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Edwards, L.  (University of Bradford). 

Contributions: Ojofeitimi, O (University of Bradford). 

 

Abstract: 

Background: Research and policy traditionally focus on female victim-survivors of domestic abuse. 
Therefore, behaviour change approaches for male perpetrators of abuse look at the same, including 
the freedom programme, rather than focusing on the root cause of the problem- men who use 
abusive behaviours. This systematic review aimed to identify studies that characterise entrapment 
behaviours and how male perpetrators describe those behaviours.  

Method: The review used a systematic meta-analysis design, conducting an electronic search via 
databases with a two-stage strategy employed to locate literature and pinpoint key themes and 
concepts to explore coercive control and male entrapment behaviours of domestic abuse. The 
protocol was preregistered on Prospero. Nine articles were identified within the review as being of 
interest, and this paper provides a narrative synthesis which details the results of the. Systematic 
review.  

Results: The narrative synthesis identified unities between some articles, which were labelled as 
commonalities. There are four commonalities: male behaviour, coercive control, charm and charisma 
and power. Critically the review only returned one article directly examining male behaviours of 
entrapment, with the findings still valid a decade later, but shows more research needs to be built 
upon this. 

Conclusion: This review showed that male behaviour within domestic abuse is chronically under-
researched, and behaviours utilised by male perpetrators of abuse to entrap and coercively control a 
female partner need further investigation, but that charm and power is an area of interest.  

 

Setting the scene: 

 

Understanding domestic abuse in England and Wales 

The UK definition of domestic abuse (DA) for persons over the age of 16 and who are personally 
connected, is defined as; the relationship between the abuser(s) and the person being abused, and 
the abusive behaviour itself. This means that all types of relationship in which DA can occur are 
captured, including but not limited to family members and ex-partners. The categories of abuse are 
broad to capture a range of different abusive behaviours including physical, sexual, emotional, 
economic abuse, and coercive control (UK Government, 2021).  Coercive control became illegal in 
England and Wales in 2015. Other definitions of DA are used widely in western society, such as the 
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United Nations (UN) (2023) definition of a pattern of behaviour in a relationship, that is used to gain 
or maintain power and control over an intimate partner. However, this does not address intrafamilial 
abuse such as parent to child or vice versa and other family members, while the UK cross Government 
definition does address this.  The Crown Prosecution Service (CPS, 2021) merged the term domestic 
abuse with domestic violence; however, they are not interchangeable. DA is a crime within UK law, 
with several laws, legislations and police policies aiming to address and highlight DA: the Serious 
Crime Act (2015), the Domestic Violence Disclosure Scheme (2014) and the Domestic Abuse Act 
(2021), which captures children as victims of DA. 

DA services have sought to define behaviours of DA such as coercive control, with it being explained 
as behaviours which include attempts to isolate an individual from friends and family, monitoring 
movements, repeatedly putting a person down or making them feel worthless. Examples of coercive 
control can include name calling, financial abuse or control, economic abuse such as restricting access 
to work or money, threatening of harm to them or their children, which are designed to ensure an 
individual acts in a certain way defined by the abuser (Women’s Aid, 2023).  

Whilst there is a UK definition of DA, laws differ across the devolved nations. England and Wales share 
the same laws, whilst Scotland and Northern Ireland laws differ. This research will concentrate on the 
laws used in England and Wales as this is where I as the researcher reside and work, and therefore is 
the law that I am more familiar with. An estimated 4.4% of people aged over 16 experienced DA in the 
year ending March 2023, with DA related crimes representing 16.2% of all offences recorded by the 
police (Office for National Statistics, 2023). It is worth noting that DA is understood to be a hidden 
crime for the purpose of reporting in the criminal justice system, as such, the data held by police can 
only report a partial picture as many cases are not reported to the police for various reasons such as 
fear of the perpetrator or reprisals, fear of children’s social care involvement, not understanding that 
the behaviour they experience is DA or prior negative experience with the criminal justice system. 
Cases where a victim has not reported the abuse, they have experienced may still be included in the 
published data of the Crime Survey for England and Wales (CSEW), as this survey asks people about 
their experiences regardless of reports to the police (Office for National Statistics, 2021). In more 
recent data, of the homicides recorded in the three-year period which ended in March 2022, where 
victims were aged over 16 years, approximately one in five were domestic related, totalling 370 
domestic homicides. Within this same data set, 43,774 offences of coercive control were recorded by 
the police in England and Wales. (Office for National Statistics, 2023).  

Women are significantly more likely to be victims of DA than men; the prevalence rate for 
experiencing DA is approximately 6 in 100 women and 3 in 100 men for the year ending 2023(Office 
for National Statistics, 2023), also in the year ending March 2022 67.3% of victims of domestic 
homicide were female compared with 12.1% of victims of non-domestic homicide (Office for National 
Statistics, 2023). There are less accurate statistics for the prevalence of male perpetrated DA, partly 
due to reporting rates and data reporting services such as the Office for National Statistics not 
reporting accurate, or any data on repeat acts of behaviour and violence. Walby and Towers (2017) 
discuss this issue of reporting and responding to violence against women, and men within the CSEW 
and the Office for National Statistics (ONS). The CSEW publishes limited data on the sex of the 
perpetrator, while the ONS does not publish this information at all. Both the ONS and CSEW only offer 
limited published statistics around repeat perpetration which does not therefore accurately reflect 
perpetration of violence and abusive behaviour (Walby & Towers, 2107). 

