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CONTENT NOTE 

This resource includes discussion of domestic and family violence, intimate 
partner violence, sexual violence, violence against children and related traumatic 
experiences. Engender Equality acknowledges that this content may be difficult 
and encourages you to care for your safety and wellbeing. 

FINDING HELP 

If you are seeking support for coercive control or other family or relationship 
violence please see Where to find help on page 75 of this resource.  
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Breaking the Trap: Working with Clients Experiencing Coercive Control is a resource for 
practitioners whose clients may be experiencing, or have previously experienced, control 
or abuse within an intimate partner, family or other relationship. It aims to assist 
practitioners to support clients in all settings to identify and reclaim themselves from the 
drivers, tactics and impacts of coercive control. 
 

The author  

Breaking the Trap was written and 
developed by Australian coercive control 
specialist Dr Torna Pitman. Torna has 
worked as a social work academic, lecturer 
and trauma-informed practitioner 
specialising in family and relationship 
violence since 2005.  

In addition to her leading work on coercive 
control, Torna is a Senior Educator and 
Practitioner at Tasmanian family violence 
organisation Engender Equality. 

 

Purpose 

To support practitioners in client-facing roles to apply the theory of coercive control, 
particularly with clients whose experiences of abuse do not include physical violence.  

To share evidence and insights that may help clients identify coercive control for 
themselves and find ways to respond to it.  

To guide professionals in all settings who will, in the course of their work, come into 
contact with people impacted by coercive control. 

To inform any person who is currently experiencing, or may have previously experienced, 
coercive control. The language and concepts in this resource will help readers clarify their 
experiences and, if required, to express them in legal documents such as affidavits or 
statutory declarations. 

To supplement the Engender Equality video series on coercive control, available on the 
Engender Equality website and YouTube channel (see Where to find help on page 75).  
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Using the resource 

Breaking the Trap is divided into nine topics, identifiable by coloured page banners, 
as shown below.  
 
Each topic concludes with a worksheet that can be printed or photocopied for use 
with clients.  
 
Worksheets are identified by this symbol:  
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Language 

Within this resource the person who is experiencing coercive control is referred to as the 
'target' rather than the ‘victim’ or ‘survivor’ of abuse. This term alludes to the process by 
which a person is victimised, without defining them as a victim, nor bestowing them with 
the title of survivor. Many people with experiences of family and relationship violence do 
not identify with these labels.  

Use of the term 'target' removes the emphasis from the identity of the person 
experiencing coercive control and places it onto their experience of a process of 
systematic entrapment and domination. They were targeted.  

Defining coercive control 

Coercive control is a particular pattern of relating and behaving used by an abusive 
person to control and dominate another person. Often the target of coercive control is an 
intimate partner, but they may also be a child or other family member.  

People who use coercive control apply an attitude and a style of behaviour within the 
relationship that creates a stranglehold on the target. The target is treated as secondary 
rather than equal and is stripped of independence and autonomy. Their basic rights are 
ignored and they are systematically devalued. The dynamic is one of control not 
collaboration. 

Over time, the experience of coercive control erodes the self-esteem and independence 
of the target, leaving them powerless and trapped. Family violence experts now suggest 
coercive control underpins the majority of family and relationship violenceii.  

Crucially, coercive control is not always visible to people outside the relationship. It may 
be subtle and may not involve any physical violence or other obvious abuse. Depending 
on the individual style and tactics of the perpetrator, the experience of coercive control 
may give rise to many or no chargeable incidents or episodes under the Family Violence 
Act in their state. Regardless, the life of the targeted person will not feel like their own.  

 

“Coercive control targets an intimate partner with a system of strategies and 
tactics to gain and maintain control.” 

─ Torna Pitman, 2017 
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Coercive control and life domains 

A key principle of coercive control is that the perpetrator rarely, if ever, limits their 
dominance to one aspect of their relationship with the target. Rather, different types of 
violations and levels of abuse will be used against the target in each area of the 
relationship and within every life domain. These interlocking abuses restrict a person’s 
rights across all domains and together create an all-encompassing ‘web’ of entrapment. 

 

Life domain Abuse 

Emotional Abuse of a person’s emotional rights and need for connection, care 
and reciprocity. 

Psychological Abuse of a person’s psychological wellbeing and right to trust their 
mind, reality, perceptions and memory. 

Verbal Abuse of a person’s right to an equal voice and respectful 
communication. 

Social Abuse of a person’s social rights and access to freedom of 
movement, human connection and engagement. 

Cultural/ 
Spiritual 
 

Abuse of a person’s right to follow their own beliefs and life path. 

 

Economic Abuse of a person’s economic independence and right to share 
equally in financial decisions. 

Physical Abuse of a person’s physical freedom and right to bodily safety, 
security and autonomy. 

Sexual 
 

Abuse of a person’s right to sexual respect, safety, honesty and 
consent. 

Public Abuse of a person’s right to be spoken about and represented fairly 
to others. 
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Coercive control and gender 
 

“There is no counterpart in men’s lives to women’s entrapment by men in 
personal life due to coercive control.” 

─ Evan Stark, 2007 

 

While relationship abuse and intimate partner violence may be experienced by any 
person of any gender, coercive control has been routinely and historically perpetrated by 
males against females.  

The gendered nature of coercive control has not emerged in a vacuum. As theorist Evan 
Stark explains, there are clear social, political, legal, and cultural drivers that have given 
rise to the statistical preponderance of men’s controlling and entrapping behaviours 
towards women.iii 

These drivers have been examined by legal scholars and include: 

• Women’s lack of fundamental political and civil rights prior to the 20th Century, 
such as the right to vote and participate in public affairs;iv 

• Women’s economic dependence on men through being prohibited from working, 
or unable to survive on the wages in the lower occupations to which they were 
permitted;v 

• Legitimisation and protection of men’s domination over women through the law, 
for example, men’s legal immunity for physically assaulting or raping their wives;vi 

• Women’s loss of property, nationality, professional and custodial rights through 
marriage.vii 

While gendered perpetration patterns are important to understand, it should be 
emphasised that coercive control is not limited to heterosexual relationships and may be 
experienced by any person of any gender or sexual orientation.  

The language used in this resource aims to be inclusive of LGBTIQ+ people and 
relationships at all times. 
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Coercive control and oppression 

Both during the experience of coercive control and afterwards, it can be hard for the 
target to understand how the perpetrator was able to establish such a devastating 
degree of control in their life. At times they may doubt their own perception of the abuse 
and wonder if they are somehow to blame for the controlling behaviours used against 
them. 

For clients in this position, it can be helpful to understand that the operation of coercive 
control within a personal relationship is very similar to the mechanics of oppression 
wielded by conquering groups, organisations and countries throughout history. 

Research describing the treatment of whistleblowers, prisoners of war, cult members, the 
treatment of one group of people by another group of people such as racism and 
heterosexism, and the treatment of indigenous peoples by colonisers, depicts the same 
mechanics of oppression as used by a coercive controller in an intimate relationship. That 
is, systematically eroding the target's worth and dignity as a human being in order to 
control them.  

In this sense, coercive control can be understood as a form of interpersonal 
colonisation.viii The person targeted is no more to blame for the web of control woven by 
the perpetrator than a prisoner of war is to blame for the dominance of their captors. 
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Client safety 

Safety is the first and most important consideration when working with a client 
experiencing any form of relationship violence or abuse, including coercive control.  

Practitioners should use their agency risk assessments and family violence policies and 
procedures to identify at-risk clients and provide an appropriate response, including 
when a disclosure of violence is made. This response may include referring the client to a 
specialist family violence service and providing temporary or ongoing safety planning 
support.  

Should the identification of coercive control or other abuse within a relationship prompt 
a client to contemplate ending their relationship, comprehensive safety planning is 
essential for both the client and any children who may be impacted. Research shows 
that leaving an abusive relationship is the time a woman or her children are most likely 
to be seriously harmed or murdered by their partner.ix 

Outcomes drawn from the worksheets in this resource may also entail action on the 
practitioner’s behalf, and may have a significant impact on clients who are confronting 
painful personal circumstances for the first time.  

For this reason, it is recommended that practitioners proceed cautiously and deliver 
information at a pace suited to the individual client and their situation. 
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The perpetration of coercive control within a relationship may be complex and subtle 
but its impact in the life of the person targeted will be significant. For this reason, 
coercive control can generally be identified using three simple screening questions.  

Again, practitioners should proceed with care, remembering these questions may require 
clients to confront painful personal circumstances. 

In the client’s relationship: 

1. Do they have freedom of choice? 

Can they choose who they see, where they live, what work they do, what they 
spend their money on, what they believe and are interested in, what social 
activities they undertake, what clothes they wear, what food they eat? 

2. Do they have freedom of movement? 

Can they go about their daily lives without accounting for their movements? Are 
they free of monitoring, in person, by phone or other digital means? Can they 
travel to see friends and family when they want to? Can they go to the shops when 
they like? Can they go out in the evening? Can they take a holiday? 

3. Do they have freedom of communication? 

Can they voice their opinion freely? Can they start a conversation on any topic they 
wish to? Can they contribute equally to discussions? Can they reach fair 
agreements? Can they share in decision-making? 

If a client answers ‘no’ to any of these questions, or is unsure about the answer to any of 
these questions, it is likely they are experiencing some degree of coercive control in their 
relationship. 
 

  



 

13 

 

Before addressing the question of what drives coercive control it can be useful to 
consider what does not drive it.  

