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Understanding	Reproductive	Coercion	and	Abuse	in	
the	Context	of	Family	Violence	and	Family	Law	
 

INTRODUCTION

Reproduc)ve coercion and abuse (RCA) is located at 
the intersec)on of gender-based violence (GBV) and 
reproduc)ve health. It refers to a range of 
behaviours that interfere with a person’s 
reproduc)ve autonomy and decisions and is 
increasingly recognized as a serious form of in)mate 
partner violence (IPV) that affects the sexual and 
reproduc)ve health and autonomy of vic)m-
survivors (Levesque, 2023a; Levesque et al., 2023b; 
Tarzia & Hegarty, 2021). RCA includes any behaviour 
that is intended to control another person’s 
reproduc)ve autonomy, such as birth control 
sabotage, pregnancy coercion, abor)on coercion, 
providing false or misleading informa)on about 
fer)lity or contracep)on, and gasligh)ng (Levesque 
et al., 2023b). These behaviours are most oSen 
perpetrated by male in)mate partners; however, 
family members such as in-laws, may be involved or 
perpetrators themselves (Wellington et al., 2025). In 
a 2023 report from RESOLVE Manitoba, RCA was 
demonstrated to also occur in the context of family 
violence, as a perpetrator sought to control the 
sexual and reproduc)ve health and contracep)ve 
op)ons that his children could access (Haller et al., 
2023).  

The impacts of RCA are significant and far-reaching. 
Vic)m-survivors commonly experience emo)onal 
distress, symptoms of post-trauma)c stress, 
unintended pregnancy, and an increased risk of 
contrac)ng sexually transmi\ed and blood-borne 
infec)ons (STBBIs) (Levesque et al., 2023b; Tarzia &  

 
1 Contraception sabotage refers to any behaviours that 
interfere with the use of contraception, including hiding, 

 

Hegarty, 2021; Wellington et al., 2025). Despite 
these many harms, RCA remains a poorly 
documented and understood phenomena in Canada. 
A recent Canadian study found that nearly two-thirds 
of Ontario and Quebec survey respondents reported 
at least one life)me experience of RCA (Levesque et 
al., 2023a). This study also found that those who 
reported experiencing contracep)on sabotage1 were 
nearly three )mes more likely to also report IPV 
(Levesque et al., 2023a). 

Rather than viewing RCA as a factor increasing the 
risk of experiencing IPV, some scholars argue that IPV 

removing, or destroying contraceptive methods (Miller et 
al., 2011). 

 
OVERVIEW 

Reproduc)ve coercion and abuse (RCA) is a 
form of in)mate partner violence (IPV) that 
profoundly affects the health, autonomy, 
and safety of vic)m-survivors. RCA refers to 
any behaviours that interfere with a person’s 
reproduc)ve autonomy, including 
contracep)ve sabotage, pregnancy pressure, 
and controlling the outcome of a pregnancy. 
Although RCA is incredibly common in 
Canada and among vic)m-survivors of IPV, it 
remains under-recognized in family law and 
family violence sectors. This research brief 
provides an overview of RCA, its connec)on 
to coercive control, and implica)ons for 
family violence and family law sectors. 

 

 

1 Contracep@on sabotage refers to any behaviours that interfere with the use of contracep@on, including hiding, removing, or 
destroying contracep@ve methods (Miller et al., 2011). 
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is the mechanism through which RCA is perpetrated, 
(Tarzia & Hegarty, 2021). In this way, RCA is a form of 
IPV understood as a tac)c of coercive control 
embedded in abusive rela)onships. Despite this, RCA 
oSen goes unacknowledged and unaddressed in 
both family violence response systems and family 
law (Saldanha et al., 2025). RCA is a significant 
oversight in the sectors of family violence and family 
law, par)cularly given that RCA may involve         

long-term forms of control, especially when children 
are involved. There are growing calls for RCA to be 
explicitly considered in legal proceeding related to 
child custody and paren)ng arrangements, 
recognizing the ways perpetrators may use 
reproduc)on and paren)ng to exert power and 
control over vic)m-survivors (Monk & Bowen, 2020; 
Saldanha et al., 2025; Tarzia & McKenzie, 2024; 
Wellington et al., 2025). 