The precursor to domestic abuse 
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Abuse perpetrated by men towards women is deeply rooted in the societal issue of women’s unequal 
status. It is fed by a much broader problem of violence against women and girls within society 
(Women’s Aid, 2022). Barriers against women being believed about experiencing abusive behaviours 
from their intimate partner, and the rampant sexism and misogyny in society lead to abusive 
behaviours being excused (Women’s Aid et al., 2021).  

Many men are often described as being charming or having charm (Horley, 1991; Moore, 2011). 
There are many similar definitions of charm; most of them define charm as a quality that a person 
may possess which is evident in someone who is often categorised as a leader or can easily persuade 
others to do things for them. Charm and charisma are interlinked with a leadership style, with 
charisma as a gift from those following the often-male leadership style (Brands et al., 2015). 
Furthermore, some research suggests that charisma has nothing to do with being likeable but rather 
simply a powerful, all-consuming quality that any leader seeking to exact change should embody 
(Abrams and Hogg, 1990). Relationships which become coercively controlling are often marked by 
charm in the initial stages to attract women into the relationship (Richards, 2022). The disadvantage 
which women experience is made by societal norms and expectations which centre on gender and 
the way in which charm and charisma are perceived by people (Brand et al., 2015). 

Masculinity is correlated to social theory (Seidler, 2013), with men unreasonably learning to speak for 
others before they speak for themselves resulting in men assuming power over women. Charm, when 
used as a mechanism of coercive control can be used to convince women that men’s knowledge is 
more powerful, as are they, and therefore it or they should be conformed to. Men should be allowed 
to hold power and be dominant (Seidler, 2013), feeding into the foundations of coercive control and 
creating a breeding ground for men to control women intimately.  

Charm, in relation to male behaviour has been discussed for years, in 1991, Sandra Horley, Chief 
Executive Officer (CEO) of Refuge, began to use the term ‘charm’ in relation to male behaviours of DA. 
Refuge is a national UK charity with services supporting those who have experienced violence and 
abuse. Power and Control by Horley (1991), used the term “charm syndrome” about the behaviour of 
males and how they operate to ensnare or entrap a woman in a relationship before becoming a 
perpetrator of domestic violence.   

The nuanced nature of coercive control relies on subtle behaviours, depriving the victim of the 
essence of their being over time whilst dominating (Richards, 2022). Charm works mercilessly 
alongside coercive control to render a victim entirely helpless to its effects; there is often a minimal 
indication of the aggressive and dangerous nature of coercive control until the victim is under the 
perpetrator’s control. The basis of “charm syndrome” (Horley, 1991) focuses on this effect of male 
charm and the consequences.  

Men are still described as the dominant gender physically and socially, which is potentially a reason 
behind some modern-day societal acceptance of DA, coercive control and male violence (Smiler, 
2019). Additionally, it is suggested that masculinity is a socially constructed concept which can be 
characterised by an absence of femininity and is obtained or enacted at the expense of women 
(Roberts and Ralph, 2020). This may fuel a suggestion that societal thinking and acceptance are to 
blame for the prevalence of DA and coercive control because men strive for power and control and 
compress femininity.  

There is suggestion that the “new alpha male” should redefine their sense of winning regarding 
interactions with women leading to men needing to adapt and learn to find happiness in winning with 
matters of the heart (Allred, 2020), suggesting that coercive control should be employed to ensure 
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that men continue to entrap the women that they are interacting with. This terminology would still 
suggest that Allred (2020) believes that men’s place in society is dominant to women, through 
coercive control and potentially charm. The suggestion of ensuring men win in matters of the heart 
could be seen as romanticising coercive control and furthering DA. Some research seeks to redefine 
the term alpha male from dominance to adaptation offering that nature does not pity people who 
cannot adapt (Allred, 2020). The term alpha male has been utilised towards men to encourage 
feelings of confidence both in males themselves and in others. An alpha male is the leader of the 
pack; alpha males are described as unhappy unless they lead the group or are the top dog (Ludeman 
and Erlandson, 2004), taking challenges that others won’t whilst also needing control, which is 
behaviour abusive men are recognised for (Duluth, 1980).  

This systematic review aimed to identify studies that characterise entrapment behaviours and how 
male perpetrators describe those behaviours and how charm and coercive control is linked to male 
behaviours of DA towards an intimate female partner in a heterosexual dyadic relationship. It refers 
to laws in England and Wales, the jurisdictions where the researchers are located. Looking at, 
understanding, and discussing laws in different geographical locations, alongside different 
relationships and the intertwining nature of gender constructs within society is out with the scope of 
this paper, although it is noted as a point of potential future interest.   

This paper’s scope considers heterosexual dyadic relationships, specifically men who are attracted to 
women, and vice versa, who enter, or attempt to enter a relationship only with each other. A pair of 
individuals linked via romantic relationships is known as a dyadic relationship.  

