) of these 

households animals were abused. Animals were subjected to more than one form of 

abuse in 63 per cent (17/27) of households, physically abused in 67 per cent (18/27) of 

households and murdered in seven per cent (2/27) of households. Animals were 

threatened in 74 per cent (20/27) of households and neglected in 19 per cent (5/27) of 

households. The percentage of households where animals were threatened by the 

perpetrator is highest when it was a joint decision to have an animal(s) during the 

relationship, compared with the other stages regarding when animals entered households 

and whose decision it was.  
 
 

 
 
Graph Fifteen: Types of Animals That Were Abused When Animals Entered the Household During the 
Relationship Where it was a Joint Decision to Have Animals  
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Animals Entering the Household Post Separation 
Of the 98 participants who provided information about how animals entered the household 

two participants stated that animals entered the household post separation. In both 

households animals were abused by the perpetrator who was an ex-partner. In one of 

these households the perpetrator threatened to harm the animals.  In the other household 

the perpetrator physically abused and murdered animal(s) post separation.  
 
Households Where Animals Were Given as Gifts 
Participants were asked if any animals were gifts from the perpetrator. Of the 107 

participants that completed the survey, 31 participants (29 per cent) stated that animals 

were given as gifts to them, or a child(ren) in the household by the perpetrator.   
 
In 94 per cent (29/31) of these households where animals were given as gifts, animals 

were abused by the perpetrator. Animals were subjected to more than one form of abuse 

in 39 per cent (12/31) households where they were given as gifts by the perpetrator. They 

were physically abused in 71 per cent (22/31) of households, neglected in 19 per cent 

(6/31) of households, threatened in 52 per cent (16/31) of households and murdered in 13 

per cent (4/31) of households.  
 

 
 

Graph Sixteen: Types of Animal Abuse Where Animals Were Given as Gifts by the Perpetrator  
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Decisions About Leaving the Abusive Relationship 

Of the 107 participants, 88 per cent (94/107) of participants stated that animals were 

abused by the perpetrator. Out of the 94 households where animals were abused by the 

perpetrator the animals were a consideration in 66 per cent (62/94) of participant’s 

decisions about leaving.  42 per cent (26/62) of these participants delayed leaving, 37 per 

cent (23/62) stayed and 15 per cent 9/62) returned to the abusive relationship out of 

concerns for animals’ welfare. Four survey participants stated that animals impacted their 

decisions about leaving but did not state how.  
 

 

 
Graph Seventeen: How Animals Impacted Victim-Survivor’s Decisions About Leaving 

 
Of the 26 households where animals where owned by the participant prior to the 

relationship, animals impacted participants’ decisions about leaving in 62 per cent (16/26) 

of households. Of the 11 households where animal(s) entered the household during the 

relationship and it was the survey participant’s decision to have animals, concerns about 

animals affected participants’ decisions about leaving in 73 per cent (8/11) of households.  
 
Where it was the perpetrator’s decision to have animals during the relationship concerns 

for animals’ wellbeing impacted on survey participants’ decisions about leaving in 67 per 
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When animals were owned by the perpetrator prior to the relationship animals affected 

participants’ decisions about leaving in two out of five households due to concerns about 

their wellbeing. In two households animals entered the household post separation and, in 

both cases, concerns for the animals’ wellbeing impacted survey participants’ decisions 

about leaving. In one of these households the survey participant returned out of concerns 

for the dog’s wellbeing.  
 
Of the 107 participants that completed the survey, 13 participants (12 per cent) stated that 

animals were not abused by the perpetrator.  In two of these households animals were a 

consideration in participant’s decisions about leaving. Both survey participants delayed 

leaving. Concerns about animal welfare and the human-animal bond impacted survey 

participants’ decisions about leaving regardless of when animals entered the household 

and whose decision it was to have animals.  How animals impacted survey participant’s 

decisions about leaving will be discussed further in the following two chapters. 
 

In the next chapter I start to present the findings from semi-structured interviews with 

victims-survivors of domestic violence and abuse.  Interview data builds on the survey data 

to provide a more in-depth insight into how and why animals are abused in the context of 

DVA and the implications for victims-survivors.  
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CHAPTER SIX: EXPERIENCES OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AND ABUSE 

Twenty-four victim-survivors of domestic violence and abuse (DVA) took part in semi-

structured interviews where they recalled their experiences of abuse and that of animals. It 

was apparent from listening to participants recall their experience of abuse that 

participants were at high risk of murder or serious harm. All participants felt frightened and 

intimidated by the perpetrator and they often talked about how they were fearful for their 

own lives. All 24 participants were coerced and controlled by the perpetrator. Interview 

participants were also physically abused, sexually abused, financially abused, stalked and 

harassed.  All 24 participants described how the abuse escalated throughout the 

relationship, either because the abuse increased in severity, happened more often, or 

both. Animals were abused in all 24 households and experienced similar types of abuse 

compared to humans, which I discuss further in chapter nine.  Animals were physically 

abused, threatened, neglected and isolated by the perpetrator. In ten households animals 

were murdered either ‘directly’ or ‘indirectly’ by the perpetrator. The most common context 

in which animals were murdered was when participants experienced all forms of abuse.  

 

The sample of victim-survivors taking part in interviews in my study was unique compared 

to samples in cognate research conducted in Canada and the United States. Previous 

research has captured data from samples of victim-survivors typically in shelter (referred to 

as refuge in the UK) who are still in the crisis or early recovery stages from the abuse that 

they have experiencd (Ascione et al, 2007; Fitzgerald, 2007; Simmons and Lehmann, 

2007; Krienert et al, 2012; Barrett et al, 2017; Stevenson, 2018). Participants taking part in 

my research were all based in the community and the abuse was historic meaning that 

victim-survivors had had time to reflect on the abuse that they experienced. 

 

The focus of this chapter is to provide the background context to the qualitative research 

findings before moving on to present my key research themes in the next chapter. In the 

chapters that follow participant names have been replaced with pseudonyms to protect 

individual’s anonymity. Participant’s ages have been included where this information is 

known.  
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Demographic Characteristics of Victim-survivor Interview Participants 

Of the 24 interview participants 22 participants were recruited following completion of the 

self-completion online survey. One participant got in touch having seen a leaflet 

advertising the research in their local DVA service and one participant contacted me 

directly after seeing a social media (Facebook) post about the research.  

 

Given my established professional network in the South West of England participation 

(12/24) in this geographical area was higher compared to other areas of the UK as 

anticipated. Graph eighteen shows the geographical location of interview participants.  

 

 

Graph Eighteen: Geographical Location of Interview Participants 

Given that 22 participants completed the online survey the demographic characteristics of 
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All 24 interview participants were female and 23 interview participants stated that their 

ethnic group was White/English/Welsh/Scottish/Northern Irish/Irish/British. One participant 

did not provide information about their ethnic group. 20 participants described their sexual 

identity as heterosexual, two participants identified as bisexual and two participants did not 

provide information about their sexual identity. The mean age of participants was 40 years 

old at the time of participating in the semi-structured interview. 

 

Graph Nineteen: Age Range of Interview Participants 
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As discussed in chapter five, it is not clear from the data what participants’ employment 

status, annual income and educational status were at the time of the abusive relationship. 

Graph twenty shows interview participants’ employment status at the time of the interview. 

Five participants were in either full-time or part-time education at the time of the interview.  

 

 

Graph Twenty: Employment Status of Interview Participants 
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All but one participant who gave their income information had an annual income from work 

and benefits of less than £30,000 at the time of the interview which is below the UK 

income national average.  
 

 

Graph Twenty-one: Annual Income from Work and Benefits of Interview Participants 

Children in Households 

Seventeen interview participants were parents and children were living in all of these 

households at the time of the abusive relationship. In 16 households the perpetrator was 

the biological father of the children and children were exposed to DVA from pre-birth 

onwards.  
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participants were exposed to by the perpetrator who was a previous male intimate partner 

in all households. Participants were abused in multiple ways and over prolonged periods 

of time. Perpetrators used multiple strategies and patterns of abuse to coerce and control 

participants instilling in them a sense of shame, self-blame, fear and intimidation.  
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At the start of each interview I asked participants about the nature of the abuse that they 

experienced. Participants talked about their experience in differing levels of detail. Some 

participants wanted to share in detail information about the abuse that they suffered, 

others summarised the types of abuse that they endured and focused on sharing 

information about how animals were abused.   

 

All 24 participants experienced more than one type of abuse. Nineteen participants 

experienced psychological, physical, sexual and emotional abuse. Tracy (52) was 

subjected to these forms of abuse over a 13-year period:  

Tracy (52): It just got worse and I became so much more frightened.  It was 
becoming so dangerous to be in the same house as him, that I really thought if I 
didn’t go, I may not get out of that house alive…With the mental abuse…it was the 
chipping away effect that it had on me…the derogatory remarks, the silence, just 
controlling what I wore and financial control…it chipped away at my confidence… 
the name calling and putting me down.  I ended up in A and E, probably about four, 
maybe five times during that 13 years. It got to the situation where I was so in denial 
about what was happening, that I could go to A and E [accident and emergency] 
with a broken bone in my leg and I would lie.  I would say I have tripped over, I had 
fallen. 

 

All 24 participants experienced coercive control which was evident in participants’ 

accounts of the relationship. All 24 participants felt frightened, threatened and intimated by 

the perpetrator who used a range of abusive acts with the intent of subordinating 

participants, isolating them and regulating their everyday behaviour.  Fifteen participants 

specifically named their experience as ‘coercion’ and/or ‘control’ during the interview. 

 

 Vicki (42): He was controlling me, controlling who I had contact with so I lost all 
contact with my friends and family…He strangled me, he kicked me, he punched 
me, he swung me around by my hair.  He used to force me to sleep on the floor, he 
raped me. I wasn’t allowed to read my own post, I wasn’t allowed to go to the 
doctors on my own, I wasn’t allowed to speak to anybody outside of the house, so, 
for all of those reasons that’s why I was scared of him. 
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All 24 participants shared examples of the emotional and psychological abuse that they 

experienced.  

Jackie (24): Mostly intimidation, threats, kind of like mental… I want to say torture, 
but kind of like manipulation, controlling behaviours, lots of threatening, things like 
he would try to distort my perception of reality through constant reinforcement, 
telling me things that weren’t true, but telling me to the point where he was trying to 
get me to believe them, to try and confuse me and stuff like that.  So lots of mental 
manipulation and threats. 

 

Twenty-two participants were raped or sexually abused by the perpetrator often 

throughout the duration of the relationship. Helen (45) described how she was raped by 

her partner of seven years, ‘He raped me ten times, nearly killed me when my younger son 

was three days old’. 

 

Twenty interview participants were physically abused by the perpetrator, brutally in most 

households. Shelly (37) described the last incident before she escaped to safety. 

 Shelly (37): He used to lose his mind over simple things like how the coffee was 
made. One Friday night he locked me in the kitchen with him and he beat me with a 
rolling pin for about two or three hours. In the morning he shouted “Get up, get in 
this kitchen now”, and he continued beating me for another two hours with the 
rolling pin… I was in hospital for five days…I had nine broken ribs, six spinal 
fractures, a broken leg, a broken shoulder, a broken arm.  I had a broken thumb, I 
had 95 per cent bruising all over my body, which was a high per cent chance of 
organ failure.  Had I not left that house when I did, if I had been an hour or so 
afterwards, I would have been dead.   

 

Six participants were stalked and harassed by the perpetrator post separation and 

participants also described the financial abuse that they experienced. 

 Nicola (41): He stalked me and harassed me for about 18 months, tried to rob me, 
tried to set my house on fire, tried to break in, slept at the end of my drive.  He 
followed my son, and he threatened him.  He has cleaned me out financially as well, 
so that is quite frightening to deal with. 
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Five participants talked about how the abuse continued post separation through the family 

court process and child contact arrangements.  

Helen (45): I was in it for seven years.  I have been out of it for eight years, but 
abuse still goes on… through children being involved and the family court as it is at 
the moment. 

 

The average duration that the abuse went on for was ten years and for 12 participants the 

abuse went on for over ten years. The longest relationship was 30 years. In all 24 

households the abuse escalated throughout the relationship getting worse, happening 

more often or both. Participants often discussed not recognising the abuse or being able to 

name it as domestic violence and abuse until late in the relationship, or post separation. 

The abusive relationship was often the interview participant’s first intimate partner 

relationship which meant that they lacked a script about what a healthy relationship looked 

and felt like. Three participants referred to being groomed by the perpetrator from a young 

age. Dina (37) met the perpetrator when she was 14 and he was 37 at the time. The 

relationship spanned ten years and has continued post separation until the time of the 

interview in 2019. During the relationship Dina was subjected to emotional abuse, physical 

abuse, sexual abuse and post separation stalking and harassment.  

Dina (37): He was always sorry to start with, but he used to threaten to kill himself 
quite regularly, because he knew my dad had done a similar thing and he would get 
a bit of sympathy out of it…he did nearly kill me… he fractured my skull in six 
places.   

 

Animals’ Experiences of Domestic Violence and Abuse  

Each of the 24 participants shared their experience of the type of abuse that animals were 

subjected to by the perpetrator. Eighteen participants explained how animals experienced 

more than one type of abuse and more than one animal was abused in 13 households.  
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Physical Abuse 

Sixteen participants described how animals were physically abused in households. The 

physical abuse of animals included kicking, hitting, punching, strangulation and throwing 

animals. In 12 of these households animals that were physically abused were dogs. In 

three households the animals that were physically abused were cats.  

 

Of the 16 households where animals were physically abused animals were subjected to 

occasional incidents of physical abuse in seven households and ongoing, brutal physical 

abuse which resulted in injury in nine households.  

Shelly (37): He used to punch the dog, and strangle the dog, and the dog would 
have bright red eyes, bloodshot eyes… it turned out the dog had a hernia, so I think 
he actually gave the dog a hernia due to the assault.   

 

In two households where animals were physically abused (2/16) participants had the 

animals rehomed as they were so concerned for the animal’s life.  

 Rosemary: The dog had chewed up his sunglasses and he’d… he literally beat the 
dog to like black and blue, and then locked it outside for days.  And the dog had got 
so frantic he’d tried to break back into the house and broke the door. And then 
obviously he got beaten again. So I waited for my partner to leave the house, and I 
scooped the dog up and took it to one of my friend’s house, and I never brought it 
home again.   
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Murder 

Out of the 24 interviews animals were murdered by the perpetrator in ten households. 

Participants used the terms ‘murder’ and ‘killed’ to describe what happened to animals. 

The terminology in this area is an issue to highlight as the language is defined around 

human experiences. I explore the complexities associated with this terminology in chapter 

nine.  Participants shared how animals were ‘directly’ murdered by the perpetrator. For 

example, beaten to death, poisoned, beheaded and run over by a vehicle. However, 

animals were also ‘indirectly’ murdered by the perpetrator who orchestrated a situation in 

which animals would almost certainly be killed.   

 

Shirley (39): We had seven mice… and we had one budgie.  And of course we had 
cats as well at the same time.  For a while we were closing the door to keep the 
cats out when we were out, to obviously keep the mice and budgie safe.  When the 
abuse got really bad, he left the door open, and we went out. We came home, the 
door was open in the living room and there were just mice bits everywhere and 
blood everywhere, and feathers everywhere, cages on the floor, sawdust 
everywhere, it was… oh it was like a murder scene, it was horrendous.  He did that 
on purpose again. 

 

Of the households where animals were murdered three participants discussed 

perpetrators causing the death of animals through neglect (denying animals their basic 

needs). As well as murdering her fish and lizard, Ann (38) shared that the perpetrator 

deliberately denied other exotic animals the heat that they needed to survive by turning off 

their heat mats when she was at work.   
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Participants felt that animals were murdered intentionally by the perpetrator in nine of the 

ten households where animals were killed. In one household the perpetrator beat a nine-

week old puppy so brutally that he killed her.  

 Shelly (37): He took the dog to the park one day, and… he took her off the lead, the 
dog ran off…He went mad because he was having to run around the park after this 
dog.  He literally got her back, chucked her in the kitchen and started beating her.  
And I heard all the noises from the dog, the screaming, everything…I think he was 
in there for about an hour and a half at least.  So I was in the living room, terrified, 
the kids were upstairs in bed…And I could just hear this dog.  Then I heard 
silence… and I walk into the kitchen and the dog was laying on the floor hardly 
breathing…the dog stopped breathing in front of me.  

 

The perpetrator justified the murder as ‘discipline’ and declared that he had not done 

anything to this dog that he had not done to the previous dogs and as such her death was 

not his fault. Shelly (37) was then left to put the body of the dog into a carrier bag and later 

tell the children that the dog had run away.  

 

Five participants did not witness animals being murdered, but they all believed that the 

perpetrator had intentionally killed the animals either because the perpetrator had told 

them that this is what happened, or participants believed the perpetrator was responsible 

based on previous threats and patterns of abuse.   

Rosemary: I just had a text message saying ‘your cat’s dead.’…one of my 
neighbours came over and said, “Have you got a black cat?  Because there’s one 
that’s like really messed up in our garden.”…And it was my cat.  So I know he killed 
the cat…I think he drove over it. 
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The perpetrator murdered more than one animal in six of the ten households where 

animals were killed. Not all animals that were killed by the perpetrator were family pets. 

Two participants described how they witnessed animals outside the household being 

murdered by the perpetrator.  

Kate: We were visiting his mother who lived in the country, and there was always a 
family of feral cats, and I would always look forward to seeing them.  They were 
lovely little things. So, we were driving along the country lane and I say to him, “Oh 
look, there is one over there.”  Well, he accelerated across the country lane and ran 
it over and killed it.   

 

Prior to this the perpetrator had told Kate that when he was a child he would shoot birds 

and cats with his riffle. The perpetrator justified murdering animals as a child as an act that 

was ‘normal’ stating that his father had also caught cats and drowned them.  

 

In one household the perpetrator attempted to kill animals. Emma (34) believed that the 

perpetrator attempted to murder the chickens by poisoning them.  

 Emma (34): The chickens were actually the children’s pets…he had put weed killer 
down in the chickens’ area that was fenced off, and he let the chickens out.  So 
obviously… he was obviously trying to kill them or hurt them. 

 

At least 21 animals were killed either directly, or indirectly in households by perpetrators 

including one dog, three cats, three hamsters, two rabbits, two birds, seven mice, one rat, 

two exotic animals and fish (number unknown). The most common context in which 

animals were murdered was when the participant experienced all forms of abuse (physical, 

emotional, psychological and sexual).  
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Threats to Kill 

Thirteen of the 24 participants stated that the perpetrator threatened animals. In eight of 

these 13 households the perpetrator threatened to kill animals. In three households the 

perpetrator threatened to murder animals if the participant left the relationship.  

 
Vicki (42): I had a horse at the time and he told me that if I ever went it would be like 
in the film that I’d get the horse’s head given to me. 

 

Two participants shared how perpetrators threatened to murder animals if they did not 

return to the abuser. Rosemary shared that the perpetrator threatened to starve the cats to 

death if she did not return.  

 Rosemary: And his way of getting me to go back was ‘if you don’t… I’m not going to 
feed the cats so I’ll just let them starve to death. 

 

Helen described how the perpetrator killed one of her animals and threatened to murder 

more if she did not return to him when she was in hospital.  

 Helen (45): Okay, I tried to kill myself, this is how I thought of escaping…he came 
up to the hospital, and I had rabbits at that time.  He said “I have killed your 
favourite rabbit, and if you are not back tomorrow I will kill the rest.”   

 

One participant described how the perpetrator threatened to commit suicide and take the 

animals with him.  

Sue (54): Yeah, he did threaten to get rid of them.  He used the threat of suicide a 
lot. As a sort of tactic to make me comply and make me sort of worry about him and 
this and that.  And he would say that he would take the animals with him. 
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Ann (38) shared how the perpetrator made visual threats to harm her animals which he 

later followed through with.  

Ann (38): I had three very big fish tanks with some fish in that I had nurtured from 
little, you know, tiny little fish.  And he used to threaten, he used to throw things in 
there.  And he used to like pull the fish out.  And one day when we bought the 
house, I hadn’t been in there very long, and I can’t even remember what it was, it 
was something so stupid, it was something like I had got home late and the dinner 
wasn’t ready, and he took the bleach and poured it into the water… I just had to sit 
there and basically watch them die, because that was what was happening, it was 
awful. 

 

As discussed, 13 participants shared that the perpetrator threatened animals. In eight of 

these households the perpetrator threatened to kill animals. In three of the 13 households 

where animals were threatened the perpetrator threatened to rehome animals. In two of 

the 13 households, participants described how the perpetrator threatened to harm 

animals. In one of these households the perpetrator threatened to starve an animal and in 

one household the perpetrator threatened to physically harm an animal.  

 

Neglect 

Participants shared how animals were neglected by the perpetrator in eight households. 

Seven participants described how the perpetrator would not feed or clean up after animals 

if they were not at home.   

 

 Tami (25): I had to go and have an MRI scan... He didn’t feed them or clean their 
litter tray or give them water for the entire time.   

 

The other form that neglect took was denying animals access to veterinarian treatment, 

which one participant talked about.   

 Rosemary: He wouldn’t let me get them spayed, so they both had two litters of 
kittens each…he wouldn’t let me flea them so we were like infested with fleas as 
well.  
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In the households where animals were neglected it is not clear whether the neglect of the 

animals by the perpetrator was an intentional act of animal abuse. As I discuss in chapter 

nine participants were always the main caregiver for animals in the household. In 

participants’ absence perpetrators did not assume the role of caregiver which led to the 

neglect of animals. In seven of the eight households where animals were neglected 

animals were also abused in other ways.  

 

Denying companionship  

One of the 24 participants talked about how the perpetrator would prevent her and the dog 

from being with each other at home, they were intentionally isolated from one another at 

times by the perpetrator.  

 

Tracy (52): ‘It felt like he was punishing her.  You know, even if he wasn’t smacking 
her or hitting her he would punish her…he would stop her from coming into the 
room.  If I spent time in the front room, he was in the middle room.  If she tried to 
come in the front room, he would try and stop her.  He would stop us actually being 
in each other’s company if you know what I mean? And if she tried to get into the 
room I was in to see me, she tended to come off worse, so in a way at times I 
almost discouraged her from kind of coming to me.  

 

In addition to the forms of abuse already discussed interview participants also shared how 

animals were shouted out, left at kennels and generally impacted by their exposure to 

DVA in the household.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: EXPLOITING BONDS BETWEEN VICTIM-SURVIVORS 
AND ANIMALS 

In the previous chapter I focused on presenting the findings relating to the types of abuse 

that participants and animals experienced. In this chapter I draw on the 24 interviews with 

victims-survivors to look at the ways perpetrators exploited the bonds between victims-

survivors and animals and present the key themes that emerged from my qualitative 

analysis. 

   

The bond that participants had with animals provided an important context in developing 

an understanding about how and why animals were abused and the impact that this abuse 

had. The significance of the bond that participants had with an animal made certain 

animals a target for abuse by the perpetrator. Perpetrators exploited the bond that 

participants had with animals and the asymmetry of power that exists in society between 

humans and animals to coerce, control and entrap participants. Participants often 

described animals as providing comfort, companionship, love, escapism and a sense of 

purpose in the context of abuse. In some households participants described animals as 

their only source of support during the abusive relationship. Animals promoted participant’s 

resilience to cope and recover from trauma during the abusive relationship and post 

separation. There was evidence to suggest that the bond between participants and 

animals was reciprocal.  

 

The asymmetry of power between animals and humans meant that animals were 

conceptualised as ‘less important’ than humans and notions of ‘ownership’ served to 

legitimise the abuse of animals in the eyes of the perpetrator.  The relationship that 

perpetrators had with animals was always to satisfy their own needs and provide another 

dimension to the abuse of participants. Perpetrators sought to dominate and exert power 

and control over animals, and this formed the basis of their relationships with animals. It 

was evident in the interview data that all 24 participants were coercively controlled by 

perpetrators through the abuse of animals. Animals were physically abused, murdered, 

threatened, neglected, and denied companionship by perpetrators. Participants described 

how perpetrators attempted to justify the abuse that they experienced and the abuse that 

animals endured as part of the pattern of coercive control.  
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Six main themes emerged from the interview data with victim-survivors of DVA. The first 

theme is ‘the significance of the bond between humans and animals’ which participants 

often described with increased energy and warmth in their voices compared to other areas 

of discussion during interviews. The second theme is ‘the asymmetry of power between 

humans and animals’ where I present the interview findings about how animals are 

conceptualised as ‘less important’ than humans and notions of ‘ownership’ which serve to 

legitimise the abuse of animals in the eyes of the perpetrator. I also discuss the 

perpetrator’s relationships with animals as a subtheme. The third theme is ‘animal abuse 

as a strategy of coercive control’. It was evident in the interview data that all 24 

participants were coercively controlled by perpetrators and that the abuse of animals in the 

context of DVA was a specific form of coercive control. The fourth theme is the ‘impacts of 

abuse on humans and animals’.  A number of similarities emerge in the data about how 

humans (women and children) and animals experience and are impacted by DVA.  Like 

participants, animals developed their own safety strategies to navigate abuse.  Strategies 

included avoiding the perpetrator, hiding, heightened obedience/compliance, showing 

affection to the perpetrator when requested and seeking comfort from participants 

discreetly when it was safe to do so. Participants and animals experienced this same 

unpredictable, inconsistent, relationship of extremes with perpetrators. 
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The fifth theme is ‘blame, shame and entrapment’ where participants described how they 

were ashamed of the abuse that they lived with and blamed themselves for the abuse that 

animals experienced.  Participants were trapped in abusive relationships due to the 

pattern of coercive control as well as the significance of the bond that they had with 

animals. Leaving with animals was almost impossible. The final theme is ‘victim-survivors’ 

varied experiences of support from professionals’ where participants recall varying 

responses from professionals and their suggestions to improve support specifically for 

animals. The safety of participants was prioritised over that of animals.  Animals were not 

part of participants’ safety plans and as such participants were not given any options 

regarding animals’ safety. The following table sets out the key themes and sub-themes: 

 Sub-theme Sub-theme Sub-theme Sub-theme Sub-theme 
Theme 

One 
The significance of 
the bond between 

humans and 
animals 

 

Animal 
personhood 

Comfort, 
companionship 

and love 

Escapism, 
purpose and 

resilience 

 

Theme 
Two 

The asymmetry of 
power between 

humans and 
animals 

Ownership Giving animals 
as gifts 

Perpetrators 
relationships 
with animals 

Animal 
abuse 

viewed as 
less serious 

than the 
abuse of 
humans 

Theme 
Three 

Animal abuse as a 
strategy of 

coercive control 

Exploiting 
the 

significance 
of the 

relationship 
(bond and 

fear) 

Permission and 
encouragement 

to bring 
animals into 

the household 

Punishment 
and jealousy 

 

Theme 
Four 

Impacts of abuse 
on humans and 

animals 

Similar types 
of abuse 

and 
responses to 

abuse 

Parallels of 
abuse between 
animals, adults 

and children 

  

Theme 
Five 

Blame, shame and 
entrapment 

Blame and 
shame 

Entrapment Decisions 
about 

leaving 

 

Theme 
Six 

Victim-survivors’ 
varied experiences 

of support from 
professionals 

Suggestions 
about how to 

improve 
support 

   

 

Table One: Key Themes and Sub-themes 
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Theme One: The Significance of the Bond Between Victim-Survivors and Animals 
Although participants used different discourses to describe their relationship with animals 

the depth and significance of the bond that participants had with animals was similar for 

the majority of participants. Within this theme there are four subthemes which are, ‘animal 

personhood’, ‘comfort, companionship and love’, ‘escapism, purpose and resilience’ and 

the focus is almost entirely on participants (victim-survivors) and their bond with animals. 

However, I touch briefly on the notion of ‘reciprocity’ in relation to the relationship between 

participants and animals.  

Animal Personhood 

The term ‘animal personhood’ includes animals in categories that typically apply to people 

or alludes to animals as having human characteristics. Eleven participants described 

animals as ‘children’ or ‘family members’ or compared their depth of love for animals to the 

love they feel, or would expect to feel, for children and family members. These 

descriptions included dogs, exotic animals (for example lizards), fish, rabbits and cats.  

Natasha (33): So this kitten was my baby.  She had an outfit for Christmas, and she 

went to the vets, but it was a cats’ only vet, so she didn’t have to be scared of dogs.  

And I took her for walks, and she came to work with me.   

Six of the 11 participants who described their relationship with animals as being like 

‘children’ or ‘family members’ also had children.  These participants implicitly gave a sense 

that their relationship with their animals was different to their relationship with their children 

particularly linked to building their personal resilience. Participants also talked about the 

relationship with animals being important when children were not around. For example, 

because young children were in bed, children were in school, or older children were more 

independent.  

 

Three participants stated that animals were a substitute for children because they made a 

conscious decision not to have children given the abusive environment. 

Tracy (52): ‘I didn’t have children, and I knew fairly early on in the marriage that I 

didn’t want children with him, I didn’t want him to be the father of any children.  So 

really getting a dog was like the next best thing’.  
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Participants also referred to animals as being their ‘best friends’ both implicitly by 

reference to relational qualities associated with ‘friendship’ and explicitly.   

Interviewer: How would you describe your relationship with your dog at that time?   

Kate: My best friend.  I didn’t work either, so him and I were together constantly, 

and it was an Alsatian so we walked together, we went on holiday together.   

All 24 participants felt isolated from family and friends by the perpetrator and animals often 

filled this void. 

Interviewer: Why do you think the relationship was so important to you with the 

cats?  

Tami (25): It was my only form of contact with anything really. He cut me off from all 

my friends.  He used to track me on my phone. So he knew exactly where I was, 

whether I was in work, whether I was in college, and whether I was on my way 

home.  Those are pretty much the only three places I was allowed to be. 

 

Comfort, Companionship and Love  

Thirteen of the 24 participants described animals as providing a unique form of comfort, 

companionship and love that the perpetrator denied. Twelve participants described their 

animals as their only source of support during the abusive relationship.  

Interviewer: Did you have any other support around you?   

Shirley (39): No, no, I just sort of… you know it was just me, well my… Daisy the 

dog, she was my support she was.  She knew, you know, when he started, and she 

would come to me and you know we would have a cwtch, and she was just 

amazing she was, yeah. 
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The strength of the relationship that participants had with their animals and the comfort 

that they received from the relationship was evident in both their words and their 

experiences: 

 Jackie (24): I relied on my dog, like emotionally. He was the only support I had.  

Like when I’d been kicked out… like one of the ways he used to control me would 

be to kick me out onto the streets when he was angry with me, knowing that I had 

nowhere to go, particularly in the winter.  And so obviously me and the dog would 

be out on the streets and we used to like go into the woods and just hug, and I 

really felt the only person who understood, was my dog. 

Fifteen of the 24 participants explicitly spoke of their ‘love’ for animals.  

Sue (54): Well, they were a great comfort to me, like having some sort of big 

blanket.  I loved them to bits. 

Participants were always the main care giver for animals, providing food and water, 

tending to animals’ health needs, and making sure animals had a suitable environment 

and exercise.  