 

RCA & Coercive Control 

RCA is rarely an isolated experience, oSen 
intersec)ng with tac)cs of coercive control (Douglas 
et al., 2021; Saldanha et al., 2025). Coercive control 
can be understood as the “tac)cs to in)midate, 
isolate, humiliate, exploit, regulate, and 
micromanage women’s enactment of everyday life” 
(Stark, 2007, p. 171). Perpetrators of abuse use 
ongoing in)mida)on, hos)lity, degrada)on, and 
isola)on to control a woman’s personal freedom and 
her capacity for autonomous decision-making 
through these tac)cs (Stark, 2007).  At the core of 
coercive control is patriarchal power, control, and 
domina)on over women (Stark, 2007), which is 
accomplished through undermining the autonomy of 
women and using gendered roles to make the 
coercive control appear normal (Willamson, 2010). 
RCA is commonly conceptualized as a tac)c of 
coercive control as it involves a variety of tac)cs 
designed to promote or prevent a pregnancy (Tarzia 
& McKenzie, 2024). Fundamentally, RCA is about 

power and control, as perpetrators seek to 
weaponize women’s bodies, reproduc)ve capaci)es, 
and social roles to degrade, dehumanize, and 
dominate (Grace & Miller, 2023; Tarzia & McKenzie, 
2024;). 

In an Australian-based study, Tarzia and McKenzie 
(2024) found that vic)ms-survivors conceptualized 
their perpetrator’s mo)va)ons of RCA as ranging 
from en)tlement and self-interest to a profound 
desire for domina)on and entrapment. Pregnancy 
promo)ng behaviours were especially common in 
rela)onships characterized by ongoing control, with 
men seeking to impregnate their partners as a 
means of deepening dependency and solidifying 
control. Tarzia and McKenzie (2024) also highlighted 
how perpetrators commonly u)lized pregnancy and 
parenthood as the ul)mate weapons for 
entrapment, with the children oSen becoming 
pawns in their efforts to dominate the mother.  

 
 

RCA PREVALENCE & INSIGHTS

A recent US study focusing on women residing at an IPV shelter found that 33% of par)cipants experienced RCA in 
their abusive rela)onships (Bagwell-Gray et al., 2021). Alarmingly, nearly one-third (31%) of shelter par)cipants 
reported that their partner tried to get them pregnant when they did not want to be, and 17% reported that their 
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partner physically hurt them or threatened to leave if they did not get pregnant (Bagwell-Gray et al., 2021). These 
findings emphasize the high prevalence of RCA in contexts of IPV.  

	

	

	

	

 

 

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

LEGAL AND POLICY CHALLENGES
 

HIGH	EVIDENTIARY	BURDEN	REQUIRED	TO	SUBSTANTIATE	RCA	ALLEGATIONS	

Despite its pervasiveness, RCA remains poorly recognized in legal systems. As Douglas, Sheeran, and Tarzia 
(2021) argue, RCA is oSen invisible in family violence proceedings and seldom raised in legal arguments, 
despite research sugges)ng that one-third of IPV vic)m-survivors experience RCA. One major barrier to 
the recogni)on of RCA in family law courts is the high eviden)ary burden oSen required to substan)ate 
RCA allega)ons, par)cularly because many of its manifesta)ons, such as contracep)on sabotage or 
pregnancy coercion, lack physical evidence. Legal professionals may hesitate to include RCA claims out of 
concern that they will be dismissed, especially because RCA is so closely linked to sexual violence, which is 
a similar form of violence that is frequently met with minimiza)on or disbelief in legal contexts (Douglas et 
al., 2021). 

LEGAL	SYSTEMS	PRIORITIZE	PHYSICAL	VIOLENCE	AS	MOST	LEGITIMATE	FORM	OF	HARM	

Legal systems, especially within family and criminal law, have historically and con)nue to privilege physical 
violence as the most legi)mate or serious form of harm (Saldanha et al., 2025). This emphasis  

 

 

IMPACTS	

The impacts of RCA are severe and mul)faceted. RCA 
is associated with an increased homicide risk, 
indicated by severe scores on the Danger 
Assessment (Bagwell-Gray et al., 2021). RCA also 
frequently co-occurs with other forms of GBV and 
coercion, including sexual violence, stalking, and 
psychological abuse (Bagwell-Gray et al., 2021; Grace 
& Miller, 2023; Swan et al., 2021). Further, RCA is 
associated with religious abuse, polyvic)miza)on,2 
technology-facilitated abuse, and trauma)c brain 
injury, highligh)ng its role within broader pa\erns of 
control, surveillance, and harm (Grace et al., 2022; 
Grace & Miller, 2023; Swan et al., 2021).  