 

Methods  

Study design 

This systematic review is the first study conducted as part of my PhD thesis. This study used a 
systematic meta-analysis design (Siddaway et al., 2019). The protocol was registered before 
conducting the Prospero review (https://www.crd.york.ac.uk/prospero). For transparency, any 
changes made to the protocol during the review are described at the end of each of the following 
sub-sections. When designing the systematic review and the protocol, a CRediT tax autonomy was 
adopted for the study data collection, with the principal researcher (NM) undertaking much of the 
authorship with contributions provided in the way of reviewing and screening data (OO and PB). 

Sourcing the literature; Systematic searching and screening. 

An electronic search via online databases was conducted, which were identified with the assistance of 
a specialist subject librarian at the University of Bradford. The identified databases included PsycInfo, 
PubMed, Scopus, and Prospero. A two-stage search strategy was used. Individual searches conducted 
through each database were recorded in an Excel spreadsheet with the number of articles returned 
recorded, and if the results returned were included in the next stage of the review process, alongside 
any reasoning for exclusion. The database search was logged to clarify and understand which search 
terms delivered relevant results for further searches. Searches where results returned were <150 
were included in the next stage of the systematic review.  

The first database to be used as PsycInfo; the search terms and the string combinations were 
assessed to garner the best results from the other databases. The following terms were used for the 
database search: 

https://www.crd.york.ac.uk/prospero
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• Intimate partner violence OR domestic violence OR domestic abuse OR intimate partner 
abuse OR dating violence  

• Charm OR charisma  
• Male perpetrators  
• Female victim OR female survivor.  
• Entrapment AND charm OR charisma.  

 

The PsycINFO database thesaurus was employed, containing an extensive list of the basic search 
function held in the database; this function was used to uncover related articles which may be of 
interest to the aim of this systematic review. The ‘explode’ function included all narrower terms 
within the main search terms. Search terms were combined within the databases to avoid lengthy 
search terms. Any effect of combining the search terms was also recorded. No limits were placed on 
the search or results using the databases to ensure all potentially relevant articles were returned. Any 
limitations placed on the reports by the exclusion criteria were identified later in the systematic 
review process. 

The secondary section of the search utilised the search engine Google. Google advanced searching 
was employed for specialist and targeted searches through ‘.gov’ and ‘.org’ to collate articles from 
government and the third sector. Any study or publications which collected information, including 
self-reporting from the author, were included. Articles published between 01/01/2000 and 
31/12/2020 were to be included to ensure the returned articles provided relevant knowledge at the 
forefront of current research. Articles thesis, dissertations, and letters to the editor, published, were 
included. 

Male behaviours of entrapment within DA were to be a primary aim of each article. Articles focusing 
on male perpetrators and female victims/survivors were to be included in line with the review’s 
objective; no other deviations were included. They were no age, health, language, or ethnicity 
restrictions on the articles. Studies, publications, and reports on female behaviours of perpetration 
were excluded from the review. Studies, publications, and articles expressing the experiences of those 
with lived experience of the abuse directly or describing the experiences of professionals working 
with those with lived experience were included for further consideration. 

Once the database searches were completed, all collated articles were uploaded to the online 
referencing system EndNote (2021), where all duplicated articles were removed. Additionally, reports 
were screened in EndNote (2021) in line with the inclusion criteria based on publishing date and for 
relevance based on the article title. The PRISMA (2020) flowchart was utilised to document the search 
process and accurately record any exclusion with reasoning (see Figure 1). In line with Pieper and 
Puljak (2020), no language restrictions were imposed within the search strategy - to avoid language 
bias, time constraints within the project meant that language restrictions were imposed at the 
selection stage with only articles available in English being included, as the researchers were unable 
to read other languages and access to translation services was not within the scope of the project.   

After duplication, date and title screening, the remaining articles were uploaded onto Covidence 
(Veritas Health Innovation, 2019). In this online systematic review management system, the two 
reviewers (NM & OO) independently screened the titles and abstracts for each article. The two 
reviewers met at 10%, 25%, 50% and 100% of the screening to discuss results and resolve 
divergences. 
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Once this section of the systematic review had been completed, the reviewers screened the full-text 
articles to ascertain their suitability to be included in the next stage. Again, the reviewers worked 
independently and met at 10%, 25%, 50% and 100% of the screening to discuss results and resolve 
divergences. The two reviewers synthesised results. Divergence at any stage was to be resolved by 
discussion between authors, however, the need for this did not arise.  

In deviation from the published protocol, PubMed was not utilised as a search tool due to access 
constraints within my university. Additionally, it was decided to include an additional term of ‘love 
bombing’ as a standalone search after the protocol was published. This deviation was included after 
attending a training course surrounding economic abuse, which described a cycle of behaviours 
leading up to abuse. This term was included at the start of the database search and was therefore 
included on each database. Male behaviours were to be a primary aim of each study; however, due to 
the lack of results within this search term, the review aims and focus of the study was expanded to 
include studies which included discussion of any of the inclusion criteria. Articles focusing on male 
perpetrator programmes without discussing entrapment behaviours were still excluded.  

Finally, searching through Google deviated from the initial protocol with ‘.uk’ being removed to 
include relevant studies and articles to understand the phenomena thoroughly and for grey literature 
searching to be in line with the aim of the systematic review. This change was undertaken before any 
searching of grey literature commenced.   

