
 

 

Constructing Intimate Partner Violence Victimization Among Women of Color 

 

By 

Julie F. Sriken 

 

Dissertation 

Submitted to the Faculty of the 

Graduate School of Vanderbilt University 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements 

for the degree of 

 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

 in  

Community Research and Action 

December 16, 2023 

Nashville, Tennessee 

 

Approved: 

Bradley T. Erford, Ph.D. 

Gabrielle Chapman, Ph.D. 

Jessica Perkins, Ph.D. 

Emily Phillips Galloway, Ph.D. 

  



ii 

 

 

 

DEDICATION 

 

For James, Tiger, Wally, Lucky, and Bella. 

  



iii 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

I am grateful to the many wonderful people and friendly cats who have helped me 

throughout my time in the doctoral program. Finishing this dissertation is especially sweet to me 

because it is happening a little more than 2 years after the flood that destroyed the home that I 

shared with my husband, James, and our cats. It was a devastating loss, but we were able to get 

back on track because of the support of so many people. Thank you to everyone who helped us 

recover post-flood. It is because of all the help we received in that time of crisis that I was able to 

find the stability needed to finish this dissertation now. 

I still fondly remember the farewell party with my family and friends before I moved to 

Nashville for the Ph.D. program. I am so glad that I can share this accomplishment with them. 

James, thank you for all the love and care you have given me. You have always believed in me 

and shown your support in many little and big ways. You were a cheerleader when I had doubts 

and you picked up the slack when I was swept up in crazy whirlwinds of work. Most fun of all 

was when we got to celebrate milestones. We did it, baby! To my rascally kitties, Tiger, Wally, 

Lucky, and Bella, thank you for being so cute, cuddly, and adorable. You always reminded me to 

take frequent breaks and enjoy the little things in life. Thank you to LeSriG Fam back home in 

NYC for supporting my dreams. There were times I had doubts about whether I could finish but I 

thought I oughtta give it another shot since you guys gave me such a nice sendoff years ago. 

I appreciate all the support that I received from my committee. Dr. Erford, I am so glad 

that I got to work with you. You were always clear from the beginning that you were on “Team 

Julie” and hooked me up with opportunities, advice, feedback, ideas, and financial support for 

my RA. You always pushed me to do and be better. Now that I am advising students of my own, 



iv 

 

I often think about the way you guided me. Thank you for everything! Gabrielle, thank you for 

all the positivity you have shared with me. I truly appreciate our chats about careers and the job 

search. These talks helped me feel more confident when I was on the market. Jessica, thank you 

for your perceptive feedback! Your questions and comments always got at the heart of what was 

missing and what needed to come next. I truly admire your insightfulness. Thank you also for 

financially supporting my RA. Emily, one of the best things I did was take your Scientific 

Writing class. Our chats in and out of class were essential in helping me test out and find my 

methods. Thank you for being so generous with your time, knowledge, and positive support. You 

showed me so many possibilities that I hope to explore in the future. 

There were many supporters outside of the committee who made this project possible. 

Thank you, Adriana, for all your work on coding the data. Samantha, thank you for all the check-

ins. Being able to think through my plans was extremely helpful. Michelle Perdomo, thank you 

for sharing the template for the R script to scrape reddit. I literally could not have done this 

version of the project without your suggestions! I am also grateful for support from the Russell 

G. Hamilton Graduate Leadership Institute in the form of the Russell G. Hamilton Summer 

Dissertation Stipend. Thank you to the women who participated in my research and bravely 

shared their stories. I will do my best to make sure your voices are heard. 

I have been so lucky to have so many good friends in my corner. Marlena, my work wife, 

thank you for your positive outlook! Our talks, hikes, walks, city explorations have kept me sane 

during this crazy period. I will never forget what you did for us after the flood. Rosa, thank you 

for all the Ph.D. advice. Our discussions on IPV and acknowledgement were an important part of 

developing this research. Reha, my ever-suffering friend, thank you for all your extremely 

competitive game-playing and all the late-night cat memes. Kaos, kahve ve kediler: 



v 

 

sonsuza kadar! Tip, thank you for all the weekly “suffering” sessions! It was such a wonderful 

surprise to reconnect and work on goals together. If I was invisible (invisible, invisible, 

invisible) . . . Stephanie, you have no idea how much you helped me with the dissertation just by 

wearing sheet masks with me in my post-flood mornings. I credit that time together with 

establishing a work routine and good writing habits. Thank you for all the Zoom study halls! 

감사합니다, 방탄소녀단! I discovered you during a dark time and your words brought so much 

light to my days. You showed me that there is always so much more I have left to learn about 

myself and others. 아포방포! 

Again, many thanks to all of you who have helped me during this tough (and long!) 

journey. I am so glad to close this chapter and am excited about what comes next. 

 

I just wanna see the next 

눈부시게 지나온 

기억들 속에 참 아름답게 

Yeah, the past was honestly the best 

But my best is what comes next 

We'll be singin' 'til the morn 

그날을 향해 더 우리답게 

You and I, best moment is yet to come 

 

 

 

 

  



vi 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

 

LIST OF TABLES………………………………………………………………………….....viii 

 

1 Introduction…………………………………………………………………………..…..1 

1.1 Problem Statement…………………………………………………………………….1 

1.2 Purpose Statement…………………………………………………………………......4 

1.3 Theoretical Frameworks………………………………………………………………5 

1.4 Three Studies………………………………………………………………………...14 

1.5 Summary……………………………………………………………………………..20 

1.6 References ……………………………………………………………………………21 

 

2 Frame Analysis of U.S. News Media Discussions of IPV Victimization……………..28 

2.1 Abstract………………………………………………………………………………28 

2.2 Problem Statement…………………………………………………………………...29 

2.3 Purpose Statement……………………………………………………………………30 

2.4 Literature Review…………………………………………………………………….30 

2.5 The Current Study ……………………………………………………………………38 

2.6 Methods………………………………………………………………………………38 

2.7 Results………………………………………………………………………………..43 

2.8 Discussion……………………………………………………………………………54 

2.9 References ……………………………………………………………………………61 

2.10 Appendices…..……………………………………………………………………...678 

 

3 Discourse Analysis of Constructions of IPV Among Social Media Users…….....……71 

3.1 Abstract………………………………………………………………………………71 

3.2 Problem Statement…………………………………………………………………...72 

3.3 Purpose Statement……………………………………………………………………73 

3.4 Literature Review…………………………………………………………………….73 

3.5 The Current Study………………………...…………………………………….……81 

3.6 Methods………………………………………………………………………………81 

3.7 Results………………………………………………………………………………..88 

3.8 Discussion ……………………………………………………………………………97 

3.9 References…………………………………………………………………………..101 

3.10 Appendices………………………………………………………………………….107 

 



vii 

 

4 Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis on Women of Color’s Acknowledgement of 

IPV Victimization……………………………………………………………………...110 

4.1 Abstract……………………………………………………………………………..110 

4.2 Problem Statement………………………………………………………………….111 

4.3 Purpose Statement…………………………………………………………………..112 

4.4 Literature Review…………………………………………………………………...112 

4.5 The Current Study…..……………………………………………………………..1177 

4.6 Method…..………………………………………………………………………...1188 

4.7 Results…..…………………………………………………………………………1299 

4.8 Discussion……..…………………………………………………………………..1577 

4.9 References ………………..………………………………………………………..1644 

4.10 Appendices..……………………………………………………………………….1722 

 

5  Conclusions…………..…………………………………………………………...….1944 

5.1 Acknowledgement is a Social Process…………………………..………………...1944 

5.2 Questioning is Part of the Acknowledgement Process……………………………..1966 

5.3 Opportunities to Influence Cultural and Social Constructions of IPV……………..1966 

5.4 Opportunities to Improve Awareness of Healthy Relationships and IPV…………..1988 

5.5 Final Thoughts and Future Directions……………………..……………………....1999 

5.6 References ..………………………………………………………………………..2033 

 

 

  



viii 

 

List of Tables 

 

Tables                Page 

CHAPTER II 

1 Generic Frames…………………………………………………………………………..44 

2 How Do U.S. News Media Frame the Phenomenon of IPV?……………………………48 

3 How Are the People Involved in IPV Portrayed?..………………………………………51 

4 How Are Remedies for IPV Portrayed?..………………………………...………………53 

CHAPTER III 

1 Summary of Case Information………………………………………………………….88 

2 Labeling Relationship Phenomena as IPV…………………………………………...…90 

3 How People Involved in IPV are Discussed...………………………………………….92 

4 Remedies for IPV……………………………………………………………………….95 

CHAPTER IV 

1 Demographic Information………………………………………………………………129 

2 Relationship and Partner Information...…...……………………………………………130 

3 Adverse Childhood Experiences..………………………………………………………131 

4 Victimization, Fear, and Entrapment Reported...………………………………………133 

5 Perpetration Reported………………………………………………………………..…134 

6 Help-Seeking……………………………………………………………………………135 

7 Perceived Victimization, Fear, and Entrapment..………………………………………136 

8 Perceived Social Norms of Help-Seeking………………………………………………138 

 



1 

 

CHAPTER I  

Introduction 

 

Problem Statement 

How do women of color make sense of IPV? How do cultural messages and interactions 

with others affect this sense-making? The answers to these questions can be used to improve 

interventions for IPV survivors, to inform how counselors work with clients, and to provide 

guidance to friends and family offering support to loved ones in violent relationships. Therefore, 

the goal of this 3-study dissertation is to describe U.S. cultural and social constructions of IPV 

victimization and to examine acknowledgement of IPV victimization among women of color 

living in these contexts. 

A woman may not receive help if she does not recognize or acknowledge her own 

victimization. For instance, IPV services such as counseling, orders of protection, advocacy, or 

shelter stays require a victim to identify themselves as such. Furthermore, if she is unable to 

acknowledge her victimization but still seeks help for her relationship conflicts, other people 

may have trouble understanding her situation, or providing help (Liang et al., 2005). In other 

words, acknowledging one’s own victimization may be required before considering help or being 

offered help.  

Acknowledgement allows women to report IPV, gather information about the situation, 

and describe what happened. Not acknowledging IPV could leave women vulnerable to 

continuing and escalating violence. One example is in the case of women who were killed by the 

partners. Some intimate partner homicide victims had not previously been in contact with 

criminal justice or other agencies (Bosch-Fiol & Ferrer-Perez, 2020; Campbell, 2004; Eke et al., 
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2011). While there are many reasons why some victims may not report victimization (e.g., fear 

of retaliation, fear of child custody battle), one possibility is that these women did not 

acknowledge their experiences as victimization. A woman’s failure to acknowledge IPV 

victimization can not only hinder reporting but can also lead to exposure to ongoing and 

escalating violence. 

Women’s acknowledgement may be influenced by both non-expert and formal 

understandings of IPV. In analogous research on stalking acknowledgement, Spitzberg (2017, p. 

265) described acknowledgement as the “nexus between the perception of legal and self-

definitions of a crime.” In Spitzberg’s model, when a person’s interpretation of their experience 

matches formal definitions, accurate acknowledgement occurs. There are conflicts between lay 

understandings of a phenomenon and formal definitions of IPV, and these conflicts in concepts 

can prevent a woman from acknowledging her IPV victimization (Jenkins, 2017). For instance, if 

non-experts share a collective idea that IPV is only physical violence, then a woman whose 

boyfriend monitors and controls her activities may not acknowledge her victimization. Collective 

ideas (i.e., cultural and social constructions) about IPV victimization influence a woman’s self-

definitions of IPV and in turn influence her acknowledgement. Moreover, different subcultural 

constructions of IPV should lead to different acknowledgement results, therefore studying 

subpopulations of women — as in, women of color — should provide a culturally informed 

understanding of acknowledgement. 