Shirley (39): He wouldn’t feed them, he wouldn’t change them.  You know, it was all 

me, all the time, constant, but I did it because I loved them. 

As I listened to participants talk about their experiences there was evidence of a reciprocal 

relationship between participants and animals. Animals acted with agency to provide and 

seek comfort, companionship, friendship and love from interview participants.  

Chloe (52): When we make a bond with an animal, what you don’t realise is they 

make a huge bond with you, and when the chips are down and you are struggling 

they will come and show you that they care about you.   

Based on participants’ accounts animals appeared to sense changes in participants’ 

emotions and would particularly attempt to provide comfort when people were feeling low. 

 Dina (37): At my deepest, darkest hours that dog was never off my side.  
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Escapism, Purpose and Resilience  

Participants talked about animals as providing them with a sense of ‘escapism’ and 

‘purpose’ amid the abuse that they experienced. Three participants described their 

animals as providing them with a way of escaping from the abuse for periods of time while 

participants cared for animals and spent time in their presence.  

 

Rachel: They were just escapism, complete escapism.  That was just our little 

dream world where we could all just like escape down… we had our little field down 

the road, and we would just take our lunch down there, and we will be gone from 

the morning until… well, until we had to come home for tea… it was just a way 

where we could get out and not have to be in his presence really. 

This sense of ‘escapism’ was also experienced by participants who had dogs and could 

get out of the house to walk their dogs. 

Tracy (52): She was like a sort of comfort for me, and a means of getting out of the 

house to take her for a walk, she was just so important to me… she kept me sane, if 

you know what I mean? 

One participant talked about the animals that she cared for at home providing her with a 

sense of ‘escapism’ and ‘purpose’.  

Ann (38): They were like my crutch. They kept me… they gave me a purpose.  

Some days I used to feel so… I mean I used to blame it on being homesick.  It’s so 

stupid.  I wasn’t homesick, I was just sick, sick of my existence, but I didn’t know 

what to do about it, and they gave me the purpose.  I was getting up.  I had to go 

and see to them, I had to change the water, I had to go and get the food from the 

pet shop.  I had to take them to the vets.  I had to go and pick up some 

medicine…all of those things were what kept me going.   

Four participants explicitly referred to animals as being their ‘world’ and meaning the ‘world 

to them’.  

 Vicki (42): My horse was my world. I’d had him for quite a few years prior to that 

when I’d been on my own and stuff, and he… he… he was… sort of outside of work 

that was what I did. It was a big part of my life.   
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Animals promoted participants’ resilience to cope and recover from trauma during the 

abusive relationship and post separation.  

Marianne (50): ‘I had a little dog.  I have had her from being seven weeks old…and 

she was just amazing, a beautiful little dog… She was my baby.  I mean, I’ve got 

children, I’ve got four children, but she was our little baby, she was amazing.  And 

to be honest, she’s the one that got me through.  After I left, she is the one that got 

me through that. 

Three participants stated that they may not be alive now without the support that their 

animals provided during the abusive relationship.  

Dina (37): But hats off to my dogs.  I would be dead if it wasn’t for my dogs.  They 

have seen me through a hell of a lot over the years.  This is one of my gripes with 

councils about not letting folk keep their animals.  Quite often the animal is a lifeline 

in that scenario. 

The bond that participants had with animals provides important context in developing an 

understanding about how and why animals are abused and the impact that this abuse has. 

I argue that the species of animal abused by the perpetrator is not what made animals 

susceptible to abuse. It was the significance of the relationship that participants had with 

an animal that made certain animals a target for abuse by the perpetrator. 
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Theme Two: Asymmetry of Power Between Animals and Humans 

Within this theme I discuss the contrasting and contradictory ways that participants and 

perpetrators conceptualise animals. I also briefly touch on how professionals can position 

animals based on the accounts of participants. There are four subthemes which are, 

‘ownership’, ‘giving animals as gifts’, ‘perpetrators’ relationship with animals’ and ‘animal 

abuse viewed as a less serious crime than human abuse’. 

Ownership 

Animals were both consciously and unconsciously conceptualised as ‘property’ and 

‘owned by a person’ by all participants where there were animals in the household. 

Animals were often purchased and sometimes given as gifts reinforcing notions of 

‘ownership’ and that animals are ‘property’. 

 Lucy (50): Yes, basically they were all mine.  Even though we bought the dog 

together I paid for him, he was in my name.  Even though we called him “our dog”, 

he was my dog, and when he left the dog stayed behind. 

Participants spoke about ‘owning’ animals in the context of ‘love’ and a sense of 

‘protection’ for animals. For example, protecting animals by making sure microchips were 

recorded against interview participants’ details to mitigate ownership disputes. 

Naz (44): They were all mine, because at some point I planned to leave, and I didn’t 

want any argument over it.  They were all in my name.  Not that he wanted them, 

but they were all in my name for that reason.  I’d been planning to leave for years, 

planning it in my head.  So I had been putting stuff in place like that so that they 

were mine. 

In contrast, participants described perpetrators’ statements about ‘owning’ animals being 

related to ‘power’, ‘control’ and ‘dominance’ over them and the animal.  
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I was interested to understand from participants whether animals were microchipped and 

whose details were on animals’ microchips. I had assumed that perpetrators may insist 

that animals were recorded against their details as a tactic of control. For two participants 

this was absolutely the case. But, eleven participants recorded their personal information 

on animals’ microchips because they felt this would prove ‘ownership’ and/or, because 

issues such as microchips and the veterinary care of animals were left as a matter for the 

participant to take care of.  

Dina (37): I got her chipped and jabbed, and I did all that kind of stuff.  Because if it 

had been left to him it just wouldn’t have been done. 

Three participants were unable to take animals with them when they fled as the 

perpetrator was adamant that they ‘owned’ animals. 

Tracy (52): She was a puppy, and really the problems started from there on in, 

because we had to pay I think it was about £40, like a donation.  And I think at the 

time he paid £30, I paid £10, so he always said that it was his dog and not 

mine…And as I always say, it’s the hardest thing about leaving without a home, was 

the fact that I was unable to take the dog with me, initially.  Because as he had 

always said, she was his dog and not mine.   

This sense of ‘ownership’ of the animals was continually instilled and reinforced by the 

perpetrator making it impossible for participants to leave with the animals out of fear for the 

repercussions given the wider context of abuse.   

 

Perceptions about ‘ownership’ increased the risk of abuse to some animals.  When I asked 

participants why they felt certain animals were abused they often replied ‘because they 

were mine’. This could also be the defining factor as to why certain animals were abused 

in a household and why other animals were not.  

 

 Interviewer: Why do you think he treated the animals that way? 

Ann (38): They were mine, and he knew that I had spent a long-time nurturing and, 

you know, building and growing and… I mean I don’t know.  I don’t know if he knew 

a lot about fish.  Fish are hard, fish are really hard.  And there is a lot of love that 

had gone into those tanks, and he knew that, and he knew that I would spend time 

doing it and looking after it and sorting them out, you know?... But it was different 

with the dogs, he never… it was almost like reverse with the dogs. 
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Five participants had animals prior to the abusive relationship and animals were 

threatened by the perpetrator in each of these households. Animals were then physically 

abused in four households, neglected in two households and murdered by the perpetrator 

in two households. All five participants felt that animals had been ‘singled out’ and 

‘targeted’ by the perpetrator because they were seen to be the participant’s animals and 

because of the significance of the bond that they had with these animals.  

 

Giving Animals as Gifts 

The act of giving animals as gifts reinforces the construction of animals as ‘property’ and 

notions of ‘ownership’. Eight participants shared that the perpetrator gave animals as gifts 

either to them or children in the household. Animals were given as gifts during the abusive 

relationship in seven households and post separation in one household: 

 

 Interviewer: Did he buy any animals as gifts? 

Dina (37): Hmm-mm, he still did that even after we got divorced.  He asked if one of 

them could have a guinea pig, my daughter, and I said no, because I have got 

lurchers.  It sounds like a distressed rabbit, you can imagine the reasons why not. 

And the next thing, he rocks up half an hour later with a pink cage, all the crap that 

goes with it, and a guinea pig. 

 

In this situation Dina (37) ended up caring for the guinea pig and supervising its safety. 

She was also given a dog as a gift by the perpetrator during the relationship.   

When animals were given as gifts during the abusive relationship it is not clear at what 

stage in the relationship this happened. In two households animals were given as gifts to 

children. Shelly (37) described how the perpetrator brought a nine-week-old puppy for their 

daughter and went on to beat the dog to death.   
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Rosemary described the moment the perpetrator presented her with two kittens and said 

“here you go, this will make you happy”. Prior to this he had killed a cat that she before the 

relationship by driving over it. I got a sense from participants’ accounts of when animals 

were given as gifts that perpetrators endeavoured to position these acts as ‘selfless’, 

‘thoughtful’ acts. However, the reality was that these animals provided yet another 

dimension to the abuse of participants and children. In Rosemary’s case the perpetrator 

would not allow her to neuter or treat the kittens for fleas which he knew caused her 

distress. 

 Rosemary: ‘They were both female, and they had continuous litters of kittens. I 

remember one day I picked my son up from nursery, and they called me to one side 

and said, “Do you… are you aware that your son is absolutely covered in fleabites?”  

And I was like, “Yeah.  I am.”  And they were… they were kind of going down the 

safeguarding route with it, saying that is like a severe infestation.  I’m like, I know, 

but I can’t… there’s nothing I can do.  I’m not allowed to flea them, so… but I 

couldn’t tell them that at that time so I just kind of took it on as my issue’.  
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Perpetrators’ Relationships with Animals   

Not all participants talked about the relationship that perpetrators had with animals. 

However, in sharing their experiences of DVA and animal abuse the relationship between 

the perpetrator and animals could be interpreted through participants’ accounts of the 

animal abuse and the safety strategies that animals adopted to negotiate the abuse. In all 

24 households perpetrators sought to dominate and exert power and control over animals 

and this formed the basis of their relationships with animals.  The relationship that 

perpetrators had with animals and how they conceptualised animals were in complete 

contrast to the relationships that participants had with animals and how they positioned 

animals in their lives.  

 

Tracy (52): And if I am honest, I’d say throughout the marriage the dog was sort of 

used by both of us for our own purposes really.  I mean, for me she was like 

everything.  She was company when my husband wasn’t, a source of comfort and a 

means of actually being able to leave the house to take her for a walk.  Whereas my 

ex-husband, it was almost a contrast.  He was pretty vindictive in his use of her, in 

that he would beat her, smack her, he would say things like, “come away from her, 

you don’t know what you will catch.”  And he would punish her, and he would try 

and prevent the dog from seeing me.  

As discussed, participants were always the main caregiver for animals and often enjoyed a 

close bond with animals. There was evidence to suggest that the bond between 

participants and animals was reciprocal as previously discussed.  Participants’ accounts 

about the relationship between perpetrators and animals suggests that the relationship 

was for the benefit of the perpetrator and to fulfil their needs.  

Ann (38): He never walked them, he was not interested in that. He just wanted to sit 

on the sofa with them, and you know, cuddling and stuff, and care was my 

department. But then if I made decisions he didn’t like they were turned against me.  

Based on the accounts of participants perpetrators were not the care givers of animals and 

there was no evidence of a reciprocal bond between perpetrators and animals. Like 

participants, animals developed ‘safety strategies’ to navigate abuse.  
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Three participants referred to perpetrators bringing ‘so called status dogs’ into the 

household in an attempt to promote their own public self-image. I use the term ‘so called 

status dogs’ to refer to certain breeds of dog often constructed as ‘aggressive’, 

‘dangerous’ and ‘tough’ (SSPCA, 2018). 

Shelly (37): My ex-husband wanted a bigger dog, he was wanting a Staffie, 

because he thought it could be a status thing, having a Staffie, to be quite honest 

with you.   

In two households the introduction of a ‘so called status dog’ also served to reinforce the 

perpetrator’s status within the household.  In both of these households the dogs were 

brutally physically abused by the perpetrator to promote notions of dominance, power and 

control over both dogs and participants.  

In one household the perpetrator brought a German Shepherd dog in the hope that the 

dog would provide protection to him outside of the household.   

Dina (37): He brought himself a shepherd which I ended up with. Because I trained 

her he wasn’t happy that she wasn’t out savaging people out in the street. We 

ended up with a friend of mine’s ex-police dog, and he had a lot of time for that dog, 

because he was very aggressive.  
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One participant shared her experience of the perpetrator using animals to promote a 

specific self-image and status. In public the perpetrator presented as vegan, and a 

devoted animal rights activist and advocate. In private this individual was a violent and 

abusive perpetrator who was not vegan and justified the abuse of wild animals as a 

‘selfless’, ‘heroic act’ that relieved the pain and suffering of animals. 

Brenda (36): ‘He’s saying that he is vegan and caring towards animals…there was 

a pigeon that was injured in the street, and he sort of put a slab over its head and 

just stamped on its head to put it out of its pain. And he had no problem doing 

anything like that…he does seem to have this amazing habit of bumping into 

creatures that need his help. When he has the children they are always coming 

back with diaries, and he writes in there all of the things that he’s done.  It is very… 

it is blatantly for me.  He is writing this for my sake.  It is not a diary for the children, 

it is definitely so that I can see all of the things that he has done.  And it would say, 

“Oh, we were late today.  We had to pull over because there was an injured bird”. I 

do feel like he does that to people, women who are vegan, this is the thing.  It 

seems to be something that he is actually doing.  He is doing it to get women that 

are vegan. 

The perpetrator portrays a relationship with animals to fulfil his need for status in the vegan 

animal rights movement and as a strategy to detract the participant away from reality.  
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Animal Abuse Viewed as Less Serious than the Abuse of Humans 

The asymmetry of power between animals and humans was evident in participants’ 

accounts of professional responses and criminal outcomes.  Of the 24 participants 20 

stated that the Police were involved at varying points during the abusive relationship and 

post separation. Participants shared information about the abuse that they experienced, 

but disclosures of animal abuse to the Police were rare.  Two participants gave accounts 

of animal abuse to the Police and both participants felt that the animal abuse was not 

taken seriously or viewed as a standalone crime.  

 

Tracy (52): It took me weeks if not months to open up about things…I talked about 

my dog, but at the time it was almost as if… well, if the dog had been a child you 

would have experienced nearly every area of domestic abuse.  In a way the issue 

with the dog was seen more as a controlling behaviour towards me. Rather than 

actually taking the issue of the dog being abused seriously. It wasn’t looked at as if 

it was an abuse against a pet, it was more another way of abuse on me. 

 

In all 24 households there were no investigations, charges or convictions for animal cruelty 

under the Animal Welfare Act 2006 by authorities (Police and RSPCA). One participant 

spoke about how she had wanted to seek justice in relation to the abuse of the animals, 

but her perceptions about the maximum sentence for animal cruelty prevented her from 

doing this, as well as the children finding out the truth in relation to the dog: 

 

 Shelly (37): I actually did want to go to the RSPCA and actually convict him for this.  

Unfortunately, I know that it is only six months that you get for an animal death, it 

needs to be more.  So to me it never ended up being something… and also it would 

be one of those things where I would then have to divulge to the children why 

mummy’s going to court again with daddy…He will get six months.  He will not do 

the full six months because at the moment he got 18 years.  He will do half a 

sentence inside, half of it out, so in theory he will only do three months in prison for 

that.   
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Conviction rates for the abuse of people were also low. Three participants shared that 

perpetrators were convicted in relation to the abuse that they endured. The Police had 

contact with 20 participants, but it was not clear from the data how many convictions were 

pursued by participants or the Police. 

 

Five participants shared that when they sought support to escape from the perpetrator 

they were told by professionals to leave animals behind, or not to return to the property 

they had fled.  

 Rosemary: I wasn’t allowed back to the house because he was breaching his bail 

conditions by breaking into the house. So my cats were there for probably around 

three weeks with nobody at all feeding them or doing anything for them.  I was so 

frantic about it.  But they said, “Look, you can’t go there.  There’s nothing we can 

actually do.”  

 

The safety of participants was prioritised over that of animals.  This was particularly 

distressing for participants as they felt that the significance of the bond that they had with 

animals was not understood or undermined by professionals. 

 Lucy (50): I do remember calling a domestic abuse helpline and they offered to take 

me into a hostel with the children.  And I said about the animals and they said, “You 

just have to leave them.  You have to get out and you have to leave them.”  I 

couldn’t do that, I absolutely could not do that. I think you have to understand that, 

because people don’t understand. “It is just a dog, just leave it, just take it down the 

dogs’ home, just give it away, just rehome it.”  No, absolutely not.  

 

Animals were not part of participants’ safety plans and as such participants were not given 

any options regarding animals’ safety. Natasha (33) found information about a local animal 

fostering scheme out for herself.   

 Natasha (33): They asked if I had any pets.  I told them I had a cat, and they said, 

“Well, you can’t bring any animals to the refuge.”…They didn’t mention that there 

was a fostering scheme. It was the other ladies in the refuge that said “There is an 

fostering scheme, would you like the details?” 
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Tami (25) took her cats with her in the car to the emergency accommodation despite being 

told she could not take animals with her.  

Tami (25): I kind of shoved it down their throat. I would not leave until the cats were 

safe. I hid the car in the back of a hotel car park.  I explained to the manager and 

we spent four hours… just on phones trying to find somewhere for the cats to go. 
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Theme Three: Animal Abuse as a Strategy of Coercive Control 
This theme explores participants’ accounts of why perpetrators abused animals. There are 

four subthemes within this theme which are ‘exploiting the significance of the relationship 

(bond and fear)’, ‘permission and encouragement to bring animals into the household’ and 

‘punishment and jealousy’.  

 

All 24 participants described how perpetrators abused animals as a means to coerce and 

control them. Animals were physically abused, murdered, threatened, neglected and 

denied companionship by perpetrators. Witnessing animals being abused was an 

unspoken threat to participants that reinforced the control that the perpetrator had over 

them.  

Kate: It was a form of control, a threat of violence, “I can do this to the dog, I can do 

this to the cat. You better toe the line or you will be next”. 

Fifteen of the 24 participants explicitly stated that they felt that the perpetrator abused 

animals as part of their strategy to coerce and control them.    

 Interviewer: Why do you think he treated the animals like that? 

Laura (21): To gain control over me, and because that’s what a narcissist is.  He 

thinks he was right to do it.  He justified it and…it got to a point where when he was 

throwing the cat down the stairs, and this is horrible to say, where I started thinking 

that was an okay thing to do.  But then that’s how I thought all of his behaviours 

towards me, was okay to do. I looked up to him at that time.  

 

All 24 participants used varying discourse to describe why they felt perpetrators abused 

animals.  The language that participants used was always aligned with definitions and 

understandings of coercive control.  
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Exploiting the Significance of the Relationship (bond and fear) 

Animals were abused by the perpetrator because of the significance of the relationship 

(bond) that existed between participants and animals. 

 

 Lucy (50): If he knew I loved something he would use that as a weapon, or even if I 

liked something.  So on this particular occasion that I wrote about, the rabbit had 

been poorly, and I had been fussing over her.  She had a dental at the vets and 

didn’t recover very well and I was nursing her.  Because he knew I cared a lot, we’d 

had an incident, and he was on a rampage, and I had locked him out for my own 

safety.  I had my children inside with the dog, but the rabbit lived in the integral 

garage, and in her pen now.  He kicked in the porch door and broke it to get in, and 

he couldn’t get in any further, and he was shouting for me to let him in and I 

wouldn’t.  Then he went into the garage and he got the rabbit from her pen, and he 

was holding her outside the patio window, holding her with two hands around the 

neck saying, “If you don’t let me in, I am going to wring her neck.” 

 

Participants felt that animals were also targeted because the perpetrator knew that 

abusing the animals would provoke a reaction.  

 Jackie (24): If he threatened me physically and terrified me, I would sort of huddle in 

a corner and go into like a ball shape and stick my head between my knees, and 

just not interact, or just hide, and close down, not speak and not do anything.  

Whereas if he threatened my dog, I would have to defend it.  So he could get a 

response from me by threatening my dog. 
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Not all participants had a close bond with animals. Five participants shared that they had 

‘fractious’ relationships with some animals. In each household the perpetrator had brought 

animals into the home against the wishes of the participant during the relationship. In all 

five households the perpetrator physically harmed the animals, brutally in three 

households and fatally in one of these households.  When the perpetrator brought animals 

into the household the participant had to assume the role of main care giver to the animal. 

Participants had not wanted animals to enter an abusive environment as they were 

concerned about their welfare. In one household the perpetrator deliberately brought in a 

dog knowing that the participant would be intimidated by the breed of dog. 

 Rosemary: He turned up back home about three days later with a dog. At the time I 

didn’t want a dog, because I knew… like the household just wasn’t… it wasn’t calm.  

It wasn’t the right environment to bring another anything into it. I tried my best. We 

had a bond.  Um, but because I was so nervous, it was picking up on my nerves, I 

think. And the bond was fractious because whenever my partner came home, then 

it became the dog kind of looking at me, thinking oh, is that how we treat her?  

 

In the same household the perpetrator also brought a snake home knowing that Rosemary 

was petrified of snakes.  

 Rosemary: I am petrified of snakes.  Absolutely petrified of them. And, um, he used 

to let it out in the house and just leave it for days and days so we never knew where 

it was.  

 Interviewer: How did that make you feel?  

 Rosemary: Terrified.  

 

The perpetrator exploited Rosemary’s fear of certain animals. This was an intentional act 

to terrorise Rosemary in the home and maintain Rosemary’s fear at home, even when he 

was not there. 
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Permission and Encouragement to Bring Animals into the Household 

Participants felt that ‘permitting’ and ‘encouraging’ them to bring animals into the 

household at varying points was part of perpetrators’ wider strategy of coercive control. 

Twelve participants stated how animals entered the household during the abusive 

relationship.  Two participants felt that it was their decision to bring animals into the 

household and ten interview participants felt that it was a ‘joint decision’. However, the 

notion of a ‘joint decision’ was often confused with ‘permission’. Participants talked about 

the perpetrator ‘encouraging’ them or giving ‘permission’ for them to bring animals into the 

household in the early stages of the relationship.  

 

Natasha (33): I just fell in love with this little cat, and I put a deposit down on her 

before I’d even discussed it with my partner.  He initially said no, but then… I don’t 

know, it kind of put me in a real childlike position where the next day he came home 

from work with a printed list of rules for this cat, and it was ridiculous.  It was, “I 

promise to look after this cat.  I promise to feed this cat every day.  I promise to 

clean its litter tray every day.”  Just exactly the sort of thing that you would give to a 

child when they are getting a pet.  He had presented it in such a way that it was so 

cute and… you know, just this cute little contract, I think actually called it a ‘cattract’, 

and it was… looking back it is just absolutely ridiculous. 

 

Four participants discussed how the perpetrator would actively encourage them to get 

animals following an abusive incident.  

Shirley (39): If he upset me, he would say, you know, go to the shelter and see what 

animals are there.  He sorted out… by letting me have animals… He would keep 

me there, because he knew that I was a massive animal lover. 

 

This was part of the perpetrator’s attempt at reconciliation and to keep Shirley entrapped in 

the cycle of abuse by exploiting her love for animals.  
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Punishment and Jealousy 

Six participants felt that the perpetrator punished them by abusing the animals. Shirley 

(39) explained that each time she visited her family the perpetrator would either hurt or kill 

an animal. 

 

Shirley: Yeah, there was a hamster as well.  My cousin’s, the hamster didn’t like my 

cousin’s basically.  They gave it to me.  A while after, you know, a month or so, I 

said I would go back home again.  He didn’t like it, me coming back, and then he 

ended up telling me on the phone that he has died, the hamster... I knew again that 

he had done it to punish me.   

 

As the abuse escalated Shirley’s animals were murdered by the perpetrator to punish her 

for not complying with his views and demands. Over the course of the 11-year relationship 

the perpetrator directly and indirectly killed 11 animals (including a kitten, hamster, rabbit, 

seven mice and a budgerigar) in his pursuit to control all aspects of Shirley’s (39) life. 

Shirley (39) stopped going home to see family out of fear for what may happen to the 

animals.  

 

Six participants felt that animals were abused because the perpetrator was jealous of the 

relationship that participants had with animals. 

 Interviewer: Why did he do that? 

 Lucy (50): Because I loved them so much.  And he was jealous of them…he would 

get annoyed that an animal would take priority over him. 

 

Lucy refers to the perpetrator’s sense of entitlement. The perpetrator positions himself as 

more important than an animal and in turn should be recognised as such by Lucy.  Vicki 

(42) described the perpetrator treating an interaction between her and the cat like an act of 

infidelity.  

Vicki: We were watching TV and the cat got on my lap… she started licking around 

my ear and he flipped.  He completely flipped… it was almost like the cat was a 

person, like it was another bloke licking my ear or something.  
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Participants accounts relating to ‘jealousy’ suggests that the strong bond between 

participants and animals threatens perpetrators’ desire for dominance in the household 

and absolute devotion from the participant.   

 Interviewer: Why do you think he acted the way he did towards her? 

 Marianne (50): Because she loved me unconditionally and I loved her, and he just 

couldn’t stand that bond. If we argued, he’d kick her. She was tiny, and he was a 

big guy.  He would kick her and he would call for her.  He would just look at me, 

look at her, and I knew what he meant, I knew he was going to go for her.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 126 

Theme Four: Impacts of Abuse on Humans and Animals 
In this research I did not set out to explore the experiences of children in households as I 

felt that this was an area of research in its own right and too broad to include within the 

scope of this study. However, 13 interview participants talked about the children within the 

context of the abuse. Within this theme I discuss the parallels between human and animal 

abuse which includes children as a further example.   
 

Similar Types of Abuse and Responses to Abuse 

The type of abuse that animals and participants were subjected to were similar. 

Participants and animals were physically abused in the same ways including kicking, 

hitting, punching, beating with an object, throwing and strangling. Shelly (37) was 

physically abused by the perpetrator in the same way, using the same object, in the same 

place.  

 Shelly (37): I was terrified, absolutely terrified knowing that that could happen to me, 

that that would happen to me as well.   

The animal died as a result of the injuries and Shelly (37) was close to death. Of the 24 

participants 20 were physically abused and animals were physically abused in 12 of the 

households where participants were physically abused.  All 24 participants were 

threatened by the perpetrator and animals were also threatened in 13 of these 

households. Of the 24 households animals were neglected by the perpetrator in eight 

households. ‘Neglect’ is a term typically associated with the abuse of children and animals, 

but is akin with coercive control.  While there were similarities in the type of abuse 

participants and animals experienced there were also differences. Of the 24 participants 

22 participants were raped or sexually abused by the perpetrator. However, there were no 

disclosures of animal sexual abuse by participants. Animals were murdered in ten 

households and the most common context in which animals were murdered by the 

perpetrator was when participants experienced all forms of abuse (physical, psychological, 

emotional and sexual).  
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Like participants animals developed their own safety strategies to navigate abuse.  

Strategies included avoiding the perpetrator, hiding, heightened obedience/compliance, 

showing affection to the perpetrator when requested and seeking comfort from participants 

discreetly when it was safe to do so.  

Kate: But when my husband would come in at night the dog would run for it, we 

would all run for it.  When my husband had been drinking I would run up the stairs 

and lock myself in the room.  So the dog just joined in that awareness of what was 

going on, that self-preservation.  But it’s terrible, because he used to urinate.   

 

Participants described how perpetrators attempted to justify the abuse that they 

experienced and the abuse that animals endured as part of the pattern of coercive control.  

Nicola (41): I think when you are in a relationship it is very hard to know what is 

wrong any more.  When you are totally brainwashed and your moral code is totally 

degraded, and he could tell you anything and… he is very coercive, extremely 

clever in how he presents things.  And he would somehow make that seem okay. 

He said, “Well, it had to die anyway, so I am just putting it out of its pain”, but in my 

head that is not what is happening. 

 

There were parallels regarding the relationship that participants and animals had with the 

perpetrator. All 24 participants felt frightened, intimidated and threatened by the 

perpetrator. Six participants discussed how animals acted in the presence of the 

perpetrator and in each household the animals displayed behaviours that would suggest 

that they were frightened and intimidated by the perpetrator.  

Laura (21): The cat was terrified.  He would pee on the floor all of the time because 

of the atmosphere… and he would hide. 

 

Seven participants discussed how DVA impacted their mental health.  Two participants 

were diagnosed with Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome (PTSD). 

 Marianne (50): All four of my children have suffered through this, but my two 

children who lived with me absolutely suffered.  They have both got PTSD, as do I, 

so I am thinking potentially so did my dog. 
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Participants’ accounts suggest that some animals were impacted by DVA in similar ways 

to participants.  Animals showed signs of stress and anxiety. 

 Naz (44): The dog developed epilepsy, started having partial seizures and fly biting.  

He was medicated for years.  When we were coming up to leaving, I had no money 

and the medication lapsed.  He stopped having fits. He is regularly checked by the 

vet and it is written down as, “Stress related due to domestic violence.” 

 

Like participants animals were on a hyper state of alertness in an attempt to placate the 

perpetrator. Three participants shared that animals became nervous and fearful around 

men as a result of their exposure to DVA.  

Barbara (42): I don’t think he realised he impacted his violence on that dog either, 

because that dog was very snappy, very aggressive towards men.  Nobody could 

ever come near me, he would snap, he would become very vocal.  

 

In this household the dog had learnt through his experience that men pose a threat to him 

and Barbara (42).  As such, this dog carried the burden of ‘protector’ for Barbara (42) and 

himself. Janie (53) talked about how the temperaments of the dogs changed when they no 

longer had to navigate exposure to DVA. 

Janie (53): And the other thing which is really significant is how much their 

behaviour has changed since he has left. 
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Participants and animals experienced this same unpredictable, inconsistent, relationship of 

extremes with perpetrators. Participants talked about how they could not name their 

experience as DVA for much of the abusive relationship. 

 Marianne (23): I just couldn’t understand it.  I mean she was such a beautiful little 

thing…after his love bombing stage he started to control and get rid of family and 

isolate me.  And then he wanted to get rid of the dog, and I just thought, “why on 

earth would you come into a family that is already set?”  He literally moved into my 

home, I had everything, the house was set.  I had my own business, I had my own 

home, I had money.  And for him to walk into it and try to change it, I just thought, 

“This is not ringing right.  There is something not quite right.”  And I think that’s what 

pointed me towards the fact that there was something wrong, along with the abuse, 

obviously.   I mean, he didn’t get abusive physically until ten months in, but he had 

been emotionally and mentally and financially abusive all the way through, but I 

didn’t see it as that.  You know people were saying to me, “Oh, he loves you so 

much.  He wants to go everywhere with you.”  I am a hairdresser, and I had a salon, 

but he wanted to come to clients’ homes as well, which I thought was odd.  But 

people were like, “Oh, he loves you that much he doesn’t want you to go anywhere 

without him.”  Now I know it’s control. 

 

Instances of abuse often ‘confused’ participants and animals. Kate talks about the sense 

of ‘confusion’ that she felt.  

