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Police respond to high volumes of domestic violence (DV) calls that can be time-
consuming and often deal with repeat involved persons, regardless of whether 
or not charges are laid. This study extracts and examines three distinct cases 
of individuals/couples that involved almost 2% of 3,414 domestic violence calls 
to police that occurred over about a 3-year period for a small-sized urban com-
munity and its surrounding rural areas in Ontario, Canada. Most of the calls 
(86.2%) for these three cases did not result in any charges being laid. Each case 
represented a unique problem focus common in DV situations, and all three 
cases involved children. Key issues for one case included substance use and the 
cycle of violence; in another case, mental health problems and parenting chal-
lenges were prominent; and the third case pertained to child custody and access 
issues. Acceptance of offered support and services by the involved persons was 
minimal in all three cases. Implications for improved police responses involving 
collaboration with other service providers in smaller communities with limited 
resources are discussed.
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Police in Canada and elsewhere experience a high volume of domestic violence 
(DV)1 calls annually (Burczycka et al., 2018; Henning et al., 2021; Sechrist 
& Weil, 2018; Stanko, 2008). While a small proportion of the calls involve 
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lethality and more involve heightened risk and severity, a much larger proportion 
are more mundane, resulting in no charges laid (approximately two-thirds; Campbell 
et  al., 2020) and appearing to be less serious (Burczycka et  al., 2018; Sherman, 
2018). Because police are the first responders to DV calls, they have a primary role 
in ensuring appropriate interventions and referrals to community support. However, 
the potential needs of involved persons may fall outside the scope of police practice 
(Retief & Green, 2015). Social work intervention during these critical moments could 
support the involved persons more effectively and thereby help to reduce the non-
criminal demands on police.

This article presents a study of cases involving repeated calls to the police in a 
small-sized urban community and its surrounding rural areas in Ontario, Canada, 
that occurred during the 3-year study timeframe. Police leadership in this commu-
nity indicated they experience a substantially higher volume of DV calls than other 
communities of similar size. In addition the policy requires that two officers must 
attend in response to any DV call, meaning that for every hour spent on the call, 
2 hours of police time is expended. Following the response, one officer must com-
plete all paperwork and follow-up needed to finalize the call response, adding more 
to the time already expended. We explore the challenges police face with these calls 
and recommend potential approaches that involve social workers. The recommended 
approaches consider the limited resources common to smaller cities and rural areas 
and support a broadened community response to improve service provision.

Policing and Domestic Violence Calls

Responding to DV calls comprises a large percentage of daily police work (Burczycka 
et al., 2018; Sechrist & Weil, 2018; Stanko, 2008), as much as 30%–40% of violent/
assault crimes reported to police (Burczycka et  al., 2018; Goodman-Delahunty & 
Crehan, 2016). Due to the volume of calls, more than one officer dispatched to each 
call. The amount of time required to respond and complete the extra associated 
paperwork (i.e., risk assessment and supplementary forms specific to DV), DV calls 
to place a substantial demand on limited police resources (Goodman-Delahunty & 
Crehan, 2016; Henning et al., 2021; Spivak et al., 2021). Officers describe the paper-
work for DV calls as “excessive” (Johnson, 2004, p. 212). Studies also found high 
levels of police frustration, especially with victims they perceived as uncooperative 
or who repeatedly returned to their abusers (Goodman-Delahunty & Crehan, 2016; 
Horwitz et al., 2011; Jennett, 2012; Johnson, 2004). Some police become impatient 
with women they label “recidivist victims” (Jennett 2012, p. 38). These perceptions 
can impact police responses to repeat DV call but can be further exacerbated by the 
complexity of these calls.

Officers responding to DV calls are pressured to deal effectively with problems 
that are often more complex than other crimes (Horwitz et al., 2011; Johnson, 2004; 
Spivak et al., 2021). Arriving at a domestic call, officers must immediately assess 
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for risk for everyone at the scene, including themselves. Some calls can be danger-
ous for police (Huey & Ricciardelli, 2017; Johnson, 2011; Ruff, 2012). Although such 
incidents are infrequent, the risk of physical assaults on officers during calls can 
increase when a suspect appears hostile or has consumed alcohol (Johnson, 2011). 
Once police assess the situation, they decide whether or not to lay charges and pro-
vide short-term safety planning for victims.