After database searches through PsychInfo, Scopus, and Prospero and targeted electronic grey 
literature searching through .gov and .org within Google, articles of interest were screened and 
reviewed based on titles and dates published. 65 articles were imported to the online systematic 
review system Covidence (Veritas Health Innovation, 2019). Two reviewers discussed the results of 
any divergences at specific intervals in the process (See Figure 1).  

At the extraction stage, 12 articles were included to be screened for quality and data extraction. The 
two reviewers worked independently to assess the quality and extract data from the reports. Three 
pieces could not be sourced within the timeframe, so nine were included in the final review. 
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Figure 1: PRISMA flowchart.  

 

Critical appraisal. 

The final section of the systematic review process on reviewing software Covidence (Veritas Health 
Innovation, 2019) required the two reviewers to independently extract data from each article, 
including looking at the results or key findings and themes from any studies included in the search 
and key information from any reports. The modified Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) (Long 
et al., 2020) qualitative checklist tool was utilised as a quality assessment tool. The limitations and 
strengths of each study or article were identified using the efficient updated CASP (Long et al., 2020) 
framework allowing the reviewers to consider the details of the article and the ability to think in 
depth about their response choices. The primary reviewer added to the CASP (Long et al., 2020) 
framework to include specific extraction questions relating to the present systematic review aims. 
Extracted information from each article had study population, study methodology, study methods, 
any reference to or description of charm about male behaviour and reported characteristics of male 
entrapment behaviours. 

 

Findings: 
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In this section of the paper, I discuss the findings of the systematic meta-analysis. The findings 
consider the four commonalities found across the papers: male behaviour, charm and charisma, 
coercive control and power.  

Table 1: Article and type 

Article Article summary 

Prevention strategies: involving and engaging 
perpetrators (Avert, 2010) 

Summary article discussing pre-published data and collates findings regarding prevention 
strategies.   

It is a resource to be used by communities and particular groups within it, and tertiary in-
terventions involving programs for those who have already offended. 

Evan Stark, Coercive control – revitalizing a 
movement (Cattaneo, 2008) 

This is a book review of Evan Starks work aiming to summarise Starks work.  

Masculine norms and violence. Making the 
connections (Heilman and Barker, 2018) 

This is a report and its purpose as stated explores “masculine norms” – messages, stereo-
types, and social instructions related to manhood. A “desk based” methodology was em-
ployed to search for inclusion material.  

Young Women’s Experiences of Intimate Part-
ner Violence in the UK and Voices of Men who 
Perpetrate it (Kirkman et al., 2020) 

This is an executive summary report on qualitative research which aimed at exploring the 
experiences of young people. No data is included, rather key findings of other researchers 
are discussed. 

Women of intimate partner abuse: traumatic 
bonding phenomenon (Koch, 2009) 

A research article using phenomenological constructivism to study female perspectives re-
garding attachment bonds, identify conflicts and implicit IPA experiences.  

The earliest warning signs of intimate partner 
violence (Lang, 2011) 

A research article with a PhD, aiming to identify potential earliest warning signs that a ro-
mantic relationship will become violent, using grounded theory and a theoretical frame-
work of symbolic interactionism (SI).  

Applying the Good Lives Model to male perpe-
trators of Domestic Violence (Langlands et al., 
2009) 

A summary report with the aim of investigating how the Good Lives Model can be used to 
frame domestic violence interventions and its possible impact on the high attrition rates 
shown by domestic violence offenders.  

I’m not easily fooled (Peluso, 2010) This is a book chapter, which is written as a first-person narrative, to warn other profes-
sionals of the pitfalls of working with people who use abusive behaviour. The author clearly 
discusses his biases and reflects on them through his narrative.  

Appraisal distortions and intimate partner vio-
lence: gender, power, and interactions (Whit-
ing et al., 2012) 

A research article considering the use of appraisal distortion in relationships where abuse is 
used. The theoretical framework used is constructivism and grounded theory. 

 

Commonalities: 

The narrative synthesis identified unities between some of the nine articles in the systematic review, 
labelled as commonalities. The four commonalities that shall be described and discussed are male 
behaviour, charm and charisma, coercive control, and power (see Table 2). 

Table 2: Commonalities. 

Commonality Article 

Male behaviour Avert, 2010; Cattaneo, 2008; Heilman and Barker., 2018; Kirkman et al. 2020; Koch, 2018; 
Langlands et al., 2009; Peluso, 2010; Whiting et al., 2012. 

Illustrative quote “The advantages of physical power that most men have over their female partners give 
them an ability to ‘‘get away with’’ abuse and accompanying distortions. “(Whiting et al., 

2012). 
Charm and charisma Koch 2018; Lang, 2011; Peluso, 2010; Whiting, 2012. 
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Illustrative quote “The intense “positives” were extraordinarily powerful to the partners—more powerful 
than the emotional abuse and the violence.” (Lang, 2011) 

 
Coercive control Lang, 2011; Peluso, 2010; Whiting et al., 2012.  