Dispelling myths about the causes of coercive control helps clients recognise that they 
are not to blame for experiencing it. The only person responsible for any form of 
relationship violence or abuse is the person perpetrating it.  

What doesn’t drive coercive control? 

• Anger  

• Stress 

• Mental illness 

• Trauma 

• Addiction 

• Conflict 

Earlier in this resource, coercive control was defined as a particular pattern of relating 
and behaving used by an abusive person to control and dominate another person. The 
key word here is ‘pattern’.  

Anger, stress, mental illness, trauma, addiction or conflict may contribute to an episode 
or an incident within a pattern of abuse that already exists ─ but they don't create the 
pattern in the first place.  

A person targeted by coercive control will know that the pattern of control and abuse 
continues whether the perpetrator is impacted by other external factors or not. For 
example, the perpetrator may use controlling behaviours during episodes of anxiety, 
when drinking or while under stress at work, but they may also use these behaviours 
when they are relaxing at home, unaffected by alcohol or drugs, and when work is going 
well. 

Similarly, a coercive controller may use controlling and abusive tactics against their target 
at any moment, including when the target is working, distracted, content, busy or even 
asleep. The unpredictability of coercive control is part of what makes it so powerful a 
form of abuse. 

Attitudinal style 

Coercive control specialist Torna Pitman suggests that the true driver of coercive control 
is ‘attitudinal style’x. Pitman theorises that coercive controllers possess an attitudinal style  
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within relationships that can be broken down into three essential attributes: superior, 
entitled and adversarial.  

These attributes are interlinked and interwoven and explain why relationship equality is 
impossible with a coercive controller. The attitudinal style of the coercive controller drives 
the web of dynamics that undermines and entraps the target. It sets up a patterned 
misuse of power that can be seen in: 

• How they relate to the person targeted; 

• How they relate to others about the person targeted; 

• How they behave towards the person targeted;  

• How they behave behind the back of the person targeted. 

Over time, the attitudinal style of the perpetrator trains the target to cater or submit in 
order to avoid making them upset or angry.  

The particular way the perpetrator expresses their superior, entitled and adversarial 
attitude will depend on their individual style of coercive control. For instance, a 
perpetrator may have direct control over every one of their target’s daily activities and 
bodily functions, or they may control certain parts of the target’s life and not others. 
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The impact of attitudinal style 

Being in a relationship with someone who has a superior, entitled and adversarial 
attitudinal style makes a fair and equal dynamic impossible. Their expectations, needs, 
wants, ideas and standards will overtake those of their target, against their will and at 
their repeated expense. This may be an obvious process or it may be subtle and outside 
of the target’s awareness.  

Attitudinal  
Style 

SUPERIOR 
“I govern you” 

ENTITLED 
“You serve me” 

ADVERSARIAL 
“I will always win  

and be right” 

Feels like… • We are not equals 

• I am not a person 
to them 

• They put 
themselves on a 
pedestal 

• I am a servant, a 
slave, a worker 

• They think I 
belong to them 

• They are in charge 

 

• Their 
expectations are 
my guiding light 

• I have to conform 
to their 
standards, needs 
and wants 

• I do all the 
adapting and 
compromising 

• There are rules 
and they can 
change every day 

• They always win, 
I always lose 

• My opinion will 
never be 
relevant so why 
waste my 
breath 

• They are 
competitive, not 
collaborative 

• If I stop feeding 
their needs the 
relationship gets 
worse 

Leads to… A lack of concern 
with or empathy for 
the target’s feelings, 
perspective, 
emotional intimacy 
or equality within 
the relationship. 

Expectations of 
one-way benefits 
and privileges that 
create double 
standards and 
double binds for the 
target. 

A fault-finding, 
competitive style 
of communication 
and behaviour that 
prevents self-
reflection, 
compromise, 
change or growth. 

For the target of coercive control, being on the receiving end of a superior, entitled, 
adversarial attitudinal style can be damaging in both subtle and obvious ways.  
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The person targeted may experience some or all of the below consequences: 

• Trauma reactions, negative thoughts and shame; 

• A lack of autonomy and agency because they are trained to avoid any action that 
might result in the perpetrator’s distress, disappointment, disapproval or disgust; 

• A continuous sense of ‘walking on eggshells’; 

• Feelings of confusion, injustice, sadness and anxiety; 

• A decline in mental, emotional and physical health; 

• Financial impacts, reduced life chances and opportunities. 

A win/lose mindset 

For partners in an equal relationship, the usual mindset is ‘win/win’ ─ both partners 
demonstrate empathy towards each other, seek emotional connection, and strive for fair 
outcomes that are mutually beneficial. 

In contrast, the attitudinal style of a coercive controller supports a ‘win/lose’ mindset that 
favours the perpetrator, always.  

Clients with experience of coercive control may recognise the following characteristics of 
a controlling, win/lose mindset: 

• Prefers to win and be right; 

• Views all conflict as the fault of the target; 

• May not be noticeably abusive but is consistently oppositional and ‘difficult’; 

• Sets all the standards that must be met; 

• Can be intermittently kind, charming and vulnerable, which is confusing for the 
target and may be mistaken for emotional companionship; 

• Demonstrates double standards, i.e. applies different expectations to the target 
than to themselves; 

• Expects to be in charge of conversations and to ‘win’ any difference of opinion; 

• Lacks empathy for the target and for the impacts of their behaviour in the 
relationship; 
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• Neglects and ignores the emotional and physical needs of the target; 

• Expects to be accommodated and likes to use the services and resources of the 
target; 

• Will retaliate if the target stands up for themselves, interpreting their response as 
disrespectful and ‘out of line’. 
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Have you been on the receiving end of a superior, entitled and adversarial attitudinal 
style? Choose three life domains from the list below and enter them in the table. In 
the corresponding columns, note how each life domain was impacted by a SUPERIOR, 
ENTITLED and ADVERSARIAL attitude.  

Life domains: Emotional, Psychological, Verbal, Social, Cultural/Spiritual, Economic, 
Physical, Sexual, Public. 

Life domain 
SUPERIOR 

“I govern you” 

ENTITLED 
“You serve me” 

ADVERSARIAL 
“I will always win 

and be right” 

E.g. Verbal When I was driving 
he instructed me 
continuously, when 
to indicate, when to 
speed up, when to 
overtake. 

In front of other 
people I had to let 
him speak, never 
interrupt. And I 
always had to laugh 
at his jokes. 

If I showed any hint 
of disagreement his 
tone of voice, facial 
expressions, 
gestures, became 
frightening. 

 

 

1. 

    

 

 

2.    

   

 

 

3. 
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Although each relationship is unique, there are a number of strategies common to the 
perpetration of coercive control across relationships. Torna Pitman’s research identifies 
eight key strategies that together form the framework around which a controlling 
relationship is built − see diagram below . 

These strategies aren’t always obvious, and there are times when they don’t appear to be 
operating, but they are usually in ‘quiet mode’ rather than absent altogether. Whenever 
the target of coercive control counters or challenges the perpetrator, or demonstrates 
independence, the strategies will be deployed more strongly. 
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Strategy How it works 

1. Conversational 
control 

The perpetrator dictates how and when conversations take 
place, on what topic and for how long. They monopolise the 
discussion and the target must work hard to keep up, relate 
and cater to the perpetrator. Despite the target’s best efforts 
the conversation routinely goes nowhere. 

2. Using fear, 
confusion, 
obligation, guilt 
and shame 

The perpetrator moves between generosity and anger, often 
unpredictably, keeping the target on edge and in a chronic 
state of fear and confusion. The target feels guilt and shame 
because they cannot please the perpetrator no matter how 
hard they try.  

3. Using a victim 
stance and/or 
retaliation and 
backlash 

The target endures the threat of backlash should they fail to 
cater and submit to the perpetrator, anything from a subtle 
punishment to a severe and dangerous retaliation. Or, the 
perpetrator assumes a self-pitying demeanour, contributing to 
the target’s burden of guilt and pressure to comply. 

4. Using intermittent 
kindness and 
withholding 
empathy 

The perpetrator interrupts the pattern of control with 
occasional episodes of kindness towards the target. The target 
feels overwhelming gratitude and renewed hope that the 
relationship will improve. Meanwhile, the perpetrator refuses 
to recognise or apologise for their hurtful behaviour, depriving 
the target of empathy and trust.  

5. Double standards The perpetrator holds the target to a confusing array of 
standards against which they can never succeed, giving the 
perpetrator continued justification for focusing on the target’s 
perceived flaws and mistakes. These standards do not apply to 
the perpetrator, who remains entitled to do as they please.  
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Strategy 
(continued) 

How it works 

6. Double binds The perpetrator’s contradictory expectations position the 
target in unsolvable double binds. For example, the target is 
expected to be interesting and vivacious when out socially 
with the perpetrator, but at the same time, must not attract or 
enjoy attention. These double binds make every situation 
unwinnable and keep the target in a chronic state of anxiety. 

7. Disrespecting 
boundaries and 
choices 

 

The perpetrator ignores, obstructs or overpowers any 
boundaries, choices or preferences the target attempts to 
make or maintain in any or all life domains, creating a 
continuous cycle of violation and disrespect. 

8. Disrespecting 
rights 

The perpetrator’s superior, entitled and adversarial attitudinal 
style means they amplify their own rights while disregarding 
the rights of their target. The perpetrator uses a range of tactics 
to reinforce this hierarchy so that their rights always come first 
and those of the target are repeatedly diminished and denied. 