Studies on women’s acknowledgement recognize there may be social and cultural 

influences on this process (Ayala et al., 2014; Ayala et al., 2016; García-Díaz et al., 2017; 

Harned, 2005; Rodríguez-Franco et al., 2012, 2016). However, most research on IPV 

acknowledgement has examined the influence of personal factors and violence features on 
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women’s acknowledgement (Anderson & Kobek Pezzarossi, 2012; Ayala et al., 2014;  Ayala et 

al., 2016; Clements & Ogle, 2009; García-Díaz et al., 2017; Hamby & Gray-Little, 2000). As 

such, the influence of cultural and social constructions of IPV on women’s acknowledgement is 

underdeveloped. 

Additionally, most studies have not explored the process of how women acknowledge 

IPV victimization. Most acknowledgement studies used a dichotomy to measure 

acknowledgement (Yes, No; Ayala et al., 2014; Ayala et al., 2016; Clements & Ogle, 2009; 

Harned, 2005; Rodríguez-Franco et al., 2016) or a cut-off score on a Likert-type scale to measure 

acknowledgement (Hamby & Gray-Little, 2000; Harned, 2004). One study (Anderson & Kobek 

Pezzarossi, 2012) used three levels (Yes, No, Questioning), and another (Harned, 2005) 

performed a phenomenological analysis of how and why women label sexual IPV. Therefore, 

there is little information on how and why women interpret or question whether some 

relationship experiences are IPV victimization. 

Acknowledgement studies did not enroll diverse samples of women, thereby limiting an 

analysis of how social position might influence the acknowledgement process. 

Acknowledgement studies primarily enrolled students or employees associated with schools and 

universities (Anderson & Kobek Pezzarossi, 2012; Ayala et al., 2016; Clements & Ogle, 2009; 

Hamby & Gray-Little, 2000; Harned, 2004, 2005; Rodríguez-Franco et al., 2012). In U.S studies, 

samples were predominantly White and young, traditionally college-aged women. The studies 

did not collect data on disability and sexual orientation, with few exceptions (Anderson & Kobek 

Pezzarossi; Harned, 2004, 2005). By using more diverse sampling frames, future research can 

reveal how social position influences women’s acknowledgement of IPV victimization. 
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Research on acknowledgement can be used to improve the help offered to victims of IPV. 

If counselors understand acknowledgement of women of color, they can better understand clients 

at various stages of acknowledgement and build rapport with clients whose relationship 

experiences may ordinarily be misunderstood. Furthermore, counselors can effectively inform 

clients about their risk of harm. Understanding the process of acknowledgement among women 

of color may also provide suggestions for the most sensitive and accurate ways to assess IPV 

victimization in settings such as medical appointments, social service agencies, legal settings, 

and counseling offices. Acknowledgement research can inform programming aimed at changing 

cultural and social definitions of IPV, such as IPV awareness programs. Finally, the results of 

this study may help informal supporters, such as family and friends, learn how to help loved ones 

recognize when they have experienced IPV. 

 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this dissertation is to understand how women of color interpret their 

relationship experiences as IPV and the cultural and social influences on this process. This 

dissertation is composed of three studies focusing on different contexts where construction and 

meaning making occur. In my first study, I focused on U.S. news media messages of IPV 

victimization. The purpose of this paper was to conduct a frame analysis of the way IPV is 

constructed in U.S. culture. Cases were U.S. news media articles. In the second study, I 

conducted a discourse analysis of constructions of IPV in social media discussions of IPV.  The 

goal of this second study was to understand how constructions of IPV develop in interpersonal 

interactions. Cases were top-voted discussions in one social media community. For the third 

study, I performed an interpretive phenomenological analysis of how individual women of color 



5 

 

ascribe meaning to their lived experiences of violence and how cultural and interpersonal 

constructions influenced their acknowledgement process. I used surveys and semi-structured 

interviews for this study. Participants were U.S. adult women of color recruited online. 

 

Theoretical Frameworks 

The design of these three studies drew on concepts from public health, social science, and 

philosophy for definitions and key concepts. The frameworks also guided how to study people’s 

experiences and behaviors, and how to study the creation of knowledge and the interpretation of 

lived experience. 

 

IPV 

There are multiple forms of IPV that differ in severity and symmetry of violence 

(Johnson, 2006); it is the presence or absence of coercive control that differentiates these forms 

of IPV. Family violence researchers have generally studied cases of IPV without coercion, where 

violence is infrequent and used by either partner; this violence is usually minor. Feminist 

researchers have usually studied cases of IPV where one partner is violent and controlling toward 

the other partner. The violence in this research is more severe and escalates in severity.  

To accurately measure the type of IPV that is being studied, Johnson (2006) recommends 

collecting data on the use of controlling behaviors by both partners and the use of violence by 

both partners.  As such, I selected the definition recommended by the Centers for Disease 

Control (CDC) because it recognizes different types of violence and also recognizes coercion. 

IPV is “physical violence, sexual violence, stalking and psychological aggression (including 

coercive tactics) by a current or former intimate partner (i.e., spouse, boyfriend/girlfriend, dating 
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partner, or ongoing sexual partner)” (Breiding et al., 2015, p. 11). For each violence type and 

coercion, I used the definitions provided by Breiding and colleagues (pp. 11- 15). 

 

Victim 

There is debate over terminology that should be used to describe someone who received 

IPV. I have chosen to use the term “victim” in this dissertation because my focus is on the 

experience of harm. 

An IPV victim is defined by the CDC as a “[p]erson who is the target of IPV” and a 

perpetrator is defined as a “[p]erson who inflicts the IPV” (Breiding et al., 2015, p. 16). Johnson 

(2006) believed that there are forms of IPV where a victim can respond to violence and control 

with their own use of violence, or with both the use of violence and control. Therefore, 

victimization does not preclude the perpetration of violence.  

 

Acknowledgement 

A majority of acknowledgement research is based on experiences of women who met the 

legal definitions of rape or stalking but did not recognize their victimization (Campbell & 

Moore, 2011; Lévesque & Rousseau, 2021; Littleton et al., 2007; Spitzberg, 2017). In stalking 

research, acknowledgement is defined as the “nexus between the perception of legal and self-

definitions of a crime” (Spitzberg, 2017, p. 265). Because not all forms of IPV are legally 

recognized as crimes, I modified Spitzberg’s definition; I defined acknowledgement to be the 

nexus between the perception of formal definitions and self-definitions of IPV. 
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Women of Color 

The term “people of color” refers to racial and ethnic minorities in the United States 

(Pérez, 2021). However, this term is not intended as a strict ethnic or racial category; it 

designates a political identity and sense of solidarity among non-White groups (Malesky, 2023; 

Meraji et al., 2023; Pérez; Yoo, 2023). Not all racial and ethnic minorities identify as people of 

color; some may feel that identifying only with their particular racial or ethnic group captures 

their sociopolitical experiences more accurately than identifying with others across minority race 

and ethnicity. The term “women of color” was intended to recognize the oppressive effects of 

racism and gender oppression (Yoo). These negative effects lead to different outcomes for 

women of color than for people who share only their gender or race (Battle & Carty, 2023).  

Despite the challenges with defining women of color, I chose to examine women of color 

because all racial and ethnic minority women were underrepresented in IPV acknowledgement 

research. I believe this is a meaningful population to target because the political viewpoints 

associated with this identity may influence how one views IPV, victimization, and how one 

acknowledges their own experiences of IPV. It is also possible that the experience of IPV, 

victimization, and acknowledgement may influence the identification as a woman of color.  

 

People’s Experiences and Behaviors 

The design of this dissertation was influenced by the assumption that my population of 

interest, women of color, develops in social and cultural contexts which influence their 

experiences. Bronfenbrenner (1977) proposed that understanding human development required 

consideration of the person in relation to the environmental contexts in which the person lives. 

To aid in this type of research, he suggested a model of nested ecological systems. In his 
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ecological systems theory, the closest system to the person, the microsystem, is the ecological 

level within which the person has direct interaction with other people. The microsystem is nested 

within other systems that are successively more removed from direct interaction. The most distal 

system is the macrosystem, a context of cultural ideas and social structure.  

This model suggests that understanding acknowledgement would require an 

understanding of cultural concepts and definitions relevant to IPV, as well as an understanding of 

how IPV is constructed in interpersonal interactions. Relevant concepts would include whether 

IPV is considered a form of deviance or structural violence, whether assessment for IPV 

acknowledgement should use an inclusive or differentiating strategy, the way different 

subpopulations conceive of IPV and victims, and options for managing stigma.  

One way that people’s behavior is socially influenced is through their perceptions of what 

they believe other people typically do; that is, perceived social descriptive norms may influence 

a person’s behavior (Fabiano et al., 2003; Perkins & Perkins, 2018). Social norms include rules 

about accepted and discouraged beliefs and behaviors in a group of people (Fabiano et al., 2003; 

Perkins & Perkins, 2018; Witte & Mulla, 2013). Research suggests that social norms influence 

likelihood of perpetration (Witte et al., 2015, 2017; Witte & Mulla, 2013). Perhaps social norms 

also influence the acknowledgement of IPV victimization. If so, social norms might influence 

acknowledgement through a victim’s perceptions of the frequency of victimization, their 

perception of whether others would label an experience as IPV or not, or their perception of how 

others view the acceptability of victimhood.  
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Creating Knowledge and Interpreting Lived Experiences  

I proposed that not only would the experience of IPV victimization be influenced by 

social and cultural contexts, but so would the process of making sense of this experience. The 

acknowledgement process would involve using knowledge about IPV victimization and 

interpretation of relationship experiences. Therefore, I relied on frameworks that modeled the 

development of knowledge (epistemology) and the interpretation of lived experiences 

(phenomenology and frame analysis) as influenced by context.  

People develop their knowledge of themselves and their experiences, in part, through 

interactions with others in their society (Berger & Luckmann, 1990; Throop et al., 2021; Wojnar 

& Swanson, 2007; Zahavi, 2022). Although people in a society may have a common 

understanding of a phenomenon, such as IPV, one person’s understanding of this phenomenon 

may not perfectly match the other (Berger & Luckmann; Goffman, 1986). This poses a particular 

problem when one experiences something outside the realm of everyday, ordinary experience 

(Berger & Luckmann) — a traumatic experience such as IPV victimization, for instance. In 

trying to make such extraordinary experiences intelligible to others, ordinary language is 

inadequate and will distort the knowledge about this experience (Berger & Luckmann; Throop et 

al.). Therefore, socially available knowledge on IPV victimization will never reflect the victim’s 

full experience. The manner of this incomplete knowledge development is not random; its form 

reflects social structure and one’s place in society (Fricker, 2006, 2007; Grasswick, 2017; 

Hartsock, 1983; Longino, 1993). 

Epistemic practices, such as developing knowledge of IPV, are conducted in a social 

context that is influenced by political power (Fricker, 2006, 2007; Grasswick, 2017; Hartsock, 

1983; Longino, 1993). One’s social standing (i.e., standpoint) makes some knowledge more 
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easily accessible and some knowledge less accessible (Hartsock). One’s standpoint means that 

one’s knowledge is always incomplete. Furthermore, social inequality means that certain 

standpoints are overrepresented in social collective knowledge while other standpoints are 

underrepresented (Fricker, 2006, 2007). Typically underrepresented standpoints are those 

belonging to socially marginalized people, such as women of color in the United States (Fricker, 

2006, 2007; Medina, 2017).  

A lack of cultural representativeness in collective knowledge can make collective 

knowledge difficult to reconcile with the lived experiences of members of underrepresented 

groups. As a result, underrepresented women may have difficulty making sense of their 

experiences and explaining their experiences to others, which is called a hermeneutical 

(interpretive) injustice (Fricker, 2006, 2007; Jenkins, 2017). A hermeneutical injustice is unjust 

because the interpretive problems are due to existing social inequality, and because this inability 

to make sense of experiences affects the ability to make decisions (such as seeking help for IPV 

victimization) and the ability to influence decisions that affect stakeholders (such as the 

development of interventions for IPV; Byskov, 2020).  

To study how context and knowledge-creation influenced acknowledgement (a type of 

interpretation of experience), I used phenomenology, frame analysis, and discourse analysis. 