Illustrative quote “Just as participants often presented as noncontrolling and non-jealous early on when in 
fact they were very controlling and prone to jealousy.” (Lang, 2011) 

 
Power Avert, 2010; Cattaneo, 2008; Koch, 2018; Lang, 2011; Peluso, 2010; Whiting et al., 2012. 

Illustrative quote “It is in societies like ours, where formal equality exists, that men are driven to recreate 
privilege in personal life.” (Cattaneo, 2008) 

 
 

Male behaviour 

All the articles (Avert, 2010; Cattaneo 2008; Heilman and Barker, 2018; Kirkman et al., 2020; Koch, 
2018; Langlands et al., 2009; Peluso, 2010; Whiting et al., 2012) apart from one (Lang, 2011), 
discussed behaviours after a relationship had turned abusive. The articles all had a commonality of 
attempting to understand women’s reasons for staying in an abusive relationship and wanting to 
make a safer society for women. As the articles focus on understanding women’s reasoning for 
staying in an abusive relationship, this is laying the onus of safety and leaving an abusive relationship 
or not accepting abuse at the feet of those most vulnerable: women. It is also not addressing the root 
cause of male abusive behaviour. The cause is aimed to be understood by Lang’s (2011) research 
investigating warning signs, rationalisation and vulnerability factors of abusive behaviours perpetrated 
by males preceding an abusive relationship with a female victim.  

The language utilised to understand the motivation for a partner’s behaviour as a victim is essential 
(Lang, 2011) phrasing questions with an immediate tangible response is more likely to gain a positive 
acknowledged answer to both the question and the male behaviour than a vague behaviour; for 
example, asking a female if she feels pressured by her intimate partner rather than controlled, there 
is less of a cognitive leap needed from knowing a feeling of pressure than understanding that 
pressure is a form of control (Lang, 2011).   

Peluso (2010) and Whiting et al. (2012) discuss men being in positions of power and that this is a 
given within society. This power’s ‘given’ nature enables men to continue to hold power over females. 
Peluso (2010) explains his prejudices regarding what he would expect from a male attending his 
treatment centre. Expecting mutual respect due to their gender, he also displays stereotypical biases 
toward a female victim and female colleagues in terms of whom he believes, showing that men hold 
power even when employed to be impartial and practical. Furthermore, Cattaneo (2008) discusses 
Stark’s (2009) notion of societal-approved power dynamics enabling DA within a society. Heilman and 
Barker (2018) refer to masculine norms within society leading males to have a higher predisposition 
to violence and abuse to live up to this expectation. Cattaneo (2008) refers to Stark’s (2009) 
suggestion that in societies with no gender equality, with females holding less power and equality 
than males, there is no need for anyone, specifically males, to attempt to wield power over females 
by using DA. In more modern and often Westernised societies, women are seen as more equal beings 
with their male counterparts. Cattaneo (2008), therefore, suggested that this is a reason that DA is 
more prevalent, which is compounded by Heilman and Barker’s (2018) more recent theorising of 
social messages causing men to become violent self-fulling prophecies. Both theories would fit the 
appraisal distortion theory and the ‘high power’ dynamic of males in a domestically abusive 
relationship found by Whiting et al. (2012). Whilst these theorisations do not explain any behaviours 
of entrapment by males who domestically abuse women, they may begin to unpick the power 
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behaviours which women are conditioned to expect and tolerate from their male intimate partners, 
and indeed in broader societal interactions, alongside the comfortable tension (Cattaneo, 2008; Lang, 
2011; Peluso, 2010; Whiting et al., 2012). 

Charm and charisma 

Reference is made in relation to charisma to explain unsavoury male behaviours (Peluso, 2010). It is 
demonstrated that the subject of his deception, his client ‘Larry’, was incredibly charismatic. Peluso 
(2010) explains that he is not usually or easily fooled by his clients but the exceptional ability of Larry 
to be charismatically fooled and control Peluso’s thinking in the same way that it did toward Larry’s 
intimate partner. He goes on to explain how Larry lied and deceived him and his intimate partner, in 
line with the appraisal deception techniques described by Whiting et al. (2012) in which males with 
power, such as Larry, use denial and rationalisation techniques to adjust and control others thinking 
to minimise their behaviour and lay the blame at the victim’s door. It could be said that there is an 
irony to be found in Peluso’s (2010) portrayal of Larry’s partner, as he also minimises his part in being 
deceived whilst rationalising his behaviour by blaming his intimate partner on Larry.  

Lang (2011) as an author, does not define “charm” as an unsavoury male behaviour but a positive 
behaviour, with a priority to impress first and foremost. Another way in which she describes 
“charming” entrapment behaviours is pretending. The pretending includes pretending to share 
interests with the prospective partner in such an extreme positive way that the only way to 
counteract this pretence is to the opposite extreme of DA. This pretence is where participants 
associate the negative connotation to charming behaviours and class the perpetrators of abuse as 
“vipers” when romantic attachment deepens between the pair.  

Furthermore, one participant described their partner as delightful and charming in the initial stages of 
the relationship before the abuse began. The participant further said that she was so enamoured by 
her new partner that she believed him dismissing his former partner’s concerns (Lang, 2011). A 
further example is used in the “charming” acts of an ex-partner, sending cards which stopped once 
the relationship was established, and the abuse began. Once the participant threatened her partner 
with leaving the relationship, the “charming notes began”, which could be categorised as entrapment 
behaviour and coercive control.  

