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We acknowledge that we are on unceded 

Aboriginal land and pay our respects to Elders 

past and present. 

We acknowledge the damaging impacts of 

colonisation and that domestic and family 

violence are not part of Aboriginal culture.





What is coercive control

Coercive control is a pattern of behaviour that aims to control or 

dominate someone – and it’s often very strategic and calculated. 

In the context of domestic and family violence this can include 

physical or sexual violence, emotional abuse, stalking, isolation from 

others, controlling money, using technology to harm, reproductive 

control, or misusing systems against someone.



Coercive control and mental health

Perpetrators may deliberately exploit someone’s mental health 

concerns to increase control, undermine credibility, or isolate them 

further. Some common tactics include:

• Gaslighting

• Pathologising normal reactions

• Threating institutionalisation

• Interfering with treatment

• Isolation

• Financial abuse

• Weaponising disclosure

• Intentionally provoking reactions 
to frame victim-survivor as 

aggressive or instable



Impacts on mental health

Coercive control slowly erodes a person’s personal freedom. When 

someone is repeatedly told what to do, who they can interact with, 

how to spend money, and how they must behave. Then they’re 

threatened if they don’t comply. 

This often leads to people fearing the consequences of “stepping 

out of line” and gradually lose their sense of autonomy, self-worth 

and ability to leave the relationship. 



Common side-effects

Experiencing coercive control can lead to substantial emotional, 

psychological and even physical concerns. In the context of mental 

health, this can look like: 

• Sleep disturbances

• Anxiety and panic attacks

• Feeling emotionally numb

• Identity disturbances

• Self-esteem issues

• Depression

• Difficulty concentrating 

and making decisions

• Feeling disconnected



What to look out for in a relationship

• Checking or reading someone’s 
messages, emails, or other 
communications without their 
permission.

• Controlling finances by closely tracking 
spending or insisting on handling all 
money matters.

• Making insulting or belittling comments, 
even if presented as jokes or 
“constructive” criticism.

• Limiting or discouraging contact with 
family and friends, sometimes framed as 
concern for their wellbeing.

• Threatening to end the relationship, 

engage in sexual activity with someone 
else, or emotionally punish the person 
for not complying.

• Frequently threatening to hurt oneself or 
others if the partner tries to leave.

• Demanding access to passwords or 
tracking the partner’s phone or location.

• Controlling daily routines, including 
choices about clothing, meals, or 
schedules.

• Undermining self-confidence by 
constantly questioning decisions or 
abilities. 



What to look out for as a bystander

• She seems afraid of her partner or is 
always very anxious to please him

• She often cancels plans at the last 
minute

• She seems afraid something may 
make her partner angry

• She stops seeing friends or family

• Stops her phone calls when her 
partner comes into the room

• Her partner continually phones or 
texts her when she is out of the 
house

• Her partner is ‘jealous’ and 
‘possessive’ and accuses her of 
seeing other men

• Her partner seems overly attentive, 
remains constantly by her side or is 
watchful about who she talks to

• She has become anxious or 
depressed, quieter and may have lost 
her confidence

• Her or her children's behaviour has 
changed, and she appears frightened 
or exhausted



Providing support

Before the conversation – make sure you can stay and listen if they 

open up to you. This isn’t a passing conversation; this is an 

important discussion on safety. It’s also important to make sure 

you’re in a place she feels safe. 

• Approach with respect

• Listen without judgement

• Provide reassurance that it’s 

not their fault

• Share support options 

• Reach out to specialist services 

for advice



Thank you
angieg@dvnsw.org.au
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