More about double standards 

The double standards that exist in a controlling relationship are a reflection of the deep 
inequality that underlies the dynamic between the perpetrator and the target. The 
coercive controller will always hold the target to higher standards and expectations than 
they hold themselves. Over time, their needs, wants, ideas, standards and culture will 
overtake those of the target, against their will and at their expense. 

Double standards deny the target reciprocity. This can feel like: 

• I have to make sure they are comfortable and their life is convenient, it doesn’t 
matter about me; 

• I have to put out in the bedroom regardless of what I want and feel; 

• If I want anything for myself ─ time, friends, money, etc. ─ I’m called selfish; 
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• I have to check that everything I do is okay with them, while they do exactly as 
they please. 

Double standards deny the target equal rights. This can feel like: 

• I have to account for every moment of my time, yet their time is their own; 

• I have to have an allowance but they can spend what they like; 

• I can’t choose friendships and hobbies or create my own life, only they can; 

• I must dress, talk, behave, think, feel, perform, clean, have sex, and raise the 
children according to their ideas, not mine. 

Double standards deny the target accountability. This can feel like: 

• I always have to accept blame, they never do; 

• I can’t get to the truth of our finances, I just get blamed for overspending; 

• I have no right to leave the relationship or change things no matter how I get 
treated. 

More about double binds 

In a relationship in which coercive control is operating the perpetrator will often assert 
their superiority by creating double binds. These are conflicting expectations that mean 
the target is always wrong, regardless of which course of action they take.  

Double binds force the target to struggle against unjust odds and prevent them from 
receiving approval or attaining psychological or emotional security within the 
relationship. Double binds are an emotionally abusive strategy that position the target in 
distressing, no-win dilemmas, time and again. 

Double binds mean the target is damned if they do, damned if they don’t. This can feel 
like: 

• They want me to be more assertive, but when I speak up, they say I’m overbearing; 

• They make it clear that caring for the kids is my job, then spend all day criticising 
my parenting; 

• It doesn’t matter what I do or don’t do, I can never get it right. 
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Double binds mean the target’s life revolves around the perpetrator, but they can’t 
depend on the perpetrator. This can feel like: 

• Our whole household has to fit around them because of their work, but they keep 
their income for themselves; 

• They insist on being the sole provider, but if I ask for something I need they get 
angry; 

• If I go to bed instead of waiting up for them at night I get hit, but when I stay up, 
they accuse me of spying on them and hit me anyway.  

Double binds mean the perpetrator can hurt the target, then blame the target for being 
hurt. This can feel like: 

• They call me horrible names, ridicule me and put me down, then ask why I’m a 
weak person with no self-esteem; 

• They lie to me all the time and cheat on me, but if I ask any questions they say I’m 
cruel and distrustful; 

• After they’ve lashed out physically they always say they hate hurting me but that 
my behaviour gives them no choice. 
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More about disrespecting rights and boundaries  

There are many ways in which a person’s rights and boundaries can be disrespected in a 
controlling relationship. All coercive controllers violate boundaries to some degree, across 
some or all life domains. These violations can happen thick and fast or quietly and 
unobtrusively.  

Some perpetrators simply ignore their target’s boundaries; others favour thwarting or 
overpowering tactics. It depends on their individual style of operating. What is certain is 
that there will be multiple ways in which the target’s rights and boundaries are 
disrespected and violated, even when the relationship is going okay.  
 

Life domain Disregarding  
and ignoring 

Blocking  
and thwarting 

Overpowering  
and forcing 

Emotional The perpetrator is 
self-absorbed and 
pays no attention to 
the target’s worries, 
upsets or happy 
moments. 

When the target 
has a reason to 
celebrate the 
perpetrator is 
sullen or picks a 
fight. 
 

The perpetrator’s 
mood dictates the 
mood of the 
household and the 
family walks on 
eggshells. 

Psychological The perpetrator 
refuses to take the 
target’s word as 
truth, always 
checking with 
another source. 

The perpetrator 
questions and 
actively works 
against the target’s 
choices and 
decisions. 

The perpetrator 
demeans, 
diminishes and 
criticises 
everything about 
the target. 

Verbal When the target 
voices an opinion 
the perpetrator 
turns up the music 
or quietly walks 
away.  

Conversations are 
about point-
scoring and 
directing scrutiny 
at the target. 

The perpetrator 
uses name-calling, 
accusations, 
threats and yelling 
to intimidate the 
target. 

Social 

 

 

In social situations 
the perpetrator 
behaves as if the 
target isn’t there. 

 

The perpetrator 
needs the car 
whenever the 
target has plans. 

The perpetrator is 
so hostile to the 
target’s family it is 
easier not to see 
them. 
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Life domain 
(continued) 

Disregarding  
and ignoring 

Blocking  
and thwarting 

Overpowering  
and forcing 

Cultural/ 
Spiritual 

The perpetrator 
shows no interest in 
the target’s family, 
childhood or 
background. 

The perpetrator 
makes other plans 
on dates that are 
culturally 
significant to the 
target. 

The perpetrator 
demeans the 
target’s family, 
upbringing and 
heritage. 

Economic The perpetrator 
ignores their 
financial 
responsibilities to 
the target and their 
family. 

The target can’t 
access shared bank 
accounts because 
the perpetrator 
keeps changing 
the password. 

Each fortnight the 
perpetrator walks 
the target to the 
bank so they can 
withdraw their pay 
and hand it over. 

Physical The target neglects 
to feed the children 
properly, or drinks 
before he’s due to 
drive them places. 

The perpetrator 
won’t agree to get 
the car, lawn 
mower or heating 
fixed. 

The perpetrator 
kicks and punches 
the target and 
makes threats to 
kill the family. 

Sexual 

 

Sex is robotic and 
the target is barely 
noticed. 

The perpetrator 
withholds sex the 
way the target 
enjoys it. 

The perpetrator 
calls the target a 
‘frigid bitch’ until 
they give in to sex. 

Public The perpetrator 
walks ahead of the 
target in the street 
as if they’re 
strangers. 

The perpetrator 
mocks and 
contradicts the 
target in front of 
family and friends. 

The perpetrator 
slanders and 
defames the target 
behind their back. 

In the course of a single day, the target of coercive control will experience multiple 
violations of their rights and boundaries, often without knowing it. There will be cycles of 
violations each day and throughout the relationship. If the target attempts to push back, 
the perpetrator is likely to assume a victim stance or retaliate directly. 

Violations can move from disregarding to obstructing to overwhelming the target in a 
split second. A single interaction may involve all three types of violations. 
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Rights and boundaries in an equal relationship 

It takes time to identify and unravel the many ways in which the target’s rights and 
boundaries are violated and eroded by coercive control. This process becomes easier 
when individuals begin to understand their rights and see how respectful boundaries 
operate in an equal relationship − see diagram below. 
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Do double standards exist in your relationship/s? Have there been times when your 
rights and boundaries were disrespected? Which areas of the relationship are or were 
impacted? 
 
Consider each segment of the diagram below and tick the boxes that apply to your 
experience. With a support worker or someone you trust, discuss how these strategies 
affected you and your relationship. 
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The tactics of coercive control are infinite and varied and together form a patterned 
course of conduct that denies the targeted person freedom of choice, freedom of 
movement and freedom of communication. Taken individually, some of these tactics 
barely register as abuses. Taken collectively, they reveal a strategic and sustained 
campaign by the perpetrator to gain and maintain control over the target at any cost. 

Driven by the coercive controller’s superior, entitled and adversarial attitudinal style, the 
tactics of coercive control are a mix of subtle and obvious, chronic and intermittent, 
familiar and unpredictable. Even when the relationship appears to be going well these 
tactics are usually operating in the background, ensuring the perpetrator’s preferences 
and expectations are met and that the target continues to cater and submit.    
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Life domain Example tactics 

Emotional Withdrawing affection; playing the victim; criticising and 
demeaning; creating double binds; guilting and blaming; lying and 
cheating; threatening harm or self-harm to get their own way. 

Psychological Questioning the target’s perceptions, memories and mental health; 
gaslighting (purposely confusing and confounding); withholding 
information; trivialising the target’s perspective. 

Verbal Dominating conversations; shouting and yelling; name-calling and 
abusive language; refusing to talk; interrogating and harassing; 
ridiculing and mocking. 

Social Dictating who the target can see; thwarting or derailing plans; 
making friends and family feel unwelcome; manipulating and 
influencing the target’s relationships. 

Cultural/ 
Spiritual 

Forcing or denying religious practices; denigrating language and 
heritage; justifying violence and abuse on religious grounds; forced 
marriage; preventing medical access on the basis of beliefs.   

Economic Withholding money that is rightfully the target’s; preventing the 
target from earning an income; spending shared money; accruing 
debt in the target’s name; refusing to share financial decisions. 

Physical Causing physical harm of any kind to the target, their children or 
pets; monitoring the target’s movements; withholding or forcing 
food or medications; driving dangerously; restraining or confining. 

Sexual 

 

Unwanted sexual comments or behaviours; forcing sex or certain 
sexual acts; hurting, demeaning or humiliating during sex; justifying 
infidelity on the basis that the target is sexually inadequate. 