 

RISK	FACTORS	

Women and gender-diverse folks are at a 
heightened risk of experiencing RCA due to 
intersec)ng systems of oppression and 
marginaliza)on. Further, those who are young, 
racialized, 2SLGBTQIA+, or have a history of foster 
care involvement face significantly increased 
vulnerabili)es to experiencing RCA (Bagwell-Gray 
et al., 2021; Pe\yJohn et al., 2021; Tarzia & 
Hegarty, 2021). These risk factors reflect the 
broader social inequi)es that shape power 
dynamics within in)mate rela)onships and may 
limit individuals’ ability to access reproduc)ve 
autonomy and safety. 

2 Polyvic@miza@on refers to having experienced mul@ple vic@miza@ons, such as sexual abuse, physical abuse, bullying, and 
exposure to family violence (Safe Start Center, n.d.).  
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marginalizes abuse that is oSen invisible but deeply impackul, such as coercive control and RCA. As a 
result, vic)m-survivors and family lawyers may feel compelled to frame their experiences in ways that fit 
the current narrow legal understandings of abuse, which can lead to retrauma)za)on as the courts fail to 
acknowledge the full scope of the abuse (Douglas et al., 2021). While some jurisdic)ons have made 
strides in recognizing coercive control as a form of family violence, this recogni)on has not consistently 
extended to consider RCA. The specific tac)cs used in RCA are rarely named explicitly in legal discourse, 
and when they are the RCA tends to be subsumed under other claims of violence, rather than treated as 
its own dis)nct and serious form of harm (Saldanha et al., 2025; Sheeran et al., 2022). Without clear legal 
defini)ons or guiding precedents related to RCA, courts risk overlooking crucial elements of the abuse, 
leading to rulings that fail to protect vic)m-survivors and their children. 

 

 

RCA, FAMILY VIOLENCE & FAMILY LAW

Family lawyers, mediators, and family violence 
service providers occupy a cri<cal posi<on in 
recognizing and addressing RCA. However, RCA 
remains largely invisible in legal and service 
responses. As a result, RCA is rarely considered 
in paren<ng capacity assessments or best 
interest determina<ons, despite its las<ng 
impacts on parental func<oning, child wellbeing, 
and survivor safety (Sheeran et al., 2022).  

Perpetrators of abuse may weaponize the family 
court system as a tool of post-separa<on abuse, 
using custody proceedings to prolong contact, 
exert power, and maintain coercive control over 
survivors (Tarzia & McKenzie, 2024). In these 
cases, RCA can be understood as part of a 
broader strategy to destabilize the vic<m-
survivor’s life through forcing pregnancy and 
leveraging parenthood to remain legally and 
emo<onally entangled. This is incredibly 
harmful, especially as courts ofen operate on 
the presump<on that shared parental custody is 
in the best interests for the family, which instead 
may perpetuate the cycle of abuse (Douglas et 
al., 2021).  

Court rulings of shared parental custody are 
especially harmful when RCA has shaped the 
very circumstances of parenthood. Through 
tac<cs of RCA, children become a mechanism 
used by the perpetrator to trap the vic<m-
survivor in the abusive rela<onship (Tarzia & 
McKenzie, 2024). When the vic<m-survivor 
leaves the rela<onship, the perpetrator s<ll 
u<lizes children and parental rights as a way to 
insert themselves back into the vic<m-survivor’s 
life. This con<nues to trap the vic<m-survivor in 
a co-paren<ng rela<onship with the perpetrator 
un<l the child is at least an adult. In this way, the 
child that was coercively conceived becomes the 
ul<mate tool or weapon for the perpetrator to 
maintain control over the vic<m-survivor (Tarzia 
& McKenzie, 2024).  