Kate: He could be perfect for months on end, and then you are kind of lulled into 

this false sense of security.  “Well here is this man, the love of my life.”  And then 

you put all the bad stuff to the back of your mind, and you actually start doubting 

yourself.  “Did he really do that?  How could he?  Look, here is this lovely man.”   

 

Participants felt that animals often felt this sense of ‘confusion’ too.  

Tracy (52): He was such a Jekyll and Hyde sort of character, like with me, he could 

one minute be thumping the dog, and the next minute it is, “Oh come here”, and 

giving her a cuddle. The poor dog at times didn’t know whether she was coming or 

going. 
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The accounts of participants suggested that perpetrators often situate both participants 

and animals as responsible for their own emotional responses and meeting their confusing 

and contradictory needs.   

 Lucy (50): He would just get this red mist, and whoever was in the way would get it.  

So the dog would just have to do something wrong and he would go OTT with his 

discipline…Then he was overboard, loving him and cuddling him, and talking to him 

in a baby voice.  “Oh, he loves his Dad doesn’t he?”  And things like this.  Then the 

dog would lick off his plate, and he would kick him with his boots on, with his 

Caterpillar boots’. 

 

Participants often spoke about how animals responded to perpetrators’ coercive and 

controlling strategies which confused participants and animals and kept them entrapped.  

Kate: I kind of went through that cycle of abuse with the dog, where him and the 

dog could get on great.  The dog would jump in the car, it would go hill walking, and 

then there were these times like the rest of us where the dog would just get it.  But 

the dog would still go back for more.  Just like I would go back for more, the dog 

would as well. 

 

Parallels of Abuse Between Animals, Adults and Children  

Children were discussed by participants in thirteen interviews during which parallels 

started to emerge including, parallels around relationships, experiences of abuse and the 

impact of abuse.  

 

Participants’ accounts suggest that often perpetrators conceptualised children and animals 

in similar ways.  

 

Shirley (39): He never wanted any of the children, he just… again really, you know, 

he did it to keep me there really…it was just like he was jealous of them basically, of 

Sam and the dog and well anyone really…He was just horrible, horrible to Sam.  

When Sam was born he didn’t actually settle with him.  It was just like he knew, he 

could sense things, and the dog was the same.  The dog didn’t really like him, she 

was all for me, and of course when Sam was born, then she adored Sam.  
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Two participants talked about perpetrators ‘encouraging’ or giving ‘permission’ for animals 

to come into the household during the relationship to ‘keep them there’. Two participants 

felt that children served the same purpose to perpetrators.  

 

Participants shared that perpetrators could be ‘jealous’ of the bond between children and 

participants (mothers) as well as jealous of the bond between participants and animals. 

The bond between participants, children and animals was reciprocal. Participants often 

referred to children having a strong bond with animals.  

Kate: The dog and him were very close I think… They would play together.  When 

my son was very young, the dog was very protective.  I went out with the pram and 

the dog wouldn’t leave us, and wasn’t vicious at all, but just sensed there was a 

baby. I had a stepdaughter, and she loved him as well.  So yeah, we were all fine 

with the dog, apart from my husband, ex-husband.   

 

Three participants felt that the perpetrator was ‘horrible/vile’ to children in the household. 

In each of these households the perpetrator was the biological father to the children. Two 

interview participants specifically talked about how the perpetrator never did anything to 

help with the children. As I have already discussed, participants were always the main 

caregiver to animals.  

 

Children witnessed and heard the abuse of their mothers and the animals sometimes 

unknowingly by participants at the time. 

 Rachel: My son, he is 12 now, my eldest, he blurted it out one day.  He could have 

only been… gosh, probably about eight or nine.  And he was staying with my parents 

and he said, “Daddy said he is going to shoot my horses, my ponies.”  I didn’t think 

he had heard such things but he had. 
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Five participants talked about children witnessing animals being abused including physical 

abuse, threats, attempted murder and murder.  

Kate: One of the worst parts was my stepdaughter and my son… He would let rip 

with the dog in front of the kids.  And I just remember my stepdaughter screaming, 

“Dad leave him alone”, getting really upset…to do it in front of the children was just 

shocking. 

 

Four participants described how perpetrators abused children’s animals which children 

witnessed in two of these households.   

 Emma (34): Gut awful, because obviously ultimately he hurt the animals, and he hurt 

me, but he ultimately hurt his children, because they were pets.  So it was really 

upsetting, because the chickens were actually the children’s pets.   

 

In one household the perpetrator murdered a child’s pet rat in front of her.  

 Nicola (41): His stepdaughter had a pet rat, and it was ill, and he took her out into the 

garden with a carving knife and pinned it down and tried to cut its head. 

 

Helen (45) talked about how the perpetrator got the children to deliver the news that  

her rabbit was dead (which he killed): 

 Helen: And then got our young children to tell me all about the dead rabbit on the 

garden. He had used my children to actually relay the message. Like how could 

anyone do that? From what I could tell they didn’t see him actually kill it, but it was 

literally… it was still warm when they saw it dead. 
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Participants’ accounts indicate that children were also embroiled in the perpetrator’s 

strategies to coerce and control participants and that children also experienced coercive 

control. One interview participant talked about how the perpetrator would make the same 

threats about animals to children in the household as were made to her.  

Rachel: He would threaten her as well. He would very occasionally turn up to see 

her ride, and she would just fall to pieces when he watched her.  And he would be 

very much, “Why can’t you jump a big gate now?  You have been riding for all these 

years”, and really demoralise her, make her feel worthless.  And he would be like, 

“Oh just get rid of them all, they are all a waste of time.  She can’t ride.  She is 

useless.”  So he would use the animals against the children.   

 

From participants’ accounts there is evidence that perpetrators would exploit the strong 

bond between children and animals as they did between participants and animals. This 

was an extension to the abuse of participants (mothers) and abuse of the children and 

animals which had a lasting impact. Rachel was forced by the perpetrator to rehome their 

son’s pony. 

Rachel: I had to get rid of one of his ponies, I was told to sell them. My son 

absolutely adored his pony, and he really stayed with him until he was older, and it 

put him off riding really until recently.  Because he just loved this pony and he could 

never understand why he had to be sold. 

 

Like participants and animals, children were deeply affected by their experience of DVA. 

Participants talked about children becoming ‘upset’, ‘anxious’ and ‘angry’, about the abuse 

of animals which impacted on their mental health.    

Marianne (50): When we had to leave he was crying to the police and just saying, 

“Mum, he is going to kill her, I know he is going to kill her.”   
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Theme Five: Blame, Shame and Entrapment  

In this theme I present the findings about the impact that animals being abused by the 

perpetrator had on participants. I asked all participants how they were impacted by the 

perpetrator abusing animals. There were three concepts that resonated with all 24 

participants which were ‘blame’, ‘shame’ and ‘entrapment’. Within this theme there are 

three subthemes, ‘blame and shame’, ‘entrapment’ and ‘decisions about leaving’.  

 

Blame and Shame 

All 24 participants blamed themselves for the abuse that animals experienced at points 

during the relationship and post separation.  On average participants escaped the abusive 

relationship six years prior to the interview, one participant left 18 years before the 

interview, but the self-blame that participants felt in relation to animals being abused was 

still apparent from their words and in their voices during interviews.  

 Lucy (50): He would brew in a temper and it would build up over days and days, and 

then he would find an excuse to beat the dog.  It was quite awful really when you look 

back and you think, “I’d let that happen in my household.” 

 

Participants wanted to protect their animals, but they were powerless which led to feelings 

of shame.  

 Interviewer: What was the impact on you? 

Jackie (24): Ashamed, guilty, scared, I really wanted to protect my dog more than 

anything.  That’s the only thing that I could think of.  Because my dog was a puppy 

as well, he was still a baby, I needed to protect him, and I just felt so ashamed that 

my dog was scared, because I felt it was my fault for putting him in that situation.  But 

the problem was I couldn’t move out at the time because I had nowhere to live. 
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Participants were often embarrassed and ashamed by the abuse overall that was 

happening at home. Feelings of embarrassment and shame isolated participants even 

further away from family, friends and support networks because participants did not want 

others to know the reality of their lives at that point.   

Ann (38): I was embarrassed about the way I lived, and what other people would 

think. 

 

Three participants talked about how feelings of ‘shame’ and ‘embarrassment’ specifically 

about animals being abused by the perpetrator impacted on what they disclosed to 

professionals when they sought help to escape. Emma (34) talked about how she 

answered the question about animal abuse on the Domestic Abuse, Stalking and Honour 

Based Violence Risk Identification, Assessment and Management Model (DASH). The 

question is ‘Has (…..) ever mistreated an animal or the family pet? 

Emma (34): Once I’d got support from an Independent Domestic Violence Adviser, 

she was able to do a DASH, but I actually answered “no” to that question…I 

suppose because I was embarrassed that I’d let it happen. 

 

Naz (44) took her dog to the vet during the abusive relationship but did not disclose the 

abuse that they were both experiencing until post separation. 

 

Naz (44): At the time the vet didn’t know what was happening, because you don’t 

tell anyone when you are in that situation…after I had left I did speak up, even 

though I’m embarrassed about it.  
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Entrapment 

Participants felt trapped in the abusive relationship because of the context of coercive 

control. 

Kate: I always used to say once… it is really weird, because I used to think once the 

dog goes I’ll leave him, and I don’t know why.  I don’t know why. I should have left 

with the dog. I didn’t know how to leave.  There was no door.   

 

The significance of the relationship between participants and animals and the fact that 

animals were abused amplified the sense of entrapment that participants felt.  

 Lucy (50): It was all part and parcel of everything, I have to say.  At the time you get 

through it don’t you?  You just have to get that day is the only way to describe it.  “Just 

get through this day, tomorrow will be a better one”, and that’s all you can do.  

Because with the children and the animals and the rented house, you are pretty 

trapped in the situation.  People don’t understand, you can just take your kids and 

just walk away, but you can’t because I’ll lose my home.  It is a private rental.  If I am 

not paying the rent, I’ll lose my home, and then where do I go?  With my children and 

my animals, where do I go then?  It is not that easy, it is not that simple. 

 

Participants did not have access to the resources to escape and participants described how 

they felt a range of emotions including ‘emptiness’, ‘helplessness’, ‘anger’ and ‘fear’ which 

trapped them throughout the relationship.   

Kate: It was an emptiness and a helplessness, and it just brought on like a major 

depression.  So in a frustration, anger, lots of emotions, but probably this awful 

helplessness and just being stuck with this awful man who was abusing the dog, 

and I couldn’t see a way out for any of us, so it became just like a helpless, 

depression and anxiety as well, because you are thinking, “When is it going to 

happen again?  Is it going to happen again?” 
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According to participants, perpetrators threats to harm animals if they tried to escape the 

relationship, prevented participants from leaving, delayed them from leaving or meant that 

they returned.  

 Rachel: So the thought that anything like that could happen was devastating.  One of 

them I’d had for such a long time, the thought that anything would happen to them 

was just horrible and just made me feel even more trapped.  You just feel that you 

don’t want anything to happen to them, so then it’s another reason for you to have to 

stay in that environment. 

 

Decisions About Leaving 

As discussed the bond between participants and concerns for animals wellbeing added an 

additional layer of complexity in terms of participants escaping the abusive relationship. Of 

the 24 participants 21 participants said that animals impacted their decisions about leaving 

the abusive relationship. Even when perpetrators brought animals into the household 

against the wishes of participants the animals impacted participants’ decisions about 

leaving because they were concerned for the welfare of animals left behind.  

Twelve participants delayed leaving because they could not take their animals with them. 

Four participants specifically discussed how they could not find private rental 

accommodation that would accept their animals. 

 

Ann (38): I had been trying for the last two years to leave…I would ring around 

estate agents, letting agents, and the minute you say, “I have dogs”  And they are 

like, “Oh, what are they?”  “Oh Rottweiler type dogs.”  “How many have you got?”  “I 

have got four.”  And they are like, “No, we can’t help you”. I would have got out so 

much sooner if somebody had been there to help me out with the animals. 

 

Two participants declined refuge spaces as they could not find anywhere safe for their 

animals to go. 

 Janie (53): The reason I didn’t go into refuge with the children is because I didn’t 

think the animals would be safe. There was just nowhere that they could have been 

looked after. 
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Twenty-one participants highlighted that there simply was nowhere for animals to go if they 

left the perpetrator. Nine participants stayed in the abusive relationship because they were 

unable to leave with their animals and leaving animals behind with the perpetrator was not 

an option.  

 Janie (53): I searched high and low for a fostering scheme for domestic abuse but 

there was not one where I live, and I went to so many other animal charities, and 

there was just nothing, there was just nothing. Ultimately, I didn’t leave because I 

just didn’t think it was going to be safe for the animals really. 

 

Three participants returned to the abusive relationship because of concerns about 

animals’ welfare.  Rosemary describes that she returned because of concerns about the 

animals.  

 Rosemary: I had left twice. And it was like an instant thing.  And it was like as soon 

as I got that message and I was like, oh, he’s going to hurt my animals.  I’ve got to 

go home.  
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Theme Six: Victim-Survivor’s Varied Experiences of Support from Professionals  
Within this theme I discuss participants’ experiences of support and their suggestions 

about how to improve support. In this theme I bring together the qualitative data from the 

online survey with the data from interviews with victim-survivors. I bring together these 

datasets at this point as I was able to thematically analyse the qualitative data from the 

online survey alongside the interview data using Nvivo 12.  

 

All 24 interview participants stated that the abusive relationship had ended at least 12 

months prior to the interview. However, there were varying outcomes for participants and 

animals. Four participants had to flee without their animals due to their immediate safety 

and having no safe option for their animals. Twelve participants were eventually able to 

escape with animals despite threats from the perpetrator. One participant escaped only 

after the dog had passed away from natural causes. The remaining seven participants 

stayed in the property with animals and the perpetrator left.  

 

I asked all 24 interview participants whether they received any support during the 

relationship or post separation.  Seventeen interview participants were supported by 

professionals during the relationship (usually following an incident) or post separation. 

Interview participants’ experiences were varied. It is important to recognise that the 

average duration of the abusive relationship was 10 years and on average participants 

escaped the perpetrator six years prior to the interview. Professionals’ understanding of 

DVA and their responses to victim-survivors may have developed over time.  

 

Fourteen interview participants felt that they had a positive experience from the Police, 

local DVA services, counsellors and Citizens Advice. Sue talked about her experience with 

the Police when she reported the abuse and the support that they provided.  

Sue (54): The police have been marvellous.  They brought me a security kit, a door 

bar, alarms for the doors, which they lend to you for a month.  They have had that 

back.  You know, and their questioning has been quite nice, the way they have done 

it and everything.  They take you to a special suite and all that. Support-wise, I really 

had to go and find most of it myself.  Being in a position, working full time, it is difficult, 

because most things are nine to five and you just can’t access. 
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Helen (45) shared the support she had from a local DVA service which helped her to identify 

and name her experience as abuse.  

 Helen: I didn’t understand and I was actually in hospital, and another person 

overheard me talking, and she said, “Oh, that’s domestic abuse”, and phoned our 

local Women’s Aid.  Somebody came out literally that day, and she showed me a 

copy of the wheel with all the different subcategories within it.  I sat there for two 

hours going, “Yes, yes, yes.”… the lady stayed with me for nearly four hours and went 

through what basically domestic abuse is.  Then she went through boundaries, and 

then she went through how the boundaries are broken down. But until that point, I 

didn’t have a clue. 

 

Rachel talked about the support that she received from a local DVA service post separation. 

 Rachel: My solicitor who was helping me gave me information of a local service for 

victims, and they were my saviour, kind of.  They helped tremendously. 

 

As discussed earlier, five participants tried to access support for their animals, but 

professionals working in local DVA services, social care and the police did not understand 

the significance of the relationship between participants and animals, or undermined the 

relationship. Participants also spoke about their problems accessing private rented 

accommodation with animals due to ‘no-pet’ policies.  

 

Six interview participants did not have any professional support either because they did 

not seek it, or because it was not available. Four interview participants shared negative 

experiences of accessing support. Lucy (50) talked about when the police attended after 

the perpetrator threatened to wring the rabbit’s neck. Lucy escaped from the perpetrator 

18 years prior to the interview following a seven-year relationship.  

 Lucy (50): And I called the police at the time it was going on, and they were pretty 

incredulous to be called over a rabbit, they did actually say that. They didn’t get it.  

They came out, they spoke to us both.  I think they asked him to leave for a little 

while, just to go away, which was pretty much the norm. left 18 years ago, 7yr 

relationship 
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Barbara shared her experience and how the DVA that she was living with was minimised 

and dismissed. Barbara escaped the perpetrator four years prior to the interview following 

an 18 year relationship.  

 Barbara (42): Do you know, I found them really much less supportive than I thought, 

I was hoping for.  When it was all really kicking off towards the end, I felt almost like… 

I don’t know, a bit like a pat on the head, “There, there, I am sure you can work it 

through.”  And I was ringing them and saying, “I am really scared, he is smashing the 

flat up”, or whatever.  Even the questioning of it was, “Are you married?”  “Yes”, and 

they were all really shocked that we were like quite a normal… we got married before 

we had kids, we both worked, a quite professional job I’ve got.  We had the child after 

we got married.  None of us have ever had any problems with drugs or anything with 

the police.  And I just thought that they felt that was all really like, “Oh, so you are 

completely normal and yet this is going on.  Are you sure you can’t sort it out?”  And 

I just felt them very dismissive of it all. 

 

Often participants phoned the Police many times during the relationship during or following 

an incident.   

 Lucy (50): I think I must have called them about 15 times when he was on a rampage.  

In the end it was getting quite embarrassing because we were having the same 

officers attend, so getting quite embarrassing.  At one time he said I had abused him 

and he got the domestic violence leaflet.   

 

Within the scope of this research, I was interested to find out from participants whether they 

were asked about their animals at any point during their interactions with professionals. Out 

of the 18 participants who received support from professionals five participants recalled 

being specifically asked about their animals when they were trying to escape from the 

abusive relationship.  
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Suggestions About How to Improve Support 

The online survey that I conducted prior to interviews taking place included one qualitative 

question where participants were asked what support and help they would have liked at 

the time of the abuse for their animal(s). Of the 107 participants, 77 participants provided a 

response to this question. There were two main themes across participants’ responses to 

this question. The first theme was a safe space for animals to escape to when victim-

survivors fled from the perpetrator. 52 per cent (40/77) of participants wanted their animals 

fostered while they escaped to refuge, or other forms of emergency accommodation (for 

example, a safe house, B&B, hotel, staying with family/friends).  

 

Sally (36): A safe place for him to be while I looked for somewhere else to live. 

Knowing he would be cared for and be protected from the shouting. 

 

Two survey participants with horses/ponies and livestock wanted fostering schemes for 

these breeds of animals. 

Angie (34): There are some schemes set up to foster dogs for women leaving 

abusive partners but nothing for larger animals such as horses/ livestock.  

 

Eight per cent (6/77) of participants who provided a response to this question would have 

liked to escape to a refuge that accepted animals.  

Steph (43): Somewhere to flee to and keep my dog with me. I would not have 

parted with my dog. 

 

Five per cent (4/77) of participants wanted more private rental accommodation that 

accepts animals  

Liz (36): More landlords that accept pets especially dogs, I would of left 5 years ago 

if I could find decent accommodation that allowed dogs. 
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Four per cent (3/77) of the participants who provided a response to the question about the 

type of support they wanted for their animal(s) stated that they wanted quicker rehoming 

options for animals. 

Di (51): Somewhere for them to go too, I rang what felt like hundreds of rescue 

centres. 

The second theme that emerged from the qualitative survey data about the support and 

help that survey participants wanted at the time for their animals was the inclusion of 

animals in safety plans. 17 per cent (13/77) of participants wanted professionals to 

consider their animals as part of their safety plan to leave.  

Janet (42): RSPCA, or Police to remove my animal from partner at the time of me 

leaving. It absolutely broke my heart having to leave my cat as there was no way he 

was letting me out the door with him. Not knowing what would happen to him, but 

having a pretty good idea it wasn’t going to be good. I’m still distraught 4 years on. 

 

The above suggestions about how to improve the help and support to people and animals 

from professionals were echoed by interview participants, largely recruited through the 

online survey.  

 

In summary, in this chapter I have presented the six key themes that have emerged 

through my qualitative analysis. These key themes all provide compelling evidence that 

positions animal abuse as a specific strategy of coercive control that entraps victim-

survivors in abusive relationships.  In the next chapter I present the findings from 

interviews with ten professionals working in the fields of DVA and animal welfare.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT: PROFESSIONAL INTERVIEW FINDINGS 

Five main themes emerged from interviews with professionals working in DVA services, 

animal welfare and animal fostering services. DVA services included refuge, victim-

survivor helpline and Independent Domestic Violence Advocate (IDVAs) services. 

Participants from animal welfare organisations worked in organisations focused on 

campaigning for animal rights, promoting animal welfare, rescue, rehabilitation and 

rehoming. The animal fostering services that professionals worked within were all services 

specifically for victim-survivors fleeing DVA. Professionals working in these animal 

fostering services spanned the fields of DVA and animal welfare.  

The findings from interviews with professionals are closely aligned with the findings from 

interviews with victim-survivors of DVA. The first theme was ‘gaps in professional training’ 

as it was evident that different professionals had different agendas, approaches and levels 

of training. Participants understood that animals are abused in the context of DVA, but 

generally did not report welfare concerns if victim-survivors (animals and humans) were 

not considered to be their professional area of focus. For example, it was rare for 

professionals working in DVA services to report animal welfare concerns to authorities and 

likewise animal welfare professionals were unlikely to report safeguarding concerns about 

humans (adults and children). There was a distinct lack of communication between DVA 

services and animal welfare services, with the exception of professionals working in animal 

fostering services, whose area of focus is positioned between these two fields.  These 

professionals have a role supporting all victim-survivors (humans and animals).  

Participants talked about the importance of understanding the significance of the bond 

between victim-survivors and animals and the professional dialogue which was the second 

theme that emerged from the interview data. Professionals working in DVA and animal 

fostering services spoke about the importance of the professional dialogue in terms of 

developing an effective professional relationship with victim-survivors. Participants 

recognised the significance of the bond between victim-survivors and animals and became 

frustrated if they could not offer solutions to victim-survivors fleeing abuse, or when 

professionals dismissed the significance of the bond.  

 

 

 



 145 

The third theme was ‘professionals talking about animal abuse as a strategy of coercive 

control’ where participants discussed the varying ways perpetrators abused animals to 

coerce and control human victim-survivors. Coercive control emerged as the primary 

reason why perpetrators abused animals in the context of DVA during interviews with 

victim-survivors and interviews with professionals reinforced this.  Participants also 

highlighted some of the parallels that exist between the abuse of animals and humans by 

perpetrators.  

 

The fourth theme explored participant’s experiences of ‘the abuse of humans being 

positioned in society and law as a priority over the abuse of animals’. Interviews with 

professionals provided further insight into how the abuse of humans is viewed in society 

and law as more ‘serious’ than the abuse of animals.  This was evident in the lack of 

convictions for animal cruelty and non-reporting of animal abuse despite animal cruelty 

being a crime across the UK enforced under the various Animal Welfare and Sentencing 

Acts.  

 

In the final, sixth theme which was ‘improving the response for all victim-survivors’ 

participants offered a number of suggestions to improve the response to victim-survivors 

escaping DVA with animals. Suggestions included consistent training and guidance for 

professionals, a national campaign about the link between DVA and animal abuse, 

preventative work in schools, improved multiagency working and more flexible 

accommodation options for victim-survivors so that they could remain with animals when 

they escaped. These suggestions inform my recommendations in chapter ten where I will 

also provide an update on some of the advances that have already been made in these 

areas. In this chapter I present the findings from interviews with the ten professionals who 

took part in semi-structured interviews.  

 

 

 

 



 146 

Five interview participants worked in local DVA services, three in animal welfare services 

and two professionals worked in animal fostering services (DVA and animal welfare). 

 

Graph Twenty-two: Type of Organisation Professional Interview Participants Worked In 

The majority of participants worked in the South West of England which I had anticipated 

given that my professional network was largely in that geographical location.  

 

Graph Twenty-three: Geographical Location of Professional Interview Participants  

Nine professional interview participants identified as female and one participant identified 

as male. The average length of service that participants had worked in their current role 

was ten years.  Six participants had relevant work experience prior to their role at the time 

of the interview. 
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Theme One: Gaps in Professional Training  
In this theme it emerges that the three different groups of professionals who are in contact 

with victim-survivors (humans and animals) have different areas of focus, approaches and 

levels of training. Of the five participants that worked in DVA services three were 

Independent Domestic Violence Advocates (IDVAs), one participant worked as a helpline 

advisor and one participant worked in a local authority commissioning team. The focus of 

participants working in DVA services was on supporting adult victim-survivors, but with a 

duty of care to their children too. Participants were trained in DVA and safeguarding 

children and vulnerable adults. These professionals were not trained in animal welfare 

including how to report animal abuse.   

 

Four of the five participants who worked in DVA services had worked in the field for over 

ten years. Each of the four participants completed national Independent Domestic 

Violence Advocate (IDVA) training in their early careers. Two of these participants had 

also started their career as volunteers and completed local service volunteer training. All 

four participants with a length of service over ten years could not recall any reference to 

animal abuse in the context of DVA in their early training (IDVA training and volunteer 

training). One of the five participants working in DVA services started in the field two years 

prior to the interview as a volunteer before moving to paid employment in the same 

organisation. The volunteer training formed the basis of this participant’s professional 

training and did include reference to animal abuse.  

 

The four participants with a length of service over ten years developed their knowledge 

and understanding about the significance of animal abuse in the context of DVA through 

their practice and latter Domestic Abuse Stalking and Harassment (DASH) Risk 

Assessment training which proceeded the SPECSS+ (Separation, Pregnancy, Escalation, 

Cultural Issues, Stalking, Sexual Assault) Risk Checklist.  The DASH risk assessment 

includes a question for professionals to ask victim-survivors about animals in their 

assessment of risk. Animal maltreatment did not feature on the SPECCS+ Risk Checklist. 

Interview participants felt that the inclusion of reference to animal abuse in risk checklists 

signified the development in knowledge and understanding through academic and practice 

research about the dynamics of DVA and the coexistence of animal abuse.  
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The focus of participants working in the field of animal welfare was solely on animals. 

These participants had not been trained in DVA, or safeguarding children and adults. 

These professionals received no training about how to report concerns relating to people 

being at risk of harm. All three participants working in this field had received either internal 

or external training around animal welfare. However, all three professionals were aware 

that animals are abused in the context of DVA due to practice experience, professional 

networks and research. One participant had worked in social care for over ten years prior 

to working in animal welfare, during which time this participant did not receive any specific 

DVA training. 

Interviewer: Going back to your social care days.  Did you receive any specific 

training about domestic abuse? 

Gemma: We had a social worker in the team who was very keen on domestic 

abuse and raised the issue quite a lot, but there wasn’t a specific training to deal 

with this. 

 

One participant working in the field of animal welfare had experience of taking calls from 

victim-survivors looking for foster care places for animals so that they could escape DVA. I 

asked this participant about wider training in the organisation.  

 Interviewer: Do you know if frontline staff have any level of domestic abuse 

training? 

 Gemma: I don’t think so, no…and I know for a fact that they have virtually no mental 

health training.  So I would be very surprised if they had any training in domestic 

abuse.  They looked to me to do some work on mental health, so I’m pretty sure 

that they get very little training in issues of domestic violence. 

 

The focus of professionals working in animal fostering services was on animals and adult 

victim-survivors, but with a duty of care to their children too. These professionals worked in 

services that foster animals for victim-survivors when they escape DVA and cannot take 

animals with them. Both participants working for animal fostering services had completed 

DVA training, safeguarding training and animal welfare training. These professionals knew 

how to report concerns about a risk of harm to people and animals.   
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Theme Two: Understanding the Significance of the Bond Between Victim-survivors 
and Animals and the Professional Dialogue 
The significance of the bond between victim-survivors and animals emerged as a key 

theme in the previous chapter as well as in this chapter. Participants felt that 

understanding the significance of the bond combined with effective professional dialogue 

was key in terms of effectively supporting victim-survivors of DVA where there are animals 

in the household.  

Seven of the ten participants talked about how important it was to build a positive, 

professional relationship with victim-survivors. These professionals worked in DVA 

services and animal fostering services and felt that having empathy with victim-survivors 

and understanding the dynamics of DVA were paramount to building these relationships.  

 Julia: If you show a lack of understanding it comes across.  If you put that out there 

then I think that could shut the door down quite quickly and make people think that 

they’re not being understood. As the process goes on, they get to know you… and 

feel able to open up, which I think is massively important.   

 

The seven professionals working in DVA services and animal fostering services discussed 

how important the relationship that they formed with victim-survivors was in terms of 

promoting awareness of DVA, rights and safety.  

Debbie: I’m very much about domestic abuse awareness, because the biggest joy 

for me is when somebody says, oh, it wasn’t my fault then.  That is a great joy. It 

can take a long time.  It could take years.  So often I don’t see that, but if I can see 

the start of it, and if I can start to encourage them that it’s not their fault, that’s just 

the beginnings of all the other things they’re going to experience about, you know, 

what abusive people can be like and the effects on them and their children and how 

they can reframe some of their experiences and how, therefore, deal with them 

better and move forward in a more positive, healthy and safe way, but that can take 

a long time.  
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I asked all participants if they routinely ask about animal abuse in the context of DVA. The 

five participants who worked in DVA services talked about how they routinely asked victim-

survivors if the perpetrator ‘mistreated a family pet or animal’ (DASH, 2009). This line of 

enquiry was usually part of the Domestic Abuse Stalking and Harassment (DASH) Risk 

Checklist.  

 Debbie: Yeah, as part of the DASH risk assessment, one of the questions, is has 

the abuser ever hurt an animal or the family pet, because the studies that created 

the DASH risk assessment have shown that there’s a lot of links between people 

who hurt animals often go on to hurt people and use pets and animals as 

bargaining tools in an abusive relationship.   

 

Participants working in DVA services talked about how completing the DASH risk checklist 

to assess risk was a mandatory part of their role. These professionals referred to animal 

abuse as being one of the high-risk indicators of serious harm to victim-survivors.  

 Jade: You ask the question about animals as part of the DASH risk assessment, or 

if you are just having a general chit chat with them, you just drop it into 

conversation.  “Have you got pets?  What is he like with the pets?”  And it’s always, 

“Oh he kicks the dog.  Oh, he is cruel to the cat, doesn’t let the cat in.”  I don’t do full 

risk assessments, but it is one of the questions that I will always go to, because we 

know what a big risk indicator it is.  And all the conversations that I have had with 

victims about pets, they all said that they were cruel.  
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The primary focus of completing the DASH Risk Checklist was to assess the risk to human 

victim-survivors as opposed to assessing the risk to animals in their own right.  

 Interviewer: In your role as an IDVA, do you routinely ask victim-survivors about 

animal abuse? 