Risk assessment tools often support the police in assessing the situation and pre-
dicting future offending behavior, but most tools were developed only for male abuser-
female victim situations (Hilton et  al., 2010; Medina Ariza et  al., 2016; Seewald 
et al., 2017). Accurate risk assessment requires information from preceding calls and 
knowledge of associated risk factors, particularly related to the end of a relation-
ship (Anderson & Saunders, 2003; Romans et al., 2007). Responses to risk assess-
ment questions commonly rely on information provided by victims (Kebbell, 2019), 
who may appear uncooperative by refusing to respond (Carter & Grommon, 2016; 
Johnson, 2004), or may be distrustful of officers (Goodman-Delahunty & Crehan, 
2016), whom victims experience as unfair or blaming (Stewart et al., 2013). Children 
are often present, and at risk in domestic disputes (Fallon et al., 2015; Kimball, 2016), 
yet, children’s involvement is not necessarily well-captured on risk assessments or 
police reports (Swerin et al., 2018). Previous studies suggest alcohol and drugs are 
contributory risks in many DV cases and add to the unpredictability and volatil-
ity for responding officers and victims (Huey & Ricciardelli, 2017; Johnson, 2011). 
Assessing victims’ relationships with their abusers can be complicated by issues of 
financial dependence and emotional attachment, absence of obvious injuries, and 
reluctance to cooperate with the police (Retief & Green, 2015; Ruff, 2012). Emotional 
or psychological abuse can be one of the most difficult types of abuse for police to 
detect or prove because it lacks visible evidence (Retief & Green, 2015). These same 
issues often resurface at repeat calls.

Regardless of whether or not the call resulted in charges, tracking repeat, DV 
calls data can provide important efficiency information to the police (Brimicombe, 
2016; Medina Ariza et  al., 2016; Stanko, 2008). For example, using risk manage-
ment tools to track and analyze repeat caller data can help police to better manage 
service demands (Brimicombe, 2016; Stanko, 2008), more effectively aid in identi-
fying victims’ safety needs and linking them to appropriate resources and services 
(Brimicombe, 2016; Medina Ariza et al., 2016; Sebire & Barling, 2016; Spivak et al., 
2021; Stanko, 2008); and, work to reduce escalation of harmful offender behaviors 
(Brimicombe, 2016; Stanko, 2008). Research found that police services were not effec-
tively using the data they produced with their risk assessments (Ballucci et al., 2017; 
Brimicombe, 2016). Frontline officers viewed supplementary reports, especially when 
charges were not laid, as a cumbersome part of required paperwork that is not uti-
lized in any meaningful way (Ballucci et al., 2017). However, some officers indicated 
tracking these calls can provide important risk and call history when dealing with 
repeat callers (Ballucci et al., 2017).
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While violence and lethality must be prevented (Brimicombe, 2016; Stanko, 2008), the 
majority of DV cases are more mundane, e.g., verbal disputes) but still time-consuming 
(Ballucci et al., 2017; Johnson, 2004; Spivak et al., 2021) and impact limited resources 
(Conor et al., 2020; Huey & Ricciardelli, 2015, 2017; Zorn et al., 2017). Suppose we 
want police to have more time for an appropriate response to cases involving danger to 
victims of DV, who are most often women and children (Burczycka et al., 2018). In that 
case, we need to understand and reduce the pressures created by the volume of repeat 
DV calls, and to provide better community support for police particularly in dealing 
with repeat, but low level, cases.

DV call documentation completed by responding officers can provide insights about 
the people involved, the challenges police face, and how they manage responses to 
DV calls (Brimicombe, 2016; Stanko, 2008). Criminal justice system data commonly 
focuses on single incidents; however, by placing incidents from multiple call individu-
als within a context, we can use their “case stories” to identify behavior patterns over 
time (Hester, 2012, p. 1,071; Spivak et al., 2021). The study aimed to identify some 
key issues of repeat callers by qualitatively examining three cases comprised of the 
individuals/couples with the highest number of DV calls to the police. We hope to 
identify ways to reduce these kinds of resource-heavy DV calls and, as a consequence, 
reduce officer frustration (Goodman-Delahunty & Crehan, 2016; Horwitz et al., 2011; 
Jennett, 2012; Johnson, 2004). The guiding research questions: What were the key 
characteristics, issues, and challenges for the involved persons and responding offi-
cers contained within each case? What are the broader implications of these cases for 
social work to support improved responses to DV, particularly in small communities 
where police and community services funding is limited?

METHOD

A narrative case study and content analysis approach guided the methodology. 
Narrative case studies can capture the unique details of complex DV cases (Hartman, 
2017) “within its real-life context” (Rowley, 2002, p. 18). The narrative approach 
helps to organize the large number of variables contained in data into an accessible 
and analyzable description, particularly when the case involves more than an indi-
vidual unit or person (Hartman, 2017). Content analysis approaches are well-suited 
to categorizing and analyzing the numerous manifest and latent content variables 
that comprise each case (Bengtsson, 2016; Berg, 2001; Kleinheksel et al., 2020).