As displayed in the studies reviewed, females are not often aware of the dangerous nature of 
charming behaviours. However, one participant described warning her daughter of “red flags” 
associated with charming male behaviour after living in an abusive relationship which started with a 
male displaying such behaviours in the entrapment stage (Lang, 2011). Another participant describes 
feeling devalued with charm, making her feel like she had “come home” to her intimate partner. The 
behaviours presented her with some degree of familiarity, which would raise the question of why 
women experience the same entrapment behaviours so differently. Why would one woman warn her 
daughter of the red flags associated with charming behaviours and another feeling like she is home? 
Lang (2011) surmises that this may be because different people experience charm differently, in line 
with the findings by Koch (2018) with differing power dynamics, perceived attachment and trauma 
being interrelated with trauma bonding.  

Coercive control 

Coercive control is a line of enquiry amongst many of the articles discussed in the present systematic 
review, this is labelled as simply control in many of them. The commonality is that males hold power, 
which is then utilised to coercively control in a relationship where men perpetrate DA against female 
partners (Lang, 2011; Peluso, 2010; Whiting et al., 2012)  
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It is reported that those involved in intimate relationships which turned abusive are more likely to 
admit to placing pressure on a partner or feeling pressured by a partner than they were of being or 
attempting to control their intimate partner (Lang, 2011). Perpetrators or victims of DA appeared 
more receptive to distinguishing between behaviours and motivation (Lang, 2011); this is consistent 
with findings from Whiting et al. (2012), who reported that distortional appraisal means individuals 
will rationalise harmful behaviours either as a victim or a perpetrator and attempt to minimise them. 
Suppose an individual does not want to acknowledge that their motivation of power and control over 
their intimate partner is the reason for their behaviour, they are unlikely to take ownership or 
recognise the behaviour(s) or the impact of that behaviour (Lang, 2011; Whiting et al.; 2012). As 
discussed, coercive control is often misunderstood or misrepresented but behaviours such as placing 
pressure, controlling them in many ways and having a motivation of power over a partner is coercive 
control, and is described explicitly in articles reviewed, and linked with the discourse in many others 
describing needs for power, male behaviour and charm and charisma.  

A situation between a client and a therapist is depicted in a book chapter by Peluso (2010), explaining 
the effect of coercive control. A male, known as a perpetrator of D, is classified as ‘charismatic’ in his 
attempts to win over a professional to further lie about his behaviour or distort the truth to transfer 
blame to the victim. Whiting et al. (2012) reported male behaviours like denial, blame, minimisation 
and rationalisation, all tactics Peluso (2010) described regarding his client’s behaviour and, perhaps 
controversially, his own behaviour towards female colleagues and service users too. 

Female participants in one study explained how their partners controlled them with gifts and cards 
(Lang, 2011). With males ‘charming’, the prospective partner with pets and other gifts came with 
specific expectations, such as one male partner giving the female kittens. The kittens were to stay at 
his home, which meant that the partner would spend more time with him at his home. The male 
partner coercively controlled increasing amounts of the female’s time with the kittens. Whilst 
displaying more charming and funny behaviour to further entrap his female partner (Lang, 2011). It 
was not recognised as the coercive control and abusive behaviour which it was, as it was perpetrated 
insidiously and carefully.  

 

Power  

Power was another commonality identified in articles included in the current study. This is power 
concerning men and the dominant hold that men have over women, which feeds into the controlling 
dynamic of the domestically abusive relationship. To be explicit, the articles predominantly discussed 
men holding power over women with whom they were involved in intimate relationships and against 
whom they perpetrated DA.  

Many articles discuss the power involved in the relationship that men physically have over their 
intimate partner in terms of abuse and physical or sexual. However, only one study identified the 
effect male power could have on other men (Whiting et al., 2012). Peluso (2010) describes Larry’s 
power over him that made him question his professional training and his colleagues. He discussed the 
coercive control and power over his thinking and, therefore, over his client’s work when he was being 
gaslit by him. He stated that he would doubt where the line of truth was in the relationship due to 
Larry’s charm and his account differing from his abused spouse's. He felt that Larry was a good group 
member with lots to offer other group members and could deliver a “victory” regarding perpetrator 
programme completion and behaviour change.  He further adds that Larry could reach people, 
particularly men, with sincerity and behaviour ownership that he had not seen in others, these same 
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behaviours can be described as akin to coercive control. This extreme positive behaviour mimics what 
the participants in Lang’s (2011) study explained, which caused Peluso (2010) to believe in Larry 
against all the evidence from his colleagues. This suggested this was not a changed man but a man 
continuing his abuse, using power, coercive control, and charm to ensure he manipulated all 
situations and people to his benefit. Whilst this is not discussed in his article, a reader may assume 
that Peluso (2010) could be using his male privilege and access to power over his female colleagues to 
assert his belief in his client, as he used his power as a professional and a male to rationalise Larry’s 
behaviour toward his female colleague and Larry’s abused female partner. This is, again, reflective of 
the insidious nature of coercive control.  