Phenomenology is the branch of philosophy concerned with how people make sense of lived 

phenomena (Peoples, 2020; Throop et al., 2021; Wojnar & Swanson, 2007). Frame analysis is a 

sociological approach to understanding how social contexts define the interpretation of 

experiences (Goffman, 1986). Discourse analysis is a group of a social science methods that 

analyzes how language is used to create meaning (Gee, 2010; Hodges et al., 2008; Keller, 2011). 
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A person’s interpretation of experience cannot be observed separately from the contexts 

of that person’s life and their personal life experiences (Peoples; Throop et al., 2021; Wojnar & 

Swanson, 2007). Goffman (1986) proposed that social contexts influence interpretation by 

providing people with a schema for organizing and understanding experiences. These schemata 

give sense to experience and can make experience intelligible to others (Berger & Luckmann, 

1990; Hodges et al., 2008; Keller, 2011). However, when people communicate an experience to 

others, the meaning changes; communication transforms meaning. Language emphasizes, 

distorts, and omits information about phenomena. In sum, a person’s interpretation is influenced 

by social contexts via frames and is communicated and filtered through communication.  

Similarly, a researcher’s understanding of a person’s interpretation is also molded by 

social context and the researcher’s own interpretations of the phenomenon. The researcher’s 

interpretation is then altered through the language used to disseminate results. Therefore, the 

positionality of the researcher, the researcher’s preconceptions of the phenomenon, and the 

researcher’s experience of the research process are important for understanding the results of a 

study. 

 

Positionality and Assumptions 

The research team consisted of myself (a doctoral candidate principal investigator) and a 

post-bachelor’s level research assistant. I am a Southeast Asian American woman studying in an 

interdisciplinary social science program. I identify as straight and cisgender. My prior work 

experience includes crisis counseling with survivors of IPV in New York City. Most of the 

clients were low-income women of color in relationships with men. The research assistant is a 

Puerto Rican woman who earned a B.A. in special education with an emphasis in behavioral and 
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emotional disorders. She has previously conducted research on the epistemic experiences of U.S. 

racial minority students. 

 

Assumptions Related to Cultural Constructions of IPV  

Based on my previous experiences, I assumed that U.S. media was one way that cultural 

ideas about IPV are transmitted to people and that these ideas may influence how women of 

color acknowledge their own experiences of IPV. I believed these ideas would make women 

aware of the topic of IPV generally but not necessarily lead to acknowledgement. I believed the 

framing in the U.S. news media would be informed by outreach campaigns like those where I 

had previously worked as a crisis counselor with survivors of IPV in New York City. Those 

outreach campaigns presented IPV as something that could happen to any woman and did not 

discuss context. Research shows that women considered their own personal and relationship 

context in determining whether they experienced violence or not (Hamby & Gray-Little, 2000). 

Because the “every woman” model is context-free, I believe that such framing would not 

increase acknowledgement among women from underrepresented groups. Furthermore, I 

assumed IPV would primarily be presented as a heterosexual issue, and primarily as a criminal 

justice and public health issue. Therefore, IPV will be framed as involving opposite sex partners, 

physical violence, and leading to health outcomes such as death, physical injury, or mental health 

problems.  

 

Assumptions Related to Interpersonal Constructions of IPV  

I assumed that social media discussions are one way that people learn about how their 

peers behave. As such, requesting advice on relationship conflicts may inform a social media 
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poster’s perception of social norms of relationship conflicts, including IPV victimization and 

perpetration. Hamby & Gray-Little (2000) found that when women consider others’ 

relationships, they are more likely to use an inclusive assessment of whether the other person has 

experienced IPV. Therefore, I assumed that discussants on social media are likely to refer to an 

original poster’s relationship conflicts as abusive or violent even if they do not include physical 

violence, injury, or resulting health problems.  

 

Assumptions Related to Acknowledging IPV 

I assumed that some women would acknowledge IPV victimization prior to seeking help 

because this is a step in the model of help-seeking by Liang et al. (2005); however, some women 

may seek help before acknowledging IPV victimization, a pattern found by Harned (2005).  

Hamby & Gray-Little (2000) found less relationship commitment among acknowledging 

women, so I believed that questioning women would report feeling committed to their partner 

more than acknowledging women would. I thought I would find that women who committed 

violent acts against their partners would question their IPV victimization more than women who 

did not use violence against their partners. I thought this would be related to violating the 

concepts of an “ideal victim,” who should not be provocative (Lewis et al., 2021). Based on my 

experiences as a crisis counselor, I believed that those women with experiences of violence in 

their past (like in their family of origin) would not readily acknowledge IPV victimization 

because violence would be normalized for them.  
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Three Studies 

The studies move from an exploration of the broadest cultural constructions of IPV to the 

description of individual women’s perspectives of IPV. The first study describes constructions in 

culture, part of a distal ecological system which encompasses and influences more proximal 

systems to individual people. The second study examines constructions of IPV in interpersonal 

interactions, the most proximal ecological system. And the final study explores the experiences 

of individual women of color who are situated in these ecological systems.  

Each of the three dissertation studies were guided by research questions about 

constructions of IPV victimization or interpretations of relationship experiences as IPV 

victimization. These questions are explained below. 

 

Study 1: Frame Analysis of Cultural Constructions of IPV Victimization 

To understand how constructions of IPV victimization occur at the macrosystemic level, I 

conducted a frame analysis of U.S. news media articles from 2018 to 2021 to answer the 

following research questions: 

1. How do U.S. news media frame the phenomenon of IPV? 

2. How are the people involved in IPV portrayed? 

3. How are remedies for IPV portrayed? 

Delimitations 

I chose to review recent cases to understand current constructions of IPV from January 1, 

2018, up until December 31, 2021. This time period begins a few months after the Me Too anti-

sexual abuse and anti-sexual harassment campaign. It is possible this campaign will influence 
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IPV constructions. I did not test whether media constructions influenced IPV acknowledgement 

and only focused on describing the constructions in the media. 

Limitations 

Study 1 was limited to the U.S. context only. It was limited by language because it will 

only examine English articles. Articles only reflected recent time-limited U.S. media framing 

that can be located by ProQuest News and Newspapers. Consequently, the results of this study 

are not generalizable to contexts outside of the United States, to framing that is not performed in 

English, and to framing that occurs before January 1, 2018, or after December 31, 2021. Framing 

of media not managed by the ProQuest News and Newspapers database were not captured.  

Significance 

In my first study, I examined constructions of IPV victimization within the U.S. cultural 

context. Constructions of IPV victimization at the macrosystemic level can provide justification 

and support for policies, interventions, and research on IPV victimization and victims. 

Constructions may define and limit which forms of recourse are available to victims and 

influence the range of responses to IPV victimization.  

Specifically, news media may have an important role in macrosystemic constructions of 

IPV victimization. News media journalists select which topics to report and have strategies for 

how to report these topics. Constructions can be built through patterns in the way the problem is 

defined, the possible causes discussed, the portrayal of victims (both demographics & personal 

characteristics), and discussion of what remedies are appropriate. 

Ethical Issues 

This study posed no possible harm to human participants. This study involved analysis of 

publicly available media and did not include any interaction with human participants. 
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Study 2: Discourse Analysis of Interpersonal Constructions of IPV Victimization 

To understand how IPV victimization is constructed at the microsystem level, I 

conducted discourse analysis of how IPV victimization is constructed in social media discussions 

where people sought advice for relationship conflicts. I used the following research questions: 

1. How and which intimate relationship phenomena do commenters label as violent or 

abusive? 

2. How are the people involved in IPV discussed? 

3. What remedies for IPV victimization are discussed? And how are these remedies 

discussed? 

Delimitations 

I selected the anonymous social media site, Reddit, as the source of cases for study 2. 

Discussions are posted into subreddits, which are communities for discussing certain topics. This 

allowed the research team to use a subreddit focused on relationships as a source for the data. 

These cases were publicly available and can be scraped using an R code. I did not study whether 

the person seeking advice on Reddit made sense of their relationship experiences before or after 

commenters labeled the situation as violent. I focused only on constructions in the discussions. 

Limitations   

Study 2 is limited in generalizability because cases only included discourse in English. 

Results from the study were limited because the sample size was small and limited to only 12 

cases. It was not possible to understand the cultural influences on the constructions of IPV 

victimization because Reddit does not collect identifying information or demographics for users 

in discussions. 
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Significance 

In the second study, I investigated how IPV victimization was constructed at the 

microsystemic level through discourse analysis of social media discussions. Social media allows 

people to discuss topics with friends and strangers inside and outside of their own local 

geographic area. In social media, IPV victimization is constructed when interlocutors 

acknowledge certain situations or behaviors as IPV, discuss portrayals of victims (both 

demographics & personal characteristics), discuss responsibility for the problem, and 

recommend remedies for resolving problems. These discussions may inform a person’s 

perceptions of descriptive norms of IPV victimization. In turn, a person’s perceived social norms 

may influence acknowledgement of IPV victimization. 

Ethical Issues 

This study posed no possible harm to human participants. This study involved analysis of 

publicly available media and did not include any interaction with human participants. 

 

Study 3: Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis of Acknowledgement of IPV 

Victimization among Women of Color 

To understand the process of how individual women of color ascribe meaning to their 

experiences of IPV victimization, I performed an interpretive phenomenological analysis of 

interviews with women of color who self-identified as having experienced IPV victimization or 

who question whether they have experienced IPV victimization. The data from the interviews 

were triangulated with data from surveys on adverse childhood experiences, relationship 

information, experiences of partner violence and help-seeking, and perceived social norms of 

IPV victimization and help-seeking.  
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The study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. What were participants’ processes for acknowledging relationship phenomena as IPV 

or questioning whether relationship phenomena were IPV? 

2. How do cultural constructions of victimization influence participants’ 

acknowledgement of IPV victimization? 

3. How do interpersonal interactions influence participants’ acknowledgement of IPV 

victimization? 

Delimitations 

This study used a purposive sample of women of color drawn from the community 

because previous U.S. research on self-acknowledgement focused primarily on White women 

associated with colleges and universities. Eligibility for participation required that women self-

selected to be screened for eligibility for participation, had Internet access, and had access to a 

safe, private location during interviews. 

Limitations 

Study 3 was limited in generalizability by its small non-representative sample of U.S. 

women. The results could not be generalized to people of other genders. The sample was 

restricted to U.S. women of color whose experiences may not reflect that of White women and 

non-U.S. women.  

The results were limited by Internet access and website usage. Only women who have 

Internet access, are social media users, and are part of the extended social network of the 

research team were likely to be able to participate. Results may not be generalizable to women 

who do not have Internet access, or do not use social media. It is possible that women in 

communities with unreliable Internet access, or who do not engage in social media are very 
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isolated from support systems and may acknowledge experiences of IPV differently than women 

with reliable Internet access and who use social media. Despite the limitation, recruiting through 

the Internet allowed this study to reach many potential participants who are not limited in 

geographical space to one area (such as a college or university). 

The study would not capture data from women who do not self-select to participate. It is 

possible that women who experience the most extreme or harmful forms of IPV would be 

reluctant to participate and that the results of this study may not be generalizable to those women 

experiencing extreme forms of violence. While limiting, self-selection has the benefit of 

allowing participation to be fully voluntary.  

The study was limited by participants’ ability to recall events and recall how they formed 

meaning. The process of making meaning, or their stage of meaning-making, may influence how 

they recall the process. 

Study 3 results were not generalizable to those women who do not have a safe private 

location for participation. Excluded women may be those who are experiencing surveillance at 

the time of the study. As such, the study results may not be generalizable to women experiencing 

pervasive surveillance. However, this limitation is important because restricting the sample to 

women who have a private and safe location for participation can prevent harm to participants 

due to exposure of private information, or abuse from partners or others who may want to 

interfere. 

Significance 

Previous research on women’s self-acknowledgement overrepresented the experiences of 

White women associated with colleges and universities. Furthermore, most studies treat 

acknowledgement as dichotomous. To learn more about underrepresented women’s self-
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acknowledgement of IPV victimization, I interviewed women of color from the community 

about how they interpreted possible experiences of partner violence. 