The case data for this study was extracted from a larger study, which examined 
police responses to DV calls from an Ontario, Canada, small-sized city and its sur-
rounding rural areas. The real-world data were collected from January 2011 to March 
2014 on two types of supplementary report forms police must complete for every DV 
call. One for Criminal Code (CC) incidents in which charges of any type are laid and 
one for Non-Criminal Code (NonCC) incidents when no charges are laid. The larger 
study analyzed police call data for 3,414 DV calls (CC calls: N = 985; NonCC calls: 
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N = 2,429). Calls that remained under investigation or were in the courts when data 
were retrieved were excluded. All data were anonymized and forwarded by the police 
to the researchers. The study was approved by our University Research Ethics Board 
in accordance with Canadian Tri-Council standards.

The supplementary reports contained information about the persons involved, 
location, presence and involvement of children, emotional state of involved persons, 
actions taken by officers, a risk indicators checklist (i.e., CC form has 20 risk ques-
tions and NonCC has 16 risk questions), and support service intervention for victims/
complainants. The reports do include text boxes to allow for further descriptions of 
items. Information gathering differs somewhat between the two forms: CC risk data 
is collected for the accused; NonCC risk data applies to either or both involved per-
sons (i.e., complainant and respondent). These reports are one part of the official 
police records and do not include a detailed description of the call circumstances, age 
or the gender2 of persons involved, or the child(ren)’s gender(s). They primarily serve 
as a tracking tool for the investigation and to monitor case follow-up but are not used 
to manage policing practices.

Approximately 75% of calls across both data sets had individuals who were 
involved in more than one call (i.e., 2–23 calls). Therefore, call frequencies based on 
involved individuals were examined and categorized by the type of call (i.e., CC or 
NonCC), role within type of call (i.e., CC: Victim or accused; NonCC: Complainant 
or respondent), the number of calls within each call type, and total calls across both 
data sets. Five individuals identified with 16 or more calls across both datasets. Four 
of those individuals accounted for two couples (i.e., two cases), while the fifth indi-
vidual was identified as a victim with multiple accused persons, which resulted in 
the creation of the three cases. The data was extracted from both data sets for the 
three cases consisting of these five primary individuals with the highest number of 
calls in the datasets.

Analysis Plan

The analytical approach blended manifest (e.g., data contained in the forms that 
were easily observed or counted) and latent (e.g., data contained in the forms that 
required researcher interpretation and exploration of implied meaning) content 
analysis strategies to extract and examine the cases (Bengtsson, 2016; Berg, 2001; 
Kleinheksel et  al., 2020). The approach was adapted slightly to accommodate the 
unique requirements of deriving three distinct cases, which could then be individu-
ally and collectively analyzed. The narrative description for each case was drawn 
solely from the information contained in the specific supplementary reports (i.e., both 
manifest and latent content) relevant to the case. In creating the case narratives, 
each case’s call data (e.g., comprised of 16–21 supplementary reports per case) were 
placed in chronological order. This helped to illustrate the context and evolution of 
each case over the time period of calls, providing more salient information that would 
not be available by looking at singl-call incidents (Hester, 2012). The manifest con-
tent provided the consistent categorical structure on which the cases were organized. 
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Inclusion criteria established for the two cases were based on the primary involved 
persons’ relationships with one another, and in the case with one primary person, 
only her direct partners, thereby clearly defining the units of analysis (Rowley, 2002). 
Call incidents peripheral to the cases were excluded (i.e., a call incident with one 
of the primarily involved persons that are not directly linked to the other primary 
involved person).

Latent content analysis was conducted for each case to determine the key con-
structs (i.e., issues and challenges) by combining the elements of items on the data 
forms, characters (i.e., involved persons and responding officers within the case), 
concepts within the data forms, and semantics of the notation descriptions contained 
in each relevant form for the case (Berg, 2001). A coding frame was created based 
on the form categories and exploratory question: What were the key characteristics, 
issues, and challenges for the involved persons and responding officers contained 
within each case? To ensure trustworthiness and a rigorous process, three of the 
authors independently coded the data guided by the coding frame and question. They 
then compared and contrasted their initial meaning unit codes for consistency and to 
derive a set of agreed-upon constructs for each case (Kleinheksel et al., 2020). These 
constructs were then triangulated with the literature to develop the final interpreta-
tion and analysis of the cases (Bengtsson, 2016).