Public Criticising, shaming or humiliating in public; using social media to 
defame or slander; undermining the target’s personal or 
professional reputation. 
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Conversational control 

Torna Pitman observes that the majority of tactics of coercive control are either 
implemented or maintained by verbal interaction between the perpetrator and target. 
This learning has lead her to develop the concept of ‘conversational control’ to describe 
the specific verbal strategies and tactics used by perpetrators to create and reinforce the 
unequal dynamic that defines coercive control. Pitman also uses the opposite concept of 
‘conversational equality’ to describe the suite of verbal habits and behaviours that signify 
an equal dynamic within an interpersonal relationship. 

According to Pitman, a coercive controller does not so much converse as use a mix of 
conversational tactics to ensure their target complies with and accommodates them. 
The tactics of conversational control may be loud or quiet, emotional or calm, erratic or 
methodical, depending on the individual style of the perpetrator. Regardless of style, 
conversational control denies the target their basic right to self-expression, respectful 
communication and shared decision-making within the relationship. 
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Learning to recognise conversational control is a skill that can prevent the target falling 
into self-doubt, confusion and despair. To assist this recognition, Dr Pitman divides the 
tactics of conversational control into two categories: arcing up and arcing down.  

It is important to remember that verbal discord occurs in all relationships at times and 
occasional rudeness or off-balance communication is normal. Conversational control 
occurs only when these tactics are used repeatedly in a patterned way to allow a 
perpetrator to gain and maintain control over their target. 

Arcing up tactics are active and are used to make the target submit. They include: 

• Shouting or swearing 

• Insulting or name-calling 

• Threatening or accusing 

• Ranting or monologuing 

• Commanding, ordering, setting rules and restrictions 

• Doubting, criticising or contradicting 

• Questioning or interrogating 

• Speaking over, interrupting or shutting down 

• Minimising or trivialising 

• Sarcasm, sneering or ridiculing 

• Repetitious or circular conversations  

• Distorting or misrepresenting what the target has said 

• Lying or obfuscating 

• Shaming or blaming 

• Adversarial and intimidating body language such as finger-pointing, aggressive 
gesturing, invading personal space, standing over the target, facial contortions, 
glaring. 
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Arcing down tactics are passive and are used to make the target cater. They include: 

• ‘Silent treatment’ or withholding communication 

• Ignoring, disengaging or refusing to respond 

• Self-pitying or hard-done-by demeanour 

• Acting bored, tired or distracted 

• Denying or dismissing 

• Undermining 

• Refusing to have an opinion or make a decision 

• Secretive or exclusionary language 

• Threatening self-harm or suicide 

• Sullen or withdrawn body language such as walking away, averting gaze, rolling 
eyes, sulking, slumping, sighing, refusing to look away from a device or television. 

Conversely, conversational equality describes a verbal dynamic free of tactics. It includes: 

• Interactions that are courteous, safe and fair 

• Turn-taking and opportunities for equal input 

• Emotional connection and empathy 

• Space for individual opinions and alternative points of view 

• Shared planning and decision-making 

• A sense of shared responsibility and commitment 

• Giving proper apologies 

• Win-win outcomes 

• Respectful and collaborative body language. 

 

 



 

  33 
   

 

More about emotional abuse 

Emotional abuse describes a patterned use of behaviours that denies the target their 
fundamental human right to equality, reciprocity, safety and trust within a relationship. It 
includes but is broader than conversational control. Coercive controllers use emotional 
abuse to manipulate, intimidate and diminish their target through a range of tactics that 
threaten, hurt, shame, confuse, humiliate, deceive, isolate, defame, exploit, limit, violate 
and ultimately control them. Emotional abuse is encapsulated by the phrase, ‘They hurt 
you, then blame you for being hurt'.  
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More about psychological abuse 

Psychological abuse describes behaviours that prevent or violate the target’s 
fundamental right to trust their own mind, perceptions, reality and memory. Coercive 
controllers use psychological abuse to distort and devalue their target’s reality and to 
replace it with an interpretation of the target, their relationship and the world that the 
perpetrator can define and control.  

Coercive controllers are psychologically dominating and oppressive and they acquire this 
power through a range of tactics that may be active and aggressive or passive and 
underhand. Either way, the impact of psychological abuse is profound and goes to the 
very heart of coercive control.  
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Consider the list of controlling tactics below. Have you experienced any of these in 
your relationship/s?  Enter a tick in the column for each tactic that applies to your 
experience, then give an example of how it was used against you. 

Controlling  
tactic 

Did you 
experience  

this? 
Example 

E.g. Insults and 
name-calling  

He had lots of awful names for me when he 
was angry: fatty, piggy, mole, bitch. 

Shouting and 
verbal abuse 

   

Playing the victim   

Questioning your 
mental health 

  

Sarcasm and 
ridiculing 

  

Controlling your 
money 

  

Hurting you 
physically 

  

Criticising and 
shaming you 

  

Lying or cheating   

Telling you what 
you can do and 
who you can see 
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Nine stages 

Much research has been done into the stages of coercive control and the process by 
which coercive controllers victimise, entrap and disempower their targets. Using the 
available research, this resource articulates the process in nine stages.  

It is important to note that people targeted by coercive control resist disempowerment 
very actively, often going to extraordinary lengths to make positive changes in the 
relationship. The fact that coercive controllers succeed in establishing dominance 
despite the resistance of the target is not because the target is weak but because 
coercive control is by definition and design, uncompromising and unwinnable.  

The stages of coercive control described below are a guide only and may be experienced 
differently by different individuals – for example, the stages may play out in a linear way 
in one relationship and in a circular or recurrent way in another relationship. The 
individual style of the coercive controller will directly influence how these stages are 
applied and experienced. 

Stage How it works 

1. Binding  During the binding stage (also called the grooming or love-
bombing stage), the target makes a sub-conscious effort to 
explain away any concerns and overlooks red flags and 
warning signs. There may not be any to see. In this stage 
targets are likely to give the perpetrator the benefit of the 
doubt, feel guilty, try to work on the relationship and question 
themselves. Targets are not yet aware of the process at play.xi 

2. Disempowerment  The disempowerment stage refers to the process of 
entrapment and losing power as a result of the perpetrator’s 
influence. This is the weaving of the web of coercive control. 
Targets may feel confused and tend to explain away certain 
behaviours or struggle to articulate them. They wonder if these 
are ‘normal’ relationship difficulties or something more. As the 
boundary violations increase, the target’s fear increases and the 
focus becomes simply surviving and trying to keep it all 
together. The constant flow of abuse reduces the target’s 
ability to function as normal. It is easier now for the coercive 
controller to command all the attention and compel the target 
to accommodate them.xii 
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Stage 
(continued) 

How it works 

3. Enduring  

 

 

 

 

 

Also called the managing stage, the enduring stage is a 
continuation of the disempowerment phase and is 
characterised by targets minimising the abuse, focusing on 
survival, looking for solutions, shouldering blame and mental 
anguish, placating the perpetrator and diminishing themselves. 
The length of this stage depends on the level of fear and 
entrapment and the degree of hope for change. Sometimes 
coercive controllers do the leaving. This stage is also impacted by 
the target’s access to help, support, childcare, financial and 
social resources.xiii  

4. Counteracting 
abuse 

The counteracting abuse stage is complex because it involves 
the target shrinking and accommodating in response to the 
abuse as well as developing strategies to protect themselves, 
reason and fight back. Despite the target’s attempts to resist the 
abuse, it never stops. During this stage targets often start asking 
for help, standing up for themselves, calling the police, seeking 
counselling. This is typically a very active stage. A part of the 
target is preparing to break free.  

5. Re-evaluating Also thought of as ‘reaching a breaking point’, the re-evaluating 
stage is characterised by defining moments.xiv These occur when 
events or incidents alert the target to the true burden of the 
relationship. For example, there may be an inadvertent period of 
separation when the coercive controller is away or in hospital, 
providing the target with an interval of respite or breathing 
space. Or the target may witness their children or friends 
experiencing abuse by the perpetrator, or find proof of affairs, 
lying or fraudulent behaviour. The door of the trap begins to 
open and the target starts re-evaluating the relationship. They 
may discover a buried and re-emerging self and begin to label 
the abuse and recognise the futility of trying to fix or solve it.xv 
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Stage 
(continued) 

How it works 

6. Disengaging 

 

 

 

 

 

The disengaging stage involves an ongoing struggle for survival 
and a search for meaning. The target may attempt to leave the 
relationship but intensifying threats and control, as well as 
critical issues like access to children and money, can prevent it. 
Family, friends and police may not understand the degree of 
entrapment and express frustration, further isolating the target. 
Even in cases of extreme control and substantiated violence, 
the fear of retaliation, including death, may mean the target 
believes they will never escape. The target’s level of fear should 
be taken seriously by all involved.xvi 

7. Not going back The not going back stage is characterised by the target’s need 
to claim, protect and maintain their physical and emotional 
territory from the coercive controller. The target will often 
relentlessly justify and explain the situation to themselves and 
others. This stage is characterised by the complex tasks of 
setting up a new life and dealing with the consequences, losses 
and impacts of coercive control in every part of their life.xvii 

8. Moving on The moving on stage is characterised by the target 
understanding and coming to terms with the experience of 
coercive control, putting the abuse in its rightful place, 
launching new relationships and developing a new personal 
image, a journey which takes place over a period of years. It is 
the healing process, the reclamation of self, identity and the 
target’s own way of life.  