A participant in Lang’s (2011) study speaks of feeling the power and hope about helping her partner 
change his abusive behaviour toward her, but this was a false feeling of power. Her partner held the 
real power in making her feel as if she had any influence over his behaviour toward her, continuing 
the powerful hold that the male has over his intimate female partner with further coercive control, as 
previously discussed. The feeling of one’s partner having more power in a relationship that will 
ultimately turn abusive is spoken about also, with men being uncomfortable with the notion that their 
female partner may hold more power in any way than they do (Lang, 2011; Whiting et al., 2012). The 
power dynamics that play out in an abusive relationship often see the male perpetrators deny that 
they are being abusive, even when confronted with the evidence of their behaviour with appraisal 
distortion heavily at play (Whiting et al., 2012). This may be a genuine belief that males hold but may 
also be fuelled by the societal expectations of males having and retaining power over women in all 
aspects of life, alongside their coercively controlling tactics at play (Cattaneo, 2008; Peluso, 2010; 
Whiting et al., 2021).  

Lang (2011) discussed the physical power that men can have over women. One participant described 
how she was overcome by her intimate partner physically restraining her on the couch, showing his 
dominance in more than just his actions. Addressing other expectations of power and fear indicates 
that power is not an arbitrary construct about the dynamics of an intimate relationship in which a 
male perpetrates DA towards a female. Male perpetrators exerting or threatening to exert their 
physical power over a female (Lang 2011) and manipulating situations and the relationship to 
continue holding power (Cattaneo, 2008; Koch, 2018; Whiting, 2012). Other articles in the review 
refer to the effects of male controlling behaviour and coercive control (Avert, 2010; Cattaneo, 2008; 
Lang, 2011) but not the method by which males exert that control. 

 

Discussion  

Much of the feminist theory surrounding DA emphasises the power and gender imbalance in 
opposite-sex relationships (Pence and Paymar, 1993; Rothenberg, 2002; Soriano, 2019). Alongside the 
societal acceptance of male violence, women have societally prescribed ways to behave in intimate 
relationships (Pence and Paymar, 1993). Within Lang’s (2011) feminist stance, there would be a 
suggestion that the societal acceptance of aggression and abuse perpetrated by men allows the cycle 
of violence and abuse to continue with an increasing need for male power and control over intimate 
female partners whilst socially conditioning women to be non-violent. There is the suggestion that 
control, and coercive control is misunderstood within society, with there being less of a cognitive leap 
for women to feel that they are pressured by their intimate partner rather than controlled, coercively 
or not.  
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The Duluth model (Duluth, 1980) is the dominant approach to treating male abuse towards female 
partners, such as the DA Perpetrator programmes accredited by RESPECT in England. RESPECT is a 
service that ensures that programmes aimed at perpetrators of abuse are of high standard, effective 
and safe for facilitators and participants. The Duluth model (1980) model examines ways to hold men 
who abuse women accountable for their actions working in line with feminist work as it places the 
focus of men’s behaviour on the men themselves, and attempts to give men healthy, non-abusive 
behaviour options. The Domestic Violence-Informed Continuum, by the Safe and Together Institute 
(2020), works alongside the Duluth model (Duluth, 1980) to make meaningful and systematic changes 
to the practice of professionals who work with those with lived experience of DA by working together 
to place the blame for male behaviour on males and ensure that professionals working with people 
with lived experience are informed of the best practice. There is suggestion with research that some 
women view coercive control as positive behaviours from their partner (Lang, 2011), whilst men deny 
that their behaviour is or was abusive - this is explained by looking at it as appraisal distortion 
(Whiting et al., 2012). Their abusive behaviour is rationalised by both the victim and perpetrator as a 
protective mechanism which minimises the effect of the abusive behaviour and normalises coercive 
control. This further allows men to live up to the violent self-fulfilling prophecy social messaging has 
encouraged them to be (Heilman and Barker, 2018). 

To consider another side of the equation, men who act violently towards their intimate partners were 
found to have done so out of their insecurities or anxieties about themselves (Rothenberg, 2002). This 
aligns with the assumption of toxic masculinity in which it is presumed that men are put into specific 
categories with prescribed behavioural expectations that increase the pressure to be powerful and in 
control (Sexton, 2019). Alongside this, some men feel that receiving abuse permits them to abuse 
others and that their abuse is learned behaviour (Soriano, 2019). A further reason given by men for 
their abusive behaviour is a ‘shaking’ of the foundations of their manhood by strong women (Soriano, 
2019). The shaking of their manhood could be compared to an attack on their masculinity, which 
could be seen as passing the blame for their abusive behaviours on to women, perhaps suggesting 
that women should behave in the societally prescribed way which allows men to be powerful and in 
control harmonised with their expectations. This would then mean that women are seen are less 
equal than men, and therefore there would be no need for men to propel themselves as self-fulfilling 
violent prophecies as they would hold the power and control that they crave (Cattaneo, 2008; 
Heilman and Barker, 2018). Men would hold significant appraisal distortion and would be able to 
continue to deny their abilities to coercively control their partners (Whiting et al., 2012).  Considering 
these narratives alongside the work of Heilman and Barker (2018), shows the force of societal 
messaging on men and their behaviour, it could be suggested that messages of toxic masculinity, male 
control and the need for power is coercively controlling some men.  