RESULTS

The three cases were comprised of 58 calls (CC n = 8; NonCC n = 50) from the two 
data sets. Ten additional calls were peripherally associated with these cases and 
therefore excluded. All three cases included children, from infancy to 14 years old. 
The children were present for 56.9% of calls. This represented 52.4% of calls in two 
cases and 75% of calls in one case. Two of the cases accounted for all charges laid. 
Support offered to the victims was not accepted most of the time in each case. An 
involved person was taken to a place of safety in 27.2% of calls, and an involved per-
son accepted a victim service referral when offered only 10.6% of the time. Refer to 
Table 1 for count details pertaining to call data variables by case.

TABLE 1.  Call Data Overview of Three Cases (N = 58)

Note. aNo offer noted on 4 calls; bNo offer noted on 7 calls.

Call data variables Cases
Ms. E Ms. A & Mr. B Ms. J & Mr. K

Time period 36 months 26 months 24 months
Number of calls 21 16 21
Type of call: CC 5 3 –

NonCC 16 13 21
Calls via 911 16 8 2
Number of children 2 2 2
Calls children present 11 12 11
No risk question data 14 9 4
Accepted referral to victim services 0a 4 1b

Taken to place of safety 6 8 2
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Each case represented a unique problem focus common in DV situations. Ms. E’s3 
situation involved key issues of substance abuse, the cycle of violence, multiple part-
ners, and Ms. E’s children. Ms. A’s and Mr. B’s cases illustrated ongoing mental 
health challenges and conflicting ideas about parenting their children. Ms. J’s and 
Mr. K’s cases focused on marital and child custody issues. Each case is presented 
with a narrative description and interpretive analysis of the key characteristics, 
issues, and challenges.

Ms. E

Case Description.  Ms. E was involved with three primary partners and a total of 21 
calls between both data sets occurring over three years. While Mr. F was considered 
the predominant partner, in this case, Ms. E was also involved with two other partners: 
Five calls (2 CC; 3 NonCC) involved Mr. G; two NonCC calls involved Mr. H, who also 
had five NonCC calls with another partner; and 14 calls (3 CC; 11 NonCC) with Mr. 
F. All three men had prior DV incidents. However, the number of prior incidents to 
the calls reported on the forms from this timeline was unclear because the forms 
noted varied ranges (i.e., Mr. G: 2–33; Mr. H: 7–13; and Mr. F: 3–27). Sixteen (16) of 
the 21 calls were 911 emergency calls. Ms. E had two children who were aged 2 and 
3 years at the beginning of the timeline. The paternity of the children was unclear, 
although police noted that she and Mr. H had children in common in one call. The 
children were present in 11 incidents. The Children’s Aid Society (CAS) was notified 
in 19 incidents but was not notified after two incidents when the children were not 
present.

Ms. E had a history of drug use. She used crack cocaine and alcohol throughout 
the timeline. The first five calls occurred over the first 11 months of the timeframe 
and involved Mr. G, who also had a history of drug use. Both had relapsed on crack 
and had anger and impulsivity issues when under the influence. Relationship status 
was identified as “dating” during the first three calls and “married” in their final two 
calls. In the second call, Ms. E had redness and a swollen left cheekbone. Mr. G was 
charged with assault. The children were present for this occurrence. Four months 
later, during the third call, Mr. G was charged with failure to comply. In the fifth 
and final call with Mr. G, it was noted he had lost his job after he went to jail. It was 
unclear if the jail time was associated with the assault on Ms. E.

About one year later, Ms. E and her children were taken to a place of safety after 
police responded to a 911 call involving Mr. H. Both Ms. E and Mr. H had been using 
substances, and Mr. H was noted as extremely intoxicated. No charges were laid in 
this incident. Ms. E had one other NonCC incident with Mr. H about 11 months later. 
Relationship status indicated “separated” in the first and “divorced” in the second1 
incident.

Within two weeks of the first call involving Mr. H, Ms. E experienced her first 
NonCC call involving Mr. F. On this call, he was noted as prohibited from own-
ing/accessing weapons. There were six subsequent NonCC calls with Mr. F within 
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a 4-month period. On various calls, their relationship status was noted as “sepa-
rated,” “dating,” “common-law,” or “married.” Risk question responses were noted 
as “refused” or “unknown” for five of these seven calls. Six months later, they had 
two more NonCC calls within seven days. Risk questions and safety planning were 
refused by Ms. E during these two calls. Three days later, Ms. E called 911, and Mr. 
F was charged with assault. Police noted “no real injuries at this time.” The children 
were not present during this incident. Ms. E was taken to a place of safety. Six weeks 
later, in another CC call, Mr. F was charged with breach of probation, and Ms. E and 
her children were taken to a place of safety. Again, they refused to respond to the 
risk questions. Following this series of calls with Mr. F, the second NonCC call with 
Mr. H occurred.

