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THE CONTROL
FACTOR

Coercive behavior in a
relationship may start small,
and then gradually become
all-encompassing. This is what
experts want you to know.
BY SUNNY SEA GOLD

aT oI{E POINT years ago
I was adrift, depressed-and
flattered that a fairy-tale:
handsome guy I met at a
club one night was into me.
Like, reallyinto me. He set
up an adorable picnic for our
first date. He bought me a
fancy cocktail dress for our
third. And a fewweeks later,
he told me he loved me.
' I remember mybest
friend complaining, "Why
do you always get the good
ones?" But I hadn't told her
that he had pressured me into
sex. That he refused to wear
condoms. That he once sent
me to the bathroom to take
out my diaphragm because he
could "feel" it. Now, ahealthy

marriage (to someone else)
and two kids later, I can see
that he was trying to get me
pregnant so I couldn't leave
him-a commonly used tactic
in abusive relationships, a
form of reproductive coercion.

"Whenpeople thinkof
'abusive' relationships, they
often go right to the TV-movie
version of physical abuse,"
says Sara Stanizai, a licensed
marriage and farnily therapist
in Long Beach, California.
"But that ignores all the other
types ofabuse that go on." The
fact is, coercion and control
can involve many areas of
your life-your finances, your
friends, your social media, your
uferus. And even if a partner is
never physically violent, con-
trolling and coercive behavior
can harm your wellness, confi-
dbnce, career, and family life.

The Less-Expeeted
Signs of Abuse
Women in controlling or coer-
cive relationships usually don't
describe them that way, at least
not initially, says Beth Hassett,
executive director and CEO of
WEAVE, a domestic-violence
organization in California.
"Theyknow something isn t
right in the relationship, but they
thinh 'Well, he's never hit me."'

Unhealthy behavior usually
starts in subtle andsurprising
ways, like love-bombing, for
instance. Being showered with
attention can feel amazing
at first, but it's also a red flag,
says Hassett: "Sometimes it
just feels like puppy love-'Oh,
he reallycares aboutme and
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gets so jealous! He wants to
be with me all of the time."'
That can morph into a pattern
of monopolizingyour time
and controllingyour social
calendar. "It starts with, 'Sure,
I want you to have friends,
and I care about you,' then goes
to 'I don t like those friends,
but you can go see them,' to
'Are you reallygoing to go
see them again and leave me
here?'to 'How dare you go
see them again-I forbid it!"'
says Stanizai.

The end result is often
social isolation: You're left
estranged from family and
friends, and more dependent
on your partner for love and
support. And that's exactly
what an abusive partner
wants, says Stanizai-the
morb you needyour partner,
the safer your partner feels.

Financial manipulation is
anoiherway to lever'age power
in a relationship. Mr. Fairy
Tale, for example, urged md to
sell my *unsafe" old VW Beetle
and offered to lease me a newer
car. He also said he'd pay me
if I quit my evening job, so he
wouldn't have to worryabout
me beingout alone at night.

I declined both offers-and
broke up with him soon af[er,
as his controlling and sexually
coercive behavior worsened. But
what if I'd accepted his "help"?
Leaving himwould've left me
carless, jobless, and broke.

"Oftentimes you'll hear abu- 
.

sive partners say, 'I don't want
anyone to hurtyou, and that's
why I checkyour social media,'
or 'I'm just trying to take care
of you, and thatt whyyou have
to be home at 5,"' says Ruth M.
Glenn, president and CEO of
the National.Coalition Against
DomesticViolence. "Butwe
help women understand that
this is evidence ofthe partner's
desire to maintain power over
them. It's not just love, orworry,
or jealousy-itt unhealthy."