 Bev: Well, that is a real indicator on our risk assessment.  So, we use the DASH 

risk assessment, and there is a section there about animal abuse, and we do ask 

that question to everybody that engages with us because that gives us two sort of 

ideas of what’s going on within that relationship and also the profile more about the 

perpetrator and what he’s capable of doing. 

 

Participants working in DVA services and animal fostering services discussed how it could 

be difficult for some victim-survivors to identify and name the experiences of animals as 

‘animal abuse’.  Participants also acknowledged how difficult it could be for victim-

survivors to name their own experience as abusive and take action. 

Debbie: Because we don’t want to… who wants to put the word abuse to a 

relationship.  It’s like putting the word cancer to an illness.  Who wants to do that?  

But once you have, then they can start looking at what they do about it and, rather 

like cancer, they can’t just leave it and hope it goes away, in an abusive 

relationship, hopefully abuse stops.  They can try and deal with it or run away from 

it, but actually, until they look at it from the eye and go, okay, this is awful, but what 

am I going to do about it now, it will still be there. 
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Two interview participants raised the wording of the question on the DASH risk 

assessment as potentially inhibiting victim-survivor’s identification of animal abuse. 

Participants felt that the wording does not reflect the broad range of behaviours that 

constitute animal abuse. 

 Lizzie: I think the way the question is posed is probably more focused around the 

physical abuse of the animal, whereas I think in a lot of cases there might also be 

threats to pets as well that people might not disclose under that, and I think the 

awareness around the other elements, so stopping somebody from walking a dog is 

quite a controlling tactic, the abuse around stopping people accessing vet care for 

their dogs. So I think there are so many elements in it, and I think the question is 

more geared towards the physical abuse of an animal.  
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Participants working in animal fostering services did not complete DASH risk assessments 

as it was not considered part of their role, or the intake process for the service.  

Participants working in these services did not routinely ask victim-survivors about animal 

abuse. The main criteria for accessing animal fostering schemes was that victim-survivors 

were fleeing DVA. Both participants discussed how some victim-survivors would disclose 

in-depth information about the abuse that animals experienced. However, both participants 

felt that more often the depth of the abuse animals experienced emerged over time as the 

professional relationship developed.  

 Lizzie: I think when they first refer, occasionally we will have someone that will give 

us an overview in relation to the dog’s behaviour, so the dog is going to be scared 

in this situation and the dog has growled in this situation but, because the 

perpetrator would do this or do that, to give us a bit of background. Occasionally we 

have that but we don’t push or pull at the beginning to find out specifics. We don’t 

ask at the beginning. What we do find where we have the dogs for six to nine 

months and we’re catching up at least every month with updates of how the dog’s 

doing, normally it’s along that process that women will start to disclose more about 

what the dog’s been through and sometimes what they’ve been through as well. I 

think that’s sometimes in line with our updates, so we might say that the dog is 

getting along really well but actually it’s a little bit nervous with a new person coming 

in wearing boots or something like that and they’ll say, “Actually, my ex-partner 

would kick the dog and would often wear work boots,” and that sort of thing so I 

think it comes more naturally when you have those conversations and building up 

trust around it.  
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Two participants working in animal welfare worked on helplines concerned with handling 

calls about animals in distress, animals suffering abuse or access to emergency veterinary 

treatment. One participant working in animal welfare was a campaigner for animal welfare 

issues. All three participants talked about the ‘link’ between DVA and animal abuse.  

 Interviewer: So, can you tell me a bit more about that role? 

 Carolyn: Okay.  So, what we’re doing is we are looking, primarily, from an animal 

perspective and, of course, part of… a very common theme through domestic 

animal abuse is what’s known as the link, that everybody now recognises across 

the globe as the link. And intrinsic to that is that particularly, in a family setting, quite 

often the abuse is for coercive purposes.   

 

As discussed, participants working in the field of animal welfare were not trained 

specifically in domestic violence and abuse but had developed an understanding of the 

‘link’ from practice, professional networks and research.  

 

Two participants working in animal welfare would receive occasional calls from victim-

survivors enquiring about fostering schemes.   

 Gemma: I do have calls sometimes from women who… it has always been women 

in this case, who are looking for refuge for pets because they are attempting to flee 

domestic violence. They said that their partners were threatening to kill or harm the 

animals if they left the house, they were unwilling to leave the animals in that 

situation. They were considering going into a refuge, and perhaps had contacted 

the refuge, and were aware that the refuge would not accept pets. I would probably 

get one call like this every couple of months, and in some cases I suspect people 

weren’t telling me the whole story… 
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Each of the participants working in the field of animal welfare extended their dialogue to 

explore issues that humans may be experiencing.  

 Carolyn: I had a very recent call from a woman who reported the neglect and abuse 

of animals, and in the context of that, talked about the mental health problems of 

the alleged abuser, so there was a link there, and when I reported it, I gave that 

information and said that it appeared from the alleged, the allegations made, that 

the woman was quite vulnerable, and in a particularly bad financial situation as well 

as having ongoing mental health problems. 

 

Despite explorations of the issues impacting people the focus of participants working in 

animal welfare was on the animal and these professionals did not routinely ask people 

about DVA.  

 

Six of the ten participants talked specifically about the significance of the bond between 

victim-survivors and animals. Professional participants described the bond between victim-

survivors and animals as providing ‘comfort, companionship, love and resilience’. 

Participants talked about how victim-survivors would refer to animals as ‘children’, ‘family’ 

and best friends’ (animal personhood). Professional participants’ discussion and 

understanding about the bond between victim-survivors and animals was akin to victim-

survivor’s descriptions of the bond which I discussed in the previous chapter.  

 

Three participants specifically discussed how animals were conceptualised as ‘children’ 

and ‘family members’ by victim-survivors.  

 Debbie: People kind of very often see their pets as part of the family and treat them 

as they treat their children. 
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Two participants discussed how being isolated by the perpetrator could lead to animals 

being the only source of ‘comfort, companionship and love’ victim-survivors may have.   

Jade: Because the abuser usually isolates them from everybody that might be able 

to help them, support them, or even comfort them.  I have got a cat, everyone’s 

bond with their pets is strong, but in domestic abuse cases, I believe it is even 

stronger, because it is their only source of support.  They cut them off from friends, 

cut them off from family, and I think they will self sooth if you like with their pets.  

We all do, don’t we?  When you’ve had a bad day, put your cat on your knee and 

feel a bit better.  So, I just imagine how their bad days are quite different from mine. 

 

Participants felt that the strength of the bond that victim-survivors had with animals meant 

that they would prioritise the safety of animals over their own safety.  

John: I’ve had people refusing to flee domestic abuse because of the animals and 

what’s going to happen to the animals.  I’ve had people defending… like, stepping 

in and kind of taking abuse themselves so that the animal doesn’t get abused. I’ve 

had people kind of considering the animal above all… above themselves, clearly 

and obviously in a lot of circumstances. And that obviously indicates that pets are 

extremely important to people and, also, that potentially in domestic abuse 

situations, the pet becomes even more important, because they form part of 

somebody’s support network, for want of a better word, in terms of, you know, it’s 

kind of them and the pet in it together against the abusive person in a lot of cases. 
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Participants working in animal fostering services shared experiences of victim-survivors 

contacting their service prior to other services so that plans for animals were made first.  

Jenny: We are increasing people’s safety, because if the cats didn’t have anywhere 

safe to go, women are quite likely to just stay in the homes and continue to be 

abused unfortunately.  And I think a lot of our women are just like, “I couldn’t leave 

without the cat because I’m afraid of what he would do to her.”  Because there have 

been threats made about, “If you leave, I am going to kill the cat.”  People quite 

often ring up before they use a human service, before they think about their kids 

even, they are quite often like, “What are we going to do about the animals?”  So, 

we are quite often the first port of call for people who are fleeing.  I think people 

sometimes underestimate how important an animal is in the whole process of 

leaving.  And that just kind of shows the willingness, the lengths that people will go 

to, to stay with their animals, is that they would rather seek help for the cat before 

they would seek help for themselves, which I think is massive. 

 

Seven of the ten participants talked about how important animal fostering services were in 

terms of helping people to escape DVA. However, despite animal fostering services being 

available three participants shared that they felt that fostering was not an option for some 

victim-survivors who will not part with animals, even temporarily because of the bond.  

 Abi: We would mention that there’s fostering available, but even that was too much 

for them.  They couldn’t bear the thought, and I know I’ve had conversations with 

some women who were saying, yeah, but then my dog or my cat will forget me, or, 

you know, will I get them back and, you know, the thought of actually being 

separated from that animal was just too much to think about, really, you know? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 158 

One participant talked about the bond a victim-survivor had with animals as providing both 

a barrier to them escaping, but also a sense of resilience in the context of abuse.  

 Jade: I really felt talking to her that she was at massive risk.  And she knew it, she 

absolutely knew it, and he was cruel to all of her animals, but she wouldn’t go, 

couldn’t leave them at all.  She didn’t necessarily blame herself, she wasn’t, “Oh, it’s 

my fault”, she was quite a stoic woman and had learnt to find a way to cope with it 

all, like they all do, and I would say that was because of her animals.  So in some 

inadvertent way those animals might have given her a lot of strength to be able to 

endure it, because we know that the majority stay and they find their own ways to 

endure it, with alcohol, drugs, whatever, but her animals were her support system, 

and I would say they gave her some sort of strength really. 
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Theme Three: Professionals talking About Animal Abuse as a Strategy of Coercive 
Control 
Within this theme I discuss the type of animal abuse participants had heard of perpetrators 

using to coerce and control victim-survivors of DVA through their practice experience. The 

types of abuse that professionals discussed are very similar to victim-survivors 

experiences but there are also some additional acts of abuse the professionals spoke 

about.  

 

All ten interview participants felt that animals were abused by the perpetrator to coerce 

and control victim-survivors.  

 Jenny: Yeah, I think it just is about having control over their survivor…if they have 

got power and control over the animal which the survivor might be really attached 

to, then they have also got power and control over her.  So, I think it is about power 

and control, and as a warning as well, that, “I am physically harming this animal 

now, it could be you next”, kind of thing. 

 

Participants recalled the varying types of animal abuse that victim-survivors had described 

to them. Physical abuse included kicking, punching, being thrown, cigarette burns, 

stamping on, stabbing and drowning which are all forms of physical animal abuse.  

Julia: It’s mostly beatings such as kicking and punching, throwing an animal up 

against a wall. Holding knives up to throats.  I have had a few incidents of animals 

being cut but not to the extent that they actually died.  But yes, mostly I would say 

it’s kickings, throwings, punches, very hands-on.   
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Participants working in animal fostering schemes talked about how they saw the evidence 

of the physical abuse that animals had experienced.  

Lizzie: I think certainly in the beginning of my career I was very aware of more 

physical abuse towards animals, and I think that’s mainly because when the dogs 

were coming on to the project you would be able to see quite clearly the physical 

abuse that they’d endured so these were commonly fractures, cigarette burns was 

quite an obvious one, stab wounds to dogs as well that had actually healed by the 

time we collected the dog, burning. We’ve worked with one dog that had been 

drowned as well so there is certainly physical abuse which is a really key thing, and 

obviously impacts on the dog’s welfare significantly. 

Four participants spoke about households where animals were murdered by the 

perpetrator.  

Interviewer: What type of abuse have people talked to you about? 

John: Any… any kind of physical abuse of an animal that you can imagine, 

basically.  There was one that I read about last week where a dog was hit 

repeatedly and then had its skull stamped on to kill it.   

All ten interview participants talked about how animals were threatened by perpetrators to 

coerce and control victim-survivors. These threats included threats to kill, threats to harm 

and threats to get rid of animals to entrap victim-survivors in relationships by instilling a 

sense of fear in them about what could happen to animals and them.  

Lizzie: They’ve threatened to kill the animal and they’ve threatened to kill the 

woman and the children as well, and then, when they’ve carried out the threat to the 

animal, then that is a quite clear indication that they’ve said something and meant it 

and carried it through, which could mean for the survival of children that there is a 

very real threat for them as well. 
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Participants also shared their experiences about where perpetrators had ‘bragged’ to 

victim-survivors that they had abused animals in the past.   

 Abi: But certainly a lot of kicking, kicking the animals, using the animal as a threat to 

the women.  You know, if you don’t do what I say, or you don’t behave yourself the 

cat or the dog’s going to get it, definitely heard that.  I’ve also heard women talk 

about knowing that their partners have killed pets in the past and, you know, that, in 

itself, has been used as a… as a weapon against them, knowing that they’ve done 

that.  Interestingly, we’ve also heard a lot of women talk about the fact that their 

partners have bragged about what they’ve done to animals, particularly when they 

were younger.  

Five participants shared examples of where animals were intentionally neglected by 

perpetrators including denying animals veterinary treatment, not feeding animals, making 

animals stay outside and not providing exotic animals with an appropriate environment. 

Both participants working in animal fostering services discussed their experiences of the 

types of neglect that were evident in animals.   

 Lizzie: Anybody unaware of the background would say it was sort of neglect of the 

animal, so very underweight, hasn’t had access to proper food, lots of untreated 

medical conditions as well. So quite commonly untreated eye infections, ear 

infections, lumps and bumps that haven’t been treated, yeah, very underweight and 

sometimes very overweight as well, and especially if the owner of the animal has 

been very isolated, hasn’t been allowed to take the dog out and sometimes you get 

the overweight dogs full of energy because they haven’t been out on regular walks, 

haven’t been able to see anybody.  

One participant talked about victim-survivors being prevented from caring for animals as a 

tactic of control used by the perpetrator.  

 Abi: I’ve certainly heard women who’ve had horses where their abuser has 

controlled them so they can’t go and see to the horses, you know, and made that 

part of the control… And that’s been really distressing for them because they can’t 

get to clean them, they can’t get to ride them, can’t get to feed them, and that’s 

been quite common.  
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Participants discussed notions of ‘ownership’ to entrap victim-survivors in the relationship 

a concept that also emerged in interviews with victim-survivors which I discussed in the 

previous chapter.   

 Jenny: We hear about physical abuse of animals, but with the cats that is thankfully 

quite rare, but it does happen.  I don’t have a proper statistic, but I’d say about 10 or 

20 per cent of our cats have been exposed to physical abuse.  But we do see a lot 

more cat abuse as part of coercive control.  So the cat is prevented vet access, or 

whatever it might be, or prevented love and affection from the owner, things like 

that.  But it is more to do with the cat kind of… the perpetrator using the cat as a 

sense of ownership over the survivor.    

 

Two interview participants referred to the denial of animal companionship as a strategy of 

abuse that perpetrators used to coerce and control victim-survivors.   

 Jade: Mostly cruelty.  Kicking of dogs, I would say was predominantly, and refusing 

to let the person be comforted by their animal once that abuse has taken place.  

You know, “I like to cuddle the cat afterwards, but he won’t let the cat in.”   

 

Professionals discussed parallels in terms of relationships which included how victim-

survivors described animals as ‘children’ (animal personhood). Victim-survivors had 

described to participants that the depth of the bond that they had with animals was similar 

to that of their children.  Participants also referred to victim-survivors feeling that they need 

to ‘protect’ animals in the same way that feel that they need to ‘protect’ children from the 

abuse. 

Bev: In some cases what we’ve noticed is that people see animals very much like 

their children, so that they end up doing exactly what the abuser wants to protect 

the animals.   
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Seven participants felt that perpetrators would use similar strategies to abuse children and 

animals.   

 Debbie: There’s no section on the power and control wheel about pets, but there is 

one about children: does the abuser use children as a weapon or a tool?  Take out 

the word children or child and put in the word pet and they go, oh my gosh, yeah, 

he does exactly those things, uses them as a weapon to hurt me or to frighten 

me…this is my love, this is my solace and now you’re hurting it or you’re 

threatening to, and they can do that with children as well.  Not that we kind of make 

children our solace, but they are… there’s unconditional love there… 

 

Four participants talked about hearing from victim-survivors that perpetrators had 

threatened to report them to animal welfare charities in the same way that threats were 

also made to contact social care about the children. Perpetrators threatened to have 

animals removed and children removed by authorities and accused victim-survivors of 

being ‘bad’ animal owners and ‘bad’ mothers.   

 Lizzie: From speaking to people, often there’s quite a feeling of shame and guilt 

around it as well and I think sometimes perpetrators will use that to their advantage 

as well, say, the condition the dog’s in, I’ll report you to the RSPCA then they’ll take 

the animals away. I think for anybody that has a pet you do want to love, protect 

and make sure it’s safe and I think, yeah, if the perpetrator was using that then 

there definitely can be feelings of shame or guilt around not being able to protect it 

or not be able to give the dog what it needs. 
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Victim survivors where frightened about losing animals in the same way that they were of 

losing children as a result of perpetrator’s threats. Participants felt that this fear could 

impact on victim-survivors’ disclosures of abuse, but particularly the abuse of animals as 

they are silent victim-survivors. Although children are vulnerable participants felt that 

animals had the added vulnerability of having no voice.  

 Jade: Yeah, and it’s hard to prove.  Kick a dog, you couldn’t necessarily take 

photographs of it.  You know, if they break the dog’s back or legs or whatever, 

obviously that is very, very different.  But I think again it is probably a bit like when 

they’ve got children.  They think, “Oh, they’ll take the children off me”, so if they 

report cruelty to the pets, “Will they take the dogs off me?  Will he blame me?  He 

will say I kicked the dog.”  It is an absolute minefield at the best of times, but 

animals can’t speak for themselves, can they? 

 

Participants talked about how victim-survivors felt a sense of ‘guilt’ and ‘shame’ when 

animals and children were abused or witnessed abuse.   

 Bev: Well, with some they just stay within the relationship, because they feel that 

they can’t leave because he will either harm the animal or they can’t bring the 

animal with them, and that’s really massive.  Also, if they do leave and they can’t 

take the animal, the guilt is just immense really.  It’s very much… yeah, they just 

feel really guilty and feel that they should have acted sooner.  Yes, so it’s just about 

dealing with that.  Very much like children, how they feel about their children, 

people feel the same about their animals, so it shouldn’t really be ignored because 

the impact is just as much on them. 
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Participants shared how perpetrators attempted to justify the abuse of animals and the 

similarities between the power dynamic of the perpetrator with animals and children.  

 Carolyn: But that’s frequently… what we found is that’s frequently where it starts.  

So… and the abuser will say, oh, I’m just disciplining, I’m just laying down rules, you 

know, we’ve got to discipline the dog, or whatever.  It quite frequently is dogs.  Yes, 

it does go against cats, but not so much, but dogs definitely, and, you know, that 

just escalates, but that’s how it starts.  It’s that subtle introduction of this power 

dynamic, you know, that not only is a threat towards the dog, but is also an indirect 

threat to the child or the victim. 

In this interview extract Caroline introduces the idea that different species of animal may be 

conceptualised and treated differently by the perpetrator.  This is a point that resonates with 

victim-survivors accounts of abuse.  
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Theme Four: The Abuse of Humans Positioned in Society and Law as a Priority Over 
the Abuse of Animals 

Interviews with professionals provided further insight into how the abuse of humans is 

viewed in society and law as more ‘serious’ than the abuse of animals.  This was evident 

in the maximum sentencing for animal abuse, lack of convictions for animal cruelty and 

non-reporting of animal abuse. Within this theme I also discuss information that 

participants shared about the implications of abuse for animals.  

 

One participant working in animal welfare shared the reality of how the legal system can 

view animal cruelty as a ‘less serious’ crime in the UK at the time of the interview.  

 Carolyn: This is where I’m torn, because my heart says there should be a separate, 

an additional, charge for the animal welfare.  My head actually says that more likely 

is that the animal welfare will be seen as an aggravating factor and, therefore, 

sentences could be increased, but, again, it would be the sentence for the act 

against the human rather than against the animal. What we find time after time after 

time, at the moment, is because the sentences are so pitiful, they actually plea 

bargain away the welfare of the animal.  You know, they throw it away before it gets 

to court and… yeah, and you can kind of understand that if… from a justice system 

point of view where, like I say, all they would probably do is run a concurrent 

sentence of weeks.  It’s an easy thing for them to give away. 

Two interview participants (animal welfare and animal fostering service professionals) 

talked about the maximum sentence for animal abuse and have been active in 

campaigning for this to increase from six months to five years.  

 Carolyn: The increase in sentencing will come through.  It’s taking its time, 

frustratingly taking its time, but it will come through.  
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I asked all participants if they are aware from their practice experience of any occasions 

where perpetrators were investigated, charged or convicted for animal abuse in the 

context of DVA. Of the ten participants only two participants could recall one case each 

from their practice experience.   

 Lizzie: We did work on one many years ago, and I remember that the police were 

quite frustrated because they managed to get a charge under the Animal Welfare 

Act for the dog and it was quite obvious physical abuse, the dog had to see a vet, 

and there wasn’t really any debating around what had happened to the dog. It was 

quite clear that it was an injury that had been caused by a person and they weren’t 

able to get the perpetrator on any domestic abuse charges. 

A participant working in a DVA service described the other case where the perpetrator 

shot an animal in the head and was charged for the crime.  

Reports of animal welfare concerns by professionals following disclosures from victim-

survivors about the perpetrator abusing animals were rare. 

Jade: There was a woman, she lived on a farm, and her dog had just died, and she 

said he poisoned the dog.  And I said, “How do you know this?”  And she said, 

“Because I took the dog to the vets, and the vets did some tests”. He was a farmer 

himself, and she said he had got access to all sorts, and he said he would kill the 

dog, and she was highly distressed as well.  And she said she believed he had 

killed the dog.  I mean, there was no way I could verify that. Yeah, well she said he 

was slowly going to do all the animals and killing them.  I’ve always remembered, 

because you think, “Crikey, did he kill the dog?”  But she was adamant, she was 

absolutely adamant.  But what he was doing at that point was making other people, 

including the children’s school think she was mad.  Because if you say, “Oh, this 

man has killed my dog”, even me… but you think, “Oh, is she lying about that?  

That seems extreme.”  But of course that is the extreme end of it.  Some abusers 

will go the whole hog and actually carry out those threats.   
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The suspected murder of the dog was not reported to the Police by the victim-survivor or 

professionals working with her. Making reports was hindered by professionals’ perceptions 

about the remit of their roles, their own conceptualisations of animals and gaps in their 

professional training. Participants shared their experience of hearing about animals being 

killed by perpetrators. These accounts reinforced that animals’ lives are conceptualised in 

society as ‘less important’ to human lives which was evident in participants accounts of the 

abuse, reporting of abuse and repercussions for the perpetrator. 

 

Two of the ten participants (one DVA service professional and one animal welfare 

professional) talked about how they had reported concerns about animal welfare.   

 Bev: I had reported, actually, that dog to the RSPCA and never… it was impossible 

to get any feedback on that. They don’t give feedback.  So, if you report a dog that 

you’re concerned about… so somebody said on the risk assessment that he’s 

abusive to the animal, or he does this, or whatever, I then report it to the RSPCA. 

When participants working in DVA services found a victim-survivor to be at high risk 

following a DASH Risk Assessment the case would go to the Multi-Agency Risk 

Assessment Conference (MARAC). It is not clear from the interview data whether 

concerns about animal abuse are discussed in this forum if the victim-survivor talked about 

animal abuse during the DASH Risk Assessment. 

Three participants talked about the importance of taking action on disclosures of animal 

abuse and widening safety plans to include animals.  

 Lizzie: I think some professionals completely understand the bond and fully get it 

but I think there probably is a bit of a mix of who would recognise it, there’s an 

animal being abused and we should bring that into the safety plan not just tick the 

box on the DASH risk assessment and then that’s sort of forgotten about. 
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Professionals in DVA services and animal fostering services shared their feelings of 

helplessness and frustration about not always being able to provide an appropriate option 

to victim-survivors for animals.   

 Gemma: They were terrified to leave and felt paralysed in the situation.  They were 

putting the animals’ safety above their own in a way, and felt trapped really, and I 

think they were very angry at the agencies for not coming forward and helping 

them.  I mean, there was quite a lot of anger directed at me, and rightly so, really, 

because I wasn’t in a position to help them, and in all the cases I can think of, I had 

to turn them away. 

Animal fostering services do not currently provide UK wide coverage so for victim-

survivors fleeing in some areas of the UK there is no safe option for their animals.  

 

One of the main implications for animals relates to how animal abuse is positioned as a 

‘less serious crime’ than the abuse of humans which provides a platform for perpetrators to 

justify abusing animals and escape punishment. As indicated above, participants 

described ‘pitiful’ sentencing for animal cruelty (a maximum of six months at the time of 

interviews), plea bargaining away animal cruelty charges and very low rates of reporting of 

animal abuse overall.  
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Implications of Abuse for Animals  

Six participants talked about how animals were impacted by abuse and witnessing the 

abuse of humans. Participants discussed a range of behavioural responses animals 

demonstrated as a result of the abuse that they had experienced. Animal fostering service 

participants described animal’s rehabilitation in foster care.   

 

Lizzie: I’d say that when they come in quite often dogs will be nervous with 

handling, quite shy, a bit apprehensive about meeting new people and, if they’ve 

had that trust broken with a person before when it has been harmed or someone 

has threatened to hit or kick them, then that really impacts their behaviour long term 

when meeting new people, and as well as that, also you have that where animals 

might be nervous, but then also we have dogs coming on that will come on and be 

full of energy and also just not know how to react and they might be quite jumpy, 

quite giddy, because they just don’t really know what’s going on in the situation. 

They’re trying to find the best way to keep things calm and to appeal to people, but I 

think what is interesting about the dog’s behaviour is even when they are incredibly 

nervous or worried when they come on, with time and given space, then the dogs 

generally will recover really well and be able to form those bonds and just start to 

release the tension really. I think by the time they come on they’re so heightened, 

and it’s a new place and it does takes weeks and sometimes months for them to 

really settle in and build that trust and start to relax and realise that they are having 

their needs met, so food, caring and love and safety from a foster carer, which I 

think is quite nice as well. Hopefully the survivor is going through the same process 

at the refuge and able to get that support and then, by the time they’re reunited, 

then it’s onwards and upwards for both of them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 171 

Participants working in animal welfare discussed how due to animals’ heightened senses 

they can sense the anxiety, stress, whatever it is that is driving the abuser, far before the 

humans do. Two interview participants discussed dogs exhibiting perceived aggression 

and explained this response.  

 Carolyn: And this is why what we see with dogs when they do fight back is, quite 

frequently they don’t go for the abuser, they go for another family member.  So you 

see stories in the paper of family dogs, or whatever, going for children, going for 

family members that up to that point in time have been absolutely great.  Not an 

issue at all, but it’s a suggestion, and one that I quite readily accept, that actually 

that dog is kicking out…what it sees as a less powerful member of the pack.  So it’s 

the transference, the dog… you know, of behaviour, the dog is kind of… it’s 

remembered its abuse… you know, but it is… it is transferring that behaviour onto 

another pack member.  So, it’s affecting the dog’s behaviour too. 

 

Participants did not believe that certain animals were more susceptible to abuse.  But 

Carolyn explained her view on dogs in particular.  

 Carolyn: I don’t think dogs, per se, are accepting of abuse.  Unfortunately, dogs 

have a curious… well, it’s admirable, actually, but they have a psychology which 

says that even in the most horrific abuse, okay, that dog will go back to an owner, 

out of loyalty.  So… even in… I mean, it’s ridiculous… you know, as a human you 

think, run, dog, just get away, just get away.  What the dog actually does, it doesn’t, 

because its loyalties lie to the hand that feeds it. 
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Theme Five: Improving the Response for all Victim-Survivors (animals and humans) 
In this theme I explore the suggestions that participants had about improving the 

professional response to victims-survivors who have animals and are escaping DVA.  

These suggestions included consistent training and guidance for professionals on DVA 

and the dynamics of animal abuse in the context of DVA, a national campaign about the 

link between DVA and animal abuse, preventative educational work in school and 

improved multiagency working. Participants also wanted to have more flexible options 

available to offer victim-survivors escaping DVA with animals. As I discussed earlier, 

participants have also suggested that the wording of the DASH Risk Checklist (2009) 

question about animal abuse should be explored to try to aid identification of this form of 

abuse.    

 

All ten professionals taking part in interviews were aware that animals can be abused by 

perpetrators to coerce and control human victim-survivors. However, all participants felt 

that training on DVA generally was inconsistent and inadequate across services and 

nationally.   

 Jade: Sometimes DV is the big thing, loads of money, everyone is going on training, 

and other times it is a quick tick box exercise on the internet, and it always depends 

where it is as a government priority. In the eleven years I’ve been here I’ve seen it 

top of the list at points.  You know, you could have carried IDVAs around on gold 

chairs at one point, whereas now there isn’t even a DV court. When the government 

list it as a top priority, all agencies are all singing and all dancing, and then when 

the focus is off it they all relax again. It is frustrating. 

 

In terms of developing the response to all victim-survivors (humans and animals) 

participants felt that there needed to be better training for a wider range of professionals 

on DVA and the dynamics of animal abuse in the context of DVA.  

 Bev: I think the agencies need to also understand the relationships that people 

have with their animals and not go, God, it’s only just an animal, why are they still 

there because of that.  That’s really frustrating.  So, I think agencies still need to 

understand a lot more about the impact animals have and the connections and the 

relationships that they have, as well, you know. 
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Two interview participants felt that social care professionals and veterinarians should 

receive this training given their roles as key professionals going into homes and seeing 

animals.  

One participant felt that improved guidance should include animal abuse as a strategy of 

coercive control used by perpetrators and be made available to professionals.  

 Lizzie: I think from a policy level I’d really like to see more awareness in domestic 

abuse accompanying guidance to really lay out the ways animals can be abused 

because I do really believe it is such a powerful tool that a perpetrator will use and I 

think including it in the Acts guidance, so perhaps under coercive control one of the 

examples could be using threat towards a pet in order to control. Seeing those 

actually listed in the guidance, I think would create much more awareness with 

Police Forces, within the sector as well.  

Two participants suggested a national campaign to specifically raise awareness about the 

link between animal abuse and domestic violence and abuse.  

 Jade: I think it’s particularly about public campaigns isn’t it?  I mean wouldn’t it be 

brilliant if the RSPCA were to put more information out there about it and about the 

links, because victims would see that and think, “Christ, yes, that’s why he is cruel 

to this animal, because he is a nasty piece…”  You know, not just a nasty piece of 

work, but it would make sense to so many people and then other people would be 

aware of it.  I mean I’ve been in the street where I’ve seen people kick their animals, 

and you just think, “Oh, Christ, that’s a really bad person.”  Because we know, but 

other people may not respond to that in a way of making that link.  If you see a man 

and a woman and they’ve got a dog, and he is kicking the dog, you can bet your 

bottom dollar that he is going to be violent to that woman.  And if someone is 

brazen enough to do that in public, and I have seen it, you know, I dread to think 

what they can do behind closed doors.   
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One participant talked about the importance of educating children and young people about 

animal welfare.  