Three months after the last call with Mr. H, the final three calls with Mr. F 
occurred within a 3-day period. Two NonCC calls occurred. On the same day as the 
second NonCC call, a CC call also occurred, during which Mr. F was charged with 
assault, uttering death threats, and failure to comply with probation. Again, police 
noted “no injuries seen.”

Analysis.  Ms. E’s case appeared as high risk (i.e., based on charges laid), complex, 
and challenging for police and other service providers. It illustrated the linkages 
between addictions and violence and the cycle of violence, particularly for Ms. E, who 
was involved with multiple partners across the calls. Drug and alcohol use by all par-
ties was a central theme in the case. Ms. E and her children were at constant risk of 
DV, and their vulnerability was exacerbated by Ms. E’s substance use and involve-
ment with violent men who also use substances. The extent of CAS involvement was 
unknown.

Ms. E could easily labeled a “recidivist victim” in a repetitious abuse cycle, held 
by her substance use and marked by her limited acceptance of any support offered 
(Jennett, 2012, p. 38). She may not know any different lifestyle. Police responding 
to calls may have found themselves exasperated by their inability to impact change 
in Ms. E’s life and her partner choices. During 14 calls, it is not clear whether Ms. E 
refused to respond to risk questions or the attending police did not ask or complete 
the questions (i.e., the form was left blank). Police indicated that she was uncoopera-
tive during several calls, and she never accepted a referral to victim services when 
offered, potentially eliciting annoyance for those who intervened (Horwitz et  al., 
2011; Jennett, 2012; Johnson, 2004). Alternatively, Ms. E may have been distrustful 
of the officers (Goodman-Delahunty & Crehan, 2016) or found them to be unfair or 
blaming (Stewart et al., 2013) since she had a long history of calls, substance use, and 
continual cycle of violence. Nonetheless, arrests, charges, and convictions did occur, 
and she allowed police to take her to a place of safety on six occasions, which demon-
strated that the police were using the law to address the violence and provided Ms. E 
with some support. Despite police efforts, the cycle may never be interrupted. While 
many calls were NonCC, this case should not be considered a lower-risk DV situation. 
A partner may someday use lethal violence with Ms. E.
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Ms. A and Mr. B

Case Description.  Ms. A’s and Mr. B’s cases involved 16 calls over a 26-month 
period, including 13 NonCC and three CC calls. Only Ms. A was charged. Half of the 
calls were 911 emergency calls. Mr. B and Ms. A had two children together. The sec-
ond child was an infant at the time of the first call. Children were present in 12 of the 
16 calls, but the CAS was notified in all 16 incidents. A place of safety was provided 
for either Ms. A or Mr. B in response to half of the calls. The couple either refused 
to respond to the risk questions, or the police left the questions blank for nine calls. 
The data indicated that the couple had reported domestic disputes to police before 
the timeline, ranging from 1 to 17 occurrences. Mr. B had three further calls with two 
other female partners near the end of this case’s timeline. In these calls, Mr. B was 
also the complainant/victim.

Ms. A had severe mental health problems. She had been held and assessed under 
the Mental Health Act (MHA) previously, was diagnosed with bipolar disorder, was 
suicidal, and was suffering from post-partum depression. She was also described as 
extremely emotional and unable to control her temper. Ms. A had damaged Mr. B’s 
property on numerous occasions. Mr. B had a learning disability and was described 
as impulsive and fearful. Their conflicts were over childcare and household respon-
sibilities. Ms. A reported that Mr. B “tries to control her actions.” Mr. B confirmed 
that he attempted “to control what she does in the house with regard to cleaning, 
childcare, and friends.” The police noted, “both parties go off on each other, yelling 
and screaming.” They also faced financial challenges as neither party was working.

During the fourth NonCC call, Ms. A was noted as “crying, angry, nervous, hys-
terical, upset, calm, afraid” and told the police that she wanted to “buy a gun.” No 
charges were laid. Eleven months later, ten calls occurred within a 3-month period. 
Three of these calls occurred within two days, including a CC call when Ms. A gave 
Mr. B a “fat lip.” She was charged with assault and taken to the hospital under the 
MHA. After being discharged two weeks later, Ms. A unsuccessfully attempted to 
have counter-charges laid against Mr. B. They were now separated, and subsequent 
conflicts were about child custody. There were four more NonCC calls and two addi-
tional CC calls in which Ms. A was charged with breaches of probation and failures 
to comply with conditions. Ten months later, two NonCC calls occurred, but both 
refused to respond to all risk questions.