9. Post-separation Ending a controlling relationship and creating a new life does 
not necessarily end the abuse. During the post-separation 
stage abuse may in fact escalate. Most certainly, the attitudinal 
and behavioural style of the coercive controller will re-emerge 
in post-separation form. This is especially the case if there are 
property and parenting issues to finalise. Too often, post-
separation control is supported legally and socially under the 
guise of 'fathers’ rights' or 'parental rights'.  
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Different sources and levels of fear 
 
Torna Pitman’s work identifies four sources and levels of fear that may impact the target 
during some or all stages of coercive control: fear of the coercive controller; fear of 
unsupportive family and friends; fear of being professionally misunderstood; and fear of 
being legally unprotected.xviii Clients with current or past exposure to a controlling 
relationship may relate to these fears, described below by people with first-hand 
experience of coercive control. 
 
1. Fear of the coercive controller 

“It was like walking on razor blades.” 

“It was so unstable, it was like skating on ice.” 

“I used to get nauseous when it was time for him to come home.” 

2. Fear of unsupportive family and friends 

“His family said I was the problem.” 

“My family think he is lovely.” 

“If I took him on, I was taking on the whole bloody family.” 

“It was also his associates.” 
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3. Fear of being professionally misunderstood: 

“You've got everyone against you, what do you do?” 

“You just feel so stranded.” 

“Our counsellor pegged me as being over the top.” 

“Our counsellor asked me what I had done.” 

4. Fear of being legally unprotected: 

“I don't feel there is any care about the psychological threat.” 

“It is so difficult to have my experiences legitimised legally.” 

“I am aware that it is almost impossible to be free [of coercive control] if we have 
children.” 
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Consider the below questions in relation to your own relationship experience. 

 
Question 1. Based on what you have learnt about the stages of coercive control, which 
stage do you think you might be at now?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Question 2. Which stage would you like to be at? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Question 3. What support do you need to get to that stage? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Question 4. How does it affect you to consider these stages? 
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This resource identifies a universal driver of coercive control (the superior, entitled and 
adversarial attitudinal style of the perpetrator) and explores a range of strategies and 
tactics commonly used against the targeted person. Despite these commonalities, 
coercive controllers embody a wide range of differing personalities and styles.  

Ten styles of abuser 

Coercive control theorist Lundy Bancroft catalogues these styles as a means of revealing 
the harmful patterns of conduct at play, even when an individual doesn’t fit the 
stereotype of an abusive partner ─ for example, loud and physically aggressive. According 
to Bancroft, virtually all abusive men fit into one of ten categories or styles.xix (Bancroft 
says he can’t speak to female abusers because they make up such a small percentage of 
the abusive population; for this reason the language in his typology is intentionally 
gendered.) 

The below table sets out Bancroft’s typology of abusers and provides examples of the 
characteristic double standards and double binds each style of perpetrator imposes on 
their target. Bear in mind that individual perpetrators will always have their own agendas, 
interests and inclinations, meaning targets of coercive control will all have their own 
unique experiences of abuse.  
 

Style Description Double standards 
 

Double binds 

The Demand 
Man 

Is highly entitled 
and becomes 
enraged if he isn’t 
catered to or is 
inconvenienced in 
any way.  

Insists that the 
target meets his 
demands but 
becomes furious 
if anything is 
demanded of 
him.  

Won’t meet basic 
responsibilities to 
the target but she 
cannot voice this 
as she must 
express gratitude 
at all times.  

Mr Right Takes superiority 
to the extreme 
and is the 
ultimate authority 
on everything. 

Is condescending 
and derogatory 
towards the 
target but 
expects her 
respect at all 
times. 

Positions the 
target as 
intellectually 
inferior; if she 
disagrees with 
him it is proof 
that her thinking 
is sloppy.  
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Style 
(continued) 

Description Double standards 
 

Double binds 

The Water 
Torturer 

Is calm and 
relentlessly 
emotionally 
abusive; wears 
down the target 
until they break, 
then labels them 
unstable. 

Claims the right 
to decide what is 
abusive and what 
is not.  

 

Destroys the 
target’s emotional 
and psychological 
wellbeing then 
blames her for 
acting crazy.  

The Drill 
Sergeant 

Controls every 
aspect of the 
target’s life 
including 
monitoring her 
whereabouts; is 
highly jealous and 
often physically 
violent. 

Only they know 
exactly how 
things should be 
done. 

Claims to love the 
target while 
insisting 
everything about 
her is sub-
standard. 

Mr Sensitive Appears gentle, 
soft-spoken and 
emotionally 
evolved, while 
using jargon and 
psychobabble to 
guilt and blame 
the target into 
catering to him. 

Nothing matters 
more to him than 
his feelings yet he 
won’t think twice 
about wounding 
the target. 

Psychologically 
assaults the 
target and then 
uses her 
responses to 
analyse her 
childhood or 
personality issues. 

The Player Sexually focused 
and chronically 
unfaithful, creates 
insecurity and self-
doubt by playing 
women off against 
each other.  

Wants maximum 
convenience from 
a relationship and 
will 
inconvenience 
and exploit the 
target to get it. 

Paints the target 
as clingy and 
demanding if she 
requests any level 
of emotional 
reciprocity or 
commitment. 
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Style 
(continued) 

Description Double standards 
 

Double binds 

Rambo Overtly aggressive 
with everyone, not 
just his partner. 
May initially seem 
like a protector 
but quickly 
becomes violent. 

Feels entitled to 
intimidate and be 
served by others. 

 

 

 

Believes no one 
treats women as 
well as he does; 
only hits his 
target because 
her behaviour 
forces him to. 

The Victim Believes he is 
always treated 
unfairly and 
misunderstood; 
the target must 
sympathise and 
cater to him or risk 
wounding him 
again. 

Only he can be 
the victim. 

If the target 
challenges him, 
she is just like 
everyone else 
who has 
mistreated him. 

The Terrorist Highly controlling, 
threatening and 
violent, he 
paralyses the 
target with fear so 
that she cannot 
leave. 

He controls 
everything while 
the target has no 
agency at all. 

If the target dares 
end the 
relationship the 
abuse only 
intensifies, 
manifesting as 
relentless stalking 
and harassment. 

The Mentally 
Ill or Addicted 
Abuser 

Uses their mental 
health or 
substance 
dependency to 
control the target 
and justify their 
abusive behaviour. 

Their problems 
take centre stage 
and must be 
catered to at all 
times regardless 
of what the target 
is going through. 

The target must 
tolerate the 
abuse, or 
shoulder 
responsibility for 
‘triggering’ his 
issues by 
challenging it. 
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In practice, many coercive controllers embody a mix of styles and traits, and clients may 
recognise aspects of all perpetrator types within the abuser, or abusers, they have 
encountered. Specific perpetrator types may have distinct agendas and preferred tactics, 
but these can overlap and interrelate in unlimited ways in the course of a relationship.  

Identifying the type or style of perpetration used by a coercive controller is chiefly useful 
as a means of learning to recognise the patterns of abuse within their conduct, including 
the characteristic double standards, double binds and other tactics they wield to gain 
and maintain control. 
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Consider the below questions in relation to your own relationship experience.  
 
Question 1. Based on what you have learnt about the styles of coercive control, which 
style or styles apply to your relationship/s?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Question 2. Some styles of coercive control more commonly feature non-physical 
forms of abuse ─ such as The Water Torturer, Mr Sensitive or The Victim ─ and can be 
harder to recognise. Have you experienced non-physical forms of relationship control? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Question 3. Some styles of coercive control are likely to be physically abusive as well 
as highly controlling ─ such as The Drill Sergeant, Rambo and The Terrorist. Have you 
experienced physical forms of relationship control? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Question 4. How does it affect you to know that coercive controllers usually fit known 
profiles that have nothing to do with who their target is, or how they behave? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

  47 

 

Historically, the effects of interpersonal abuse have been researched according to how 
domestic violence was conceptualised in that period. In the past this meant many of the 
impacts of domestic violence were missed or misunderstood, reinforcing unhelpful or 
victim-blaming attitudes to abuse. For example, until the late 1970s women’s health 
issues were often seen as the cause rather than the consequence of domestic violence.xx  

The more advanced we become in conceptualising interpersonal abuse, the better we 
understand the many layers and levels of effects on those who are targeted. Coercive 
control is a more nuanced conceptualisation of domestic violence. It refrains from 
fragmenting targets' experiences into different forms of abuse, incidents, or chargeable 
offences and instead describes the overall pattern of control and disempowerment. This 
is a more accurate and respectful representation of the lived experience of interpersonal 
abuse and facilitates a more informed and equitable socio-legal response.  

A domino effect 

Typically, the experience of living with coercive control creates a domino effect in the life 
of the target. One effect leads to and influences the next, like a chain reaction. The 
mental, emotional, psychological and cognitive effects of coercive control bring with 
them material, physical health, financial, social and sexual consequences, as well as 
consequences for the target’s children and family, work, friendships and reputation. 
There are often profound effects from grief, loss and trauma too.  

These effects are further compounded when the processes and systems intended to 
support victims of family violence ─ including the criminal-justice system, welfare and 
community services ─ enable the perpetrator or fail to hold them accountable, or worse 
still, fail to protect the target and their children from ongoing harm. 
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In the past, the effects of domestic violence on a target (for example, depression, 
confusion and declining physical health) were viewed independently of each other and 
sometimes from the abuse itself. The concept of coercive control allows us to consider 
the holistic impact of these effects on the target and to view them in relation to 
overarching patterns of relating and behaving − see diagram below. 