Ethical Issues 

This study could have caused discomfort or distress to participants because the survey 

and interview asked about the potentially traumatic and potentially stigmatized experiences of 

violence and abuse. To minimize these possible adverse reactions, participants were reminded 

that their participation is completely voluntary and that they may withdraw at any time. 

Furthermore, if participants expressed extreme distress, the interviewer would have withdrawn 

them from participation in the study. If any participants expressed distress, they would have been 

given a referral to the National Domestic Violence Hotline at the end of their participation. 

 

Summary 

This dissertation explored how women of color made sense of their experiences of IPV 

and examined how the concept of IPV is created in culture and through social interactions. 

Chapter 2 reviews a study of how U.S. news media portrays the issue of IPV. Chapter 3 

discusses a study of how social media users discuss IPV and who is involved. Chapter 4 reports 

on a study with women of color who identify as having experienced IPV victimization or who 

question whether they have. This study explores their process of acknowledging IPV 

victimization. Chapter 5 summarizes the findings for all three studies and discusses potential 

future directions for action and research.  
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CHAPTER II 

Frame Analysis of U.S. News Media Discussions of IPV Victimization  

Abstract 

Cultural contexts provide a frame for making sense of phenomena such as IPV. As 

culture changes, so do these frames. This study examined current cultural constructions of IPV 

through conducting a frame analysis of U.S. news media portraying IPV. Most media presented 

IPV as an isolated event, however, compared to previous research, it seems there was an increase 

in thematic framing due to the #MeToo anti-violence movement and the U.S. gun control debate. 

IPV was often portrayed as a motivation for charitable acts such as fundraisers, awareness 

campaigns, or non-profit work. Victims and perpetrators were often not portrayed, but when they 

were portrayed, they were described generically (e.g., any person is at risk of IPV victimization). 

Possibly due to the effects of #MeToo and the gun control debate, the most commonly portrayed 

remedies for IPV were the encouragement to discuss IPV openly and discussion of legislation to 

limit gun access to perpetrators. Future research could examine why some social movement 

messages are more likely to influence media frames than others, whether thematic frames could 

generate empathy and support for marginalized victims, and what type of media framing 

supports or impedes acknowledgement of victimization. 

KEYWORDS: intimate partner violence, social construction, frame analysis, news media 
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Frame Analysis of U.S. News Media Discussions of IPV 

 

Problem Statement 

How is intimate partner violence (IPV) understood in U.S. culture? Cultural ideas about 

IPV influence how people feel about this phenomenon and the decisions they make in supporting 

victims, perpetrators, prevention programs, and policies. We can use research on cultural ideas of 

IPV to improve victim outreach, update interventions, and tailor IPV awareness programming to 

people of different subcultures. One channel where people learn about cultural ideas is news 

media. As such, the goal of this study was to describe how cultural messages about IPV are 

constructed by U.S. news media.  

Cultural contexts provide a schema for making sense of phenomena such as IPV (Berger 

& Luckmann, 1990; Goffman, 1986). As culture changes, so do these schemata. For example, 

the Battered Women’s Movement of the late 1960s provided a new schema for understanding 

violence by men against their women intimate partners (Ake & Arnold, 2018; Dicker, 2017; 

Herman, 2015). Prior to the movement, IPV was understood as a private matter caused by the 

deviance of one or both partners. During the movement, feminists redefined IPV as a social 

problem caused by patriarchy. With this new perspective on IPV, people considered new 

solutions as appropriate, such as shelter, victim support services, and hotlines (Ake & Arnold, 

2018; Arnold, 2017; Schechter, 1982). In this way, culture helps organize people’s understanding 

of IPV and suggests culturally acceptable responses. 

Cultural construction is an ongoing process. Non-feminist researchers contested feminist 

constructions of IPV and the needs of different victims service agencies also changed the way 

IPV was constructed (Bograd, 1988). For instance, feminist researchers conceived of IPV as a 
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result of gender norms that support men’s domination of women, while non-feminist research 

examined IPV as a problem caused by pathology or as a gender-neutral family issue. And 

different victims service agencies defined IPV as consisting of severe violence (often crimes) or 

IPV as inclusive of less severe forms of violence (Hamby & Gray-Little, 2000). Furthermore, 

non-experts understood IPV differently from professional definitions; some professionally-

recognized forms of IPV were not commonly recognized by lay people (Jenkins, 2017). In other 

words, a culture’s understanding of IPV changes over time. 

Current cultural constructions of IPV are important to study because they affect outreach 

and interventions. Understanding cultural constructions can suggest misperceptions to address in 

IPV awareness programming. Cultural constructions may explain the success or failure of 

interventions. Finally, this knowledge may explain how women acknowledge their own 

victimization and how they seek help. 

 

Purpose Statement 

The goal of this study was to explore recent cultural constructions of IPV in the United 

States. I examined U.S. news media for messages about IPV. I described which phenomena were 

recognized as IPV, how these phenomena were portrayed, how involved people were portrayed, 

and how solutions were described. Cases were U.S. news articles published between 2018 to 

2021. 

Literature Review 
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Theoretical Framework 

In conducting this study, I assumed that people develop in social and cultural contexts 

which influence the way they understand phenomena, such as IPV. Bronfenbrenner (1977) 

proposed that understanding human development required consideration of the person in relation 

to the environmental contexts in which the person lives, including cultural context. 

Bronfenbrenner’s model suggests that understanding how people make sense of and respond to 

IPV would require an exploration of existing cultural constructions of IPV.  

If people are influenced by a cultural context, then it means that people develop their 

knowledge of phenomena, in part, through interactions with others in their society (Berger & 

Luckmann, 1990; Throop & Zigon, 2021; Wojnar & Swanson, 2007; Zahavi, 2022). Such 

interactions could include engaging with written texts such as news media. The use of language 

to effectively communicate ideas is limited to ordinary experience; when a particular 

phenomenon is outside the realm of everyday experience, ordinary language will fail to 

accurately represent this experience (Berger & Luckmann; Throop et al.). As such, news media 

constructions may reflect distortions of the experience of IPV. Readers who rely on news media 

to understand IPV may then respond inappropriately and ineffectively to the issue. 

Furthermore, because construction of a phenomenon occurs in a social context, social 

inequality would influence this process (Fricker, 2006, 2007). Social inequality would cause 

certain perspectives to be overrepresented in constructions of a phenomenon while other 

perspectives are underrepresented. Typically underrepresented standpoints are those belonging to 

socially marginalized people (Fricker, 2006, 2007; Medina, 2017). Therefore, news media may 

present a biased perspective and solutions based on this bias may not be useful to marginalized 

people. 
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Conflicting Cultural Constructions of IPV 

U.S. cultural messages about IPV include conflicting viewpoints. The Battered Women’s 

Movement challenged the previously held view of IPV as a private matter arising from 

individual deviance (Ake & Arnold, 2018; Dicker, 2017; Herman, 2015). As women shared their 

experiences of violence during feminist discussion groups, they eventually understood the 

phenomenon as a sociopolitical issue; feminists considered IPV to be a problem of social 

inequality and not deviance.  

The conflicting views of feminists and non-feminists manifested in different assumptions 

when researching IPV. Non-feminist research in psychology and sociology often assumed that 

victimization was the result of women’s pathology, family deviance, or that IPV was not related 

to gender (Bograd, 1988). Consistent with the pre-existing understanding of IPV, this research 

modeled IPV victimization as being a flaw of the victim or the family context. The feminist 

approach, however, assumed that an understanding of women’s IPV victimization could not 

happen without studying the social context of patriarchy, unequal power relations, and gender 

norms. Such social structures leave women vulnerable to being violently dominated in intimate 

relationships. Therefore, in feminist analyses, IPV is not a deviant violation of social norms but 

is a result of social norms that exclude women from power.  

Violence prevention efforts also introduced other conflicting understandings of IPV. 

While organizations had the common goals of preventing IPV, they defined IPV differently 

based on the focus of their work. For instance, the U.S. legal system limited the scope of its work 

to criminal violations (Fagan, 1996). As such, the legal understanding of IPV differentiates 

between forms of severe violence which involve criminal acts and that which does not meet this 
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threshold. Meanwhile violence prevention agencies used an inclusive definition which allowed 

services to be offered to many victims, including those who would not meet criminal justice 

definitions of IPV.  

In sum, people make sense of IPV in a social and cultural context. This context involves 

opposing viewpoints on the phenomenon. News media is one possible vehicle for presenting 

these viewpoints to the general public. Media, however, are limited in depicting IPV because 

ordinary language distorts the communication of extraordinary experiences, and because social 

inequality means that the viewpoints of socially marginalized people tend to be underrepresented 

in collective knowledge. Any limitations or biases in news media depictions of IPV could have 

important implications for how readers respond to the issue. 

 

News Media Transmits Culture and Frames 

A society’s practices and products reflect its cultural understandings of a phenomenon 

(Plaut et al., 2012). One such practice is the creation of news media. Communications, such as 

news media, make a phenomenon sensible to readers by organizing, highlighting, minimizing, or 

omitting certain aspects of it — that is, by framing the phenomenon so that it makes sense in its 

cultural context (Chong & Druckman, 2007; Entman, 1993). Entman (1993) proposes that 

culture is the same as its frames — that culture is a collection of dominant frames used by a 

social group. Therefore, to know common frames about IPV is to understand how a culture 

constructs IPV. 

Frames influence people’s opinions and responses to a phenomenon, especially when 

readers do not already have a strongly held attitude (Chong & Druckman, 2007). Furthermore, 

people apply frames from the media they consume when discussing the phenomenon with others. 
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Given that 24.3 million print and digital newspapers are distributed daily (Pew Research Center, 

2021), news media frames have the potential to influence many people’s understanding of IPV. 

Frame analysis is a group of analytic methods based on the assumption that news media 

is not a neutral true presentation of reality, but is a partial construction of reality (Entman, 1993; 

Goffman, 1986; Linström & Marais, 2012; Pan & Kosicki, 1993). This construction is based on 

how frames organize information presented in media such that some ideas are more salient to the 

reader. To analyze frames, researchers must choose a medium and topic, determine and justify a 

time frame, select a sample, identify a unit of analysis (e.g., word or article), select a frame 

typology (inductive or deductive approach), provide operational definitions of the frames, then 

identify frames and interpret them (Linström & Marais).  

 

Generic Frames 

Researchers found different types of frames which influence media consumers (Borah, 

2011; Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000). These frames are known as generic frames because they 

are used across various media stories (Semetko & Valkenburg). Two frames describe how a 

news story is situated in sociohistorical context: episodic framing and thematic framing. Episodic 

frames portray phenomena as isolated events or situations, often affecting individual people 

(Iyengar, 1994). Thematic framing portrays phenomena as a collective social or historical issue.  

Researchers found that the majority of news media stories about IPV used episodic 

frames (77% - 91%; Bullock, 2007; Bullock & Cubert, 2002; Carlyle et al., 2008; Maxwell et al., 

2000; Sellers et al., 2014; Smith et al., 2019; Spencer & Limperos, 2020) Thematic frames were 

used in a minority of articles, so that news media rarely discussed an overall pattern of IPV in 

U.S. society. The choice of episodic or thematic framing can affect how people view an issue. 
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Media consumers hold individual people responsible when news portrays a problem as affecting 

particular victims (episodic framing) rather than view the problem as a collective social issue 

(thematic framing; Iyengar, 1987).  

While episodic and thematic frames focus on how a phenomenon’s context is portrayed, 

other frames describe themes in how content is presented. These frames include conflict framing, 

human interest framing, responsibility framing, and risk framing. Conflict framing focuses on 

conflicting perspectives on an issue (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000). Human interest frames 

present a human perspective or emotional perspective to a phenomenon. Responsibility frames 

attribute responsibility for a phenomenon’s cause or solution to an institution, person, or group. 

Risk frames provide background on the phenomenon, identify risks associated with the 

phenomenon, but avoids attributing responsibility for it (Weaver et al., 2009). 