Analysis.  This case illustrated the difficulties police experience in domestic incidents 
when complex mental health issues are prominent, and only the female is charged. 
Mental health was clearly a central concern, along with high stress and parenting 
young children. Neither Ms. A nor Mr. B had the ability to manage conflict, particu-
larly when the additional stress of a baby and post-partum depression compounded 
Ms. A’s other mental health issues. CAS was likely involved, given they were notified 
in all 16 calls, but the extent of involvement was unknown. Both parties appeared 
to rely on the police to problem-solve. Ms. A did not seem to recognize her need for 
support, given the past interventions under the MHA and that the police opted to 
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use their powers under the MHA to take her to a hospital at the time of her arrest. 
The police also assessed her emotional state during one call as “hysterical,” among 
other emotions, despite the fact that police rarely selected this option in the full data 
sets. This suggested that Ms. A appeared volatile or unpredictable to the police and 
they may have feared she could place the police at risk (Huey & Ricciardelli, 2017; 
Johnson, 2011; Ruff, 2012). Ms. A seemed to fit Hester’s (2012) findings that com-
pared to men, women as primary aggressors were more likely to be arrested and to 
be described “as alcoholic or mentally ill” (p. 1,072). However, it appeared that she 
needed mental health support and was hospitalized. Finances were identified as a 
risk factor that may have also impacted the couples’ ability to access needed support.

Mr. B was the identified victim. He was also involved in police calls with two other 
female partners, and charges were laid against one of these other women. Being a 
male victim is considered less common and often questioned as legitimate by police 
and service providers (Hines, 2015). Although Mr. B openly admitted to the police to 
trying to attempt to control Ms. A’s behavior, a potential red flag for coercive control 
(Robinson et al., 2018), police appeared to perceive him as a victim needing support 
given Ms. A’s mental instability and his learning disability.

Ms. J and Mr. K

Case Description.  As a couple, Mr. K and Ms. J had the most calls in the data sets. 
All 21 of their calls were NonCC and occurred over two years. Two additional NonCC 
calls involved Ms. J and a different partner in the last four months of the timeline. 
Mr. K’s and Ms. J’s cases involved custody dispute issues. They separated a year 
before the first call in the data set and had at least the younger of two children in 
common. One or both children, ages 6 and 13 at the start of the timeline, were pres-
ent in 11 calls. The CAS was notified in 18 calls regardless of the children’s presence. 
Forms noted a varied range of 4–10 domestic dispute calls prior to this timeline.

Mr. K and Ms. J were noted as separated and in an “on and off” relationship dur-
ing the timeline. Mr. K described Ms. J as narcissistic, and each accused the other of 
jealousy and abusing alcohol and drugs. Neither appeared to be employed. During 18 
calls, the police noted that they were calm. The couple had ongoing issues related to 
child custody and the division of property. The first incident in the timeline was an 
emergency call by a neighbor where police noted Mr. K “nearly ran [Ms. J] over with 
his vehicle.” All other calls were non-emergency calls made by the couple. Ms. J was 
the complainant in four calls, and Mr. K in 17 calls. Data indicated they harassed 
each other on a regular basis via texts and phone calls. Ms. J was taken to a place 
of safety in one call. In another call, it was unclear which of the two was taken. This 
was the only occasion where one of them accepted a referral to victim services. Some 
responses to risk factors were exact words from one form repeated in the next report 
five weeks later. Similar wording reappeared in several reports. Responses to risk 
questions and safety interventions on other calls indicated that the couple refused to 
respond or that the officers left the form blank in these areas.
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Analysis.  Custody of and access to children were central problems for this couple. 
The police seemed to be used to support their legal battle (i.e., call records can be 
evidence in legal disputes). Mr. K appeared more prone to call the police based on his 
role as a complainant in 17 calls. Potentially, Mr. K was trying to get Ms. J in trouble 
by enlisting the legal system as a means to indirectly control her (Hayes, 2012; Laing, 
2017; Miller & Smolter, 2011). Calls to the police may have been an effort to build a 
custodial case or perhaps were due to poor communication skills. Frequent calls from 
people who obviously needed other kinds of help could be perceived as a nuisance by 
police, who may not consider verbal DV disputes part of their real duties (Ballucci 
et al., 2017). Neither Mr. K nor Ms. J seemed to manage anger well, nor did they 
appear to have communication or problem-solving skills. Social services might have 
served this couple’s needs far better, but most of the time, they refused the services 
offered. The extent of CAS involvement was unknown.