Briefly considering the methodologies of the articles explored within this paper, only three were 
explicit research articles, whereby they had conducted their own data collection with live participants 
(Koch, 2018; Lang, 2011; Whiting et al., 2012). All three articles utilised a constructivist approach, with 
Lang (2011) and Whiting et al. (2012) employing grounded theory as the basis of their data collection, 
assuming that ‘data’ is the reconstruction of the participants’ experience. Conversely, Koch (2018) 
employed a phenomenological constructivist approach, studying female perspectives of intimate 
partner abuse and attachment bonds and identifying conflicts to boost victim advocacy. This study 
was also grounded in constructivism. However, phenomenological constructivism is often a popular 
methodology used when studying how a group of people experience a phenomenon, such as 
women’s experience of intimate partner abuse.  
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The Avert (2010) article has no theoretical underpinning due to the nature of the paper. There is no 
reference to a research design within Langland’s (2009) document; as this is a report, the author 
states the report refers to the least five central processes by which masculine norms shape the 
likelihood of men and boys experiencing or perpetrating both interpersonal and public forms of 
violence, as informed by gender theory.  Both the Avert (2010) and Langland’s (2009) articles two 
consider how the Good Lives Model can be used to frame DA interventions and the possible impact 
on the high attraction rates, alongside contemplating preventative interventions aimed at educating 
the whole community. This is similar in principle to Heilman and Barker’s (2018) book review, in which 
they discuss their consideration of theoretical and empirical links between harmful masculine norms 
and types of violent behaviour. They also reference five central processes that are informed by 
gender theory. As this report is a book review, these theoretical and empirical links may be taken 
from the book’s author (Stark 2007). 

 

Strengths and limitations  

It is well known that there is a wealth of psychological studies which look at male behaviours of DA 
and consider female experiences within relationship which are categorised as abusive, however as far 
as we are aware, this is the first review to systematically explore charm in relation to abusive male 
behaviour. The findings in this review were consistent with research examining similar, but different 
stages within a heterosexual, dyadic, relationship characterised by DA and specifically coercive 
control. Another strength of this study is the useful nature to the wide range of services which 
employee the Duluth model (1980) of behaviour change work: understanding the stages of a 
relationship which may turn abusive and the behaviour which men use to be abusive towards a 
female partner strengthens the knowledge base which models such as Duluth (1980) work from.   

Something not addressed in this systematic review is that not all men are abusive, and not all men use 
abusive behaviours, coercive control, or charm warrants to the same degree. Further research is 
needed to understand why all men are not guilty of perpetrating the same level of DA towards their 
female intimate partners or indeed, all women. 

The main limitation of this study in relation to the aim is that some potential articles were not able to 
be accessed for this study, alongside this a decision was made to only include articles which were 
available in English. This may have narrowed the findings of the review and had the potential to 
anglicise them, this means that the findings of this review cannot be generalised within wider 
communities than England and Wales where the researcher is based. Future research may address by 
considering articles from non-westernised countries to understand DA as a world-wide phenomenon.  

 

Conclusions and implications  

The aim of this systematic review was to identify studies that characterise entrapment behaviours and 
how male perpetrators describe those behaviours alongside identifying and describing the 
methodologies employed to study the entrapment behaviours. This systematic review has shown that 
women have little power, metaphorically or literally, within relationships where a man seeks 
dominance and is coercively controlling. The hope is that the gap in the knowledge of researchers and 
practitioners which has been identified and can be addressed with knowledge from an intersectional 
feminist standpoint, after all, knowledge is power.  
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Future research should focus on understanding the initial stages of courtship, with any understanding 
men hold of the abuse and tactics they use to entrap their partners and how women whom men have 
entrapped identify those behaviours and describe their feelings about them.  

The genealogy of DA and the pathway to the present has shown that misogyny and a deeply rooted 
problematic patriarchal influence of toxic masculinity in which men believe that they can, should, and 
do hold power, domination, and control over women in society, but especially intimate relationships, 
has led to a culture of normalised abusive behaviours. This systematic review has shown that we 
understand the behaviours that men utilise within a relationship in which they are abusive, these are 
well documented and researched, and we have behaviour change programmes working towards 
effectiveness for men to change their behaviour and programmes to assist women in understanding 
the behaviours that men use to control them within the relationship. Conversely, it has spotlighted 
the lack of knowledge about how men use charm and, therefore, coercive control within their abusive 
pathway and that we have little understanding of the initial phase of a relationship and the 
behaviours men exhibit to entrap women into a relationship and then turn abusive.  

The consequence of not grasping a hold of the gaps this systematic review has shown within 
psychological research and literature is that we, as a society, maintain the status quo. That the 
epidemic of DA, coercion, and control against women and girls continues. More harm than good is 
projected by well-meaning governmental policy changes or behaviour change and awareness 
programs not hitting the mark of effective adaptation and recognition. Suppose we, as researchers 
and practitioners, do not truly understand how an abusive relationship is built and how men entrap 
women with coercive practices, how can we effectively support those wishing to change their 
behaviour or heal from their experiences.  
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