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A NOTE FROM THE FOUNDER

Before You Begin

[ built Femme Forward from the parts of myself I had to rebuild.

For years, I believed that if [ could explain myself clearly enough,
stay patient enough, or work hard enough, the relationship would
start making sense again. It didn't. What I was living through had

a name. I just didn't know it yet.

Coercive control isn't about being hit. It's about being managed —
your decisions, your relationships, your sense of what's true. It
moves slowly. It's deniable. And it is very often invisible to

everyone but you.

This guide is not therapy, and it isn't legal advice. It's a framework
— the one I wish someone had handed me years earlier. My hope
is that it gives you language for what you've sensed but couldn't
quite name, and a starting point for trusting your own judgment

again.
You already know more than you think you do.

— Melissa



PART ONE

What Is
Coercive Control?

Coercive control is a pattern, not an incident.

Sociologist Evan Stark coined the term to describe a strategy of
domination — a running system of intimidation, isolation, and
control that strips a person of autonomy over time. Unlike a
single act of violence, it rarely leaves a mark anyone else can see.
It's built from thousands of small moves: a comment here, a
restriction there, a rule that seemed reasonable until you noticed

there were forty of them.

That's what makes it so disorienting. Most people, including
many professionals, are trained to look for injuries. Coercive
control doesn't leave any. It leaves a person who has quietly
stopped making her own decisions — and who often can't say

exactly when that started.

"Coercive control: a pattern of behavior designed to strip a person
of independence, self-trust, and freedom — through isolation,
monitoring, intimidation, and manipulation, rather than physical

force alone."

If you are asking whether what you experienced "counts,’ that
question is itself worth paying attention to. Control that has to be
constantly measured against a checklist to feel legitimate is still

control.



PART TWO

The Patterns
to Notice

01 Isolation
Contact with friends or family gradually becomes inconvenient,
dramatized, or discouraged — until your support system quietly

shrinks.

02 Monitoring
Your location, messages, or schedule are tracked and reframed as

care, concern, or jealousy born from love.

03 Financial Control

Access to money, accounts, or independent income is limited or

scrutinized — narrowing your options to leave.

04 Gaslighting
Your memory, perception, or reactions are repeatedly questioned

until you doubt your own read of events.

05 Intermittent Reinforcement
Cruelty and charm alternate unpredictably, keeping you focused
on earning back the good version rather than questioning the

pattern.

06 Identity Management
Opinions on your appearance, friendships, career, or beliefs slowly

become rules you never agreed to.



PART THREE

Why It's Hard to See
— and Harder to Leave

None of this happens all at once. That's the design, not an

accident.

Psychologists describe trauma bonding: the nervous system
attaches more strongly to inconsistent treatment than to
consistent kindness. When affection is unpredictable, your brain
works harder to secure it — which can feel a great deal like love,

even when it isn't.

There's also a simpler reason it's hard to leave: by the time the
pattern is undeniable, you may have far less — fewer friends
nearby, less financial independence, less certainty in your own
judgment — than when it started. Leaving isn't only an emotional

decision. It's often a logistical one, made harder by design.

None of this means you were careless, weak, or slow to notice. It
means the strategy worked the way it was built to. Recognizing
that distinction — between what was done to you and who you

are — is where rebuilding actually starts.



PART FOUR

Reclaiming
Your Voice

01 Name it precisely.
Language matters. Calling the pattern what it is — coercive
control, not "a difficult relationship" — makes it easier to recognize

and respond to.

02 Document quietly.
Dates, messages, and incidents, kept somewhere private. You may

never need them. If you do, you'll be glad they exist.

03 Rebuild your inner authority.

Practice making small decisions without checking them against
anyone else's approval — what to eat, what to wear, how to spend

an hour. Autonomy is a muscle.

04 Reconnect deliberately.
Reach out to one person you trust, even if it feels overdue or

awkward. Isolation loses power the moment it's interrupted.

05 Get support built for this.
A therapist or advocate who understands coercive control
specifically — not just "relationship issues" — will save you time

and validate what generalist support often misses.



You are not required to have it
all figured out before you begin
to trust yourself again.

IF YOU ARE IN IMMEDIATE DANGER, CALL 911

1-800-799-7233

National Domestic Violence Hotline - Available 24/7
Text START to 88788 - thehotline.org

This guide is educational and does not replace therapy, legal counsel, or crisis support. If
you are unsure whether you are safe, please reach out to the resources above.

Melissa Vilders is the founder of Femme Forward, a space for high-
achieving women rebuilding identity, leadership, and trust after control,

betrayal, or chaos they didn't choose.