Of these content-focused frames, research on IPV frames has focused on responsibility 

frames. Berns (1999) found that about two-thirds of articles attributes responsibility for IPV on 

the victim while only one-fifth focused on the responsibility of institutions such as the legal 

system or law enforcement. Additionally, articles about intimate partner homicides often 

included an excuse, reason, or sympathetic portrayal for the perpetrator’s behavior (Bullock, 

2007; Bullock & Cubert, 2002; Smith et al., 2019).  

 

Issue-Specific Frames 

Frames can focus on themes of how a specific phenomenon is presented in the media. 

Such frames are known as issue-specific frames (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000). The issue-

specific frames are about how news media frame IPV, how the people involved in IPV are 

portrayed, and how solutions for IPV are portrayed. 
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How do News Media Frame the Phenomenon of IPV? 

Forms of IPV. The dominant portrayal of IPV is physical violence (Bullock & Cubert, 

2002; Carlyle et al., 2014; Estes & Webber, 2021). These portrayals included descriptions of 

hitting, shooting, stabbing, homicide, etc. Although the most extreme form of physical IPV is 

homicide, a minority of news media about intimate partner homicides explicitly framed these 

homicides as a form of IPV (Bullock, 2007; Bullock & Cubert, 2002; Richards et al., 2011). 

However, three-quarters of media on intimate partner homicides reported the intimate 

relationship between the victim and perpetrator (Bullock & Cubert, 2002). 

Causes of IPV. News media commonly framed the causes for IPV as deviance or 

pathology of one or both partners (Bullock, 2007; Carlyle et al., 2014). For instance, Carlyle and 

colleagues (2014) found articles that framed the motivation for IPV as victim infidelity or 

economic gain. And Bullock (2007) found that articles framed victims or perpetrators as 

deviating from common personality characteristics or from the audience’s social group.  

How are the People Involved in IPV Portrayed? 

Gender. Victims are predominantly portrayed as women and perpetrators as men 

(Bullock & Cubert, 2002). Male victims of female perpetrators were only portrayed in less than a 

quarter of articles. Same sex IPV was scarcely reported (Bullock & Cubert; Estes & Webber, 

2021).   

Race. Research did not often report on portrayals of race in news media reports of IPV. 

One exception was a study by Pepin (2016) which examined portrayals of celebrity perpetration 

of IPV. Pepin found that White men’s perpetration was framed as escalation of conflict between 

intimate partners. This portrayal often mentions circumstances that could possibly excuse the 
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violence such as being drunk. In comparison, Black men’s perpetration was more often portrayed 

as involving the criminal justice system or a criminal history.  

Deviance of Victim and Perpetrator. Researchers found that articles framed victims 

and perpetrators as deviant because they had personality characteristics that made them more 

likely to be involved in IPV (Bullock, 2007; Bullock & Cubert, 2002). These portrayals included 

couples who were from different social groups (e.g., SES, culture, ethnicity, locations, etc.), 

involved in substance use, or had odd behavior. Many articles portrayed community members as 

being surprised that people who did not seem deviant would be involved in IPV (Bullock & 

Cubert). 

People Outside the Couple. Bullock (2007) found that news media about intimate 

partner homicides framed the death as an event that affected people beyond the couples, such as 

family, friends, and community members. Furthermore, people outside the couples were 

portrayed as involved in IPV through acting as sources of informal help (Alvarez-Hernandez et 

al., 2022; Bullock, 2007) and formal help (Alvarez-Hernandez et al.; Berns, 1999; Bullock; 

Carlyle et al., 2014; Sellers et al., 2014; Smith et al., 2019; Spencer & Limperos, 2020).  

How are Remedies for IPV Portrayed? 

Researchers found that remedies for IPV commonly portrayed in news articles include: 

leaving the relationship (Alvarez-Hernandez et al., 2022), seeking informal help (Alvarez-

Hernandez et al.), and seeking formal help (Alvarez-Hernandez et al.; Berns, 1999; Bullock, 

2007; Carlyle et al., 2008; Sellers et al., 2014; Smith et al., 2019; Spencer & Limperos, 2020). 

Leaving the relationship was portrayed as a way to avoid escalation to potentially lethal violence 

(Alvarez-Hernandez et al.). Researchers found, however, that leaving the relationship is a high-

risk decision; a majority of intimate partner homicides involved separating within the past year 
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even if the couple reconciles within that year (Campbell et al., 2007). Common portrayals of 

formal help were interventions such as counseling or therapy (Berns, 1999; Bullock, 2007; 

Carlyle et al., 2008; Sellers et al., 2014; Smith et al., 2019; Spencer & Limperos, 2020). Formal 

remedies also included portrayals of government interventions such as stricter laws (Bullock, 

2007; Carlyle et al., 2008), and increasing research on same sex IPV (Estes & Webber, 2021). 

 

The Current Study 

The purpose of the current study was to report recent constructions of IPV in U.S. 

culture. To do this, I analyzed how four recent years of U.S. news media framed the topic of 

IPV. This study used a hybrid method of frame analysis; I analyzed the media both deductively 

to find generic frames and inductively to find issue-specific frames.  

 

Research Questions 

I used the following research questions to find issue-specific frames: 

1. How do U.S. news media frame the phenomenon of IPV? 

2. How are the people involved in IPV portrayed? 

3. How are remedies for IPV portrayed? 

To guide my analysis of generic frames, I used previously established definitions to find 

the following frames: episodic frame, thematic frame, conflict frame, human interest frame, 

economic consequences frame, morality frame, and responsibility frame. 

 

Methods 
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Researcher Positionality 

The research team consisted of myself (a doctoral candidate principal investigator) and a 

post-bachelor’s level research assistant. I am a Southeast Asian American woman studying in an 

interdisciplinary social science program. I identify as straight and cisgender. My prior work 

experience includes crisis counseling with survivors of IPV in New York City where most clients 

were low-income women of color in relationships with men. The research assistant is a Puerto 

Rican woman who earned a B.A. in special education with an emphasis in behavioral and 

emotional disorders. She has previously conducted research on the epistemic experiences of U.S. 

racial minority students. 

 

Data Source 

Data for Study 1 consisted of news articles about IPV printed in U.S. publications from 

January 1, 2018, to December 31, 2021. These articles were selected by searching an online 

news content database.  

 

Site 

Data were collected from the ProQuest News & Newspapers database. This database 

provides digitized news materials in a range of topics from the 1700s to current times (ProQuest, 

2022). This database allows for searches by subject, title, abstract, and so on. Searches can be 

limited to full-text, peer reviewed articles, publication dates, source types (e.g., books or 

newspapers), document types (e.g., advertisements or articles), language, and news databases 

(e.g., International Newsstream or ProQuest Recent Newspapers: The New York Times). 
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Cases  

Cases were national and local U.S. news media articles about intimate partner violence. 

To be included in the sample, cases must have been news articles (i.e., news articles, feature 

articles, and opinions pieces), written in English, published in a U.S. publication, and published 

from January 1, 2018 to December 31, 2021. Eligible articles must be about IPV. Excluded cases 

were media that were not news articles, feature articles, or opinion pieces, did not mention IPV 

or domestic violence, were not written in English, were printed in non-U.S. publications, or were 

published before January 1, 2018, or after December 31, 2021. 

 

Procedures 

The procedures for study 1 included searching for articles, screening for inclusion and 

exclusion criteria, extracting data from the articles, and data analysis, each of which is explained 

below. 

Search Strategy 

The search parameters for use in the ProQuest News and Newspapers database were 

created to maximize the number of returns meeting the inclusion criteria. Preliminary searches 

were performed in March 2022 to check suitability of search parameters. The final search terms 

were applied anywhere in the media (e.g., full text, subject, title) and were (intimate partner 

violence) OR (domestic violence). The search was limited to the time period of January 01, 

2018, to December 31, 2021. Source type was limited to Newspapers. Document type was 

limited to Article. Language was limited to English. All databases were selected except for 

international news databases, and historical news databases. See Appendix A for included and 
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excluded databases. The search for this study was conducted on June 17, 2022, and returned 269 

articles. 

Screening 

The 269 citations for the results were stored and managed using Zotero 6.0.9 and 6.0.10. 

First, the list of citations was de-duplicated on July 1, 2022. After deduplication, 192 articles 

remained. These articles were assigned an identification number from 1 to 192.  

To execute the screening and selection, we created a screening tool in an Excel workbook 

with a spreadsheet for each screening level (See Appendix B for final Codebook for screening 

tool). Next, the research team screened 20 (10.42%) of the articles in full text. These 20 articles 

were chosen by identification number using a random number generator.  

The interrater reliability (IRR; percent agreement) for the screening of these 20 cases was 

0.85. After these 20 articles were screened, the team compared their screening decisions and 

discrepancies. Based on this review, the screening tool was revised to include more specific 

selection criteria for the different ways articles mentioned IPV. The remaining cases underwent 

screening of full text for inclusion and exclusion criteria. Cases were screened into the study by 

consensus. We screened 78 articles into the sample. 

Data Collection 

The research team coded the text and images of 78 cases in .pdf format. Using the 

research questions to prime the coding, the research team conducted in vivo coding and memo-

writing of the cases using Dedoose software versions 9.0.84 – 9.0.90. Next, I exported the codes 

to Excel and organized the initial codes by similarities in conceptual and linguistic 

characteristics. I reviewed the coding of cases against the definitions for generic frames to find 

generic frames. I reviewed the coding of cases for each the research questions to develop related 
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issue-specific frames. I created definitions of these issue-specific frames, which were reported in 

the results section. 

 

Instruments 

The instruments used for data collection were the guiding research questions and 

definitions of generic frames. 

Research Questions 

The research questions were: 

1. How do U.S. news media frame the phenomenon of IPV? 

2. How are the people involved in IPV portrayed? 

3. How are remedies for IPV portrayed? 

Definitions of Frames 

Episodic Frame. Episodic frames portray phenomena as isolated events or situations, 

often affecting individual people (Iyengar, 1994).  

Thematic Frame. Thematic framing portrays phenomena as a collective social or 

historical issue (Iyengar, 1994).  

Conflict Frame. Conflict framing focuses on conflicting perspectives on an issue 

(Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000).  

Human Interest Frame. Human interest frames present a human perspective or 

emotional perspective to a phenomenon (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000).  

Responsibility Frame. Responsibility frames attribute responsibility for a phenomenon’s 

cause or solution to an institution, person, or group (Semetko & Valkenburg, 2000).  
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Risk Frame. Risk frames provide background on the phenomenon, identify risks 

associated with the phenomenon, but avoids attributing responsibility for it (Weaver et al., 2009). 

 

Data Analysis 

The analysis plan for this study was to report descriptive statistics about this sample of 

articles, and the frames that were found. Descriptive statistics were calculated for year of 

publication, publication name, and frequencies of frames. I selected quotes to exemplify the 

frames found in the articles.  

 

Results 

Cases were 78 English-language articles published in U.S. newspapers that mentioned 

IPV or domestic violence. All cases were published in 2018 by 35 different publications in 22 

states.  

 

Generic Frame 

The generic context and content frames found in the sample are reported in Table 1. 
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Table 1 

Generic Frames 

Context Frames 

 

100%, n = 78 Content Frames 

 

100%, n = 78 

Episodic 

 

52.6%, n = 41 Conflict  9.0%, n = 7 

Human Interest  26.9%, n = 21 

Responsibility  9.0%, n = 7 

Risk  7.7% n = 6 

Thematic 

 

47.4%, n = 37 Conflict  16.7% n = 13 

Human Interest  12.8% n = 10 

Responsibility  2.6% n = 2 

Risk  15.4% n = 12 

 

 

Episodic Frame 

Cases using the episodic frame portrayed IPV as an isolated occurrence. For example, 

Case 136 portrayed an interview with the brother of a woman and her children who were killed 

by her former spouse. The story focused on describing the slain family members but did not 

address IPV as a social issue. The brother described IPV as an issue that is about individual 

decisions. While the article portrays leaving as a solution, it did not mention the importance of 

safety planning nor the increased risk of intimate partner homicide in the year after separation 

(Campbell et al., 2007):  

"Sometimes your love is greater than your ability to say, 'You're not treating me good. 