Coercive control places an equal emphasis on the invisible impacts of chronic abuse, 
including the erosion of basic rights, reduction in life chances, and the shouldering of 
blame and responsibility. It acknowledges that interpersonal abuse interferes with 
parenting, is economically exploitative, socially isolating, sexually subjugating and violates 
the target’s fundamental rights to freedom of choice, freedom of movement and 
freedom of communication.  
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Complex Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (Complex PTSD) 

Complex Post Traumatic Stress Disorder describes the ongoing effects of prolonged and 
repeated trauma. It can be caused by any type of severe and long-term trauma and 
usually involves situations where the victim has little or no control and it is difficult, 
dangerous or impossible to escape. 

Long-term experiences of interpersonal abuse, including coercive control, can cause 
symptoms of Complex PTSD, as can other chronic forms of abuse such as childhood 
abuse, concentration camps, prisoner of war camps and organised child exploitation 
rings. 

The symptoms of Complex PTSD are similar to those of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder 
(PTSD). They include but are not limited to: 

• Periods of losing concentration (dissociation) 

• Blanking out or losing memories 

• Difficulties with a sense of identity or body image 

• Physical symptoms that can’t be explained medically, such as headaches, 
stomach aches, dizziness and chest pains 

• Disturbed relationships and cutting oneself off from other people 

• An inability to trust others, wanting to be alone 

• Being vulnerable to abuse or exploitation 

• Self-harm and suicide attempts 

• Substance dependency 

• Feeling ashamed or guilty 

• Difficulty controlling emotions 

• Being unable to handle simple tasks 

• Wishing for death, feeling in pain most of the time 

• Brain fog and an inability to focus 

• Feelings of inferiority and being very different to other people. 
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Learning about Complex PTSD can help people who have been targeted by coercive 
control understand more about the impacts of their experience. They may benefit from 
the support of a counsellor, social worker or psychologist during this process. It is 
important for individuals with PTSD or Complex PTSD to know that healing and post-
traumatic growth are possible.  

Not all targets of coercive control will develop Complex PTSD or experience 
psychological or behavioural problems ─ these outcomes very much depend on the 
experience of the individual and the level of support they have been able to access.   



 

This page may be reproduced for work with clients.  51 
 
© Engender Equality   

 

In the diagram below, within each segment of the central circle, note the effects and 
losses you have experienced in each relationship area. In the smaller circles, write the 
consequences of these effects. There are no right or wrong answers. 

Consider also the overall losses from being denied equality, autonomy, agency, 
reciprocity or accountability in your relationship/s.  
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If coercive control describes a colonising approach to interpersonal relationships, it 
follows that the coercive controller’s parenting style charts a similar path. It is a myth that 
a parent can abuse their partner and still be a good parent. Children not only witness, but 
also experience first-hand, chronic control and abuse in a household that revolves around 
the needs and expectations of a perpetrator. 

Whatever a coercive controller subjects their target to, the children are subjected to also. 
If the target is silenced, so are the children. If the target is isolated from friends and 
family, so are the children. If the target is financially deprived, so are the children. If the 
target is prevented from taking up opportunities, and their life chances reduced, so are 
those of the children.  

For the coercive controller who psychologically dominates their domestic sphere in every 
way − dictating the mood, feelings, activities and identity of the family − parenting 
inevitably opens up a range of additional sites for colonising and controlling behaviours 
to take root.  

Targets of coercive control describe their perpetrator’s adversarial approach to parenting 
and an unrelenting demand that the household prioritise their needs, at the expense of 
everyone else’s needs, including the children. They describe chronic hostility and use of a 
‘blame and defame cycle’ to deflect responsibility and prevent successful negotiation of 
family and parenting issues.  

If coercive control is a web of abuse, then it makes sense that the children are woven 
tightly within it, making it that much harder (although not impossible) for the family to 
break free. 
 

“Research on children’s exposure to domestic violence has tended to focus 
primarily on two aspects of their experience: the trauma of witnessing physical 
assaults against their mother, and the tension produced by living with a high level 
of conflict between their parents. However, these are just two elements of a 
much deeper problem pervading these children’s daily life, which is that they are 
living with a batterer*. The parenting of men who batter exposes children to 
multiple sources of emotional and physical injury, most of which have not been 
recognised widely.” 

─ Lundy Bancroft, 2002 

* Bancroft used the term ‘batterer’ to infer battering on any level: mentally, 
emotionally, physically, etc. 
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Power parenting 

Research into coercive control reinforces that a coercive controller’s behaviour towards 
their partner is an important predictor of how they are likely to treat the children. In their 
book The Batterer as Parent 2: Addressing the Impact of Domestic Violence on Family 
Dynamics,xxi Lundy Bancroft, Jay Silverman and Daniel Ritchie describe a process of 
‘power parenting’ by the coercive controller. Power parenting is defined by the following 
characteristics: 

• Authoritarian, entitled, rigid, unempathetic 

• Neglectful and under-involved 

• Contemptuous and undermining of the co-parent  

• Self-centred and self-serving 

• Manipulative, uses the children as pawns to control or abuse the co-parent 

• Inconsistent, displaying a deep contrast between public and private behaviour 

• Trauma bonding − occurs when the abuser is also the person who provides 
comfort, creating fear and confusion in the target. 

Power parenting impacts children in multiple harmful ways, undermining their mental 
and physical health as well as their independence, resilience, human rights, values and 
belief systems.  

Impacts on children 

Research by Dr Emma Katz unpacks in further detail the impacts of coercive control on 
children.xxii Katz makes the important point that coercive control is a form of child abuse, 
and that like adult targets of abuse, children need help to recover and justice for the 
crimes that have been committed against them.  

Katz also emphasises that separation from a coercive controller will not resolve the abuse 
if the target and their children are forced into post-separation parenting arrangements 
that do not take into account the history of coercive control. 

According to Katz, the impacts of coercive control on children include: 
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• Coercive control pervades children’s lives 

Children are placed in isolated, disempowering and constrained worlds, 
hampering their resiliency and healthy development and contributing to 
emotional and behavioural problems.   

 
• Perpetrators trap mothers and children in ‘unrealities’ 

For families experiencing coercive control, life is shaped by manipulations, 
distortions, excuses, minimisations and denials to keep them confused. 

 
• Isolation from the outside world 

Children prevented from engaging with wider family, peers and extra-curricular 
activities miss out on socialising and development and the opportunity to create 
healthy and resilience-building relationships.  

 
• Deprivation of resources and imprisonment 

Children subjected to coercive control (for example, being locked in the house, 
having the power switched off, being told what to eat) may have poor physical 
and mental health outcomes and poor achievement in school. 

 
• The micro-regulation of everyday life 

When every aspect of their daily life is controlled, children suffer from limited 
opportunities to choose, to feel free and to develop a sense of independence and 
competence. 

 
• Control of time and movement within the home 

Coercive control limits the amount of maternal affection children can enjoy and 
reduces opportunities for fun and affection at home, contributing to the 
development of withdrawn or aggressive behaviours. 
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The table below summarises common ways that children experience interpersonal 
abuse, alongside their common reactions to abuse and its impacts in their lives.   
 

Common ways children  
experience abuse 

Common ways children 
react to abuse 

Impacts of abuse  
on children 

• Exposure during 
pregnancy 

• Directly experiencing 
abuse and harm 

• Directly intervening 
when abuse is 
occurring 

• Being coerced to join 
in the abuse 

• Being an eyewitness to 
abuse 

• Hearing abuse or 
overhearing about it 

• Avoiding abuse by 
hiding, retreating, 
tuning out, using 
substance, running 
away 

• Witnessing the trauma 
of an incident and 
police or other crisis 
response 

• Experiencing the 
aftermath of abuse and 
reorganisation of family 

• Fear 

• Anxiety 

• Trauma 

• Doom 

• Confusion 

• Distrust 

• Insecurity 

• Anger 

• Guilt 

• Shame 

• Complicity 

• Vengeance 

• Moodiness 

• Rage 

• Abandonment 

• Betrayal 

• Fatigue 

• Protectiveness 

• Hopelessness 

• Developmental 
problems 

• Behavioural problems 

• Emotional problems 

• Cognitive problems 

• Relationship problems 

• Health problems 

• Post Traumatic Stress 
Disorder  

• Damage to economic 
stability or security 
from poverty, 
homelessness, social 
isolation, expectations 
to work outside the 
home rather than 
study, increased and 
unfair responsibilities 
in the home 
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Equal and unequal parenting 

To understand more about how coercive control impacts parenting, it may be useful to 
think about the ways in which an adversarial or controlling parenting style might differ in 
practice from a more balanced or equitable parenting style. The table below compares 
an ‘equal’ parenting approach with an ‘unequal’ parenting approach (coercive control) in 
relation to key parental domains.  

 

Parental domain Equal parenting Unequal parenting 

Physical safety Safe, protective, boundaried, 
supports physical health, 
wellbeing, autonomy and 
agency.  

Physically violent or abusive, 
uses excessive force, 
intimidation, threatens 
punishment. 

Emotional 
support 

Consistent, empathetic, 
caring, builds emotional trust 
and safety.  

Fluctuating interest, rejects, 
denigrates, shames. 

Economic 
security 

Shares income and resources 
fairly to benefit children, 
provides economic stability 
and meets material needs 
where able. 

Denies resources, refuses to 
provide, interferes with the 
co-parent’s income or 
employment. 

Accountability Equal standards for all, 
acknowledges and meets 
parental responsibilities, 
apologises when necessary. 