Repeat DV call data is important to track (Brimicombe, 2016; Stanko, 2008), but 
this case’s data quality was not particularly helpful (e.g., pro forma notes, lack of 
notes and incomplete forms). The data appeared to suggest police had minimal safety 
concerns. The couple could easily be perceived as an uncooperative recidivist couple 
based on the number of times police noted that they refused to answer risk questions 
(Horwitz et al., 2011; Jennett, 2012; Johnson, 2004). Mr. K and Ms. J may have been 
misusing and manipulating the DV call system for their own purposes.

DISCUSSION

These cases provide some in-depth understanding of couples/individuals who were 
involved in the highest number of DV calls to the police within the dataset. The cases 
each presented unique problem areas that the involved individuals were experienc-
ing, along with some common themes. Common issues included declining supports 
that were offered, the presence of known risk factors (e.g., substance use, mental 
health concerns), children present at the call and often a source of discord, and using 
the police to intervene in relationship conflict. The cases also illustrate some of the 
complexities of DV situations that police are managing and provide insight regard-
ing the way police complete the required supplementary forms, which include risk 
assessments.

Almost 2% of all DV calls in a 3-year period pertained to the three cases. Most 
of these case calls (86.2%) did not result in any charges. The police were likely very 
familiar with the individuals involved and may have been negatively impacted by 
their inability to create change in any of these circumstances, similar to previous 
research (Horwitz et al., 2011; Jennett, 2012; Johnson, 2004). Incomplete, pro forma, 
or minimal data was evident in each case, potentially indicating police frustration 
with the required paperwork (Goodman-Delahunty & Crehan, 2016; Johnson, 2004). 
Alternatively, the lack of unique supplementary form data might indicate a lack of 
cooperation by the involved parties. Also common to all three cases were the presence 
of children and the lack of acceptance of safety planning and support interventions.
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In all cases, the children were present in 50%–75% of calls but were not directly 
assaulted. Witnessing, hearing, or being involved in (i.e., directly assaulted or 
engaged verbally) the incidents may place them at risk of continuing in a cycle of 
violence (Kimball, 2016) and impact their development (Lawson, 2019). In Ontario, 
police must notify the CAS of any DV calls involving either parent of underage chil-
dren. However, the specifics of CAS involvement are not part of police supplementary 
reports. Similarly, the adults’ actual involvement with support agencies cannot be 
verified. The case information suggested that they accepted limited support, con-
sistent with Hatten and Moore’s (2010) findings, and usually only in more severe 
circumstances (i.e., escalated violence and conflict).

Risk assessment items can be helpful for understanding and intervening with 
repeat callers. In seven of the eight CC calls, most risk items were unknown due to 
refusal to respond or were left blank. Among the 50 NonCC calls, 28 (56%) were noted 
as a refusal to respond or were left blank. The three cases either had uncoopera-
tive involved persons or police who did not fully complete these forms approximately 
60% of the time. This creates problems in using the data to support decision-making 
for police. Furthermore, the supplementary report data is not in a format that can 
be easily accessed for police use in future calls. Similar to their New Brunswick, 
Canada colleagues, police who were completing the reports from these three cases 
may believe that it was “a waste of time” to complete these forms when they are not 
used any further (Ballucci et al., 2017, p. 253); however, this would require further 
research with the police to determine their specific beliefs. To maximize the use of 
data, it must first be collected in a comprehensive yet efficient manner and then be 
analyzed and reported in timely and easily accessible ways, which are available to 
the police responding to calls (Kebbell, 2019). A comprehensive collection, analysis, 
and reporting are missing in the cases discussed. Therefore, these supplementary 
reports are of minimal use to officers and the management of repeat callers.

Limitations

The limitations of this study need to be considered. The data itself was limited to 
supplementary reports that were usually completed at the office after the police 
responded to the call location. The data was completed inconsistently and not for the 
purposes of research. As well, these supplementary reports provided no information 
regarding the status of the follow-up (i.e., confirmation that the victim accessed sup-
port services, changes to the charges noted, and conviction information). In addition, 
although risk data from the criminal forms provided information when it was com-
pleted, it was not necessarily applicable. The risk assessment tools were developed 
based on data pertaining to male accused/female victim cases and, therefore, may 
not apply to a female accused/male victim, as in one of the cases. Nonetheless, the 
real-world data does offer some important information about DV police calls and 
highlights the gaps in support services provided to involved persons.
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The common case issues of incomplete data and limited engagement with com-
munity support highlight specific areas for improved police response and the involve-
ment of social workers in their responses to DV, particularly with repeat callers. The 
cases illustrated that few interventions that might reduce the number of NonCC calls 
or help couples manage conflict better were tried. Taking victims to a place of safety 
or offering a victim services referral appeared to have no impact. Hatten and Moore 
(2010), in their research about police officer perspectives of victim services, similarly 
found that police involvement in victim services was underutilized due to victims 
declining these service offers. Considering other kinds of intervention in the moments 
of crisis (i.e., at the time of police response to calls) could help reduce NonCC calls.