 Carolyn: Part of the school curriculum should be learning about respect for others, 

including animals. Children have an inherent inner justice.  They know when 

something’s not right.  They just don’t know what to do about it.  Do they accept it 

and think oh well, okay, that’s normal, or do they challenge it and are they 

empowered enough in themselves to be able to challenge it?  They can’t do that if 

they haven’t got the background knowledge and education to say you are right, this 

is not wrong…  

 

Four participants talked about how better multi-agency working could improve responses 

for all victim-survivors (humans and animals) of DVA. Suggested improvements included 

proactive advertising by refuge providers about animal fostering services so that victim-

survivors know that this is an option, better links between the DVA services, animal 

fostering services and the RSPCA to increase the safety of all victim-survivors (humans 

and animals) and making sure referrers receive feedback when they report welfare 

concerns.  

 Lizzie: I think that more joined up working with survivors and also people that are 

working welfare wise, I think the pet fostering services have a really good joined up 

working relationship within the domestic abuse sector and I think we have to have 

that in order to run a specialist service and make sure we’re meeting survivors’ 

needs but I guess there are lots of other areas including vets that might be seeing 

injuries in animals as well as the RSPCA as well.  
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Three participants talked about extending the options available for humans and animals 

escaping DVA which included accommodating animals in certain forms of emergency 

accommodation and abolishing the default ‘no pets allowed’ in private rental 

accommodation.  

 Abi: For quite some time now a homelessness accommodation provider has taken 

people with their dogs and it’s worked, and I can remember, you know, when I 

worked at Refuge for a short while, we had a couple of dog kennels out the back 

because we had a worker who was very passionate about animals and we did have 

a couple of women come with their animals, but it was only a temporary stop gap 

having them on site until we could get them fostered…we were all, I think, so risk 

averse… what if it bites somebody, or what if somebody’s allergic to it, or what if 

somebody’s scared of dogs, and we got ourselves into this mindset of being, oh no, 

we can’t take animals, and I think we’re… we’re not quite there yet, but we’re 

progressing towards a little bit more of a flexible model.  

 

Participants recognise that refuges are not a suitable option or available for all victim-

survivors fleeing DVA. One participant felt that animals should be accepted in disperse 

units (safe houses) in the community.  

 Abi: We talk about it with children, the whole family approach… Refuge isn’t the 

answer for everybody, and certainly where there are complex needs and, you know, 

also where people have got pets, it’s just not a… it doesn’t work.  So, you know, if 

we’re going to offer support to everybody, then we need to have, you know, a 

different… a different offer.  
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One participant talked about the importance of challenging the housing sector to abolish 

default ‘no pet policies’.  

 Lizzie: Yeah, I think the private rental sector has a huge amount of work to do in 

relation to becoming more positive towards pets and to welcome and removing the 

barriers for pet owners needing to access accommodation, even more important 

when you do have people that are dealing with domestic abuse and, or experience 

homelessness in order to find housing. So, in so, so many cases people are faced 

with a no pets policy, and there’s no discussion on it. Ultimately, you just need to 

give up the animal, and I think that it’s perhaps people that work within the housing 

sector don’t always appreciate how traumatic that is to just turn around to someone 

and say, “You need to give up your pet in order to access housing.”  

In summary, the findings from interviews with professionals reinforce the key themes that 

emerged from interviews with victim-survivors. Professionals identified that animal abuse 

is a strategy of coercive control and the many parallels that exist between the abuse of 

humans and animals. The gaps in professional training emerged as a key theme which is 

hindering communication between professionals in varying fields and multi-agency working 

which could help to promote the welfare and wellbeing for more people and animals. 

Professional interviews were particularly insightful in terms of identifying potential practice 

developments. In the next chapter I discuss the various themes that have emerged from 

across the online survey and semi-structured interview findings and relate these to new 

and existing theory.  
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CHAPTER NINE: DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

The overall aim of this research was to explore animal abuse in the context of DVA and 

there were two main questions that I set out to answer: 

1) How and why are animals abused and what are the implications for victim-

survivors? 

2) To what extent are professionals aware about the coexistence of animal abuse and 

human abuse and how do professionals respond to human victim-survivor’s 

concerns about the welfare of animals? 

In this chapter I discuss the findings from the online survey completed by 107 victim-

survivors of DVA, 24 semi-structured interviews with victim-survivors and ten interviews 

with professionals working in the fields of DVA and animal welfare. Existing literature 

discussed in chapters two and three widely concurs that there is a strong link between 

animal abuse and the abuse of humans in the context of DVA.  I show through interview 

findings that animal abuse is a strategy of coercive control whereby women, children and 

animals are victimised through direct abuse and witnessing abuse.  My findings also 

highlight that animals are victims-survivors of DVA in their own right which supports Taylor 

and Fraser’s (2019) argument that we must move away from a humancentric approach to 

understanding DVA to one that includes animals. While it is widely accepted across 

research that animals are abused to coerce and control human victim-survivors the 

literature about this issue currently sits separate to the coercive control literature, but it is a 

key issue to be addressed within our understanding and response to coercive control 

(Flynn, 2000; Fitzgerald, 2005; Allen, 2006; Johnson, 2006; Gallagher et al, 2008; 

Hardesty et al, 2013). 

 

In the findings participants’ accounts of the abuse that they endured and the abuse that 

animals were subjected to reinforce that the oppression of women, children and animals is 

interwoven in society and rooted in patriarchy (Adams, 1994: Stark, 2007: Fitzgerald, 

2007: Franklin, 2007: Taylor and Fraser, 2019). The oppression of animals is further 

compounded by the prevailing status of animals in society as ‘less important’ than human 

beings and ‘property’ that is ‘owned’ by humans.  This conceptualisation of animals is 

underpinned by animal welfare legislation and provides a platform for perpetrators who 

abuse animals to justify and continue the abuse with little consequence or challenge 

(House of Lords, 2006).  
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There are many parallels that exist in terms of the dynamics of abuse and the implications 

of abuse between human beings and animals. Experiencing and witnessing DVA has a 

devasting impact on the welfare and wellbeing of all victim-survivors, but the abuse of 

humans and their safety is often prioritised over animal abuse and the safety of animals 

who are the silent victim-survivors of DVA.  

 

These findings highlight that the significance of the bond between human victim-survivors 

and animals is the primary reason why perpetrators abused animals to coerce and control 

participants. In households where not all animals were abused by the perpetrator it was 

not the species of animal that determined why certain animals were singled out compared 

to other animals, it was the significance of the bond that the participant had with the 

animal. For the majority of participants animals provided a unique source of comfort, 

companionship, love, purpose and escapism. Animals promoted participants’ resilience to 

cope with the abuse and they were a key part of participants’ survival strategies. Animals 

also played an important role in ‘moderating suicidality’ for participants as Fitzgerald 

(2007) also concluded in her research. Understanding the bond between humans and 

animals and the importance of the professional dialogue around this issue is an essential 

part of promoting the safety and wellbeing of all victim-survivors of DVA (humas and 

animals). This research echoes similar studies and highlights that concerns about the 

welfare of animals and the significance of the bond will prevent many individuals/families 

from escaping DVA (Ascione et al, 2007; Fitzgerald, 2007; Volent et al, 2008; Krienert et 

al, 2012; Arkow, 2014; Barrett et al, 2017; Gray et al, 2018; Stevenson et al, 2018).  
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The high severity of the abuse that research participants were subjected to was evident in 

the multiple forms of abuse that participants endured over a prolonged period of time, the 

escalation in abuse and the gendered nature of the abuse. Existing research positions 

DVA as a gendered crime with men being the largest group of perpetrators and male 

violence and abuse being more extreme and severe compared to DVA perpetrated by 

females (Stark, 2007; Williamson, 2010; Hester, 2013).  Male violence is situated in 

patriarchy and power and control still very much evident in the UK today which this 

research reinforces (Saunders, 1986; Henning et al, 2003; Williamson, 2010; Hester, 

2013). Coercive control is an intrinsic feature of DVA, and this was further evidenced in 

participant’s experiences, both in terms of the tactics of abuse that they experienced and 

the implications of the abuse. All participants (survey and interview participants) 

experienced coercive control and there were high number of reports of physical abuse, 

rape and sexual abuse experienced by participants. All participants felt frightened, 

threatened, isolated, intimidated and trapped by the perpetrator.   

 

Participants taking part in my research were all based in the community and the abuse 

was historic. As discussed in chapter seven the interview sample in this research was 

unique compared to similar research conducted in Canada and the United States where 

samples were victim-survivors in shelter (referred to as refuge in the UK) and still in the 

crisis or early recovery stages from abuse (Ascione et al, 2007; Fitzgerald, 2007; Simmons 

and Lehmann, 2007; Krienert et al, 2012; Barrett et al, 2017; Stevenson, 2018). In my 

research participants discussed how reflection and support post serperation over time 

enabled them to recognise and name their experiences as abuse.  

 

This said, it is important to consider issues associated with accurately recalling 

experiences that happened quite some time ago. It is also the case that for abusive 

relationships that spanned decades, or happened historically the conceptualisation about 

DVA, animal abuse and the professional response to these issues may have changed 

over time. While interview participants recalled their experiences like they happened only 

yesterday I am particularly mindful of the advances that have been made in our approach 

to tackling DVA at a professional level in the UK.  However, inconsistencies in the 

professional response remain and were evident in participant’s experiences of seeking 

help.  I discuss limitations of the research further in chapter eleven. 
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Contrasting Constructions of Animals  

Participants and perpetrators conceptualised animals in conflicting and contrasting ways. 

A key finding in this study was the way in which interview participants conceptualised 

animals as ‘sentient’ beings regardless of species and applied animal personhood in their 

constructions of animals as ‘family members’, ‘children’ and ‘best friends’. To participants 

animals were ‘someone’, not ‘something’, capable of feeling emotions and impacted by the 

abuse in similar ways to them which resonates with the earlier findings of Preece and 

Chamberlain, 1993 and Francione, 2000. Participants felt that animals experienced the 

same sense of ‘walking on eggshells’ that they did, provided comfort and empathy 

following an incident and developed safety strategies similar to them to navigate abuse. A 

range of species of animals were in households including dogs, cats, exotic animals, 

rabbits, horses/ponies, livestock, birds and small furries. While philosophical debates 

continue about whether certain animals such as snakes and fish are capable of feeling 

pain and other emotions participants considered all animals to be sentient beings (Preece 

and Chamberlain, 1993).  

 

Based on the perceptions of participants, perpetrators who abused animals were less 

likely to consider these animals to be sentient beings and more likely to conceptualise 

them as ‘property’. This finding concurs with Carlisle-Frank (2004) who found that 

perpetrators who abused animals in the context of DVA were less likely to consider 

animals as sentient beings and more likely to apply a sense of ‘ownership’ to their 

relationship with animals compared to perpetrators who did not abuse animals. This may 

also explain why some animals were abused in households and others were not. For 

example, Ann (38) explained how the perpetrator poured bleach into the fish tank and fed 

a lizard to the dog, but he did not abuse the dogs because the dogs were his ‘property’.  
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The survey data suggests that the point at which animals entered a household and whose 

decision it was to bring animals into the household may determine why animals were 

abused by perpetrators. When animals were ‘owned’ by the participant prior to the abusive 

relationship (n=26), or when it was the participants decision to bring animals into the 

household during the abusive relationship (n=11) these animals were abused by the 

perpetrator in all households. Threats to harm animals and instances of animals being 

murdered by the perpetrator were higher when participants ‘owned’ animals prior to the 

abusive relationship and when it was the participant’s decision to bring animals into the 

household compared to when perpetrators brought animals into the household or when 

perpetrators were part of the decision-making process to do this. The interview data 

reinforced the survey findings as participants shared that certain animals were targeted by 

the perpetrator because they were ‘owned by’ the participant.   

 

Participants also discussed how perpetrators abused animals that they ‘owned’ prior to the 

abusive relationship and animals that they brought into the household during the abusive 

relationship. Five survey participants stated that the perpetrator ‘owned’ animals (all dogs) 

before the relationship and in each household the perpetrator physically abused these 

dogs. These acts of abuse reinforce perpetrators’ constructions of animals as property and 

the abuse that these animals endured was part of the perpetrator’s strategy to coerce and 

control participants who felt helpless and powerless to stop the abuse. Even when 

interview participants had fractious relationships with animals either because animals were 

brought into the household against their wishes, or because they feared animals, 

participants all felt empathy for animals. By contrast perpetrators lacked ‘empathy’ for 

animals and displayed an attitude of superiority over animals which echoes findings in 

Pitman’s (2015) earlier research which discusses the sense of ‘superiority’, ‘entitlement’ 

and ‘adversarial attitudinal style’ that perpetrators impose on victim-survivors (p.149).  

 

Interview participants talked about ‘ownership’ in the sense of ‘love’, ‘protection’ and the 

significance of the bond that they had with animals.  Participants’ perceptions about 

perpetrators’ conceptualisation of ‘ownership’ were that this was centred around having 

‘power’, ‘control’ and ‘dominance’ over animals. Notions of ‘ownership’ were used by 

perpetrators to entrap participants from escaping the abusive relationship. Three 

participants shared how the perpetrator insisted that they ‘owned’ animals and that the 

participant could not take animals with them if they left. The perpetrator’s notions of 

ownership were linked to a financial transaction where they paid for an animal or paid 
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more than the participant. This sense of constructing animals as ‘property’ and an 

‘inanimate’ object is reinforced in the act of giving animals as gifts which is a new research 

finding.  Of the 107 survey participants 31 stated that animals were given by the 

perpetrator either as gifts to them or to children in the household.  In 29 of the households 

where animals were given as gifts by the perpetrator these animals were abused by the 

perpetrator and murdered by him in four households.  

 

Participants described the perpetrator’s relationship with animals as being exclusively for 

the benefit of the perpetrator. Theoretical frameworks from existing literature about how 

abusive partners position the non-abusive partner in the relationship can also be applied to 

the relationship between perpetrators and animals. Donovan and Hester found in their 

research into domestic violence and sexuality that the relationship between the perpetrator 

and victim-survivor was ‘for the perpetrator and on their terms’ and that the victim-survivor 

was ‘expected and obliged to provide the care’ to the perpetrator (2014, p.155).  The 

relationship that perpetrators had with animals was centred around fulfilling their own 

needs. For example, having ‘so called status dogs’ to promote a public image of 

‘dominance’ and ‘aggression’.  Veevers (1985) highlights the ‘projective function’ that 

animals fulfil in terms of serving as a symbolic extension of the self which is also evident in 

perpetrators’ relationships with animals. Like participants, animals were expected to 

negotiate the relationship and respond to the perpetrator’s need for affection and 

companionship on the perpetrator’s terms only. It was also the case that regardless of the 

bond that participants had with animals, participants were always expected to provide the 

care to animals in the same way that they were expected and obliged to provide the care 

for the perpetrator (also see Donovan and Hester, 2014, p.155).  The perpetrator 

positioned animals and humans in the household as being responsible for their emotions 

and meeting their confusing and contradictory needs.  

 

Interview findings from my research build on existing research and provide new evidence 

that perpetrators conceptualise children and animals in the same way and will use both as 

a strategy to coerce and control the adult victim-survivor. Out of the 24 interview 

participants 17 were parents with children living in households at the time of the abusive 

relationship.  Although this research did not set out to explore children’s experiences of 

animal abuse in the context of DVA some participants did choose to talk about children 

during interviews. Children witnessed animal abuse, animals that children had a bond with 

were abused, children were coerced and controlled by the perpetrator and used in similar 
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ways to animals to coerce and control the adult victim-survivor. Existing literature refers to 

how perpetrators use children to coerce and control the adult victim-survivor and how 

children are coerced and controlled by perpetrators (DAIP, 1980; Neale and Flowerdew, 

2007; Morris et al, 2015; Pitt et al, 2020).   

 

From participants’ accounts there were clear parallels that emerged around how 

perpetrators conceptualised children and animals.  As well as providing the care to 

animals participants were ‘expected’ and ‘obliged’ to provide all of the care to children. 

Participants felt that the perpetrator encouraged them to have children as a way to trap 

them in the relationship as was the case with animals. Participants shared how 

perpetrators were jealous of the bond that they had with animals as well as the bond that 

they had with children in the household.  A strong bond with children and animals 

threatened perpetrators’ sense of superiority, entitlement and dominance within the 

household.  

 

Animal Abuse as a Strategy to Coerce and Control Human Victim-Survivors 

Given the complexities and nuances associated with coercive control there is no singular 

definition of the phenomenon across existing literature. Stark refers to coercive control as 

a ‘liberty crime’ as it denies victim-survivors their basic human rights (2007, p,8). Coercive 

control is a pattern of insidious acts that instil fear in victim-survivors, undermines their 

self-confidence and self-esteem, isolates them and entraps victim-survivors in the abusive 

relationship (Ristock, 2002; Stark, 2007; Abrahams, 2010; Williamson, 2010; Pitman, 

2015). This research reinforces that coercive control is an intrinsic feature of DVA 

perpetrated by men where women, children and animals are victimised. This research 

adds to the wide body of existing research that highlights the dynamics of animal abuse in 

households impacted by severe DVA (DeGue and DiLillo, 2007: Hardesty et al, 2013). 
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The survey data indicated high rates of coercive control within this population (N=107) 

evident in the multiple forms of abuse that participants experienced and the impact of the 

abuse. All 24 interview participants were subjected to coercion and control. When 

interview participants were asked why the perpetrator abused animals 15 specifically 

stated to ‘coerce’ or ‘control’ them.  However, coercion and control were implicit across all 

24 interview participant’s explanations about why the perpetrator abused animals. For 

example, participants talked about the perpetrator’s motives for abusing animals being, ‘to 

punish me’, ‘because they were mine’, ‘jealousy’, ‘to provoke a reaction’ and ‘to hurt me’. 

Participants shared how the perpetrator physically abused, threatened, neglected, 

murdered and denied companionship to animals to instil fear in them, to punish, threaten, 

intimidate, control and trap them in the abusive relationship. To cite Krienert et al (2012), in 

the households where animals were abused these animals were an ‘added tool in the 

abuser’s arsenal of isolation and control’ (p.18).   

 

An important and new finding that emerged from the interview data was a sense from 

participants that the perpetrator ‘encouraged’ or ‘permitted’ them to bring animals into the 

household, particularly early in the relationship and following an incident. I consider this 

finding with reference to Walker’s (1979) cycle of abuse theory which has resonance here. 

The cycle of abuse theory consists of four stages of abuse, ‘tension building’, ‘incident’, 

‘reconciliation’ and ‘calm’ (Walker, 1979). Four participants talked about the perpetrator 

‘encouraging’ them or ‘permitting’ them to bring animals into the household in the 

‘reconciliation’ phase.  Perpetrators exploited participant’s love of animals to ‘make up’ 

after an incident, or to encourage the participant to return to the abusive relationship. Two 

participants also shared that perpetrators ‘encouraged’ or ‘permitted’ them to bring animals 

into the household to entrap them in the relationship given how hard it can be to escape 

with animals.  

 

Participants described how they found the contradictory and contrasting stages and tactics 

of coercive control confusing. For some participants the abuse moved through the stages 

over a period of weeks or months which left them feeling ‘shocked’ and full of ‘disbelief’ 

when an incident happened.  Other participants lived through the cycle of abuse daily and 

the ‘reconciliation’ stage seemed to disappear from their accounts of the abuse.  As widely 

documented in DVA literature notions of ‘love’ and the many contradictions that occurred 
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in the behaviour of the perpetrator served to confuse participants and make recognising 

and naming what was happening as abuse problematic (Neale and Flowerdew, 2007; 

Abrahams, 2010; Donovan and Hester, 2014; Taylor and Fraser, 2019; Women’s Aid, 

2020). Both victim-survivor participants and professional participants talked about the 

complexities of victim-survivors recognising what was happening to them as abuse. This 

was true for the abuse that participants in this study experienced and the abuse that 

animals experienced as a result of perpetrator’s attempts to justify and legitimise abuse. 

For example, in the case of animals attempts to justify abuse as a form of ‘discipline’. 

Many of the tactics that perpetrators used to coerce and control participants were subtle. 

When viewed in isolation participants felt that abusive tactics could be seen as quite trivial, 

but the pattern of behaviours combined over time to isolate the victim-survivor, undermine 

their confidence and self-esteem and leave them trapped and fearful for their own safety 

and the safety of animals.  

 

Participants delayed leaving, stayed or returned to the abusive relationship out of 

concerns for the welfare of animals. 94 of the 107 survey participants shared that animals 

were abused by the perpetrator. In these 94 households 62 survey participants said that 

concerns about the welfare of animals stopped them from leaving the abusive relationship.  

21 of the 24 interview participants said the same. This finding about concerns for the 

safety of animals acting as a barrier to participants escaping abuse is congruent with 

existing literature (Ascione, 2007; Fitzgerald, 2007; Flynn, 2007; Hardesty et al, 2013; 

Barrett et al, 2017). Participants shared how animals were kicked, hit, punched, strangled, 

thrown, stamped on, stabbed, drowned and driven over by a vehicle by the perpetrator. 

Incidents of physical animal abuse happened often in nine households and in seven 

households incidents of physical animal abuse happened occasionally. The physical 

abuse of animals by the perpetrator was a non-verbal threat, a reminder of what the 

perpetrator was capable of and an expression of the perpetrator’s dominance, power and 

control. Physical abuse was the most common form of animal abuse.   

 

 

 

 



 186 

As well as directly harming animals, participants described how perpetrators threatened 

animals which could be situated as a form of emotional/psychological abuse to the animal 

given that the threat was likely to have been made in the presence of the animal and 

delivered in a threatening and intimidating way. Threatening animals was a key tactic of 

coercive control which mandated the compliance of participants and entrapped them in the 

abusive relationship. Threats included threats to kill animals if the participant left, threats to 

rehome animals, threats to physically harm animals and threats to starve an animal. Both 

victim-survivor and professional participants shared that perpetrators threatened to report 

victim-survivors to welfare agencies and accused victim-survivors of being a ‘bad’ mother, 

‘bad pet owner’, or both. The impact of perpetrator’s threats (as well as the wider dynamics 

of abuse) was that participants felt an overwhelming sense of ‘shame’, ‘blame’ and 

‘helplessness’ as a result of the abuse that animals were subjected to. Participants felt like 

they should have been able to protect animals and for many participants the interview was 

the first time that they had talked specifically about the extent of abuse animals had 

endured.  

 

An important finding in this research was that the most common context in which animals 

were murdered by the perpetrator was when participants experienced many forms of 

abuse including psychological, physical, emotional and sexual abuse. Survey data showed 

that in the 13 households where perpetrators murdered animals participants experienced 

many forms of abuse in 11 of these households. This finding resonates with existing 

literature which highlights that the severity of abuse increases where victim-survivors 

experience multiple forms of abuse (Donovan and Hester, 2014). Participants described 

how animals were abused and murdered as a way to ‘punish’ them for ‘breaking the rules’.  

For example, these rules included not preparing the evening meal according to the 

perpetrator’s expectations, rules about how to dress, who to talk to, when to leave the 

house and for how long. Interview participants described how 21 animals were murdered 

by the perpetrator which I discussed earlier.   
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The Significance of the Bond Between Animals and Victim-Survivors 

In households where animals were abused by the perpetrator the primary reason that this 

strategy of abuse was adopted by the perpetrator was the significance of the bond 

between the human victim-survivor and the animal(s). Interview participants described 

animals as providing a unique sense of comfort, companionship and love amid the day-to-

day reality of fear, helplessness, isolation and entrapment. Animals also provided 

participants with a sense of ‘purpose’ and ‘escapism’ which was centred around providing 

the care to animals and being able to leave the house to walk a dog or be with 

horses/ponies.  In this research participants talked about the ‘micro-regulation’ that they 

endured. Similar experiences have been widely documented across the existing literature 

about coercive control (DAIP, 1980; Ristock, 2002; Stark, 2007; Abrahams and Murray, 

2010; Williamson, 2010; Stark and Hester, 2019). Interview data in this research adds a 

further dimension to existing coercive control literature and discourse about how animals 

can be used by a perpetrator to coerce and control human victim-survivors (adults and 

children). Coercive control is a strategy of abuse which has many similarities in terms of 

the tactics used by perpetrators as well as many unique differences.   

 

Participants also shared how animals provided them with the resilience to cope and 

recover from the trauma that they experienced.  The relationship that participants 

described with animals is very much in line with existing research which describes the 

benefits of the human animal relationship in terms of providing unconditional, non-

judgemental companionship, kinship, friendship, affection, emotional support, to reduce 

loneliness and isolation, to improve mental and physical health, to aid recovery from 

trauma and for protection (Flynn, 2000; Fitzgerald, 2007; Franklin, 2007; Gallagher et al, 

2008; Hardesty et al, 2013; Taylor and Fraser, 2019; Taylor et at, 2019; PDSA, 2020). 

Three interview participants shared that animals were a key part of their survival strategy 

and that animals prevented suicidality.  This finding is congruent with Fitzgerald’s research 

with found that ‘animals can play an important role in moderating suicidality’ for some 

victim-survivors (2007, p.371).  
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To some extent the relationship that interview participants had with animals filled the void 

in human relationship qualities denied by the perpetrator both in terms of the intimate 

relationship and access to family, friends and other human sources of support. However, 

animals were not mere substitutes for supportive human relationships.  Participants 

described a real sense of uniqueness in the reciprocal relationship that they had with 

animals. The ‘surrogacy’ or ‘substitutive’ theory argues that animals replace the 

relationships with other humans such as children, family and friends (Veevers, 1985; 

Franklin 2007). However, a notable finding that emerges in this research is that animals 

provided a different type of relationship to participants than other humans could provide. 

The relationship was unique in the sense that it was truly unconditional and provided non-

judgemental acceptance. Participants described a sense of reciprocal love between 

themselves and animals and that animals acted with agency wanting to be near to them 

and to comfort and be comforted by them. Interview participants shared that animals were 

the only other living beings (aside from the perpetrator) who experienced the extent of 

abuse that happened in households. Flynn (2000) concluded that this common experience 

intensified the relationship between victim-survivors and animals which the findings of this 

study concur with. Although 17 of the 24 interview participants were parents and children 

were living in households at the time of abuse, participants described their relationship 

with children was different to their relationship with animals. Participants explained that 

animals were present when children could not be. For example, because of bedtime, 

school or when grown up children left home. Participants could talk openly, without the 

need for any filter to animals and without fear of repercussions or judgement.  

 

It is important to note that not all participants had a close bond with animals in the 

household. Five interview participants described the bond as ‘fractious’ and in all of these 

households it was the perpetrators decision to bring animals into the household against 

the wishes of participants. Rosemary shared how she was fearful of the dog and snake 

that the perpetrator brought into the household.  Not only did the perpetrator exploit the 

bond that she had with certain animals in the household, but he also exploited her fear of 

certain animals to coerce and control her and instil a sense of fear in the home. Fitzgerald 

(2007) also highlighted that a small number of participants in her study reported not having 

a close relationship with animals because it was the perpetrators decision to bring animals 

into the household and they did not like animals, or because victim-survivors resisted 

bonding for reasons such as the high turnover of animals brought into the household by 
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the perpetrator. Interestingly I found that participants in this research who did not have a 

bond with animals were still the main caregiver for animals, even when they feared them. 

This links back to how perpetrators expected participants to provide the care and that 

participants felt obliged to do so. 

 

Animals as Victim-Survivors of Domestic Violence and Abuse 

Importantly, this research highlights the many parallels that existed between the abuse of 

adults, children and animals in households including the context in which abuse occurs, 

the dynamics of the abuse and the implications of abuse. In terms of the social context 

that underpins DVA, like women and children, the oppression of animals is rooted in 

patriarchy, power and control (Adams, 1994; Stark, 2007; Williamson, 2010; Hester, 2013). 

The oppression of animals is further exacerbated by the prevailing status of animals in 

society that provides a platform for perpetrators who abuse animals to justify and continue 

the abuse with little, if any consequence or challenge. Low sentences, low conviction rates 

and under reporting of cruelty to animals reinforce how animals are positioned in society 

and legislation as being ‘less important’, or ‘secondary’ to humans (Taylor and Fraser, 

2019).  Until recently the maximum sentence for animal abuse in the UK was just six 

months. After extensive campaigning this has now increased to five years under the 

Animal Welfare (Sentencing) Bill (2021). Current legislation promotes notions of 

‘ownership’ of animals in the same way that inanimate objects are owned (House of Lords, 

2006). This contradicts the whole notion of animal welfare and legitimises the abuse of 

animals by perpetrators of DVA. 

 

Participants shared how animals experienced similar types of abuse to the abuse that they 

were subjected to by the perpetrator.  Animals experienced physical abuse, and they were 

threatened, neglected, denied companionship and murdered. Perpetrators exploited the 

bond between human victim-survivors (adults and children) to coerce and control human 

victim-survivors as well as coercing and controlling animals in their own right. Animals 

experienced the same unpredictable, inconsistent, relationship of extremes with 

perpetrators as human victim-survivors experienced.  Through participant’s accounts of 

the behaviours that animals exhibited there is evidence to suggest that animals were 

impacted by the abuse in similar ways to human victim-survivors. Animals were frightened, 

intimidated and felt threatened by the perpetrator and they exhibited signs of stress and 

anxiety. The types of abuse that animals were subjected to and the implications of the 

abuse resonate with existing research in the field (Fitzgerald, 2007; Franklin, 2007; 
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Franklin et al, 2007; Taylor and Fraser, 2019; Gallagher et al, 2008). As Fitzgerald (2007) 

and Taylor and Fraser (2019) also allude to in their research conclusions we need to stop 

viewing the abuse of animals as secondary to the abuse of humans.  Animals are victims-

survivors of DVA in their own right and there is a legal framework in the UK to hold 

perpetrators to account that should be utilised to bring about justice for animals and in turn 

justice for human victim-survivors who experience abuse through witnessing the abuse of 

animals.  

 

Discourse relating to ‘homicide’, ‘murder’ and ‘manslaughter’ are not easily transferable to 

cases where humans kill animals in the context of DVA due to their humancentric 

definitions which undermine animal welfare. For example, ‘murder’ is defined in the Oxford 

English Dictionary (2021) as ‘the crime of killing somebody deliberately’, but animals are 

not recognised in these definitions.  Although, participants did not use the terms ‘homicide’ 

or ‘manslaughter’ in the accounts the discourse of ‘murder’ and ‘killing’ were used by 

participants which reinforces the intentionality of the act and that participants 

conceptualise animals as ‘someone’. While some perpetrators directly murdered animals, 

for example, by beating them or running over them in vehicles, others indirectly murdered 

animals by orchestrating a situation where animals would almost certainly be killed. For 

example, allowing cats access to mice and birds in the household.  

 

 

An important finding in this research was that in situations where animals were ‘directly’ or 

‘indirectly’ murdered by the perpetrator participants all felt that the perpetrator intentionally 

meant to kill that animal(s). The survey data highlighted that animals were murdered by 

the perpetrator in 13 of the 94 households where animals were abused. Interview 

participants provided detailed insight into the context and ways in which animals were 

murdered. Of the 24 interview participants, 10 stated that animals were murdered and in 

six of these households more than one animal was murdered by the perpetrator. From the 

accounts of interview participants across the 10 households in which animals were 

murdered at least 21 animals were murdered by the perpetrator either directly or indirectly.  