Double standards, ignores or 
denies parental 
responsibilities, refuses to 
apologise. 

Co-parenting Constructive, shares 
information, sticks to 
agreements, respects 
boundaries. 

Competitive, withholds 
information, ignores 
agreements, disrupts or 
sabotages child’s relationship 
with co-parent. 
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Parental domain 
(continued) 

Equal parenting Unequal parenting 

Communication 
and interaction 

Measured, productive, child-
focused, tangible, trustworthy, 
safe.  

Volatile, unproductive, self-
interested, unreliable, 
harmful. 

Decision-making Responsible, practical, child-
centred, dependable.  

Irresponsible, impractical, self-
centred, changeable.  

Roles and 
boundaries 

Well-defined, respectful, child-
centred, complies with agreed 
boundaries. 

Erratic, unclear, controlling, 
ignores or pushes boundaries. 
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Please note: this worksheet is of relevance only to individuals with children. 

Based on what you have learnt about children and coercive control, how would you 
describe the effects on your children of living with coercive control?  
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"A victim of harassment or assault by a stranger would never be expected to have 
an ongoing relationship with her perpetrator. The suggestion would be seen as 
absurd in the context of stranger violence. It is just as unthinkable to require 
parents to agree and cooperate, or to ensure frequent and continuing contact 
with both parents when there has been domestic violence; however, courts too 
often do not make that distinction. Every day, parents who are victims of 
violence are required to send their children to be with their abuser." xxiii 

─ Toby Kleinman, 2004 

 

Coercive control sets up the target for a host of unfair post-separation challenges and 
obstacles. While they are trying to reconfigure their lives, the perpetrator invariably 
continues a post-separation version of coercive control, particularly when there are 
children involved and shared parenting arrangements to manage. In these situations, 
despite the abusive relationship ending, targets and children are prevented from 
establishing equality, autonomy and agency in their lives.  

Practitioners and services working with clients following separation from a controlling 
partner can play a key role in acknowledging and addressing post-separation coercive 
control, and in ensuring other services working with the family do the same. 

The post-separation legacy of coercive control 
 
For targets of coercive control, separation from the abusive partner is not the end of the 
story but rather the commencement of a demanding new chapter. It takes significant 
time, energy and commitment for a targeted person to rebuild an independent life. This 
process may include: 

• Restoring their physical health, wellbeing, safety and autonomy 

• Restoring their sexual respect, sexual equality, safety and autonomy 

• Restoring economic independence and security, providing for children 

• Restoring their relationship with themselves, their children, family and social 
network 

• Renewing skills and confidence and seeking an employment pathway 

• Restoring their voice and agency 
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• Restoring their reputation with others, including their children. 

Yet, while the target is committing themselves to these goals, very often the coercive 
controller is working actively to prevent their independence and ability to flourish.  

Targets of post-separation coercive control report perpetrators using a range of hostile 
tactics across life domains, in much the same way they did when the relationship was 
active. The tactics may manifest differently but the pattern of abuse and the superior, 
entitled, adversarial attitudinal style persists.  

The table below provides some examples of common tactics used in post-separation 
coercive control.  

 

Life domain Post-separation tactics 

Emotional Playing the victim; expressing anger, blame and vitriol; threatening 
harm to the target or children; using the children as weapons 
against the target; demanding emotional catering from the 
children in place of the target. 

Psychological Alternating between cooperation and obstruction; withholding 
information in relation to finance or property settlements; 
demanding unnecessary information; sabotaging parenting 
arrangements; taking baseless legal action; telling third parties the 
target is unreliable or unstable. 

Verbal Combative and intimidating conversational style; harassing and 
insulting; blaming and defaming; refusing to communicate. 

Social 

 

Interfering with the target’s family, friends and networks; failing to 
meet childcare responsibilities that allow the target to work and 
socialise; spreading a fictitious version of events to mutual contacts.  

Cultural/ 
Spiritual 

Preventing the children’s involvement in cultural events or 
practices that are meaningful to the target; ignoring or denigrating 
the target’s heritage to the children. 
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Life domain 
(continued) 

Post-separation tactics 

Economic Withholding financial information; refusing to resolve shared debt; 
refusing to resolve shared property or contribute to its 
maintenance; refusing to work on the basis that they will then pay 
child support; refusing to contribute to the material needs of 
children or pets. 

Physical Physical harm or assault; unsafe parenting practices; driving 
dangerously; being impaired by alcohol or drugs while responsible 
for children; monitoring and stalking; abduction. 

Sexual 

 

Sexual assault or rape; sexually demeaning comments; obstructing 
the target’s new relationship; harassing the target’s new partner. 

Public Using social media to defame or slander; inaccurately representing 
the target to lawyers, children’s services and in court; creating a 
false or skewed narrative regarding the target’s mental health or 
parenting abilities. 
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The experience of post-separation coercive control is best expressed in the words of 
targets themselves. These first-hand accounts were gathered by Dr Torna Pitman in the 

xxivcourse of her research:  
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Post-separation risks to children 

Following separation from a coercive controller, there are often challenges for the target 
to navigate across life domains. This is especially so for individuals who must participate 
in shared parenting arrangements with the perpetrator after the relationship has ended.  

For clients in this scenario, it can be helpful to be alert to the risks that post-separation 
coercive control presents to children, and critical that they are supported to manage 
these risks by services and agencies involved with the family.  

In their summary of post-separation risks to children, Bancroft, Silverman and Ritchie 
note:xxv 

• Exposure to post-separation threats or assaults on the target by the abuser can 
impede children's emotional healing; 

• The recovery of children is dependent on the relationship with the non-
perpetrating parent, yet perpetrators may intentionally undermine this 
relationship and the target’s parental authority; 

• Coercive controllers with rigid and self-centred tendencies may be harsh and 
punitive, and/or neglectful and irresponsible, in post-separation parenting; 

• The target cannot monitor the perpetrator’s parenting or retaliatory tendencies 
after separation, leaving children at greater risk of physical or sexual abuse; 

• Perpetrators may offer chaotic, intermittent and unpredictable parenting 
involvement following separation, which can be emotionally harmful and 
disruptive for children; 

• Most coercive controllers are unable to create or support the critical healing 
elements that children need following the end of an abusive relationship. 

BIFF communication model 

For targets of coercive control who must co-parent with their perpetrator following 
separation it would be very easy to lose heart. Fortunately, there is guidance and support 
available.  
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Conflict resolution expert Bill Eddy published the ‘BIFF’ communication model in 2014 − 
BIFF stands for brief, informative, friendly and firm − and has since produced a guide 
called BIFF for Co-Parents, specifically for those in difficult co-parenting relationships.xxvi 

The guide gives parents a simple communication protocol to follow, in place of feeling 
stressed, reactive and fearful of interactions. Key to Eddy’s model is the idea that there 
are three A’s to avoid when responding to ‘blamespeak’: admonishments, advice and 
apologies.  

The BIFF model can help reduce the level of stress and distress caused by co-parenting 
with a coercive controller and has other benefits too. When it comes to court 
proceedings, a history of using the BIFF model will stand parents in good stead. Over 
time, it may also influence the coercive controller to communicate more constructively, 
as they recognise that the target cannot be hooked by their emotional drama and 
intensity.  

Coercive controllers are high conflict people and Eddy's earlier publication, BIFF: Quick 
Responses to High Conflict People, is also relevant.xxvii In this book, Eddy describes 
behavioural patterns such as ‘all or nothing thinking’, ‘unmanaged emotions’, ‘extreme 
behaviour’ and ‘preoccupation with blaming others’ and explains how these serve to 
increase rather than reduce or resolve conflict. These patterns are typical of coercive 
controllers and Eddy suggests the BIFF model can be used to manage the relationship, 
reduce it to a less intense level, and even to phase the individual out of the target’s life. 
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Post-separation double binds and double standards 

It is worth noting that the double binds and double standards that characterise coercive 
control do not cease to exist for the target when the abusive relationship ends. In many 
ways, society continues to enforce double binds and double standards on the target of 
coercive control, even when the perpetrator can no longer impose these directly.  

Learning to notice and identify the contradictory predicaments that targets of abuse may 
experience within the services and systems that are supposed to assist them is important 
for practitioners as well as clients. The job of a practitioner is to support and advocate for 
the client, not only in relation to harm caused by the perpetrator but also in relation to 
unhelpful attitudes and practices that may exist within community services, welfare and 
children’s services, the legal system and beyond. 

 

Post-separation double binds Post-separation double standards 

• Experiencing a baseline of fear and 
high alert as well as an overload of 
responsibility. 

• Being accused of alienating the 
abusive parent if they seek to restrict 
their access to children, and being 
accused of failure to protect the 
children if they don’t. 

• Unable to rely on ex-partner for 
parenting input, yet accused of 
being uncooperative if they don’t 
seek it. 

• Needing to secure stable housing 
and employment, when such 
actions cause an intensification of 
retaliatory tactics. 

• Being called an 'unfit parent' by the 
controlling parent, who is 
demonstrably unfit for parenting if 
coercive control is understood. 

• Concerns raised about the abuser’s 
parenting are often seen as 
secondary to the abuser’s right to 
parental contact (the uncritical 
assumption that contact with both 
parents is always beneficial). 

• Being blamed by the perpetrator, 
courts and services for all post-
separation problems in relation to 
co-parenting, irrespective of the 
perpetrator’s history of harmful 
behaviours. 