You're being a jerk,' " he said. 

"But I just want to tell anyone that is in that type of situation, don't take threats. And don't 

think you have to live with any type of terrorism, because any threat is a threat, whether 

or not it is acted upon." 
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Iris left the relationship. She was moving on, he said. (Pohl, 2018, para. 29) 

Thematic Frame 

In contrast, cases using the thematic frame portrayed IPV as a social issue. Case 069 

portrayed IPV as a driver for international immigration. This article describes the relationship 

between IPV and the decision of Honduran families to seek asylum in the United States:  

Domestic abuse and gang violence are rampant among the multiple factors forcing 

families to flee Honduras, said Suyapa Portillo, an assistant professor at Pitzer College, in 

Claremont, California. Portillo is currently living in San Pedro Sula on the northern coast 

of Honduras, conducting research on the conditions in Honduras that are driving migrants 

and families to flee. (Gonzlez, 2018, para. 26) 

Conflict Frame 

Cases using the conflict frame portrayed opposing perspectives on how to intervene in 

cases of IPV. Case 062 described legislation that would require doctors to ask if IPV was the 

reason a woman was seeking an abortion. While supporters of the legislation purport that this 

legislation would be used to provide referrals to formal support, IPV advocates believe that the 

legislation would harm women: 

Republicans and other supporters of SB 1394 said the questions are intended to help 

victims of assault or trafficking who are coerced into having an abortion. If a woman says 

her abortion is due to assault, incest, coercion, human trafficking or domestic violence, 

the abortion clinic is required to provide information about how to contact law 

enforcement and access support services . . . 

The bill was opposed by the Arizona Coalition to End Sexual and Domestic Violence, 

along with a host of professional medical associations. 
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"It really adds another layer of trauma to a situation that's already fraught with a lot of 

stigma and nerves," said Jason Vail Cruz, the coalition's sexual violence policy 

coordinator. 

Democrats and other opponents of SB 1394 said the real purpose of the measure is to 

scare women. (Gardiner, 2018b, para. 8) 

Human Interest Frame 

The cases using a human-interest frame featured a person’s story of involvement in IPV 

or combating IPV. For example, Case 136 portrayed the admirable qualities of a victim of 

intimate partner homicide. The title emphasized her role as a mother, calling her a “slain mom.” 

She moved to Phoenix for a management job at an outpatient-surgery center, and those 

who knew her praised the way she was able to embrace a group and make an organization 

reach its full potential. 

"That's what I loved about Iris," Smith said. "You couldn't contain her. You couldn't keep 

her sitting. It's not her style." (Pohl, 2018, para. 19) 

Responsibility Frame  

Cases using a responsibility frame portrayed an institution, person, or group as 

responsible for IPV. In Case 157, the author questions why an employer would allow someone 

who has committed IPV to remain in their job: 

Even assuming that Porter's public behavior has always been "impeccable," to permit him 

to serve in a position of honor diminishes all of us. We demand some minimum level of 

decent behavior from those in positions of trust because that's one way we uphold our 



47 

 

standards. We cannot consider ourselves an ethical people if we elect squalid leaders on 

the grounds of "toughness." (Arizona Republic, 2018, para. 9) 

Risk Frame  

Cases using a risk frame discussed identifying risks of IPV. For instance, Case 184 

discussed the risk of IPV among teens and presented warning signs for parents.  

Some teens may see abusive behavior as normal or even desirable. Parents should look 

for signs their child may be an abuser or is being abused. (Williams, 2018a, para. 7) 

 

Issue-Specific Frames 

Research Question 1: How Do U.S. News Media Frame the Phenomenon of IPV? 

The issue-specific frames related to research question 1 and their definitions are reported 

in Table 2. The dominant frames (62.8%, n = 49) were motivation for doing good acts, IPV 

awareness, and victim safety versus other’s rights frames. 
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Table 2 

How Do U.S. News Media Frame the Phenomenon of IPV? 

How do U.S. news media frame 

the phenomenon of IPV? 

100%, n = 78 Definition 

Motivation for doing good acts 

 

21.8%, n = 17 IPV was reason for activities to benefit the community, a 

nonprofit, or victims 

IPV awareness  

 

21.8%, n = 17 IPV was a topic that readers should be aware of because it 

might affect them or loved ones 

Victim safety versus others’ rights 

 

19.2%, n = 15 Conflict over how to address victim safety without 

impeding rights of other citizens 

Status of interventions 9.0%, n = 7 Report on effectiveness of interventions 

Related to other violence 

 

7.7%, n = 6 IPV was briefly mentioned in an article about other 

violence, usually sexual assault 

Stigmatizing event 7.7%, n = 6 The experience of IPV stigmatizes the people involved 

Inconvenience for sports team 

 

6.4%, n = 5 Punishment of players who perpetrated IPV caused 

problems for sports teams 

IPV as inspiration for art 6.4%, n = 5 IPV was the subject of art or entertainment 

 

 

Motivation for Doing Good Acts. Twenty-two percent of cases portrayed IPV as 

motivation for participating in charity work, supporting a fundraiser, or inspiration for a career in 

nonprofit. Often these cases portrayed IPV episodically and in terms of human interests. For 

example, Case 109 was a profile on a person who was selected to lead a nonprofit organization. 

IPV was described primarily in terms of motivating the advocate’s career goals and the focus of 

the article was to praise the advocate. 

As much as she enjoyed her research role at the Center, Saunders found herself wanting 

to serve more directly at the agency level. In 2013, she became the president and CEO of 

Alternatives for Battered Women, an agency now known as the Willow Domestic 

Violence Center. 
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While at Willow, Saunders oversaw the creation of a new, $8 million facility, where 

counseling and shelter are provided to individuals and families affected by domestic 

violence. (Memmott, 2018, para. 21) 

 

IPV Awareness. Twenty-two percent of cases portrayed IPV as an issue that deserves 

awareness because it may affect the reader or their loved ones. Most of these cases were episodic 

and used risk frames. In Case 185, an IPV professional informs readers about the importance of 

laws to punish the use of strangulation in New Mexico and explains its relationship to IPV. 

Research backs up what we hear from survivors at Community Against Violence: 

strangulation is one of the most common, effective and terrifying tactics used by abusers 

to control victims. More than one in five female victims of domestic violence are 

strangled by their abusive male partner at some point. (Williams, 2018b, para. 9) 

 

Victim Safety Versus Other’s Rights. Nineteen percent of cases portrayed a conflict 

between efforts to increase IPV victims’ safety versus maintaining the rights of other citizens. 

Most of these cases presented the problem thematically and all used a conflict frame. The most 

common conflict was increasing victims’ safety versus maintaining gun rights. 

When Scott arrived at a bill-signing ceremony last month on the steps of the Statehouse, a 

mob of protesters wearing blaze orange greeted him with jeers and epithets. 

The governor was there to sign three bills into law - the first major gun restrictions in 

Vermont history. One mandated criminal background checks prior to most firearm sales, 

raised the state purchasing age from 16 to 21, and banned high-capacity magazines and 
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bump stocks. The other two gave authorities the power to seize guns from those cited for 

domestic violence or deemed an imminent threat to themselves or others. 

Scott tried to tell the crowd that a threatened school shooting in Fair Haven two months 

earlier - and an actual shooting in Parkland, Fla., days before that - had prompted him to 

reconsider his long-held opposition to gun restrictions. But his voice was drowned out by 

protesters calling him a "liar," "traitor" and "backstabber." (Case 77, Heintz, 2018, para. 

17) 

Research Question 2: How Are the People Involved in IPV Portrayed? 

The issue-specific frames related to research question 2 and their definitions are reported 

in Table 3. Ninety-one percent (n = 71) of cases portrayed victims using invisible victim, anyone 

can be a victim, and notably different victims frames. Ninety-two percent (n = 72) of cases 

portrayed perpetrators using invisible perpetrator, any man can be a perpetrator, and notably 

different perpetrators frames. 
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Table 3 

How Are the People Involved in IPV Portrayed? 

How are the people involved in 

IPV portrayed? 

100%, n = 78 Definition 

Victims   

Invisible Victim 39.7%, n = 31 Victims are not mentioned or described 

Anyone Can be a Victim 33.3%, n = 26 Everyone is portrayed as at risk of IPV 

Notably Different Victims 17.9%, n = 14 Characteristics of victims that deviate from the norm are 

mentioned 

Youth 6.4%, n = 5 Special risks to youth are mentioned 

Empowered Survivor 1.3%, n = 1 Victim is presented as someone who has overcome 

adversity 

Secondary Victim 1.3%, n = 1 Person who was not directly involved in IPV has been 

victimized 

Perpetrators 100%, n = 78 Definition 

Invisible Perpetrator 60.3%, n = 47 Perpetrators are not mentioned or described 

Any Man Can be a Perpetrator 19.2%, n = 15 Every man is portrayed as a possible perpetrator of IPV 

Notably Different Perpetrators 12.8%, n = 10 Characteristics of perpetrators that deviate from the norm 

are mentioned 

Powerful Man 5.1%, n = 4 IPV perpetrators are portrayed as a man with status, 

power, or wealth 

Youth 2.6%, n = 2 Perpetration among youth is mentioned 

 

 

Invisible Victim. Most cases did not portray the victim of IPV. These cases often 

discussed conflicts between victims’ safety and other’s rights. In those cases, conflict about the 

appropriate intervention was the focus of the article and victims were not described. 

Anyone Can Be a Victim. Cases using the frame of anyone can be a victim most often 

portrayed a generic woman without any notable characteristics. Occasionally men or teens were 

mentioned as possible victims. These cases were most often human-interest cases. For instance, 
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Case 080 was an interview with the author of a play about her experiences of IPV. The victim 

describes IPV as something that anyone is at risk of experiencing: 

. . . it can happen to anyone. We had a successful life. You would think that we were 

good. The take-away is always that it can happen to anyone. (Hutson, 2018, para. 16) 

Notably Different Victims. Cases portraying victims as notably different often 

mentioned social characteristics of victims such as race, religious practice, traumatic history, or 

homelessness. Most of these cases used a human-interest frame and the description of difference 

was intended to humanize the victim’s story.  

It shows Harding raised poor in Oregon by an abusive and alcoholic mother before the 

abuse continued after she married Gillooly when she was 19. (Case 145, Cormier 

Delaware, 2018, para. 23) 

Invisible Perpetrator. Most cases did not portray the perpetrator of IPV. These cases 

often discussed fundraisers for IPV nonprofits and conflicts between victims’ safety and other’s 

rights.  

Any Man Can Be a Perpetrator. Some cases mentioned a man as a perpetrator of IPV 

but did not provide much or any description of these men beyond their abusive nature. In Case 

089, a gun control activist describes men as perpetrators of IPV. 

"We have 50 women a month killed by husbands, boyfriends, ex's with guns.” (Koon, 

2018, para. 12) 

Notably Different Perpetrators. Cases portraying perpetrators as notably different 

presented information about pathology such as mental illness, ethnic background, or traumatic 

history.  
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In that case, a Phoenix man was sentenced to 90 days in jail after he pleaded guilty to 

killing and decapitating a puppy. He left the puppy's head on the dining-room table for 

his girlfriend to see because he was angry at her for talking to another man. "These are 

the really serious offenders who probably have mental problems, too," Kavanagh said. 

(Case 060, Gardiner, 2018a, para 17) 

Research Question 3: How Are Remedies for IPV Portrayed? 

The issue-specific frames related to research question 3 and their definitions are reported 

in Table 4. The dominant (51%, n = 40) issue-specific framing of IPV remedies included no 

discussion of remedies, legislation, and discussing IPV openly. 

 

Table 4 

How Are Remedies for IPV Portrayed? 

How are remedies for IPV 

portrayed?  