Addi<onally, RCA has profound implica<ons for 
children’s wellbeing. Children who are exposed 
to coercive control, including forms of RCA, are 
at an increased risk of emo<onal distress, 
developmental challenges, and con<nued 
trauma (Tarzia & Hegarty, 2021). Paren<ng 
arrangements that ignore or downplay the 
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tac<cs of RCA may inadvertently re-expose 
children to unsafe environments, while also 
undermining the vic<m-survivor’s safety and 
ability to parent without fear or interference 
(Tarzia & McKenzie, 2024; Tarzia & Hegarty, 
2021).  

To ensure that legal responses are trauma-
informed and rights-based, RCA must be 
explicitly recognized as a serious form of 
coercive control, especially within family law and 
parental custody arrangements. Family violence 
sector workers, including shelter workers, family 
lawyers, and vic<m services must learn and 

incorporate RCA into their prac<ces. Doing so 
would not only enhance vic<m-survivor’s safety 
but also support more accurate and equitable 
determina<ons of the best interests of the child. 
As RCA underpins the ul<mate weaponiza<on of 
children, it becomes a tool through which 
abusers manipulate legal systems to maintain 
proximity, control, and psychological dominance 
over survivors and their children (Tarzia & 
McKenzie, 2024). This makes the recogni<on 
and disrup<on of RCA not only a legal 
impera<ve, but a crucial act of safeguarding and 
jus<ce.

 

CONCLUSION

Reproduc<ve coercion and abuse (RCA) is a pervasive and devasta<ng form of IPV that undermines 
reproduc<ve autonomy, bodily integrity, and parental safety. It is ofen obscured and marginalized in 
legal contexts due to the legal culture that priori<zes physical abuse over tac<cs of coercive control. In 
doing so, legal contexts overlook how RCA is a profound tool of domina<on that ofen con<nues long 
afer the end of a rela<onship, par<cularly through family law systems that enable post-separa<on 
abuse. Addressing RCA requires that legal systems move beyond narrow understandings of violence and 
take seriously the reproduc<ve and parental dimensions of coercive control. Legal professionals, service 
providers, and policymakers must work collabora<vely to ensure that RCA is integrated into family 
violence frameworks, paren<ng risk assessments, and custody determina<ons. Doing so will not only 
protect vic<m-survivors and their children but will advance a more just and trauma-informed legal 
response as one that centres safety, autonomy, and the right to parent free from violence and control. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PROCESS 

	



 

8	From	Awareness	to	Action	–	Issue	#41	 June	2025	

References	
Bagwell-Gray, M. E., Thaller, J., Messing, J. T., & Durfee, A. (2021). Women’s reproduc)ve coercion and pregnancy 

avoidance: Associa)ons with homicide risk, sexual violence, and religious abuse. Violence Against Women, 
27(12–13), 2294–2312. h\ps://doi.org/10.1177/10778012211005566 

Douglas, H., Sheeran, N., & Tarzia, L. (2021). Reproductive coercion and legal recognition: Views of domestic 
violence support workers and lawyers. International Journal for Crime, Justice and Social Democracy, 
10(4), 117–130. https://doi.org/10.5204/ijcjsd.1704  

Grace, K. T., & Miller, E. (2023). Future directions for reproductive coercion and abuse research. Reproductive 
Health, 20(1), 5–5. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12978-022-01550-3  

Grace, K. T., Perrin, N. A., Clough, A., Miller, E., & Glass, N. E. (2022). Correlates of reproduc)ve coercion among 
college women in abusive rela)onships: Baseline data from the college safety study. Journal of American 
College Health, 70(4), 1204–1211. h\ps://doi.org/10.1080/07448481.2020.1790570  

Haller, A., Thorsteinson, B., & Nixon, K., (2023). Final report: COVID-19 and the experiences of inJmate partner 
violence survivors and service providers. RESOLVE Manitoba. 
h\ps://www.umanitoba.ca/sites/resolve/files/2023-11/COVID-
19%20IPV%20Final%20Report%20November%202023.pdf  

Heward-Belle, S. (2017). Exploi)ng the "good mother" as a tac)c of coercive control: Domes)cally violent men’s 
assaults on women as mothers. Affilia: Journal of Women & Social Work, 32(1), 374–89. 
h\ps://doi.org/10.1177/0886109917706935     