These were the animals that never saw a veterinary professional and that nobody looked 

for because animals are the silent, powerless victims of DVA whose deaths were 

legitimised and explained away by perpetrators.  
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A notable finding in this research is that professional responses to animal abuse in the 

context of DVA reflected and fuelled the asymmetry of power that exists between animals 

and humans and enabled the perpetrators to continue to abuse animals without 

consequence or challenge. Despite the often brutal, ongoing abuse that animals 

experienced and the murder of at least 21 animals by perpetrators there were no 

investigations, charges or convictions for animal cruelty. In interviews with professionals 

who had an average length of service in their roles of 10 years, just two participants could 

recall charges for animal cruelty in the context of DVA.  Victim-survivor interview 

participants described how they felt a deep sense of ‘blame’ and ‘shame’ that animals 

were abused by the perpetrator.  Participants felt like they should have been able to 

protect animals. The sense of ‘blame’ and ‘shame’ that participants felt impacted on 

disclosures of animal abuse even when asked by professionals if animals were being 

abused.  For some participants the sense of shame was too overwhelming to disclose how 

animals were abused and murdered by perpetrators.  

 

For participants who did disclose that animals were also being abused by the perpetrator 

the response that they received was varied. Participants shared their experiences of 

professionals not taking animal abuse seriously, minimising the significance of the bond 

they felt for animals, not including animals in safety plans to escape and not reporting 

animal abuse as a crime or welfare issue. The result of which was that participants 

delayed leaving, stayed or returned to violent and abusive relationships. Of the 24 

interview participants 21 shared that animals impacted their decisions about leaving. This 

provides compelling evidence about the importance of building animals into the safety 

plans of victim-survivors escaping DVA.  
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Conflicting Professional Responses  

Different sets of professionals have different agendas, cultures and legislation. The 

Domestic Abuse Act 2021 focuses primarily on the victimisation of adult victim-survivors of 

DVA. Although, the Act recognises that children are victims of DVA the legislative 

framework for child protection is the Children Act 1989. The victimisation of animals in the 

context of DVA receives no mention in the Domestic Abuse Act 2021 and legislation 

relating to the cruelty of animals is enshrined in the varying Animal Welfare Acts that exist 

across the UK. The varying laws relating to the abuse of adults, children and animals 

compounds the rigid agendas of professionals who operate in varying legislative contexts. 

Interviews with professionals from the fields of DVA, animal welfare and animal fostering 

schemes (who work across both the DVA and animal welfare fields) highlighted the lack of 

communication between these different professionals. The focus of interview participants 

from DVA services was on human victim-survivors and the focus of professionals working 

in animal welfare services was on animals. Reports of animal abuse by DVA professionals 

were rare and animal welfare professionals focused solely on the animal in their work.  

 

During interviews and data analysis I started to develop the idea of introducing a fourth 

planet to Hester’s (2011) Three Planet Model which sets out the contradictions in 

approaches to women and children’s safety in contexts of DVA. As discussed in chapter 

three, Hester’s (2011) Three Planet Model explores the differing and contradictory 

agendas, cultures and laws of the ‘domestic violence and abuse (DVA) planet’ occupied 

by DVA professionals (for example, Independent Domestic Violence Advocates, refuge 

workers, Police), the ‘child protection planet’ occupied by social workers and the ‘child 

contact planet’ occupied by professionals working in the family courts and family law.  

Despite the parallels between the abuse of women, children and animals professionals 

that occupy these three planets apply humancentric understandings of DVA in their 

approach to supporting women and children. Animals are almost entirely disregarded by 

professionals working across the three planets.  

 

I propose that there is a fourth, unrecognised planet which is the ‘animal welfare planet’. 

Professionals on the existing three planets position the welfare of animals as a matter for 

professionals on the ‘animal welfare planet’. But, there is currently no communication 

between the existing three planets and the ‘animal welfare planet’. The ‘animal welfare 

planet’ is a separate planet because it has its own set of professionals, laws and 

discourses. Professionals on this planet include animal welfare agencies, principally the 
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RSPCA in England and Wales, SSPCA in Scotland and the appropriate local authority 

animal welfare officer in Northern Island.  Occupants of this planet also include veterinary 

practice staff and Police are also present on this planet as well as the ‘DVA planet’. 

Criminal law governs work on this planet through the varying Animal Welfare laws in place 

across the UK. Civil law also informs professionals on this planet given constructions of 

animals as ‘property’ when disputes arise about the ‘ownership’ of animals. On this planet 

professionals are often not aware of the vital role they could and should play in tackling 

DVA. It is also the case that professionals on other planets do not recognise the important 

role that professionals on the ‘animal welfare planet’ have in identifying and responding to 

DVA (Monsalve et al, 2017).  The reality is that professionals on the ‘animal welfare planet’ 

do not receive training about DVA in general, training regarding safeguarding children and 

vulnerable adults or the coexistence of DVA and animal abuse. Vets receive very limited 

and inconsistent training about how to identify signs of abuse, termed in veterinary 

discourse as ‘non accidental injury’ in animals. Professionals on this planet are reluctant to 

intervene in cases of DVA due to a lack of training, ethical conflicts, professional 

confidentiality and fears about complaints (Monsalve et al, 2017). 

 

On the DVA planet professionals assess the severity of abuse and risk to the victim-

survivor from the perpetrator using the Domestic Abuse Stalking and Harassment (DASH) 

Risk Checklist (Richards, 2009) which specifically asks if the perpetrator has ever 

‘mistreated an animal or the family pet’. The checklist also asks whether the perpetrator 

has ‘threatened to hurt or kill the children/dependents’. A referral to the ‘child welfare 

planet’ is mandatory for professionals on the ‘DVA planet’ following a disclosure about a 

child or vulnerable adult at risk of harm. These referral processes are built into policies and 

professionals on the ‘DVA planet’ receive regular training on safeguarding children and 

vulnerable adults. However, interview data provides evidence that professionals on the 

‘DVA planet’ do not routinely report disclosures of animal abuse and concerns about the 

welfare of animals to professionals on the ‘animal welfare planet’, or police who occupy 

both planets. Professionals on the ‘DVA planet’ are not ordinarily or consistently trained on 

the coexistence of animal abuse and DVA, animal welfare and animal welfare legislation, 

or how to report concerns about the safety and wellbeing of animals.  Although 

professionals on the ‘DVA planet’ generally have awareness that animals can be abused 

in the context of DVA the duty of care for animals is secondary to that of humans and 

generally seen as the responsibility of professionals on the ‘animal welfare planet’. 
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Interview participants shared how children felt ‘upset’, ‘anxious’ and ‘angry’ when they 

witnessed perpetrator’s (usually biological fathers) abusing animals and murdering 

animals. Participants also described how children were coerced and controlled by the 

perpetrator who threatened to harm and get rid of animals that children had a strong bond 

with. Data about the responses to victims-survivors’ safety from professionals on the ‘child 

welfare planet’ and ‘child contact planet’ were limited in this research as the focus of 

interviews was on the abuse of animals.  However, interview participants spoke of the 

abuse continuing post separation through child contact, the manipulation of professionals 

on these planets by the perpetrator and notions of ‘victim blame’ where participants carried 

the burden of responsibility for the abuse and accountability to keep children safe.  

 

This study provides evidence that animal abuse is a strategy of coercive control and an act 

of animal cruelty and that this understanding should be shared across professionals on all 

four planets. To use Arkow’s (2014) words ‘when animals are abused, people are at 

risk; when people are abused, animals are at risk’ (p.9). Despite the many advances that 

have been made in professional responses to tackling DVA we will not enable the safety 

and protection from DVA for women, children and animals unless professionals across the 

four planets effectively communicate and develop multi-agency approaches to enable 

freedom from DVA for all victim-survivors (humans and animals).  
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Concluding Comments 

It is uncontested across existing literature that there is a ‘link’ between animal abuse and 

domestic violence and abuse. I suggest that it is more than a ‘link’ and that animal abuse 

is a strategy of coercive control whereby women, children and animals are victimised by 

the perpetrator. Animals are victims-survivors of DVA in their own right and as sentient 

beings who are ‘someone’ not ‘something’ the abuse that they are subjected to should be 

prioritised alongside the abuse of humans. Animal abuse is a crime in the UK under animal 

welfare law and failure to hold perpetrators to account for the abuse of animals creates a 

platform for this abuse to continue without consequence or challenge. We must move 

away from a humancentric approach to understanding DVA to one that includes animals. 

Failure to do so will continue to have devasting implications for the safety and welfare of 

humans and animals.  This research resonates with earlier research and highlights that 

human victim-survivors delay leaving, stay or return to violent and abusive relationships 

due to concerns for the welfare of animals and the bond that they have with animals.  

 

This research positions the significance of the bond between victim-survivors and animals 

as the primary reason why animals were abused by perpetrators. A new and notable 

finding that emerged in this research was that animals were not merely a substitute for 

human companionship but provided a different type of relationship to participants than 

other humans could provide. The relationship was unique in the sense that it was truly 

unconditional and provided non-judgemental acceptance. Animals provided victim-

survivors with a unique sense of comfort, companionship, love, escapism, a sense of 

purpose and resilience.  For some participants the bond with animals regulated suicidality. 

Notions of ‘blame’ and ‘shame’ about the abuse of animals inhibited victim-survivor’s 

likelihood to disclose animal abuse even when asked whether animals were being abused.  

 

According to participants’ perceptions the relationship that perpetrators had with animals 

was based on dominance, power and control. Perpetrators were more likely to 

conceptualise animals as ‘property’ that is ‘owned’ like inanimate objects.  This was also 

evident in the act of giving animals as ‘gifts’ which this research highlights.  
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Participants described how the relationship that perpetrators had with animals was ‘for the 

perpetrator and on their terms’. There are many parallels that exist between the abuse of 

women, children and animals in households including similarities in the way perpetrators 

conceptualise children and animals.  Humans and animals experience similar types of 

abuse and a notable finding in this research is that the most common context in which 

animals were murdered by the perpetrator was when the adult victim-survivor experienced 

multiple forms of abuse.  

 

Victim-survivor’s experiences of seeking help from professionals varied considerably 

depending on which planet the professional occupied, the professional’s own 

conceptualisation of animals, professionals’ understanding of the significance of the bond 

between victim-survivors and animals and whether there were practical solutions for 

victim-survivors fleeing with animals. 
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CHAPTER TEN: TRANSLATING RESEARCH INTO PRACTICE: 

PROGRESS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

When I embarked on my PhD my primary motivation was making the greatest contribution 

that I could in terms of tackling DVA in the UK. This study has contributed to existing 

research by providing new insight in the UK context about the dynamics of animal abuse in 

the context of DVA. It is one of the first studies in the UK in this area to apply a qualitative 

research methodology that captures the lived experience of human victim-survivors and 

professionals working in the fields of DVA and animal welfare. It was always my intention 

to find opportunities to disseminate the findings of my PhD research to raise awareness 

about the issue and help to develop the professional response to all victim-survivors 

(humans and animals) of DVA.  My doctoral studies at the University of Bristol and my 

professional practice have opened up many new and exciting opportunities to share the 

research findings. In this chapter I outline the ways I have disseminated the findings and 

used the findings to develop new resources, contribute to policy and legislative changes 

and continue to develop services based on the needs of all victim-survivors of DVA 

(animals and people).  

 

Making an Impact on the ‘Animal Welfare Planet’ with Veterinary Professionals 

In August 2020 I was fortunate to be co-awarded, with my colleague at the University of 

Bristol Natasha Mulvihill an Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) Accelerating 

Business Collaboration (ABC) award.  This award was funded through the National 

Productivity Investment Fund (NPIF).  The award aims to build the capacity and capability 

of social science doctoral students and early career researchers to engage with business. 

My aim was to use my emerging PhD findings to develop and disseminate training 

resources to veterinary practices around the country. To do this, I partnered with Dr 

Wendy Sneddon, Company Director of the Lodestone Lounge, a Business Coaching, HR 

and Recruitment Consultancy.  Wendy is also a qualified vet nurse and a Trustee for the 

Links Group.  As already discussed, the Links Group are an organisation who work to 

raise awareness about the relationships between the abuse of people and animals through 

support, training and inter-agency working. The aim of this partnership was to develop 

resources and training to increase veterinary practice managers’ knowledge about DVA, 

both how it may present in animals and people, and how to support practice staff who may 

be affected.   
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Over the three-month collaboration period we produced: 

• a one-hour basic DVA awareness training session for vet practice teams 

• a guidance document with basic information about the dynamics of DVA, animal 

abuse in the context of DVA, how to spot the signs of abuse and how to support 

victim-survivors (animals and people) (see appendix eleven for a copy of the 

guidance) 

• a poster for vet practice staff rooms (see appendix twelve) 

• a poster for vet practice waiting rooms (see appendix thirteen) 

• and a short animation to raise awareness about animal abuse as a strategy of 

coercive control.  

The resources that Wendy and I produced together are in the process of being distributed 

across 5000 vet practices in the UK. Despite the many challenges that the COVID-19 

pandemic presented it afforded us the opportunity to reach more veterinary practice staff 

who engaged with the training through webinars and online conventions both during live 

events and on catch up. Between March 2021 and May 2021 800 veterinary practice staff 

have accessed the training and resources.  

As part of this collaboration, I have also used the experiences of research participants to 

develop the Duluth Power and Control Wheel (DAIP, 1980) to expand on a reference to 

animal abuse to include a section on ‘using animals’.  This updated version of the Duluth 

Power and Control Wheel was signed off by Domestic Abuse Intervention Programs 

(DAIP) in March 2021 and is included in the training and resources that are available to 

veterinary practice staff (see appendix eleven). The Domestic Abuse Intervention Program 

were particularly interested in the research and the qualitative approach underpinned by a 

feminist epistemology. An important next step for me is to develop a specific Power and 

Control Wheel for animals to show how animals experience abuse in the context of DVA.  

This will be an important tool in terms of continuing to raise professional awareness about 

this issue and for professionals to use in their work with victim-survivors to help identify 

and understand animal abuse. A specific Power and Control Wheel for Animals may also 

help to challenge perceptions that animal abuse if less serious than the abuse of humans. 

A google search will identify ‘pet’ wheels, but these have not been developed in 

conjunction with the IDAP and the process which sets out that adaptations of the Duluth 

Wheels must be in the words of survivors’ experiences.  
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The Accelerating Business Collaboration has opened up many new opportunities for me to 

talk about my research and raise awareness about the parallels between the abuse of 

animals and humans. Through the project, I have developed new professional 

relationships and have a collaboration in plan with Dogs Trust, (a national animal welfare 

organisation) to develop a plan for a national campaign to raise awareness about the issue 

of animal abuse in the context of DVA. Colleagues at Dogs Trust and I will also be 

speaking at the annual Women’s Aid conference in 2021 where we will be sharing a 

summary of the findings from the research and providing further guidance for 

professionals.  

Informing Policy and Legislation 

The Animal Welfare (Sentencing) Act 2021 makes provision about the mode of trial and 

maximum penalty for certain offences under the Animal Welfare Act (2006) in England and 

Wales. As already alluded to, a defining point of the Act is that is sets out an increase in 

the maximum sentence for animal cruelty from six months to five years imprisonment. The 

Animal Welfare (Sentencing) Bill was first read in the House of Commons in February 

2020 and finally received Royal Assent in late April 2021 to become the Animal Welfare 

(Sentencing) Act 2021.  This is an important and positive step forward which animal 

welfare organisations have been championing for a number of years.  The increase in 

sentencing starts to reflect the severity and implications of animal cruelty. But there is still 

a great deal of work to do in terms of increasing reporting of animal cruelty and pursuing 

prosecutions for this crime.  

In February 2021 I provided data from the research which formed part of the presentation 

of the Animal Welfare (Sentencing) Bill to the House of Lords. With additional permission 

research participant’s experiences (anonymised) were shared in the House of Lords to 

reinforce the importance of increasing the sentencing for animal cruelty.  This for me has 

been a real highlight in terms of my research journey.  

 

Scrutiny of the Research Findings 

Over the last twelve months I have shared emerging findings from the research with Links 

Group members. Sharing preliminary findings to this group provided an opportunity to 

present the findings for scrutiny to professionals spanning the fields of veterinary science, 

forensic science, animal welfare, social care, law, animal fostering services and DVA 

services. Links Group members are currently disproportionately from veterinary science 



 200 

disciplines and as such more familiar with quantitative research methodologies. The 

feedback from members was that they found victim-survivors accounts and the thematic 

analysis of data particularly insightful. Veterinary professionals see the physical and 

emotional impact of abuse to animals and this research has provided further context for 

them around the dynamics and parallels of abuse experienced by animals and humans.  

 

In addition to sharing emerging findings with Links Group members I also presented the 

preliminary research findings to professionals working across DVA services in Devon and 

Cornwall.  This online meeting was attended by 33 DVA professionals. This group all had 

experience supporting victim-survivors where animals were also abused in households 

and where concerns about animals acted as a barrier to victim-survivors leaving. The 

priority professionals afford to animals is linked to their own constructions and bonds with 

animals. Therefore, sharing the initial findings with DVA professionals was an opportunity 

to emphasise the significance of the bond that some victim-survivors have with animals 

and the importance of including animals in safety plans. Although DVA professionals 

understand the dynamics of coercive control, positioning animal abuse as a strategy of 

coercive control whereby women, children and animals are victimised was a point for 

reflection that professionals commented on. Presenting findings to key stakeholders is one 

of the noted strategies for enhancing the trustworthiness of findings (Bryman, 2008). 

Although the findings of this research broadly align with the findings of similar studies 

conducted in Australia, Canada and the US this professional ratification process provided 

me with a level of confidence in my own thematic analysis.  

 

In early 2021 I was invited by the Links Group Trustees to coordinate the organisation’s 

research subgroup (voluntary role).  This is a new subgroup that will aim to identify new 

research relevant to the coexistence of human and animal abuse, identify gaps in research 

and provide practical support to researchers in this area.  In March 2021 I presented a 

draft proposal to Links Group members outlining priorities for the research subgroup and 

work will commence on setting up with subgroup in September 2021.  
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Developing Provision for Victim-Survivors (humans and animals) 

In my professional practice as the founder and manager of Refuge4Pets, an animal 

fostering scheme for victim-survivors in the South West of England I am always looking for 

ways to develop the service. One of our biggest challenges as a small, young charity is to 

increase our financial stability and sustainability. The research findings alongside the 

ongoing service evaluation are informing our strategic priorities (see appendix eight) which 

include: 

• Developing a training package for professionals across Devon and Cornwall to raise 

awareness about animal abuse as a strategy of coercive control and the 

implications of this for all victim-survivors. We now have resource within the team to 

deliver this training and we will prioritise social care, police and continue the work 

with vets (in partnership with the Links Group).  

• Working with the DVA commissioner and local services to explore opportunities to 

offer emergency accommodation to victim-survivors that will accept animals.  

• Our longer-term aim is to extend the animal fostering service into areas of the UK 

that do not currently have a fostering service for victim-survivors of DVA, for 

example, Somerset, Bristol, Gloucester and Dorset.  
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Implications for Practice 

A significant implication for practice which this research highlights is the need to include 

animal abuse consistently and prominently within professional’s understanding of coercive 

control.  Training and guidance are required for professionals working across the ‘four 

planets’ as a priority so that professionals understand the dynamics of animal abuse as a 

strategy of coercive control and their professional obligations to safeguard and promote 

the wellbeing of all victim-survivors (adults, children and animals). Given the sense of 

‘shame’ and ‘blame’ that participants carried about the abuse of animals and how this 

acted as a barrier to disclosures of animal abuse a key part of this training is to educate 

professionals about the importance of the professional dialogue and their understanding 

about the significance of the bond between victim-survivors and animals. Given that the 

existing literature and this research evidence that many victim-survivors delay leaving, stay 

or return to abusive relationships because of concerns about the welfare of animals it is 

paramount that training highlights the importance of including animals in the safety plans 

for victim-survivors. Thirteen of the 107 survey participants stated that at the time of the 

abuse they would have liked animals to have been considered in their safety strategies by 

professionals.  

 

As Fitzgerald (2007) found, this research also highlights that despite a level of professional 

awareness about the coexistence of animal abuse and DVA participants were often not 

asked about animals when they sought help to escape DVA.  Additional training could in 

part respond to this issue.  However, two professional participants suggested amending 

the wording of the question in the DASH Risk Checklist (Richards, 2009) about animals to 

assist professionals in raising the topic of animal abuse with victim-survivors. This is an 

interesting proposal which I agree with especially given the terminology used in the current 

wording of the question on the DASH Risk Checklist (Richards, 2009) which uses the 

terminology of ‘pets’. I feel that further prompts on the Risk Checklist about the types of 

abuse that animals experience is important to promote disclosure of animal abuse given 

that this research highlights that it can be problematic for victim-survivors to recognise and 

name cruelty to animals as animal abuse in the context of DVA. 
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Improving Safety Provision for Animals 

Currently in the UK there are four animal fostering schemes that specifically foster animals 

for victim-survivors of DVA when they flee. These schemes are Dogs Trust Freedom 

Project, Paws Protect Cats Protection, the Endeavour Project and Refuge4Pets who are 

all member organisations of the Links Group. In 2020 the four services supported 338 

families to escape DVA by fostering 490 animals. However, there are large areas of the 

UK that are not covered by an animal fostering service.  Of the 77 survey participants who 

provided a response to the question about the help they would have liked at the time of the 

abuse for their animals 40 participants stated that they wanted animals fostered when they 

escaped.  There is more work to do to raise awareness across professionals and the 

general public that animal fostering schemes do exist as well as increasing the coverage 

of schemes across the UK. Again, as Fitzgerald (2007) found, not being able to offer 

victim-survivors a practical solution for animals when they escape to safety inhibited 

professionals asking about animals at all. 

 

For some victim-survivors being separated from animals, even temporarily was simply not 

an option.  Therefore, we need to explore other options to fostering schemes such as 

emergency accommodation where victim-survivors can remain with animals. Although 

progress has been made to challenge the default position of ‘no pets allowed’ in private 

rental property this remains a huge barrier to victim-survivors escaping DVA which must 

continue to be challenged.  

A National Campaign and Education  

Raising awareness about the abuse of animals as a strategy of coercive control across the 

UK is an important issue that arises from this research. There is a real opportunity for 

experts in the field of DVA and animal welfare to work in partnership to do this.  The timing 

of this is never more important as according to the Pet Food Manufacturers Association 

pet population data an additional 3.2 million animals entered households in the UK during 

the COVID-19 pandemic (PFMA, 2021). 

 

Although animal welfare organisations do run varying educational programmes in Schools 

there is not consistent coverage in the provision of this offering to Schools across the UK. 

Professionals talked about the importance of educating children about animal welfare and 

this is another important opportunity to start to challenge society’s construction of animals 

as ‘less important’ compared to humans in the next generation.  
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Improving Multi-Agency Working  

I have discussed adapting Hester’s (2011) Three Planet Model to add a fourth planet 

which is the ‘animal welfare planet’.  One of the major problems at the moment is that 

information about the abuse of humans and animals in the context of DVA is not being 

shared between the ‘planets’. These communication links need to be developed to 

increase reporting of animal abuse and promote the safety and welfare of all victim-

survivors of DVA (humans and animals). It is also a matter of promoting the safety of 

professionals going into households. I recommend developing a project to build 

professional relationships and communication processes across the planets, primarily 

police, DVA workers, social care and animal welfare officers. This could be a pilot in a 

particular geographical area and may include RSPCA / SSPCA / Local Authority Animal 

Welfare Officers in Northern Island being represented at Multi-Agency Risk Assessment 

Conferences.  

 

Implications for Further Research 

There are a number of additional recommendations that emerge in this study both in terms 

of further research and developing the professional response to victim-survivors of DVA. 

First, I discuss recommendations for further research.  

 

Future work is needed to explore the frequency data from the online survey. However, 

given the limitations associated with the online survey in this research I recommend 

amending the questionnaire based on the learning of the research process and to reissue 

the questionnaire. The survey data was insightful but had the demographic characteristics 

of survey participants been captured at the time of the abuse this would have enabled me 

to explore the data in greater depth with consideration to intersectionality.  Through the 

research process I have developed my professional and research network and now have 

access to professional networks (stakeholders and gatekeepers) that may promote 

participation from diverse groups of victim-survivors. With the exception of one survey 

participant participants in this research were all female. Participants stated that the 

perpetrator of animal abuse was always a current or previous male partner aside from two 

participants who shared that the perpetrator of animal abuse was a previous or current 

female partner. Further research is required to understand the dynamics of animal abuse 

in the context of DVA perpetrated by females and in same sex relationships. 
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It is also the case that this research has not captured data relating to the sexual abuse of 

animals in the context of DVA and this is an area where there is limited research. Although 

a deeply challenging subject area based on the sensitive nature of the topic further 

research would provide important insight about the dynamics of sexual abuse and the 

implications of such abuse. This is important in terms of raising awareness of the issue 

and developing the professional response to all victim-survivors (humans and animals).  

 

Adult victim-survivors have shared their experiences and perceptions about the context, 

dynamics and implications of animal abuse as a strategy of coercive control. A further 

study that captures the voices of children would be hugely insightful in terms of 

strengthening the evidence about the parallels in perpetrator’s conceptualisations of 

children and animals and the dynamics of animal abuse to coerce and control children. I 

also recommend a study that includes capturing the voices of perpetrators that abuse 

animals in the context of DVA about how they conceptualise animals would provide 

important new knowledge to inform preventative and restorative work with perpetrators.  

 

As part of disseminating the research findings across services supporting victim-survivors 

of DVA (humans and animals) a summary of findings and toolkit of resources will need to 

be developed. This will be an opportunity to share the adapted Duluth Power and Control 

Wheel (1980) that includes a section about ‘using animals’ and the additional Power and 

Control Wheel for animals which is currently under development.  

A recommendation is to explore the feasibility of amending the wording relating to animal 

abuse on the Domestic Abuse Stalking and Harassment (DASH) Risk Checklist (2009). 

This may not be practical at this time but consideration about the abuse of animals as a 

strategy of coercive control could be factored into future reviews which will be important in 

terms of promoting disclosures of animal abuse.  
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CHAPTER ELEVEN: STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

Reflecting on the research process one of the key strengths of the research was my 

positionality as a ‘practitioner-researcher’ which has also had limiting factors that I will go 

on to discuss. My positionality was a strength in the sense that I feel that being a 

‘practitioner-research’ did provide me with an ‘accurate’ understanding and basis to 

conduct this study (Chavez, 2008; Bryman, 2012). It really is paramount to choose an area 

of research that you have a genuine passion for and commitment to and I was fortunate 

that I had support from academic supervisors to change my research topic early on in the 

process otherwise I would not have reached this point. My positionality provided me with 

an understanding of discourse relating to the topic, a deep empathy and an unspoken 

connection with research participants as well as a network of established professional 

relationships (gatekeepers) who empowered me and believed in my capability to 

undertake this research. A feminist methodology underpinned my ‘practitioner-researcher’ 

status in that I started the research with an understanding formed through practice and 

prior research experience that DVA is rooted in systems of gender inequality and 

patriarchy. However, this research has developed my thinking and understanding about 

the parallels between the oppression of women, children and animals across society.  

 

Much progress has already been made in terms of disseminating the research findings 

which is already having a positive impact at a practice level.  This is due to my position 

within the DVA and animal networks and a collaborative approach working across the four 

planets.  My expertise has traditionally been situated on the ‘DVA planet’, but through the 

process of this research I am now actively working across the ‘DVA planet’ and ‘animal 

welfare planet’ to raise awareness that animals are victim-survivors in their own right and 

that we must focus on the safety of all victim-survivors if we are to effective tackle DVA.  

 

My positionality of ‘practitioner-researcher’ and member of specific professional 

populations influenced the research sample. Given my established professional network in 

the South West of England participation by victim-survivors and professionals in this area 

was higher compared to other geographical areas. Where I had an established 

relationship with a DVA service they were more likely to feature the promotional material 

about the research on social media platforms. Professionals in DVA services assumed the 

role of ‘gatekeeper’ who controlled access to participants (Gilbert, 2008). I contacted a 
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number of National DVA organisations and local DVA services in other areas of the UK, 

particularly those supporting minority groups but information about the research was not 

shared. This was in part due to the high volume of similar requests that national 

organisations receive, but also the importance of the established relationship and 

professional credibility between the researcher and organisation.  

 

A limitation of the research is the lack of diversity reflected in the sample. Participants 

were disproportionately heterosexual, White-English/Welsh/Scottish/Northern 

Irish/Irish/British females. This lack of diversity meant that comparisons between the 

experiences of different groups of participants were not possible. A learning for me is to 

invest more time early in the research process to build relationships with professional 

stakeholders (gatekeepers) including emphasising the importance of the research for them 

as professionals and to victim-survivors.  

 

Interestingly, I found recruiting professionals more problematic than recruiting victim-

survivor participants.  Once again, the established ‘practitioner-researcher’ influenced the 

recruitment of professionals.  I found as my involvement with the Links Group increased 

and my credibility as a researcher grew it became easier to recruit professional interview 

participants. However, a key factor that impacted the recruitment of professional 

participants particularly police, animal welfare officers, vets and social workers is the 

unpredictable nature of their working day/night and demanding workload.  In the case of 

animal welfare officers their workload was predetermined for them, they were not in control 

of this apart from to block out a limited amount of administrative/developmental time each 

week.  

 

The inclusion of quantitative and qualitative data collection methods was a real strength of 

this research. The online survey provided high level data and proved particularly effective 

in recruiting participants to take part in qualitative semi-structured interviews which 

mitigated the reliance on gatekeepers to recruit participants. This meant that I recruited 

victim-survivor interview participants quickly and efficiently which would have been a real 

issue without the survey. Semi-structured interviews provided the majority of the research 

data and this study is one of the first to capture the detailed accounts of victim-survivors 

experiences of animal abuse as a strategy of coercive control in the UK context.  
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A limitation of the self-completion online survey was in the way that I worded demographic 

questions relating to age, employment status, annual income from work and benefits and 

children in households. The demographic characteristics of survey participants at the time 

of the abusive relationship is not clear from the survey data because participants provided 

answers to these questions based on their characteristics at the time of completing the 

survey.  For example, the data does not tell me the age of survey participants were when 

the abuse started.  The data tells me how old participants were at the time of completing 

the survey. This hindered the depth in analysis of the survey data overall and my ability to 

view the data through varying intersections. The limitation in the survey design did not 

become apparent to me until I started to analyse the survey data and it was too far into the 

research timeline to amend and republish the survey.   

 

A further limitation in the survey design was that I did not structure the survey in a way that 

I could ascertain which species of animals and how many of one species of animal 

experienced what types of abuse. The data simply indicated species of animals that were 

abused in households and the types of abuse that animals experienced overall. However, 

there were more than one species of animal in 41 households (41/107) and where survey 

participants stated that the species of animal that was abused was for example, a dog, 

there may have been multiple dogs in the household.  