100%, n = 78 Definition 

Not discussed 20.5%, n = 16 No solutions or remedies are discussed 

Legislation 19.2%, n = 15 Legislation or proposed legislation is discussed 

Discuss IPV 11.5%, n = 9 Discussing IPV openly is a solution 

Formal help 7.7%, n = 6 Using formal help is discussed 

Update/improve formal help 7.7%, n = 6 Efforts to update or improve formal help are discussed 

Individual action 6.4%, n = 5 Individual actions to protect/help self or others is discussed 

Mental health treatment 5.1%, n = 4 The use of mental health treatments is discussed 

Support non-profit fundraiser 5.1%, n = 4 Promotion of non-profit fundraiser 

Victim-centered response 5.1%, n = 4 Interventions should focus on the specific needs of victims 

Collective action 3.8%, n = 3 Collective action (usually grassroots efforts) is discussed 

Conflicting perspectives 2.6%, n = 2 Conflicting perspectives on how to help are discussed 

Penalize perpetrator economically 2.6%, n = 2 Penalizing perpetrators economically is discussed 

Culturally informed intervention 2.6%, n = 2 Interventions should address cultural background of victims 

or perpetrators 
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Not Discussed. Most cases did not discuss remedies for IPV. These cases mostly used 

episodic framing and portrayed IPV in various ways, including as inspiration for art, an 

inconvenience for sports teams, or motivation for doing good work. 

Legislation. Most of the cases that discussed legislation as a possible remedy portrayed 

gun laws that could remove access to guns for perpetrators involved in IPV cases. 

The ad, paid for by the state Democratic Party Cuomo controls, also cites his current push 

for a law that would take guns from all convicted domestic abusers . . . (Case 095, Lovett, 

2018, para. 4) 

Discuss IPV. The final dominant framing of remedies was about the importance of 

discussing IPV openly. In this frame, cases had people who suggested open dialogue (through 

talking, writing, or creating artwork) about IPV as an essential part of detecting and treating IPV. 

It's healing to be able to self evaluate. You always wonder, "Why did this happen to me?" 

It went unresolved that I was molested at the age of three and that I was attracted to men 

that were predators. Writing about it made it real to me because I was in denial for many 

years. That's how I got through this; how I coped was through the writing. It released the 

need to hide. (Case 80, Hutson, 2018, para. 18) 

 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to understand the cultural constructions of IPV. To 

examine these constructions, I focused on how U.S. news media framed the topic of IPV. Frames 

use cultural context to give sense of a phenomenon. Therefore, frames about IPV can influence 

the way people in a culture are able to recognize IPV in their own relationships and inform the 

remedies that people will consider appropriate for IPV. 
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One finding of this study is that the majority of U.S. news articles discuss IPV as an 

isolated event that affects individual people, rather than as a social issue. In these episodically 

framed articles, the most popular way to present content was as a human-interest issue. The use 

of episodic framing in articles about IPV is consistent with prior research (Bullock, 2007; 

Bullock & Cubert, 2002; Carlyle et al., 2008; Maxwell et al., 2000; Sellers et al., 2014; Smith et 

al., 2019; Spencer & Limperos, 2020). While the majority trend is consistent with prior research, 

the percentage of thematic frames was higher in this sample than in previous research. This study 

found 47% of the sample used thematic framing compared to 9% to 23% of prior samples.  

The increase in thematic framing may be due to the effect of two events that were current 

during the time period of the sample: the #MeToo social movement, which was mentioned in 

several articles in this sample; and the debate on gun control. The #MeToo movement went viral 

in October 2017 (Modrek & Chakalov, 2019), which was shortly before all the cases in this 

sample were published. Because articles mentioning #MeToo portrayed IPV and sexual assault 

as social issues, this movement could have provided a relevant alternate frame to the 

predominant episodic frame. As writers would have been aware of this movement post-October 

2017, #MeToo may have encouraged an increase in thematic framing even in articles that did not 

explicitly mention #MeToo. 

Articles in this sample which mentioned the debate on gun control also portrayed IPV 

thematically. These articles portrayed gun control for IPV perpetrators as in conflict with the 

constitutional right to bear arms. Unlike the #MeToo movement, it does not seem that the gun 

control debate would have influenced thematic framing in articles that were not about the gun 

debate. Other articles in the sample did not mention the conflict in victim safety versus the right 
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to bear arms unless they were discussing the gun control debate. Nor did the gun control debate 

have any other overlap with the topic of IPV in the sample articles. 

Another finding of this study is that U.S. new articles predominantly portray IPV in three 

ways: as a motivation for people to perform good acts, as a topic readers should be aware of 

because it may affect them or their loved ones, and as a problem with solutions that might 

encroach on the rights of other citizens. These predominant frames differ from frames found in 

the literature, which had samples which predominantly presented IPV as physical violence 

(Bullock & Cubert, 2002; Carlyle et al., 2014; Estes & Webber, 2021). Articles in this sample 

emphasized IPV as something that deserved charitable actions, or as a risk to manage. In the 

articles that presented IPV as a risk, articles discussed other forms of violence besides physical, 

although the risk of physical injury from guns was implied in many articles. 

The people involved in IPV are often not mentioned or described at all. When they were 

mentioned, victims and perpetrators were portrayed in a generic way (e.g., women, men, 

children) implying that anyone could be at risk of IPV victimization or perpetrations. Less 

common than the every-person portrayals, are those that note characteristics of the victims and 

perpetrators that supposedly make them more vulnerable to violence (i.e., mental illness). Unlike 

samples in prior research (Bullock, 2007; Bullock & Cubert, 2002), more articles in this sample 

focused on risks of victimization to everyone rather than risks to those who are deviant or 

notably different. This difference in framing may also be a result of the #MeToo social 

movement, which encouraged people to note the diversity of people who were harmed by sexual 

violence (Ohlheiser, 2017). 

Like portrayals of people involved in IPV, remedies for IPV were not often discussed in 

articles. The two most commonly portrayed remedies were legislation and encouragement for 
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people to discuss IPV openly (e.g., through art, conversations with peers, counseling). These 

findings differ from prior research, which found that leaving the relationship or seeking formal 

help were the most common remedies discussed (Alvarez-Hernandez et al.; Berns, 1999; 

Bullock, 2007; Carlyle et al., 2008; Sellers et al., 2014; Smith et al., 2019; Spencer & Limperos, 

2020). Legislation was a common frame due to the many articles discussing gun control and gun 

rights in the United States. And the encouragement of discussing IPV openly was likely due to 

#MeToo, which promoted open discussions about victimization in sexual assault, a related form 

of violence to IPV. 

 

Limitations 

This study was limited to the U.S. context only. It is limited by language because it only 

examined English articles. Articles only reflected recent time-limited U.S. media framing that 

can be located by ProQuest News and Newspapers. Consequently, the results of this study would 

not be generalizable to contexts outside of the United States, to framing that was not performed 

in English, and to framing that occurred before January 1, 2018, or after December 31, 2021. 

Framing of media that were not managed by the ProQuest News and Newspapers database would 

also not be captured. 

 

Implications and Future Research Directions 

This study presents a question about how framing of IPV is influenced by cultural 

context. Although the battered women’s movement brought awareness to IPV as a social issue, 

episodic frames of IPV remain the dominant frame in the media. That is, the battered women’s 

movement influenced media frames to portray IPV as an important issue, but this movement did 
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not result in thematic framing becoming the dominant frame. Future research could examine why 

some aspects of social movements are more likely to influence media frames than others. For 

instance, these frames seemed to respond to current events such as the #MeToo movement and 

the debate over gun control. In both these cases, thematic framing was used and may have 

resulted in the reduced percentage of episodic frames found in this study compared to previous 

studies.  

This study also presents questions about how framing of IPV influences people’s 

responses. The most common frame portraying victims was that every person (but primarily 

women) was at risk of victimization. This is incomplete information; while IPV can happen to 

anyone, its most severe forms are more common in cases involving marginalized victims 

(Breiding, 2015; Field & Caetano., 2004; Messing et al., 2021; Voith & Brondino, 2017). For 

instance, the context of racism affects vulnerability to victimization; Black women experience 

higher rates of IPV (Field & Caetano) and are more likely to be killed by intimate partners 

compared to White women (Messing et al.). Additionally, people who live in areas with social 

disorganization experienced higher rates of IPV (Voith & Brondino) and a majority of victims of 

sexual IPV, physical IPV, and stalking by an intimate partner had previously been victimized as 

youth (Breiding). It seems that the articles in this study’s sample portrayed risks to every person 

in order to generate more empathy and support for victims. It would be valuable to study whether 

this approach is actually the most effective framing for generating empathy and victim support. 

Could thematic frames that highlight the risk of severe IPV in marginalized groups of women 

generate empathy and support? If so, social movements, IPV awareness campaigns, and artists 

could use the results of this research to frame their media accurately while still fostering support 

for victims. 
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 A future opportunity for research is to study the relationship of media and 

acknowledgement. Although acknowledgement of IPV victimization takes place in a cultural 

context, it is not clear how media, as transmitters of cultural ideas, influence this process. 

Researchers could study what type of media framing supports or impedes acknowledgement of 

victimization. They could inquire about the type of media that participants consume and how the 

frames in those media have influenced the way they labeled or did not label relationship 

experiences as IPV. For example, interviews could be conducted on the media that supported 

women’s acknowledgement of IPV victimization and compared to the media that were used by 

women who question whether they have experienced IPV victimization. Similarly, surveys with 

options for different types of IPV framing could be used to measure exposure to different frames 

among women who acknowledge IPV victimization and those who do not. 

 

Conclusion 

This study examined cultural constructions of IPV through a frame analysis of U.S. news 

media portraying IPV. Most media presented IPV as an isolated event, however, compared to 

previous research, it seems there was an increase in thematic framing due to the #MeToo anti-

violence movement and the U.S. gun control debate. IPV was often portrayed as a motivation for 

charitable acts such as fundraisers, awareness campaigns, or non-profit work. Victims and 

perpetrators were often not portrayed, but when they were portrayed, they were described 

generically (i.e., any person is at risk of IPV victimization). Possibly due to the effects of 

#MeToo and the gun control debate, the most commonly portrayed remedies for IPV were the 

encouragement to discuss IPV openly and discussion of legislation to limit gun access to 

perpetrators. Future research could examine why some social movement messages are more 



60 

 

likely to influence media frames than others, whether thematic frames could generate empathy 

and support for marginalized victims, and what type of media framing supports or impedes 

acknowledgement of victimization. 
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Appendix A 

 

Included and Excluded Databases 

Newspaper Databases Available on ProQuest News and Newspapers Included in 

Search 

Alt-PressWatch  

 Canadian Newsstream  

 Ethnic NewsWatch X 

 GenderWatch X 

 Global Breaking Newswires  

 International Newsstream  

 News, Policy & Politics Magazine Archive (feat. Newsweek) X 

 ProQuest Civil War Era  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Atlanta Constitution  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Atlanta Constitution  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Atlanta Daily World  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Atlanta Daily World  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Baltimore Afro-American  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Boston Globe  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Chicago Defender  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Chicago Defender  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Chicago Tribune  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Chicago Tribune  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Chinese Newspapers Collection  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Christian Science Monitor  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Cincinnati Enquirer (1841-1922)  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Cleveland Call and Post  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Communist Historical Newspaper 

Collection 

 

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Detroit Free Press  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Globe and Mail  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Hartford Courant  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Jerusalem Post  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Jewish Advocate  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Jewish Exponent  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Le Monde  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Los Angeles Sentinel  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Los Angeles Times  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Los Angeles Times  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Louisville Courier Journal (1830-1922)  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Michigan Chronicle  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Nashville Tennessean  
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 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Nashville Tennessean (1812-1922)  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: New York Amsterdam News  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The New York Times  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: New York Tribune / Herald Tribune  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Norfolk Journal and Guide  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Philadelphia Tribune  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Pittsburgh Courier  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: Pittsburgh Courier  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: San Francisco Chronicle  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: South China Morning Post  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: St. Louis Post-Dispatch (1874-1922)  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Times of India  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: U.S. Midwest Collection  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: U.S. North Central Collection  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: U.S. Northeast Collection  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: U.S. South Central Collection  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: U.S. Southeast Collection  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: U.S. West Collection  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Wall Street Journal  

 ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Washington Post  

 ProQuest Recent Newspapers: Los Angeles Times X 

 ProQuest Recent Newspapers: The New York Times X 

 ProQuest Recent Newspapers: The Tennessean X 

 ProQuest Recent Newspapers: The Wall Street Journal X 

 ProQuest Recent Newspapers: The Washington Post X 

 The Tennessean X 

 Trends & Policy: U.S. Immigration News X 

 U.S. Newsstream X 
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Appendix B 

 

Final Codebook for Screening Tool 

ID ID number assigned to articles Entered by PI 

Citation Citation of Article Entered by PI 

Name Who is reviewing? Enter the reviewer's name 

Language 

In what language is the 

title/abstract written? 