To be clear, "This doesn't
mean that a'pushy' part-
ner who texts you a lot, or
someone who is jealous and
insecure about one particu-
lar person, place, or thing is
an'abuser,'' says Stanizai.
"Abuse is part of a pattern of
controlling and manipulative
behaviors that cause fear or
intimidation in apartner, not
an isolated incident or one
touchy subject." S

Getting Free
No one wants to believe they're at risk of
being controlled or coerced. But "even
very smart, assertive, accomplished people
can fall into this dynamic in their personal
relationships," says Stanizai. lf you think
you might be in this situation, here's what
experts suggest:

lf someone you love
is in a controlling
or coercive relation-
ship, there are ways
you can help. We
asked Lisa A. Fontes,
PhD, a senior lecturer
at the University of
Massachusetts,
Amherst, and author
ol lnvisible Chains,
for her advice.

REFLECT HER
POStTtVE QUALtTtES
The abuse has no
doubt hurt your
friend's self-esteem.
Remind her of her
value by telling her
what you appreciate
most about her, says
Fontes. You might
say things like, "You

have such a good sense
of humor" and "l love
being with you."

REDUCE HER
ISOLATION
Abusers make it
difficult for their
partners to socialize.
Do what it takes to
maintain contact, even
if the abuser insists
on coming along.
"lf you.appear less
threatening, maybe you
will be'allowed'alone
time at a later point,"
says Fontes. '!ust
staying connected is
vitally important."

INQUIRE-GENTLY
Some people respond
better to statements,

like, "You seem a
little sad to me" or
"He looked so angry.
That's got to be hard."
(lt's best to have this
conversation in person,
in case the abuser is
monitoring her texts,
calls, and emails.)

BE PATIENT
lf she only wants to
gush about her
partner, or she doesn't
want to talk about
him at all, don't force
it, says Fontes. "She's
being pushed around
enough," Show respect
and love. lt may not be
the right time for her.
"Don't give up hope."
-Catherine
DiBenedetto

EVALUATE YOUN
RILATIOiISHIP
Relationships exist
on a spectrum from
healthy to abusive,
with "unhealihy"
somewhere in between,
say the experts at the
National Domestic
Violence Hotline.
Go to thehotline.orgl
healthy-relationships
and check out the
"relationship spectrum"
to gauge where yours
falls. Keep in mind that
abusers often monitor
phones and computers.
"lf you're uncertain
whether it's safe to
use your cell phone or
are on a shared plan,
it's safest to use a work
device, ask a friend
to borrow theirs, or
go online at a public
library," says Hassett.

SAVE THREATENING
EHAILS ATID TEXTS
"You don't need to
have decided that your
partner is an abuser to
take this precaution,"
says Hassett. "But
things can escalate
really quickly. You
never know what might
trigger someone to get
more controlling, or
even violent." Keeping
records can help if
you need to take legal
action later on.

CONSIDER
YOUR RISK
Ruined credit, career
problems, mental
health issues. and
isolation from family
and friends can all be
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results of an abusive
relationship like this.
Further, certain factors
(such as a history of
constant jealousy or
forced sex) can raise
the risk of domestic-
violence homicide, says
Glenn. There's a quiz
at dangerassessment
.org,/da.asPx that You
can use to estimate
the danger level of your
relationship.

APPROACH
SOMEONE SAFE
Talking to friends and
family can be difficult,
says Hassett. "They
may not understand
the dynamics of abuse.
They may not know how
to help. They may be
emotionally connected
to your partner and feel
'stuck in the middle,"'
she says. Often the
most helpfuloption is
to reach out to a local
domestic-viole nce
organization, or the
National Domestic
Violence Hotline. "The
hotline offers free and
conf idential support and
counseling. lt's a place
for you to talk it out
with a nonjudgmental
advocate who can offer
options and resources,"
Hassett notes. The
experts can also help
you design a safety plan
if you're considering
leaving. The most
dangerous time in an
abusive relationship is
when a woman leaves.
You can chat online
(thehotline.org) or by
phone (800-799-SAFE)
24 hours a day.

HOW TO SUPPORT A FRIEND
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