Levesque, S., Rousseau, C., Jean-Thorn, A., Lapierre, S., Fernet, M., & Cousineau, M.-M. (2023a). Reproduc)ve 
coercion by in)mate partners: Prevalence and correlates in Canadian individuals with the capacity to be 
pregnant. PloS One, 18(8), e0283240–e0283240. h\ps://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0283240 

Levesque, S., Rousseau, C., Raynault-Rioux, L., & Laforest, J. (2023b). Canadian service providers’ perspec)ves on 
reproduc)ve coercion and abuse: A par)cipatory ac)on research to address their needs and support their 
ac)ons. ReproducJve Health, 20(1), 100–100. h\ps://doi.org/10.1186/s12978-023-01640-w 

Monk, L., & Bowen, E. (2020) Coercive control of women as mothers via strategic mother-child separa)on. Journal 
of Gender-Based Violence, 5(1), 23–42. h\ps://doi.org/10.1332/239868020X15913793920878 

Pe\yJohn, M. E., Reid, T. A., Miller, E., Bogen, K. W., & McCauley, H. L. (2021). Reproduc)ve coercion, in)mate 
partner violence, and pregnancy risk among adolescent women with a history of foster care involvement. 
Children and Youth Services Review, 120, 105731 h\ps://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.105731 

Safe Start Center. (n.d.). Understanding children’s exposure to violence: A comprehensive framework for 
prevenJon. Office of Juvenile Jus)ce and Delinquency Preven)on. 
h\ps://ojjdp.ojp.gov/sites/g/files/xyckuh176/files/programs/safestart/TipSheetFor_Polyvic)miza)on.pdf 

https://doi.org/10.1177/10778012211005566
https://doi.org/10.5204/ijcjsd.1704
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12978-022-01550-3
https://doi.org/10.1080/07448481.2020.1790570
https://doi.org/10.1177/0886109917706935
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0283240
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12978-023-01640-w
https://doi.org/10.1332/239868020X15913793920878
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.105731
https://ojjdp.ojp.gov/sites/g/files/xyckuh176/files/programs/safestart/TipSheetFor_Polyvictimization.pdf


 

9	From	Awareness	to	Action	–	Issue	#41	 June	2025	

Saldanha, S., Newnham, A., Tarzia, L., & Douglas, H. (2025). ReproducJve coercion and abuse: SupporJng the legal 
assistance sector to understand and respond. Melbourne (VIC): South-East Monash Legal Service Inc. doi: 
10.26180/28386020  

Stark, E. (2007). Coercive control: The entrapment of women in personal life. Oxford University Press. 

Swan, L. E. T., Mennicke, A., & Kim, Y. (2021). Reproduc)ve coercion and interpersonal violence vic)miza)on 
experiences among college students. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 36(23–24), 11281–11303. 
h\ps://doi.org/10.1177/0886260519898424 

Tarzia, L., & Hegarty, K. (2021). A conceptual re-evalua)on of reproduc)ve coercion: Centring intent, fear and 
control. ReproducJve Health, 18(1), 87–87. h\ps://doi.org/10.1186/s12978-021-01143-6 

Tarzia, L., & McKenzie, M. (2024). Reproduc)ve coercion and abuse in in)mate rela)onships: Women’s 
percep)ons of perpetrator mo)va)ons. PloS One, 19(4), e0299069–e0299069. 
h\ps://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0299069 

Wellington, M., Hegarty, K., & Tarzia, L. (2025). Women’s lived experiences of reproduc)ve coercion and abuse. 
Journal of Family Violence, 40(2), 249–258. h\ps://doi.org/10.1007/s10896-023-00655-y 

Williamson, E. (2010). Living in the world of the domestic violence perpetrator: Negotiating the unreality of 
coercive control. Violence Against Women, 16(12), 1412–1423. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077801210389162  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

https://www.smls.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Report-Reproductive-Coercion-and-Abuse-Supporting-the-legal-assistance-sector-to-understand-and-respond.pdf
https://www.smls.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Report-Reproductive-Coercion-and-Abuse-Supporting-the-legal-assistance-sector-to-understand-and-respond.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260519898424
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12978-021-01143-6
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0299069
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10896-023-00655-y
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077801210389162