 

Survey participants were asked what types of abuse animals experienced.  Another 

limitation is that I did not provide a more detailed list of abusive acts for participants to 

select from.  For example, ‘neglect’ should have been the subheading where participants 

could select neglectful behaviours that animals experienced such as ‘denied food and 

water’, ‘denied access to veterinary treatment’, ‘denied companionship’. I also omitted 

‘sexual abuse’ from the list of abusive acts that participants could select from. These 

limitations became apparent to me as my knowledge and understanding of the issues and 

literature increased throughout the research process. The literature exploring the sexual 

abuse of animals is limited and it is through my work with the Links Group that I have 

become increasingly aware of this type of abuse.  

 

A wider limitation of this research was that the sexual abuse of animals was not explored 

across the survey or interviews.  It was also the case that the sexual abuse of animals was 

not discussed by victim-survivor or professional participants during interviews. Therefore, 

this research does not provide any insight into the sexual abuse of animals in the context 
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of DVA.  Given that there is very limited existing research in this area and the parallels that 

exist between how animal and human victim-survivors of DVA are abused I recommend 

that developing our understanding about the sexual abuse of animals in the context of 

DVA will provide important insight and raise awareness about this as a specific issue.  

 

My Personal Journey Through the Research 

There are many points of reflection that I consider as part of the process of conducting this 

research. On a personal level this research has moved me from the space of feeling like 

an ‘academic imposter’, feeling out of my depth and grappling with the varying discourses 

of academia to a place where I have developed a sense of understanding, insight and 

purpose that continues to drive my passion and commitment for tackling DVA.  

 

One of the greatest challenges for me over the course of my PhD research has been 

striking a balance between being a researcher, practitioner and Mum. Founding 

Refuge4Pets during the research period placed a great deal of additional pressure on me, 

but I was driven and compelled to develop the service for victim-survivors (animals and 

humans). Setting up the charity in the early stages was all consuming and on reflection I 

totally underestimated and was rather naïve about how much of my time Refuge4Pets 

would take up. While a distraction from my research at times, the charity also kept me 

determined to continue and complete the research.  I was seeing and hearing first-hand 

through the day-to-day operational running of the charity the significance of the 

relationship between people and animals and the impact that the abuse had on all victim-

survivors.    

 

Juggling such a large workload while dealing with varying life events became so 

overwhelming at times and I did consider ceasing my PhD studies on more than one 

occasion. But there came a point in the research where there really was no dropping out 

and this was when the interviews with victim-survivors started in March 2019.  At this point 

I had an ethical and moral responsibility to do what I said I would do which was to raise 

awareness about the coexistence between animal abuse and DVA to help keep more 

people and animals safe. Participants took the time to recall the horrific details of the 

abuse that they endured and that animals were also subjected to and they did this 

because they too wanted to help others in similar situations. Professionals took time out of 

their busy working days to share their practice experience because they also feel 



 210 

passionate about tackling DVA. It was then my role to keep going and finish what I started 

to the best of my ability while drawing on the knowledge and experience of the people 

around me.  

 

My own conceptualisation of animals has been challenged and developed through the 

process of the research. I have always felt a strong bond and affiliation with animals.  I 

grew up in rural Cornwall and as children we had dogs, cats, geese, ducks, rabbits, small 

furries and even a sheep.  During my teenage years and on into adulthood animals have 

provided me with a unique sense of comfort, companionship, love and friendship. During 

the process of conducting the research and engaging more with the existing literature I 

moved away from using terms such as ‘pet’ and discourse associated with ‘owning’ 

animals. I had subconsciously been objectifying animals in my own use of language prior 

to the research and in the early stages of conducting this research.  

 

I have learnt a great deal throughout my research journey, not only in terms of the 

research process but also about my own strengths and areas for development. Despite the 

challenging topic, I found conducting interviews with participants a particularly rewarding 

stage in the research and feel that this is one of my strengths as a researcher. I found the 

analysis of the quantitative data the most challenging part of the research having not used 

SPSS prior to this research.  To address this I should have observed the Introduction to 

Quantitative Research taught programme open to Master students for a second time. 

Studying remotely was at times challenging in that I missed out on many PhD student 

experiences associated with being located at the University. For example, attending 

informal lunch meetings and developing day to day relationships with peers through being 

located at the University.  Interestingly, in the final year of my PhD, the writing up stage, I 

had more opportunities to attend meetings and conferences which was largely as a result 

of the COVID-19 pandemic. The restrictions removed the barriers of travel and childcare 

that prevented me from attending many conferences and meetings that I previously could 

not attend.  
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The findings of this research have provided me with an increased understanding and 

awareness about the significance of the bond that victim-survivors have with animals, the 

abuse of animals as a strategy of coercive control, the implications of abuse as well as my 

practice and research priorities moving forward. This research is in fact just the start of my 

journey and commitment to enabling freedom from domestic violence and abuse for 

animals and humans.  
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APPENDIX ONE 

 
 
 

Semi-Structured Interview Schedule: Victims-Survivors 
Just to recap: 

v Participation in this research is totally voluntary. You don’t have to take part and it is 
important that you have all of the information you need to make the decision 
whether you take part or not.  

v You have the right to withdraw from the research process at any stage and without 
giving a reason.  You also have the right to request that any information held about 
you be deleted.  

v If you would like to stop the interview at any time please let me know – you do not 
need to provide an explanation.  If there are any questions that you do not want to 
answer just let me know, or say pass.  

v This interview is confidential. The only reason I would ever breach your 
confidentiality and share your personal information is if I have concerns that you, or 
another person is at risk of harm, or immediate danger.   

v You can remain totally anonymous as you do not need to provide your real name, 
but if you do your identity will remain anonymous in the research and I will not 
present information in the research that identifies you in any way. 

v Do you have any questions? 
v I would like to record the interview to make sure I capture information accurately.  

Do you consent to the interview being recorded? Can I now start the recording? 
 

Section 2: How a current or past partner has behaved towards you  
2.1 Have you ever felt frightened by the behavior of a partner? What were you afraid 

of? Gently explore this fear – emotional, physical, sexual, threatening and 
intimidating behaviour? 

2.2 Who behaved in this way? For example, current partner, or a previous partner?   
2.3 If a previous partner how long ago was this? For example, in the last 12 months / 

over 12 months ago 
2.4  How long has, or did a partner treat you like this? 
2.5 Did the behavior get worse over time? 
 
Section 3: Animal Abuse 
3.1 Has a partner ever abused your animal(s), or a family pet? (this could include 

threatening, actual harm, killing, denying access to vet treatment, not providing food or 
water, poisoning, burning and so on) Explore whether it was the same partner as 
above… 

3.2 What type(s) of animals were abused?  
3.3 Could you share with me what happens/happened to your animal(s), or the family pet? 

 
3.4 Why do you think this partner treats/treated your animals(s), or a family pet in this way? 
3.5 At what stage in the relationship did animals come into the household? (prior to the 

relationship, during, or was this different for different pets) 
3.6 Whose decision was it to have pet(s)? 
3.7 Were any pet(s) gifts for you or children from a partner? 
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3.8 Who is/was the legal owner of animals (for example, if microchipped whose name was 
on the microchip? 
 

Section 4: Human-animal relationship 
4.1 Who was/is the main care giver for animal(s) / family pets? 
4.2 Who do you feel had/has the strongest bond with animal(s) / family pets? 
4.3 How would you describe your relationship with your animal(s)? What about the 

children’s relationship with the animal(s) (if applicable)?  
4.4 Why is/was this relationship important (to you / the children if applicable)? 
4.5 What is/was this partner’s relationship like with the animal(s)?   

 
Section 5: The impact of animal abuse on victims-survivors 
5.1 How did the way animal(s) were treated by a partner leave you feeling? 
5.2 If there were children in the family how did the way animal(s) were treated by a partner 

leave them feeling? 
5.3 What happened to the animal(s)? 

 
Section 6: Help seeking 
6.1 How did/do animal(s) / family pets feature in your decisions and plans about leaving?  
6.2 Did you seek help from any services, or people?  
6.3 If so, were you asked about animals(s) when seeking help from professional agencies? 

 
To conclude: 
Thank you so much for taking part in this research. 
7.1 Is there anything else you would like to add? 
7.2 Would you like to receive a copy of this transcribed interview? Is it safe to receive a 
copy?  You can make changes to the transcript up until 2 weeks after receiving a copy of 
the transcript by contacting me directly. If it is not safe to receive a copy discuss directly 
discuss options such as meeting again in person etc.  
7.3 How would you like to receive a copy? Email, post, collection from DVA service 
7.4 Would you like to receive a copy of the final research which will be available in late 
2021? 
7.5 How would you like to receive a copy of the final research? 
 
Provide a copy of the Support Services information.  
 
Thank you once again.   
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APPENDIX TWO 
 

,  
 

Animal Abuse as a Strategy of Coercive Control 

Research Information Sheet: Victim-Survivors  

About the researcher 
My name is Mary Wakeham and I am a PhD student at the University of Bristol.  I am 
hoping to find people who would like to take part in my research which has been approved 
by Bristol University School for Policy Studies Ethics Committee.  
 
What is the research about?  
This research explores the link between animal abuse and domestic violence and abuse 
(DVA). To explore this link I would like to capture the views and experiences of 
victims/survivors of DVA through interviews.  
 
Why is this research important? 
The overall aim of this research is to raise awareness about the link between animal abuse 
and DVA. The use of animal abuse to control people is often overlooked. But making the 
link is vital in terms of keeping people and animals safe.  
 
Who do I want to talk to?  
People who would like to participate in this research. This would be someone who:  

v Is aged 18+  
v Has previous, or current experience of DVA 
v Is able to take part in an interview 

 
What will happen if I take part in an interview? 
Interviews will last approximately 1 hour and can be completed in person, over the phone, 
or via skype/facetime depending on where you live and what you would prefer. The type of 
questions that you will be asked during an interview are questions about your relationship 
with your animals, how and why you feel your animals were abused and the impact that 
this had on you. You can remain totally anonymous as you do not need to provide your 
real name, but if you do your identity will remain anonymous in the research and I will not 
present information in the research that identifies you in any way. In the interests of 
capturing the information that you provide accurately interviews will be recorded if you 
consent to this and transcribed. All of your information will be anonymised, but if I do need 
to keep your contact details because you would like to receive a copy of the transcript, or 
final research I will spo90-xgtore your contact details in line with the principles of the EU 
General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) (2018) and Bristol University protocols.  
 
 
You can have a copy of the transcribed interview and make any changes to what you said 
up to two weeks after receiving the transcript. If I don’t hear from you, I will assume that 
you do not wish to make any changes. You have the right to withdraw from the research 
process at any time, without giving a reason.  You also have the right to request that all 



 226 

information about you is deleted. If you would like to withdraw, or have your information 
deleted you can contact me on 07415249406 or email me at 
mary.wakeham@bristol.ac.uk.  
 
Your transcribed responses to interview questions will be used in this research, archived 
according to Bristol University protocol and potentially used in future research studies 
where the interview data from this research may be relevant. Once again, you will not be 
identifiable in any further research.  
 
What will happen if I don’t take part? 
Participation in this research is totally voluntary. You don’t have to take part and it is 
important that you have all of the information you need to make the decision whether you 
take part or not. 

Limits of confidentiality 
The only reason I would ever breach your confidentiality and share your personal 
information is if I am worried that you, or another person is at risk of harm, or immediate 
danger.  If I had concerns that this may be the case, I will share my concerns with the 
relevant safeguarding team. I will explain to you what I am sharing, why, with who and how 
you will be kept updated.  

Who needs to give consent? 
If you would like to take part in an interview you will be asked to read and sign a research 
consent form prior to the interview taking place.  
 
Need support or know someone who may? 
If you, or someone you know is currently experiencing DVA you can contact the 24hr 
National Domestic Violence and Abuse Helpline on 08082000247. In an emergency 
situation please contact the Police on 999. If you have concerns regarding animal cruelty 
you can contact the RSPCA (England and Wales) on 03001234999, SSPCA (Scotland) on 
03000999999, or the USPCA (Northern Ireland) on 02830251000. 
 
Contact information 
If you have any questions or want to know more about the research, you can contact me 
on 07415249406 or email me at mary.wakeham@bristol.ac.uk. To make a complaint 
about any aspect of the research, or the researcher’s conduct please contact Professor 
Marianne Hester via email at Marianne.hester@bristol.ac.uk. 
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APPENDIX THREE 
 

,  
 

Animal Abuse as a Strategy of Coercive Control 

Research Information Sheet:  Professionals 

About the researcher 
My name is Mary Wakeham and I am a PhD student at the University of Bristol.  I am 
hoping to find people who would like to take part in my research which has been approved 
by Bristol University School for Policy Studies Ethics Committee.  
 
What is the research about?  
This research explores the link between animal abuse and domestic violence and abuse 
(DVA). To explore this link, I would like to capture the views and experiences of 
victims/survivors of DVA as well as professionals.  
 
Why is this research important? 
The overall aim of this research is to raise awareness about the link between animal abuse 
and DVA. The use of animal abuse to control people is often overlooked. But making the 
link is vital in terms of keeping people and animals safe.  
 
Who do I want to talk to?  
Professionals who would like to participate in this research. This would be someone who:  

v Is aged 18+  
v Works with victims/survivors of DVA, in the field of animal welfare, or veterinary 

practice staff. 
v Is able to take part in a telephone, or skype interview. 

 
What will happen if I take part in an interview? 
Interviews will last approximately 1 hour and can be completed over the phone, or via 
skype. The type of questions that you will be asked during an interview are questions 
about your role and the training you have received, whether your routinely ask about 
animal abuse in the context of DVA and your perceptions about this issue and relevant 
support services that can help victims/survivors of DVA. You can remain totally 
anonymous as you do not need to provide your real name. Your identity will remain 
anonymous in the research and I will not present information in the research that identifies 
you in any way. In the interests of capturing the information that you provide accurately 
interviews will be recorded if you consent to this and transcribed. All of your information 
will be anonymised, but if I do need to keep your contact details because you would like to 
receive a copy of the transcript, or final research I will store your contact details in line with 
the principles of the EU General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) (2018) and Bristol 
University protocols.  
 
 
You can have a copy of the transcribed interview and make any changes to what you said 
up to two weeks after receiving the transcript. If I don’t hear from you, I will assume that 
you do not wish to make any changes. You have the right to withdraw from the research 
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process at any time, without giving a reason.  You also have the right to request that all 
information about you is deleted. If you would like to withdraw, or have your information 
deleted you can contact me on 07804503716 or email me at 
mary.wakeham@bristol.ac.uk.  
 
Your transcribed responses to interview questions will be used in this research, archived 
according to Bristol University protocol and potentially used in future research studies 
where the interview data from this research may be relevant. Once again, you will not be 
identifiable in any further research.  
 
What will happen if I don’t take part? 
Participation in this research is totally voluntary. You don’t have to take part and it is 
important that you have all of the information you need to make the decision whether you 
take part or not. 

Limits of confidentiality 
The only reason I would ever breach your confidentiality and share your personal 
information is if I am worried that you, or another person is at risk of harm, or immediate 
danger.  If I had concerns that this may be the case, I will share my concerns with the 
relevant safeguarding team. I will explain to you what I am sharing, why, with who and how 
you will be kept updated. I may also share information if I have concerns about 
professional conduct.  

Who needs to give consent? 
If you would like to take part in an interview or focus group, you will be asked to read and 
sign a research consent form prior to interviews or focus groups taking place.  
 
Need support or know someone who may? 
If you, or someone you know is currently experiencing DVA you can contact the 24hr 
National Domestic Violence and Abuse Helpline on 08082000247. In an emergency 
situation please contact the Police on 999. If you have concerns regarding animal cruelty 
you can contact the RSPCA on 03001234999.  
 
Contact information 
If you have any questions or want to know more about the research you can contact me 
on 07415249406 or email me at mary.wakeham@bristol.ac.uk. To make a complaint 
about any aspect of the research, or the researcher’s conduct please contact Professor 
Marianne Hester via email at Marianne.hester@bristol.ac.uk. 
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APPENDIX FOUR 
 

 
 

Animal Abuse as a Strategy of Coercive Control  

Interview Consent Form: Survivors 

Please answer the following questions: Yes No 
Have you read and understood the research information sheet?   
Do you understand that I will need to share information if I have concerns that you or 
another person may be at risk of harm? 

  

Do you agree to the interview being digitally recorded?   
Do you understand how your information will be stored and do you agree to this?   
Do you know where to go for further advice or support?   
Do you know how to make a complaint about any aspect of the research?   
Do you understand that your participation is voluntary and that you are free to withdraw at 
any time, without giving a reason? 

  

Do you understand that you have the right to request that all information held about you is 
deleted? 

  

Would you like to receive a copy of your interview transcript? If so, you can request 
changes to the transcript up until two weeks after you receive it.  

  

I understand that the anonymised information collected during the interview will be 
included in this research which may be published. Members of the public may be able to 
read this research.  

  

I understand that the anonymised information collected during the interview will be 
archived according to University protocol and included in future research studies. 

  

Have you received enough information about this research?   
Do you agree to take part in this research?   

    
Your signature will confirm that you have voluntarily decided to take part in this research.  
 
Consent given by: (Name of 
participant):.......................................................................................... 
 
Signature of participant:....................................................................... 
 
Date: ……………………………………………………………………….. 
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APPENDIX FIVE 
 

 
 

Animal Abuse as a Strategy of Coercive Control  

Research Consent Form: Professionals  

Please answer the following questions: Yes No 
Have you read and understood the research information sheet?   
Do you understand that I will need to share information if I have concerns that you or 
another person may be at risk of harm, or immediate danger? Or, concerns about 
professional conduct? 

  

Do you agree to the interview being digitally recorded?   
Do you understand how your information will be stored and do you agree to this?   
Do you know where to go for further advice or support?   
Do you know how to make a complaint about any aspect of the research?   
Do you understand that your participation is voluntary and that you are free to withdraw at 
any time, without giving a reason? 

  

Do you understand that you have the right to request that all information held about you is 
deleted? 

  

Would you like to receive a copy of your interview transcript? If so, you can request 
changes to the transcript up until two weeks after you receive it.  

  

I understand that the anonymised information collected during the interview will be 
included in this research which may be published. Members of the public may be able to 
read this research.  

  

I understand that the anonymised information collected during the interview will be 
archived according to University protocol and included in future research studies. 

  

Have you received enough information about this research?    
Do you agree to take part in this research?   

    
Your signature will confirm that you have voluntarily decided to take part in this research.  
 
Consent given by: (Name of 
participant):.......................................................................................... 
 
Signature of participant:...................................................................... 
 
Date:.................................................................................................... 
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APPENDIX SIX 
 
 

 
 
 

Support Services 
 
Need support or know someone who may? 

If you or someone you know is currently experiencing domestic violence and abuse there 
is help and support available. You can contact: 

National Support 

v The 24-hour domestic violence and abuse helpline on 0808 2000 247 or visit 
www.nationaldomesticviolencehelpline.org.uk  

v GALOP the LGBT+ anti-violence charity on 0800 999 5428 
v The Samaritans on 116123 
v In an emergency situation you should call 999 
v  

Concerns about animal cruelty or an animal in distress? 

To report concerns, or for advice you can contact: 

v RSPCA (England and Wales) on 0300 1234 999 
v SSPCA (Scotland) on 03000 999 999 
v USPCA (Northern Ireland) on 028 3025 1000 
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APPENDIX SEVEN 
 

 
 

Semi-Structured Interview Schedule: Professionals 

Just to recap: 

v Participation in this research is totally voluntary. You don’t have to take part and it is 
important that you have all of the information you need to make the decision 
whether you take part or not.  

v You have the right to withdraw from the research process before, during or up to 
two weeks after the interview. If you would like to stop the interview at any time 
please let me know – you do not need to provide an explanation.   

v This interview is confidential. The only reason I would ever breach your 
confidentiality and share your personal information is if I am worried that you, or 
another person is at risk of significant harm, or immediate danger.  Or, if information 
relating to concerns about professional conduct is shared.  

v You can remain totally anonymous as you do not need to provide your real name, 
but if you do your identity will remain anonymous in the research and I will not 
present information in the research that identifies you in any way. 

v Do you have any questions? 
v I would like to record the interview to make sure I capture information accurately.  

Do you consent to the interview being recorded? Can I now start the recording? 

Section 1: Demographic Information 

1.1 What age are you? ………. Years old  
1.2 What is our ethnic group?  

White 
British / Irish / Any other white background 
 
Mixed 
White and Black Caribbean 
White and Black African 
White and Asian 
Any other mixed background 
 
Asian or Asian British 
Indian/Pakistani 
Bangladeshi 
Any other Asian background 
 
Black or Black British 
Caribbean 
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African 
Any other Black background 
 
Chinese or other ethnic group 
Chinese 
Any Other 

1.3 Would you describe yourself as:  
Heterosexual / gay / bisexual 

1.4 Would you describe your gender as: 
Female / male / transgender 

1.5 Are you employed full time or part time? 
Yes full time (30 or more hours a week) / yes part time (less than 30hrs a week) / no  

1.6 Are you a student (college / university / school)? 
Yes (full-time) / yes (part-time) / no 

1.7 What is your job title? What organisation do you work in? 
 

1.8 Can you provide a brief overview of what your role involves? What is your role in 
supporting victims/survivors of domestic violence and abuse (DVA)? 
 

 
1.9 How long have you been in your current role? What did you do before (if not long)? 

How long have you worked in this field? 
 

1.10 Have you had any DVA training? What DVA training have you had? At what stage 
in your career did you receive this training? Did any training refer to animals in DVA 
cases (i.e. the link between animal abuse and DVA)? 
 

Professionals working predominantly with people 

2.1 Do you routinely ask about animal abuse in the context of the abuse people have 
experienced? Is there a framework that you use (i.e. DASH). 

 

2.2 Without sharing details of the case, have you supported victims/survivors whose 
animals were also being abused? How often does this arise in your practice (never, 
rarely, often) 

 

2.3 What types of animal abuse have been involved? (for example, hitting, kicking, denying 
vet treatment, poisoning) 
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2.4 How do you respond to victims/survivors feeling and concerns about the welfare of 
their animals? Who would you signpost victim/survivors to, or work in partnership with? 

Professionals working predominantly with animals  

3.1 Have you dealt with animal abuse cases where you suspected people were also being 
abuse? How often does this arise in your practice (never, rarely, often) 
 

3.2 What types of animal abuse have been involved? (for example, hitting, kicking, denying 
vet treatment, poisoning) 
 

3.3 How do you respond to concerns about the welfare of animals and people? Who would 
you signpost victim/survivors to? Who would you work in partnership with? 

Professional perceptions  

4.1 From your experience why do you think pets are important to victims/survivors of DVA? 
 
4.2 Why do you feel abusive partners abuse pets? 
 
4.3 What do you think the impact of animal abuse is on victims/survivors (adults, children and 
animals) 
 
To conclude: 
Thank you so much for taking part in this research. 
7.1 Is there anything else you would like to add? 
7.2 Would you like to receive a copy of this transcribed interview? You can make changes to the 
transcript up until 2 weeks after receiving a copy of the transcript by contacting me directly.  
7.3 How would you like to receive a copy? Email, post, collection from DVA service 
7.4 Would you like to receive a copy of the final research which will be available in late 2021? 
7.5 How would you like to receive a copy of the final research? 
 
Thank you once again.   
Provide support information.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 235 

APPENDIX EIGHT  

 
Refuge4Pets Strategy 2020-2021 

Purpose 
To enable freedom from domestic violence and abuse for people and animals. 
 
Vision 
We offer victims-survivors of domestic violence and abuse an animal fostering service to remove a 
significant barrier which prevents many victims-survivors from leaving. We empower victims-
survivors to access the vital safety and support they need before being reunited with their much-
loved animals. We believe that animals are an important part of victims-survivors’ coping strategies 
and that the reciprocal bond between victim-survivors and animals aids recovery from trauma. We 
also work to reduce loneliness and isolation and improve the wellbeing of victim-survivors and 
volunteers in the community.  
 
Main Priorities 
Our main priorities are:  
 
Priority 1 
To reach victims-survivors who need our support to escape domestic violence and abuse 
 
Priority 2 
To support victims-survivors of domestic violence and abuse across the communities that we work 
by bringing people together to form positive support networks 
 
Priority 3 
To develop and support volunteers to increase their health and wellbeing and reach their personal 
goals 
 
Priority 4 
To ensure our financial sustainability so that we can continue to deliver and develop our service  
 
Values 
Refuge4Pets determination in achieving its objectives are derived from its values of:  
 
Empathy – We understand what people and animals have been through and how they feel.  
 
Equality – We believe that everyone is equal and has the right to live free of violence and abuse  
 
Empowerment – We empower victim/survivors to regain control of their lives and access vital 
safety and support  
 
Effectiveness – We work efficiently and effectively to achieve our vision 
 
Integrity - We are honest and have strong moral principle  
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APPENDIX NINE 
Questionnaire 

 

 

Advert wording 

We want to understand more about the link between domestic violence and abuse and animal 
abuse.  Making the link is vital in terms of safeguarding people and animals. Are you a 
victim/survivor of domestic violence and abuse whose pets were also abused? If you would like to 
take part in this research you can follow the link to an online survey. This survey is confidential, 
easy to complete and will take approx. 10 minutes.   

 

Before completing the survey please read the research information sheet (make mandatory and 
include a consent field which must be ticked prior to being able to complete the survey).  

 

Section 1: Demographic Information 

1.11 What age are you? ………. Years old  
1.12 What is our ethnic group?  

White 
British / Irish / Any other white background 
 
Mixed 
White and Black Caribbean 
White and Black African 
White and Asian 
Any other mixed background 
 
Asian or Asian British 
Indian/Pakistani 
Bangladeshi 
Any other Asian background 
 
Black or Black British 
Caribbean 
African 
Any other Black background 
 
Chinese or other ethnic group 
Chinese 
Any Other 

1.13 Would you describe yourself as:  
Heterosexual / gay / bisexual 
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1.14 Would you describe your gender as: 
Female / male / transgender 

 

1.15 Are you employed or self-employed? 
Yes full time (30 or more hours a week) / yes part time (less than 30hrs a week) / no  

 

1.16 Are you a student (college / university / school)? 
Yes (full-time) / yes (part-time) / no 

 

1.17 What is your income from work or benefits? 
Up to £10,000 / £11,000 - £20,000 / £21,000 - £30,000 / £31,000 - £40,000 / 

£41,000 - £50,000 / £51,000 - £60,000 / Prefer not to say / don’t know 

 

1.18 Are you a parent?  
Yes / no 

 

1.19 If yes, how many children are: 
Pre-school (age 0-3) / At infants, primary, junior school (4-10), At secondary school 

(age 11-16+) / have left school (aged under 18) / 18 and over 

Section 2: How a current or past partner has behaved towards you  
2.1 As an adult have you ever felt frightened of the behavior of a partner? (yes/no) 

Have you ever needed to ask a partner’s permission to work, go shopping, visit friends and 
family and so on (beyond the usual being considerate)? (yes/no) 
As an adult have you ever been hit, slapped, kicked or otherwise physically hurt by a 
partner? (yes/no) 
As an adult, has a partner ever forced you to have sex or made you engage in any sexual 
activity when you did not want to? (yes/no) 
 

2.2 Who behaved in this way?  
 Current female partner 
 Previous female partner 
 Current male partner 
 Previous male partner  
 
2.3 When did these behaviours happen? 
 In the last 12 months 
 Over 12 months ago 
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2.4  Thinking of a partner who has treated you like this, did they treat you like this once or did it 
go on for longer? 

 Once only 
 More often, for up to 6 months 
 More often, for up to a year 
 More often, for over a year 
 
2.5 Did the behavior get worse over time? 
 No, it stayed the same 
 No, it stayed the same but did happen more often 
 Yes, it got worse 
 Yes, it got worse and happened more often 
 
Section 3: Animal Abuse 

3.9 Has a partner ever abused your animal(s), or a family pet? (this could include 
threatening, actual harm, killing, denying access to vet treatment, not providing food or 
water, poisoning, burning and so on) yes/no 

3.10 What animals were abused?  
Livestock / horse/pony, dog, cat, rabbit, small furries, birds, exotics, other (can select 

more than one) 

 

3.11 What type of abuse do/did animal(s) experience? 
Threats to harm, actual physical harm, neglect (denied food, water, access to 

veterinary treatment), murdered 

 

3.12 At what stage in the relationship did animals come into the household?  
Owned by me/ my family (if applicable) prior to the relationship  

Owned by the partner/their family (if applicable) prior to the relationship  

During the relationship 

After separation owned by me/ my family (if applicable) 

After separation owned by ex-partner/their family (if applicable) 

 

3.13 Whose decision was it to have animals? 
My decision 

My partner / ex partner’s decision 

Joint decision  
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3.14 Were any animals who were abused gifts for you or children from the abusive 
partner / ex-partner? 
 

3.15 Were animal(s) a consideration in your decisions and plans about leaving? Yes/no 
 

3.16 Please answer the following: 

Concerns about animals delayed me from leaving yes/no 
Concerns about animals meant that I stayed yes/no 
Concerns about animals meant that I returned yes/no 

 
 
 
Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey.   
 
As part of this research I am also holding interviews with victims/survivors of domestic violence 
and abuse to explore in more detail the link between animals abuse and domestic violence and 
abuse. If you would like to participate in an interview which may be in person, over the phone, or 
via skype/facetime please complete your details below.   
 
Name (you do not need to give your real name) 
Safe Contact Number: 
Safe Email Address: 
 
Note: Your personal information will be stored in line with the principles of the EU General Data 
Protection Regulation (GDPR) (2018) and Bristol University protocols.  
 

If you need support because you are experiencing domestic violence and abuse, or, if 
you are worried about someone else you can contact the national 24hr domestic violence 

and abuse helpline on 0808 2000 247. In an emergency situation please contact the 
Police on 999. 
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APPENDIX TEN 
 

Research Leaflet (See Below) 
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APPENDIX ELEVEN 

Guidance For Veterinary Practice Managers and Employees (See Below) 



Domestic Abuse Awareness: 
Guidance for Veterinary Practice 
Managers and Employees

“He told me if 
I tried to leave, 
he would kill 
my dog.”



D
om

estic abuse A
w

areness: 
G

uidance for all Veterinary P
ractice M

anag
ers 

and Em
ployees

This guidance is designed to accom
pany the ‘dom

estic abuse aw
areness’ 

online training available on the Links G
roup w

ebsite. W
e hope that you w

ill 
fi

nd this guidance a useful resource in term
s of developing your understanding 

about the dynam
ics of dom

estic abuse, signs to w
atch out for and how

 to help 
victim

-survivors. If you are a line m
anager, you w

ill also fi
nd inform

ation about 
supporting em

ployees w
ho m

ay be experiencing dom
estic abuse. 

W
hy is an aw

areness of dom
estic abuse im

portant 
for veterinary practice staff?

V
ictim

-survivors of d
om

estic ab
u

se (p
eop

le an
d

 an
im

als) w
ill access your 

p
ractice reg

u
larly an

d
 b

ein
g

 p
rep

ared
 w

ith
 som

e b
asic in

form
ation

 could 
m

ake all th
e d

ifferen
ce to th

eir p
erson

al safety an
d

 lives. 