Implications

While the poor quality of the data collected by police can impact its utility for police 
management and case coordination purposes, a key problem identified in each of 
the cases was that when support services were offered (81%), they were usually 
declined. Had referrals been accepted, the couple dynamics may have changed, and 
the police may not have been used to resolve non-criminal relationship conflict. 
With no impetus for change, these couples will likely continue to call the police, 
which can become their default response, given the police funding model supports 
24-hour/7 days-a-week availability (Huey & Ricciardelli, 2015). Thus, police are 
likely to become frustrated with these superfluous or mundane non-criminal types 
of DV calls. The cases suggest that some couples require excessive amounts of police 
time. Canadian police operating budgets have continually increased over the past  
25 years (Conor et al., 2020), while simultaneously, social services have endured 
substantial funding cuts (Aronson & Sammon, 2000; Zanotti, 2019). In smaller 
urban and rural settings, police services are not as well-resourced as in larger urban 
settings, and DV issues are further exacerbated by limited available social services 
(Huey & Ricciardelli, 2015; Zorn et  al., 2017). The question, therefore, becomes, 
how do police services in smaller cities and rural settings involve social services to 
potentially reduce the number of calls and time devoted to DV calls?

Connecting a social worker with a victim or family during a crisis can be effec-
tive in supporting the victim and leaving police to address the abuser or criminal 
aspects of DV (Johnson et al., 2021), but these programs are generally found in larger 
urban areas. For example, some police services have partnered with agencies or hired 
social workers to conduct follow-up calls and provide case management in DV cases 
(Messing & Campbell, 2016; Scott et al., 2015; Ward-Lashing et al., 2017). A police 
program in California integrated victim advocates (e.g., social workers, mental health 
outreach workers) from an agency on their DV response team, thereby increasing vic-
tims’ use of support services from 8% to 72% after implementing the program (Police 
Executive Research Forum, 2015). Others refer complex cases to a local domestic 
assault review team (see DART Waterloo Region, 2020), situation table (see Russell, 
2016), or multi-agency risk assessment conference (see Sebire & Barling, 2016). 
Interagency collaborations could be a more effective approach in smaller cities and 
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rural areas, where there is a greater risk of experiencing DV and victims have less 
access to adequate resources (Youngson et al., 2021; Zorn et al., 2017); however, lim-
ited funding, availability of needed services, services unable to meet the demand, and 
reliance on volunteers are barriers.

When collaboration is undertaken in smaller communities, the agencies and police 
often only consider established services in the community and how approaches could 
be adapted in a cost-effective manner. Social work education programs are often 
overlooked as a potential collaborative partner and resource. Field training of social 
work students is a required component of social work degree programs in Canada. 
Finding sufficient field placements to ensure students are well-trained is a com-
mon challenge for most programs (Canadian Association for Social Work Education, 
2020). Smaller cities and rural communities often have education programs in their 
vicinity and could potentially engage schools of social work to create partnerships 
for service delivery. This would contribute to student training opportunities while 
addressing some of the issues presented in the cases. Although some resources would 
be required, this opportunity would require less than any single partner would need 
to contribute, given the dearth of resources in smaller cities and rural communities.

CONCLUSION

The cases present opportunities for learning and improved practices, particularly 
with repeat callers and non-criminal situations. Responding to DV calls is a large 
part of police work, yet many calls do not result in charges (e.g., about 66% in our 
full data sets). The individuals in the cases presented frequently relied on police to 
intervene in mundane domestic disputes. This points to the need for more effective 
partnering between police and other service providers to implement strategies that 
go beyond diffusing or de-escalating the immediate situation. Comprehensive docu-
mentation by police is important to understand repeat caller cases and call manage-
ment decisions. Timely, lawful sharing of this information with service providers 
could help them work more effectively with victims. Collaborations between police, 
agencies, and social work education programs may create cost-effective opportuni-
ties to decrease demands on police regarding non-criminal DV disputes and improve 
access to social services in smaller cities and rural areas.

NOTES

	 1.	 We use “domestic violence (DV)” throughout rather than other common terms 
such as “intimate partner violence;” this was used in documentation and related 
processes by police when referring to police calls.

	 2.	 Although the forms contained no gender information, police included this vari-
able in the data provided.

	 3.	 Gender-based titles (signifying male or female) with an alphabet letter are used 
to distinguish involved individuals within each case and to avoid potential attri-
bution of race or culture (unknown for each case).
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