• Minimisation and denial of the 
extent of the abuse, blaming the 
target and explaining away violence 
as a reciprocal process, while 
elevating as a greater risk the 
possibility that the abuser’s parental 
access may be limited. 
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Have you experienced post-separation coercive control? Note what you experienced 
in relation to each life domain in the table below. Then note what you wished to, or 
now wish to, restore in that area of your life. 

Life domain 
What did you experience 

after separating? 
What did you/do you  

wish to restore? 

Emotional    

Psychological   

Verbal   

Social  

 

 

Cultural/ 
Spiritual 

  

Economic   

Physical   

Sexual 

 

  

Public   
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Earlier in this resource, coercive control was discussed as a form of interpersonal 
colonisation that relies on the same mechanics of oppression − physical, emotional and 
psychological − as a prisoner of war camp or a colonised country. It can be helpful to 
revisit this analogy in relation to recovery from coercive control.  

In psychological terms, the phrase 'colonial mentality' describes the collective 
depression, anxiety and other widespread mental health issues experienced by the 
original and actual owners of an overtaken and colonised country. A colonial mentality is 
the internalised attitude of inferiority felt by a colonised people. It corresponds with the 
belief that the coloniser's cultural values are inherently superior to one's own. The 
colonisers convey superiority in the processes used to establish and maintain control.  

This knowledge informs what we know about the need for post-colonial healing. 
Whether or not the colonisers leave, there is the need for healing and recovery on all 
levels, including culturally, spiritually, economically, socially, sexually, physically, 
emotionally and psychologically. The same can be said for recovery from the whole-of-life 
impacts of coercive control. 
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Recovery truths and tips 

There is no right or wrong way to recover from coercive control. Recovery is a journey that 
requires persistence and it will look and feel different for each individual. However, there 
are some universal truths and tips about recovery that may help:  

• Recovery is not a straight line. There will be ups and downs along the way, but that 
doesn’t mean progress isn’t happening. Treat yourself with compassion rather than 
judgement. 

• Steer clear of advice that simplifies recovery as ‘positive thinking’ or ‘bouncing 
back’. Coercive control is an all-encompassing traumatic experience that takes 
time to recover from. 

• Prioritise yourself and your needs. Start simply by getting enough sleep, eating 
well, drinking enough water and doing some gentle exercise or relaxation. 

• Reach out to trusted people and, when you feel able, invest in new friendships. 
Coercive control is socially isolating and the bond with a perpetrator is easier to 
dissolve when you have other healthy connections. 

• Avoid spending time trying to make sense of your coercive controller or individual 
incidents or insults. There is no justification for what they have done to you, nor 
substance to what they have said about you − it simply served their purpose in the 
moment. 

• Ignore anyone that implies you must have attracted the abuse, that you should 
have seen the ‘red flags’ or that you are somehow at fault because ‘it takes two to 
tango’. Like all abuses of power, coercive control is totally one-sided and the only 
person at fault is the perpetrator. 

• Be aware that although you’re no longer together, the coercive controller may 
continue trying to undermine you. Plan for this and have a strategy to counter it. 
For example, warn those close to you that it is likely to happen and tell them what 
you would like them to do if the coercive controller seeks to defame you to them. 

• Take some time to learn about trauma, grief and loss. Allow yourself to recognise 
and grieve your losses, at your own pace and in the order that makes sense to you.  

• You may have feelings of being damaged, alone and different from other people. 
Remember, coercive control is a common experience and there is nothing wrong 
with you, you just need time to heal.  
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Reclamation 

Reclamation describes the process by which a target of abuse reclaims their rights, 
independence and agency across life domains, restoring their former, or even an 
improved quality of life. For targets of coercive control, reclamation begins when they 
give up hope of the perpetrator changing and know precisely the extent of what the 
relationship has cost them.  

When a controlling relationship ends, some of what needs reclaiming is internal 
(autonomy, self-esteem, boundaries) and some is external (social connections, economic 
independence, study or employment). Together it amounts to the totality of personal 
growth and opportunities that were lost to the experience of abuse. 

Reclaiming these losses requires the target to begin identifying and reinstating the 
personal freedoms and boundaries that were denied to them throughout their abusive 
relationship. Learning to say ‘no’ without shame or guilt is part of this, as is learning to 
deal with other people’s disappointment or disapproval when they are confronted with 
the target’s new boundaries.  

For clients who have had no rights or decision-making powers in their life for the 
duration of the controlling relationship, learning to assert personal boundaries, choices 
and preferences may take some time. Practitioners can support this process by 
reassuring clients they are entitled to both self-compassion and understanding from 
others in relation to this. 
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Turning the tables 

A key feature of the dynamic between a coercive controller and their target is the 
unremitting assumption that the target is always in the wrong. Recovery from coercive 
control, and from the belief patterns that underpin it, includes learning to notice and 
resist this assumption, whether it is intentionally asserted by a perpetrator or 
unintentionally reinforced by another person in the target’s social sphere. 

Lundy Bancroft suggests that there are five main claims or assumptions a perpetrator will 
use to try to ‘turn the tables’ on a target and convince them they are in the wrong.xxviii 
When confronted with these claims, a simple counter-claim can be a useful starting 
point for resistance − see table below. 

  

Claim Counter-claim 

1. You are the one who caused my 
behaviour. 

No, you are responsible for your own 
behaviour. 

2. If you make a mistake in my eyes you 
deserve to be treated rudely.  

 

No, if I make a mistake, or many 
mistakes, in your eyes or anyone’s, I still 
deserve to be treated respectfully,  

3. If you ask me to adjust my behaviour 
you are trying to control me and are 
mistreating me.  

No, setting clear limits around your 
behaviour towards me is my right and is 
neither controlling nor unkind. 

4. If you put your own needs ahead of 
mine you are mistreating me and in 
the wrong.  

No, I have the right to take notice of 
what I need and want. 

5. If you raise your voice, yell or cry then 
you are crazy and abusive − you are 
trying to control me and get your 
own way. 

No, I am upset because I am hurt by you 
and trying to resist your control, which is 
neither crazy nor abusive. 
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Window of tolerance 

Clients recovering from the experience of coercive control may find it helpful to learn 
about the ‘window of tolerance’ − that is, the emotional space within which a person 
feels comfortable and safe, in which their emotions and nervous system are regulated, 
and they are able to think, feel, decide, plan, learn and reflect.xxix  

Very often, the tactics and strategies of coercive control will push the target out of their 
window of tolerance and into one of the four trauma responses: fight, flight, freeze or 
fawn.  

Clients may recognise their own reactions in one or all of these trauma responses, and 
may find it valuable to work on developing strategies that help them to stay within their 
window of tolerance. 
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When the controlling relationship continues 

There are many reasons why a person targeted by coercive control may be unable to, or 
unwilling to, end the abusive relationship. These reasons include fears for their own safety 
and the safety of children; lack of independent access to money or resources; being 
socially isolated from family and friends; and the risk of homelessness if they leave.  

There are also people whose partners use controlling tactics or behaviours occasionally, 
but who are not classic coercive controllers. These partners may be open to addressing 
their habits and improving the relationship. 

For targets in either scenario, applying principles of conversational equality and 
conversational rights within the relationship can help them retain dignity, become less 
reactive, and reduce feelings of confusion and self-blame for as long as the relationship 
continues.  

It is important to recognise, however, that these strategies will not improve the behaviour 
of a true coercive controller and may even cause them to escalate their control. For this 
reason, it is critical that clients experiencing coercive control only use the responses 
below if they feel safe to do so, and where possible, with professional support. 

 

Conversational tactic Suggested response 

Shouting or swearing  “Could you lower your voice?” 

“Could you use a kinder tone?” 

“This conversation isn’t working/is unsafe/is unproductive” 

Urgency 

 

 

“Let’s not decide in a hurry” 

“I need to think about that” 

“I’ll get back to you” 

Interruptions “I suggest we hear each other out” 

“Let me finish please” 

“Let’s not interrupt” 
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Conversational tactic 
(continued) 

Suggested response 

Ranting or monologuing 

 

 

“Let me stop you there” 

“Let’s have a conversation where we take turns to speak” 

“Let’s do this fairly” 

Changing the subject “How about we sort this issue out first?” 

“That may be, but we are talking about…” 

“Let’s stay focused” 

Questioning or 
interrogating 

“Where is this going?” 

“How is this useful?” 

“Could you explain why this is important?” 

Insults “That’s unacceptable” 

“I’m not comfortable with that” 

“Let’s handle this respectfully” 
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As you approach or enter recovery from coercive control, consider the below 
questions in relation to your own relationship experience. 
 
Question 1. How would you describe the old story of who you were and what you 
wanted in your life?  

 

 

 
Question 2. How would you describe the new story of who you are what you want in 
your life? 
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Australian help lines 

1800 RESPECT  
1800 737 732 
1800respect.org.au 

LIFELINE 
13 11 14 
lifeline.org.au 

KIDS HELP LINE 
1800 551 800 
kidshelpline.com.au 

ELDER ABUSE HELP LINE 
1800 353 374 

MEN’S REFERRAL SERVICE 
1300 766 491 
ntv.org.au 
 
 

Further information about coercive control 

Engender Equality’s coercive control video series by Dr Torna Pitman 
https://engenderequality.org.au/videos 

Lundy Bancroft 
lundybancroft.com 

Clare Murphy 
speakoutloud.net 
 
 
 
 

IN AN EMERGENCY SITUATION, ALWAYS CALL 000 
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