A
nim

als are often abused by perpetrators of dom
estic abuse too. You could be 

the first professional point of contact for m
any victim

-survivors w
ho m

ay visit your 
practice w

ith or w
ithout the know

ledge of the abusive partner. O
r, the perpetrator 

m
ay accom

pany them
. You m

ay see anim
als that have been physically abused, 

sexually abused, threatened and neglected. It’s not only pet anim
als that 

experience abuse, this can happen to livestock and equines too.

W
hat is dom

estic abuse?
The U

K
 G

overnm
ent defi

nes dom
estic abuse as:

A
ny incident or pattern of incidents of controlling

, coercive or threatening
 

behaviour,!violence or abuse betw
een those ag

ed 16 or over w
ho are or have 

been intim
ate partners or fam

ily m
em

bers reg
ardless of g

ender or sexuality.   
This can encom

pass but is not lim
ited to the follow

ing
 types of abuse:

• psychological

• physical!

• sexual

• fi
nancial

• em
otional

C
ontrolling behaviour is: a rang

e of acts desig
ned to m

ake a person 
subordinate and/or dependent by isolating

 them
 from

 sources of support, 
exploiting

 their resources and capacities for personal g
ain, depriving

 them
 of 

the m
eans needed for independence, resistance and escape and reg

ulating
 

their everyday behaviour.

C
oercive behaviour is: an act or a pattern of acts of assault, threats, hum

iliation 
and intim

idation or other abuse that is used to harm
, punish, or frig

hten their 
victim

.” *

*This defi
nition, w

hich is not a legal defi
nition,!includes so called ‘honour’ based 

violence, fem
ale genital m

utilation (FG
M

) and forced m
arriage, and is clear that victim

s 
are not confi

ned to one gender or ethnic group (H
om

e O
ffi

ce, 2013).

“H
e controlled w

ho I had contact w
ith. I lost all contact 

w
ith m

y friends and fam
ily. H

e strangled m
e, he kicked 

m
e, he punched m

e, he sw
ung m

e around by m
y hair. 

H
e used to force m

e to sleep on the floor, he raped m
e. I 

w
asn’t allow

ed to read m
y ow

n post. I w
asn’t allow

ed to 
go to the doctors on m

y ow
n. I w

asn’t allow
ed to speak to 

anybody outside of the house, so, for all of those reasons 
that’s w

hy I w
as scared of him

.”
V

icki

“I had three very big fi
sh tanks w

ith som
e fi

sh in that 
I had nurtured from

 tiny little fi
sh.  A

nd he used to 
threaten, he used to throw

 things in there and he used 
to pull the fi

sh out.  I can’t even rem
em

ber w
hat it w

as, 
it w

as som
ething so stupid, it w

as som
ething like I had 

got hom
e late and the dinner w

asn’t ready, and he took 
the bleach and poured it into the w

ater. I just had to sit 
there and w

atch them
 die, because that w

as w
hat w

as 
happening, it w

as aw
ful.”

A
nn



W
ho does dom

estic abuse affect?
A

nyone can be a victim
-survivor of dom

estic abuse:

• B
oth m

en and w
om

en experience and perpetrate dom
estic abuse. H

ow
ever, 

in the!vast m
ajority of cases it is experienced by w

om
en and is perpetrated    

by m
en.!

• D
om

estic abuse can happen in sam
e sex relationships and can affect anyone 

reg
ardless of ag

e, occupation, ethnicity, relig
ion and so on.

• A
dults, children and anim

als can be victim
-survivors of dom

estic abuse. 

W
hen anim

als are abused 
people are at risk, w

hen people 
are abused anim

als are at risk. 
(A

rkow
, 2008)

M
any victim

-survivors of dom
estic abuse fi

nd it very diffi
cult to recognise 

and nam
e w

hat is happening to them
 as ‘abuse’ during the relationship. 

P
erpetrators are often not alw

ays abusive, they can at tim
es be quite ‘loving’ 

w
hich can be very confusing for victim

-survivors. There are m
any parallels 

betw
een how

 perpetrators use children and anim
als to coerce and control  

the non-abusive partner.

“H
e could be perfect for m

onths on end, and then you are 
kind of lulled into this false sense of security: ‘W

ell here 
is this m

an, the love of m
y life’ and then you put all the 

bad stuff to the back of your m
ind, and you actually start 

doubting yourself. ‘D
id he really do that? H

ow
 could he? 

Look, here is this lovely m
an.’”

K
ate



U
SIN

G
 C

O
ER

C
IO

N
 A

N
D

 TH
R

EA
TS

• 
M

aking and/or carrying out threats to 
do som

ething to hurt her
• 

Threatening to leave her, to com
m

it 
suicide, to report her  to w

elfare
• 

M
aking her drop charges

• 
M

aking her do illegal things
• 

Threatening, harm
ing and m

urdering 
anim

als

U
SIN

G
 IN

TIM
ID

A
TIO

N
• 

M
aking her afraid by using looks, 

actions gestures
• 

Sm
ashing things

• 
D

estroying her property
• 

Threatening, harm
ing and m

urdering 
anim

als
• 

D
isplaying w

eapons

U
SIN

G
 EM

O
TIO

N
A

L A
B

U
SE

• 
P

utting her dow
n

• 
M

aking her feel bad about herself
• 

C
alling her nam

es
• 

M
aking her think she’s crazy

• 
P

laying m
ind gam

es
• 

H
um

iliating her
• 

M
aking her feel guilty

U
SIN

G
 ISO

LA
TIO

N
• 

C
ontrolling w

hat she does, w
ho she 

sees and talks to, w
hat she reads,  

w
here she goes

• 
Lim

iting her outside involvem
ent

• 
U

sing jealousy to justify action

M
IN

IM
ISIN

G
, D

EN
YIN

G
 A

N
D

 B
LA

M
IN

G
• 

M
aking light of the abuse and not 

taking her concerns about it seriously
• 

Saying the abuse didn’t happen
• 

Shifting responsibility for abusive 
behaviour

• 
Saying she caused it

U
SIN

G
 C

H
ILD

R
EN

• 
M

aking her feel guilty about the 
children

• 
U

sing the children to relay m
essages

• 
U

sing visitation to harass her
• 

Threatening to take the  children aw
ay

U
SIN

G
 A

N
IM

A
LS

• 
 U

sing the bond that she has w
ith 

anim
als to hurt her

• 
 Threatening, harm

ing and m
urdering 

anim
als to control her

• 
N

ot letting her take anim
als to the vet

• 
Stopping her from

 being w
ith her 

anim
als

• 
 M

aking her feel guilty about the anim
als

• 
Threatening to take the anim

als aw
ay or 

report her to w
elfare

"
SIN

G
 M

A
LE P

R
IV

ILEG
E

• 
Treating her like a servant

• 
M

aking all the decisions
• 

A
cting like the ‘m

aster of the castle’
• 

B
eing the one to defi

ne m
en’s and 

w
om

en’s roles

U
SIN

G
 EC

O
N

O
M

IC
 A

B
U

SE
• 

P
reventing her from

 getting or   
keeping a job

• 
M

aking her ask for m
oney

• 
G

iving her an allow
ance

• 
Taking her m

oney
• 

N
ot letting her know

 about or have 
access to fam

ily incom
e

P
erpetrators use m

any strategies to 
gain pow

er and control over the non-
abusive partner w

hich the w
heel can 

dem
onstrate. P

ow
er and control is at 

the centre of abusive relationships. 

The nine sections of the w
heel show

 
the em

otional, psycholog
ical and 

econom
ic abuse that victim

-survivors 
m

ay experience w
hich has a devasting

 
im

pact on their lives. B
ruises heal, 

but being
 told you are useless, fat, 

ug
ly, w

orthless, m
ad, a bad 

parent, a rubbish partner 
and so on can all sit in 

the heart and m
ind 

for m
any years and 

destroy future 
relationships 
throug

h lack of 
self-w

orth. 

P
erpetrators 

m
ay also use 

physical and 
sexual abuse to 

keep their victim
 

in that relationship, 
or to ‘keep them

 
in their place’. O

ften 
the abuse that victim

-
survivors experience 

escalates over tim
e. It can start 

to happen m
ore often, g

et w
orse 

or both. 

P
O

W
ER

A
N

D
C

O
N

TR
O

L

U
SIN

G
 

C
O

ER
C

IO
N

 
A

N
D

 TH
R

EA
TS

U
SIN

G
A

N
IM

A
LS

U
SIN

G
 

IN
TIM

ID
A

TIO
N

U
SIN

G
 

EM
O

TIO
N

A
L 

A
B

U
SE

U
SIN

G
ISO

LA
TIO

N

M
IN

IM
ISIN

G
, 

D
EN

YIN
G

 A
N

D
 

B
LA

M
IN

G
U

SIN
G

C
H

ILD
R

EN

U
SIN

G
 M

A
LE 

P
R

IV
ILEG

E

U
SIN

G
 

EC
O

N
O

M
IC

 
A

B
U

SE

W
hy does dom

estic 
abuse happen?
D

om
estic abuse is a m

atter of pow
er 

and control and occurs w
hen one 

partner or fam
ily m

em
ber seeks to 

gain pow
er and control over others. 

The P
ow

er and C
ontrol W

heel (D
uluth, 

1980) is often used to show
 the 

different types of abuse that victim
-

survivors m
ay endure. W

e have added 
a section to dem

onstrate how
 anim

als 
can be used by the perpetrator:

Im
age w

as adapted w
ith perm

ission from
 

D
om

estic A
buse Intervention P

rogram
s D

A
IP



A
nim

als are victim
-survivors 

of dom
estic abuse too 

P
eople often refer to anim

als as ‘fam
ily m

em
bers’ and ‘best friends’, but for 

victim
-survivors of dom

estic abuse anim
als m

ay provide their only source of 
com

fort, com
panionship and love. P

erpetrators can often exploit this bond 
that victim

-survivors have w
ith anim

als and abuse anim
als as a w

ay to coerce 
and control the non-abusive partner. A

ny species or breed of anim
al m

ay 
be abused, it is the signifi

cance of the bond that victim
-survivors have w

ith 
anim

als that can m
ake certain anim

als a target for abuse by the perpetrator.

A
nim

als experience sim
ilar types of abuse to hum

an victim
-survivors including

 
physical abuse, sexual abuse, em

otional/psycholog
ical abuse and neg

lect. 
Trag

ically anim
als are also m

urdered by the perpetrator in som
e households. 

P
erpetrators m

ay encourag
e anim

als to com
e into the household and they m

ay 
g

ive the non-abusive partner and children in the household anim
als as g

ifts. 
These anim

als are often then abused by the perpetrator. H
aving

 anim
als can 

m
ake it even harder for victim

-survivors to escape as it can be diffi
cult to leave 

w
ith anim

als. It can also be very hard for victim
-survivors to talk about the abuse 

that anim
als have experienced because they often feel a sense of self-blam

e 
and sham

e.

H
ow

 m
any people are affected 

by dom
estic abuse?

It is im
possible to m

easure the prevalence of dom
estic abuse in the U

K
 as it 

rem
ains such a hidden crim

e. M
any victim

-survivors live w
ith violence and 

abuse for years w
ithout disclosing w

hat is happening to them
 for varying 

reasons including fear, being totally isolated from
 any form

 of support, 
concerns that they w

ill not be believed, having now
here else to go, feelings 

of sham
e, self-blam

e and helplessness.

• A
t least 2.4 m

illion people living
 

in the U
K

, ag
ed betw

een 16 and 
74 experience dom

estic abuse 
each year. This fi

g
ure is likely to be 

underestim
ated because all types of 

dom
estic abuse are under reported. 

The O
ffi

ce of N
ational Statistics 

reports estim
ates for people ag

ed up 
to 74 years old, but older people can 
be victim

-survivors too. 

• O
n

e in
 seven

 (14
.2 p

er cen
t) ch

ild
ren 

an
d

 youn
g

 p
eop

le in
 th

e U
K

 u
n

d
er 

th
e ag

e of 18 w
ill h

ave lived
 w

ith 
d

om
estic ab

u
se at som

e p
oin

t in 
th

eir ch
ild

h
ood

.  

• A
nim

als are also victim
-survivors of 

dom
estic abuse. A

ccording
 to P

D
SA

 
it is estim

ated that there are anim
als 

in 50 per cent of U
K

 households and 
w

here dom
estic abuse is happening

 
in households anim

als are often 
abused by perpetrators as a strateg

y 
to coerce and control victim

-
survivors (adults and children). 

• Tw
o w

om
en are m

urdered by a 
partner or ex-partner each w

eek. 
C

hildren and anim
als are  also killed. 

• O
n averag

e the police in Eng
land 

and W
ales receive over 100 calls 

relating
 to dom

estic abuse every 
hour.

• The total cost of dom
estic abuse 

for the state, em
ployers and victim

-
survivors is estim

ated at around £66 
billion each year.

For m
ore detailed inform

ation about the dynam
ics of 

anim
al abuse in the context of dom

estic abuse please 
visit the Links G

roup w
ebsite:

w
w

w
.thelinksgroup.org.uk



M
yths and facts about dom

estic abuse

M
yth #

1: 
A

lcohol and drug
s m

ake a 
person m

ore violent
Fact: A

lcohol and drugs can m
ake 

existing abuse w
orse, or be a catalyst 

for an incident, but they do not cause 
dom

estic abuse. M
any people use 

alcohol or drugs and do not abuse their 
partner, so it should never be used to 
excuse violence and abuse. 

M
yth #

2: 
If it w

as that bad,          
she’d leave
Fact: W

om
en stay in abusive 

relationships for m
any different 

reasons, and it can be very difficult for 
a w

om
an to leave an abusive partner 

- even if she w
ants to. Like any other 

relationship, one that ends in abuse 
began w

ith falling in love and being
 

in love. A
buse rarely starts at the 

beginning of a relationship, but w
hen it 

is established and often harder to leave.

A
 w

om
an m

ay still be in love w
ith 

her partner and believe him
 w

hen he 
says he is ‘sorry’ and ‘it w

on’t happen 
ag

ain’; she m
ay be frig

htened for her 
life or for the safety of her children, or 
other dependants if she leaves; she 

m
ay have now

here to g
o; she m

ay 
have no fi

nancial independence. 
A

busers often isolate their partners 
from

 fam
ily and friends in order to 

control them
, m

aking
 it even m

ore 
diffi

cult for an abused w
om

an to exit 
the relationship. W

om
en in abusive 

relationships need support and 
understanding

 - not judg
em

ent.

M
yth #

3: 
D

om
estic abuse alw

ays 
involves physical violence
Fact: D

om
estic abuse does not alw

ays 
include physical violence. Em

otional 
and psycholog

ical abuse often take 
place and can be as dam

ag
ing

 as a 
physical assault and the im

pact can 

last a lot long
er.  

M
yth #

4: 
H

e can be a g
ood father 

even if he abuses his 
partner 
Fact: A

n estim
ated 90 per cent of 

children w
hose m

others are abused 
w

itness the abuse. The effects are 
traum

atic and long
-lasting

. W
hen 

a child experiences dom
estic abuse 

ag
ainst a parent, they are not a 

w
itness, but a victim

 and this is child 
abuse. These children are also often 

direct victim
-survivors of the abuse 

w
hich is happening

 at hom
e.

M
yth #

5: 
She provoked him

 
Fact: Th

is m
yth

 is w
id

esp
read

 an
d 

d
eep

-rooted
. It is often

 b
ased

 on 
th

e b
elief th

at th
e m

an
 is th

e h
ead 

of th
e fam

ily, an
d

 th
at h

is role is to 
p

un
ish

 h
is p

artn
er or ch

ild
ren

 if th
ey 

act in
 a w

ay h
e d

oesn’t ap
p

rove of. 
Th

is m
yth

 is d
an

g
erou

s b
ecau

se any 
referen

ce to ‘p
rovocation’ m

ean
s 

th
at w

e are b
lam

in
g

 th
e w

om
an

 an
d 

relievin
g

 th
e ab

u
ser of resp

on
sib

ility 
for h

is action
s. A

b
use or violen

ce of 
any kin

d
 is n

ever th
e victim

’s fault. 
R

esp
onsib

ility alw
ays lies w

ith th
e 

p
erp

etrator, an
d

 w
ith th

em
 alon

e.!

M
yth #

6: 
W

om
en are just as abusive 

as m
en

Fact: A
t least 29.9 per cent of w

om
en 

and 17 per cent of m
en in Eng

land 
and W

ales have experienced dom
estic 

abuse at som
e tim

e. These fi
g

ures are 
likely to be an underestim

ate, because 
all types of dom

estic abuse are 
under-reported in health and social 
research, to the police and to other 

services. N
ote that offi

cial published 
C

rim
e Survey for Eng

land and W
ales 

data ‘caps’ the m
axim

um
 num

ber of 
incidents in a series at fi

ve. Evidence 
sug

g
ests that once this cap is 

rem
oved, dom

estic abuse increases by 
70 per cent and this is predom

inantly 
ag

ainst w
om

en.

B
oth m

en and w
om

en perpetrate and 
experience dom

estic abuse, but it is 
m

ore com
m

on for m
en to perpetrate 

violence and abuse ag
ainst w

om
en. 

This is particularly true for severe and 
repeated violence and sexual assault. 
A

buse perpetrated by m
en tends to 

create a context of fear and related to 

that, control.

M
yth #

7:
M

en w
ho abuse w

om
en 

are m
entally unw

ell
Fact: There is no research that 
supports this m

yth. The use of violence 
and abuse is a choice, and there is no 
excuse for this behaviour. !



M
yths and facts about dom

estic abuse - cont.

M
yth #

8: 
M

en w
ho abuse their 

partners saw
 their fathers 

abuse their m
others

Fact: D
om

estic ab
use is p

revalen
t 

th
roug

h
ou

t society. B
ecause of 

th
is m

any p
eop

le h
ave g

row
n

 up 
w

itn
essin

g
 d

om
estic ab

u
se. B

u
t, m

ost 
of th

ese p
eop

le w
ill n

ever p
erp

etrate 
d

om
estic ab

u
se in

 th
eir ow

n 
relation

sh
ip

s, so it is n
ever an

 excu
se. 

M
yth #

9: 
A

ll couples arg
ue - it’s not 

dom
estic abuse, it’s just a 

norm
al relationship

Fact: A
b

u
se an

d
 d

isag
reem

en
t 

are n
ot th

e sam
e th

in
g

s. D
ifferen

t 
op

in
ion

s are n
orm

al an
d

 com
p

letely 
accep

tab
le in

 h
ealthy relation

sh
ip

s. 
A

b
u

se is n
ot a d

isag
reem

en
t, it is th

e 
use of p

hysical, sexual, em
otion

al 
or p

sych
olog

ical violen
ce or th

reats 
in

 ord
er to g

overn
 an

d
 con

trol 
an

oth
er p

erson’s th
in

kin
g

, op
in

ion
s, 

em
otion

s an
d

 b
eh

aviou
r. W

h
en

 ab
u

se 
is involved

, th
ere is n

o d
iscu

ssion 
b

etw
een

 eq
u

als. Th
ere is fear of 

sayin
g

 or d
oin

g
 th

e ‘w
ron

g
’ th

in
g

.

M
yth #

10: 
They are both as bad as 
each other
Fact: There is alw

ays a prim
ary 

perpetrator. Victim
-survivors w

ill 
experience a rang

e of em
otions 

including
 ang

er and they m
ay lack 

trust in professionals. Victim
-survivors 

can com
m

it ‘desperate acts’ w
hen 

pushed so far and they adopt a 
rang

e of strateg
ies to try to cope w

ith 
violence and abuse, som

etim
es this 

involves turning
 to drug

s or alcohol. 

P
erpetrators w

ill deny, m
inim

ise and 
justify their abuse. They m

ay attem
pt to 

m
anipulate professionals and threaten 

victim
-survivors w

ith having children 
and anim

als taken aw
ay by authorities. 

Leaving is the m
ost dangerous tim

e for 
victim

-survivors and the abuse often 
continues post separation through the 
fam

ily courts, child contact and shared 

care of anim
als.

It w
as a form

 of control, 
a threat of violence; ‘I can do 
this to the dog

, I can do this to 
the cat. You better toe the line 
or you w

ill be next’.

These m
yths and facts about dom

estic abuse are taken 
from

 the W
om

en’s A
id w

ebsite:
w

w
w

.w
om

ensaid.org.uk 

H
e used to punch and 

strang
le the dog

. She 
w

ould have brig
ht red eyes, 

bloodshot eyes…it turned 
out the dog

 had a hernia, so 
I think he actually g

ave the 
dog

 a hernia due to 
the assault.



A
re you w

orried that som
eone you know

 
or w

ork w
ith m

ay be being abused? 

P
erhaps they…

• Seem
 afraid of their partner.

• They m
ay not be able to give a plausible reason for the anim

al’s injury, give a 
reason that doesn’t add up or give varying reasons to different practice staff.

•  They m
ay not be able to provide the veterinary history and m

ay visit 
m

ultiple practices. 

• If an abusive partner is present, they m
ay blam

e their partner, put their 
partner dow

n and talk dow
n to them

 in front of you.

• This person m
ay not be allow

ed to go anyw
here by them

selves and their 
partner m

ay do all of the talking and not allow
 them

 to speak. 

• They m
ay give excuses for their ow

n injuries.

• They m
ay have physical injuries that they try to hide w

hich m
eans they m

ay 
w

ear w
hat seem

s inappropriate clothing. For exam
ple, jum

per and trousers 
on a hot day. 

• If they are alone, they m
ay not w

ant their partner to know
 that they are at the 

practice and they m
ay be afraid of their partner fi

nding out w
here they are. 

• If their partner know
s w

here they are they m
ay have to check in w

ith them
 

and ask their perm
ission to go ahead w

ith any treatm
ents.

• They m
ay not be allow

ed to m
ake any decisions about their anim

als. 

• They m
ay have lim

ited access to m
oney and m

ay not be able to m
ake follow

 
up appointm

ents, not turn up to appointm
ents, or cancel appointm

ents at 
the last m

inute.

• They m
ay appear anxious, subm

issive, nervous or apologetic.

Supporting victim
-survivors of dom

estic abuse
These are just a few

 sug
g

estions about how
 to support som

eone w
ho you 

suspect m
ay be a victim

-survivor.

• A
sk if anything is w

rong.

•  Listen carefully and believe.

•  Talk specifi
cally about w

hat concerns you regarding their situation.

• Try to support their choices.

•  R
espect their right to privacy. B

e upfront about confi
dentiality. There are 

som
e circum

stances w
hen confi

dentiality cannot be assured. These occur 
w

hen there are safeguarding concerns about children, or vulnerable adults.

•  D
on’t try to ‘fi

x’ or ‘save’ them
 - give them

 the num
ber for an organisation 

that can help.

You don’t need to be an expert in dom
estic abuse, em

pathy and passing on 
the contact details for the N

ational D
om

estic A
buse H

elpline could m
ake a big

 
difference to a person.

• C
all 

 
0808 2000 247

• Live C
hat 

chat.w
om

ensaid.org.uk 

• W
ebsite 

nationaldahelpline.org.uk

R
eporting concerns and accessing support

Safeg
uarding

 vulnerable adults, children and anim
als is our joint responsibility. 

The only w
ay that w

e w
ill effectively tackle the abuse of people and anim

als 
is throug

h a m
ulti-ag

ency approach. If you have concerns, please talk to your 

practice m
anag

er and the R
C

VS on 020 7202 0789.

Supporting children
If you are w

orried about a child or young
 person (ag

ed under 18), even if you 
are unsure you should contact the N

SP
C

C
 for help, advice and support on 

0808 800 5000.
This is not an exhaustive list. Trust your instincts and talk 
to the w

ider practice team
 w

ho m
ay share your concerns.



Supporting anim
als 

W
hen reporting

 suspected anim
al abuse you should follow

 practice protocol 
and contact:

•  R
SP

C
A

 (England &
 W

ales) on 0300 123 4999

•  SSP
C

A
 (Scotland) on 0300 099 9999

•  The appropriate Local A
uthority A

nim
al W

elfare O
ffi

cer in N
orthern Ireland 

w
hich can be found by visiting w

w
w

.uspca.co.uk/report-cruelty

In any em
erg

ency you should advise victim
-survivors to alw

ays call 999, if they 
are afraid to speak, or cannot speak, they can use the silent solution by pressing

 
55 on the keypad and the person on the line w

ill know
 they are in dang

er.
 For m

ore detailed g
uidance about your professional oblig

ations visit 
w

w
w

.thelinksgroup.org.uk

D
om

estic abuse A
w

areness: 
G

uidance for M
anag

ers

G
iven how

 m
any people are affected by dom

estic abuse you m
ay have 

em
ployees w

ho are victim
-survivors, and their experiences m

ay im
pact w

ork. 
It is im

portant that em
ployees im

pacted by dom
estic abuse receive 

appropriate support to prom
ote their w

ellbeing and safety at w
ork. 

A
s a m

anag
er you have a duty under the H

ealth and Safety at W
ork A

ct (1974) 
and the M

anag
em

ent of H
ealth and Safety at W

ork R
eg

ulations (1992) to 
ensure the w

elfare and safety of all em
ployees at w

ork. W
e recom

m
end that 

you fam
iliarise yourself w

ith your practice dom
estic abuse policy. If you do not 

already have a dom
estic abuse policy you can dow

nload a tem
plate from

 the 
Links G

roup w
ebsite. 

This policy, w
hich you can adapt to suit your practice, w

ill provide you w
ith 

detailed g
uidance that w

ill help you to reduce the risks relating
 to dom

estic 
abuse and create a safer w

orkplace.
 

Signs to w
atch out for that an em

ployee m
ay be experiencing 

dom
estic abuse:

• You m
ay have n

oticed
 a chan

g
e in an em

p
loyee’s p

erform
an

ce or 
b

ehaviour at w
ork. P

erhap
s th

ey seem
 d

istracted
, overly tired

, up
set, 

stressed
, anxious.

• A
n em

ployee’s appearance m
ay have suddenly changed. They m

ay have 
started dressing differently, lost w

eight, gained w
eight and so on.

•  A
n em

ployee’s partner m
ay phone w

ork or turn up at w
ork regularly.      

They m
ay be on their m

obile phone m
ore than usual as they could be under 

pressure to respond to a partner. 

•  There m
ay have been a change in an em

ployee’s attendance and tim
e 

keeping. 

•  A
n em

ployee m
ay need their partner’s perm

ission to m
ake decisions, see 

friends and fam
ily or attend w

ork events. 

•  A
n em

ployee m
ay have physical signs of abuse that they attem

pt to explain 
aw

ay or cover up. 

These are just som
e of the sig

ns to w
atch out for. A

n em
ployee m

ay disclose that 
they are being

 abused to you, or another team
 m

em
ber m

ay inform
 you that 

they are concerned about a colleag
ue.

“H
e w

ould phone up w
ork and ask ‘W

hat tim
e are 

you fi
nishing

?’ H
e knew

 w
hat tim

e I fi
nished, it w

as 
six o’clock, and it never changed. It w

as alw
ays just 

to check w
here I w

as. H
e w

ould just literally turn 
up at m

y branch w
hen I w

as w
orking, w

hich w
as a 

nightm
are. A

nd then he w
ould som

etim
es m

ake it 
so I w

as late for w
ork to jeopardise m

y job.” 
Shelly



Supporting an em
ployee w

ho m
ay be 

a victim
-survivor of dom

estic abuse 
These are just a few

 suggestions about how
 to support an em

ployee w
ho m

ay 
be a victim

-survivor of dom
estic abuse:

•  C
reate a confi

dential space and tim
e to talk. 

•  R
espect an em

ployee’s rig
ht to privacy. B

e upfront about confi
dentiality. There 

are som
e circum

stances w
hen confi

dentiality cannot be assured. These occur 
w

hen there are safeg
uarding

 concerns about children, or vulnerable adults. 

•  Listen carefully and believe.

•  Em
ployees should feel that support and assistance is available.

•  Talk specifi
cally about w

hat concerns you reg
arding

 their situation.

•  Try to support their choices.

• W
here dom

estic abuse in a sam
e sex relationship is disclosed pay due regard to 

the double disclosure of confidential inform
ation particularly w

here the victim
-

survivor m
ay not be ‘out’ about their sexual orientation at w

ork. 

• R
espect the rig

ht of an em
ployee to m

ake their ow
n decision on the course of 

action at every stag
e.

•  R
em

em
ber, the responsibility for the abuse lies w

ith the perpetrator, not the 
victim

-survivor. 

• You are not expected to be an expert in dom
estic abuse. D

on’t try to ‘fix’ or ‘save’ 
an em

ployee - give them
 the contact details for an organisation that can help.

R
eporting concerns and accessing support 

You can signpost em
ployees to the 24-hour N

ational D
om

estic A
buse 

H
elpline to access free, specialist, confidential advice by calling 0808 2000 247, 

or accessing the Live C
hat H

elpline at chat.w
om

ensaid.org.uk. If you w
ould like 

further advice about how
 to support an em

ployee w
ho is experiencing dom

estic 
abuse you can also get in touch via the helplines.

If you are w
orried about a child (ag

ed under 18), even if you 
are unsure you should contact the N

SP
C

C
 for help, advice 

and support on 0808 800 5000.

If you have concerns that a vulnerable adult m
ay be at risk of 

harm
 you should contact your local adult social care team

.

For m
ore practical inform

ation and resources visit 
w

w
w

.thelinksgroup.org.uk and becom
e a m

em
ber

M
y dog

 w
as a com

fort to 
m

e and a m
eans of g

etting
 

out of the house to take her 
for a w

alk. She w
as just so 

im
portant to m

e, she kept 
m

e sane.
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APPENDIX TWELVE 

Vet Practice Poster: Staff Rooms (See Below) 



Do you feel frightened 
or intimidated by your 
partner? 

Domestic 
violence and 
abuse can 
affect anyone...

We understand and are here to help you and 
your animals - you are not alone.  

Contact the 24-hour National Domestic Abuse 
Helpline on 0808 2000 247 and speak to your 
practice manager so that they can help to keep 
you safe.

www.nationaldahelpline.org.uk

• Do you have to ask permission to go out or to see friends and family?
• Is your partner possessive and jealous?
• Do they control your finances?
• Has your partner hurt you or made you do things that you didn’t want to?
• Do they threaten to hurt your children and animals?

This is abuse and it is not ok...
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APPENDIX THIRTEEN 

Vet Practice Poster: General Public Areas (See Below) 



Do you feel frightened 
or intimidated by your 
partner?

• Do you have to ask permission to go out or to see friends and family?
• Is your partner possessive and jealous?
• Do they control your finances?
• Has your partner hurt you or made you do things that you didn’t want to?
• Do they threaten to hurt your children and animals?

This is abuse and it is not ok...

We understand and are here to help you and 
your animals - you are not alone. 

Please speak to one of the vet practice team 
today. You can also call the 24-hour National 
Domestic Abuse Helpline on 0808 2000 247.

www.nationaldahelpline.org.uk

“He told me if 
I tried to leave, 
he would kill 
my dog.”