If the abstract or title is in English, enter 1. If not English, 

enter 0 and in the remaining columns up to column J 

(inclusive),  enter -77. 

Time Period 

Is the publication date of the article 

from January 01, 2018, to 

December 31 2021? 

If yes, enter 1. If no, enter 0 and in the remaining columns up 

to Inclusion,  enter -77. If info not specified in title or abstract, 

enter -88. 

Source Type Is the source a newspaper? 

If yes, enter 1. If no, enter 0 and in the remaining columns up 

to Inclusion,  enter -77. If info not specified in title or abstract, 

enter -88. 

Document Type Is the document type an article? 

If yes, enter 1. If no, enter 0 and in the remaining columns up 

to Inclusion,  enter -77. If info not specified in title or abstract, 

enter -88. 

Location 

Is the article published in the 

United States?  

If yes, enter 1. If no, enter 0 and in the remaining columns up 
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CHAPTER III  

Discourse Analysis of Constructions of IPV Among Social Media Users 

Abstract 

People’s understanding of the world around them and their own experiences is socially 

constructed — that is, knowledge is developed through interactions with others. This study 

explored social constructions of IPV through a discourse analysis of social media discussions. 

Social media peers constructed IPV as an unacceptable situation that was caused by the 

individual people involved. IPV was portrayed as progressing from non-physical violence to 

severe physical violence. Social media discussants most commonly suggested leaving the 

relationship but did not discuss the risks associated with leaving and did not discuss safety 

planning. Future research should explore why messages about violence as a social issue are not 

reflected in non-expert constructions, which type of discussions result in discussions of IPV as a 

social issue, examine how other discussants are affected by social media discussions with IPV 

advocates, and which discussion techniques are most effective at reducing victim-blaming or 

increasing awareness of safety planning. Finally, researchers can examine how interpersonal 

interactions affect acknowledgement of IPV victimization. 

KEYWORDS: intimate partner violence, social construction, discourse analysis, social media 

 

  



72 

 

Discourse Analysis on How IPV is Constructed by Social Media Users  

 

Problem Statement 

What relationship phenomena do people recognize as IPV? What solutions do people 

consider appropriate for IPV? Exploring these questions can tell us about common perceptions 

and misperceptions of IPV, help us understand the effect of IPV awareness programming, and 

guide counselors who are working with clients who may be experiencing IPV. Therefore, the 

goal of this study is to examine how IPV is constructed during discussions. 

People’s understanding of the world around them and their own experiences within the 

world are socially constructed — that is, knowledge is developed through interactions with 

others (Berger & Luckmann, 1990; Throop et al., 2021; Wojnar & Swanson, 2007). An example 

of social construction can be seen in the activities of the U.S. Battered Women’s Movement. In 

the late 1960s and early 1970s, feminists held social gatherings called consciousness-raisings and 

speak-outs (Dicker, 2017). In these gatherings, women discussed many issues that affected their 

lives, including violent victimization from their male partners. The women who participated in 

these gatherings noticed themes across the individual stories of victimization and interpreted 

interpersonal violence as a reflection of social inequality. Conceiving of IPV as a social problem 

was a new construction of IPV, and in response, new interventions were created such as shelters 

and hotlines (Ake & Arnold, 2018; Arnold, 2017). Thus, the concept of IPV was constructed 

through social interactions. This early social construction of IPV had important consequences 

because it influenced the type of help that became available (i.e., appropriate) to help IPV 

victims. 
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As people continue to discuss IPV, this phenomenon continues to be constructed. 

Knowledge of what and how IPV is currently constructed can be used to improve interventions 

and inform research. By measuring the way people discuss relationships, IPV awareness 

programming can be evaluated on whether it changes misperceptions of IPV. Counselors can 

help clients manage typical social reactions when clients choose to disclose their victimization. 

Researchers can test how social constructions influence behavior of victims, perpetrators, and 

bystanders. Regularly studying the current status of IPV constructions can be useful for 

addressing the problem of awareness and consequences of IPV. 

 

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this study was to understand current socially constructed ideas about IPV, 

and how these ideas are constructed during interpersonal interactions between a relationship 

partner and people outside of the relationship. In this study, I examined interpersonal discussions 

of relationship conflicts on social media to describe how and which phenomena were 

acknowledged as IPV, how and which people were portrayed as involved in IPV, and how and 

which solutions were described. Cases were the top-voted discussions posted over a 30-day 

period on one social media community. 

 

Literature Review 

 

Theoretical Framework 

In this study, I assumed that the meanings of phenomena are created though social 

interactions. The basis for this assumption is threefold. First, sociologists have proposed that 
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knowledge is socially constructed (Berger & Luckmann, 1990; Throop et al., 2021; Wojnar & 

Swanson, 2007; Zahavi, 2022). Second, Bronfenbrenner (1977) proposed that as people develop, 

they are influenced by social and cultural contexts, including direct interaction with other people. 

Third, people’s perceptions of other people’s typical behavior and attitudes about a phenomenon 

influences their own behaviors (Fabiano et al., 2003; Perkins & Perkins, 2018). Therefore, the 

way that IPV is discussed in social media should influence people’s understanding of IPV and 

their responses to this problem. 

The limits of language to express an experience would also limit social media 

discussions. Because language is intended to communicate ordinary occurrences, it cannot 

express extraordinary experiences well (Berger & Luckmann, 1990). For instance, experiences of 

trauma or violence may not be well-represented by ordinary language and may become 

unintelligible to others (Berger & Luckmann; Throop et al., 2021). It follows that when an IPV 

victim discusses her experience with others, that her full experience is never completely 

understood by others.  

The limitations of communicating extraordinary experiences is shaped by social structure 

and one’s place in society (Fricker, 2006, 2007; Grasswick, 2017; Hartsock, 1983; Longino, 

1993). The constructions of powerful social groups are overrepresented in collective knowledge 

while the constructions of socially marginalized groups are underrepresented (Fricker, 2006, 

2007; Medina, 2017). Consequently, social media constructions of IPV should have both 

accurate information and inaccurate information. These constructions may lead people to have 

difficulty understanding the experiences and needs of victims and cause them to intervene 

ineffectively. Furthermore, the limits of language may cause victims to have problems 

reconciling her lived experiences of victimization with socially constructed understandings of 
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IPV. Difficulty recognizing IPV victimization may especially be a problem for victims of 

marginalized social statuses. 

 

Constructing IPV through Social Media Discussions 

Social construction of IPV can take place in person or in online settings such as on social 

media. Social media use is widespread across the world; three billion people use social media 

globally (Kepios, 2023), including 70% of U.S. adults (Auxier & Anderson, 2021). People who 

have had positive experiences online are more likely to choose online settings — as in social 

media — for disclosure or seeking support for IPV (Eckstein, 2021). Furthermore, people usually 

turn to online discussions about possible abuse to make sense of their experience, or to seek 

validation, especially after receiving negative reactions to in-person disclosures (Moors & 

Webber, 2013). These findings suggest that the way IPV and solutions for IPV are constructed in 

social media discussions could influence the behaviors and attitudes of many victims, 

perpetrators, and bystanders around the world. 

 Research on social media discussions of IPV have primarily focused on the social media 

sites Twitter, Reddit, and Instagram (Carlyle et al., 2019; Cravens et al., 2015; López et al., 

2022; McCauley et al., 2018; Sivagurunathan et al., 2021, 2022; Storer et al., 2021; Whiting et 

al., 2019; Whiting et al., 2022). On Twitter and Instagram, posts that are intended to be part of a 

conversation are marked by users with a hashtag. For instance, users who wanted to participate 

in a discussion about victims’ reasons for staying in an abusive relationship have used the 

hashtag #WhyIStayed (Cravens et al., 2015; Storer et al., 2021). On Reddit, conversations are 

threaded together when users comment on an initial post by a user called the original poster. 

Posts on all these platforms can be made publicly available. 
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How and Which Intimate Relationship Phenomena Do Discussants Label as Violent or 

Abusive? 

 Forms of IPV. The most commonly discussed forms of IPV in social media discussions 

were physical violence (Carlyle et al., 2019; Sivagurunathan et al., 2021) and psychological 

aggression (Kim et al., 2023). Social media discussants recognized other non-physical forms of 

violence; McCauley and colleagues (2018) examined discussions of non-physical forms of IPV 

on twitter using #MaybeHeDoesntHitYou. The creation of the #MaybeHeDoesntHitYou hashtag 

demonstrates how IPV is primarily constructed as physical violence because the hashtag uses 

this construction as the basis for raising awareness of non-physical forms of IPV.  

Researchers have compared the social media constructions of IPV against professional 

constructions of IPV (e.g., public health, violence prevention services; Carlyle et al., 2019; 

McCauley et al., 2018). Carlyle and colleagues found that the majority of Instagram posts 

portrayed physical violence. Consistent with public health constructions of the diversity of IPV 

forms, however, almost half of Instagram posts portrayed non-physical abuse such as 

psychological, sexual, or financial abuse. Likewise, McCauley et al. found that Twitter posts 

portrayed many forms of non-physical violence that are recognized in the Duluth Power and 

Control Wheel, a violence prevention model of IPV. The Duluth model shows strategies that 

abusers use to maintain power and control over their partners. Common non-physical forms of 

abuse that were discussed included emotional abuse, isolation, intimidation, minimizing abuse, 

male privilege, coercion and using children, and economic abuse. Twitter users also discussed 

same sex IPV and reproductive coercion which was not portrayed in the Duluth model.  

These findings suggest that physical violence is the most recognized form of IPV among 

laypeople. Non-physical forms of IPV are still underrecognized by the general public but a vocal 
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minority of posts address these forms. Professional models in public health and violence 

prevention fields capture many experiences of IPV that non-professionals recognize. Non-

professionals, however, are challenging these models to include other experiences of IPV such as 

same-sex IPV and other forms of violence such as reproductive coercion. 

Causes of IPV. Carlyle et al. (2019) found that almost all Instagram posts in their sample 

attributed responsibility for IPV on perpetrators, while a minority attributed the cause of IPV to 

interpersonal, community, or social factors. This focus seemed to change in response to the early 

COVID-19 pandemic. During this time period, discussants discussed IPV as affected by the 

increased isolation of people due to social distancing rules. They viewed IPV as a social and 

health issue: discussants expressed concern for increased occurrences of violence during social 

distancing because of the increased opportunity for violence, and the results of stress due to the 

economic limitations of social distancing and health concerns of the pandemic.  

How are the People Involved in IPV Discussed? 

Gender. Victims were predominantly discussed as women with male partners (McCauley 

et al., 2018), but discussants also discussed that men experience violence from female partners 

(McCauley et al.; Sivagurunathan et al., 2021, 2022) and that people in same sex relationships 

also experience IPV (McCauley et al.). However, discussants stated that women are more easily 

recognized as victims compared to men and that most services are established for women 

(Sivagurunathan et al., 2022). 

Characteristics of Victims. In one social media discussion, victims discussed the 

reasons they stayed in abusive relationships. They discussed themselves as people who 

rationalized and minimized the violence, who had degraded self-worth from emotional abuse, 

who believed they could save their partner from abusive behavior, who were concerned with the 
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best situation for their children, who had experienced adverse childhood experiences, who had 

financial difficulties which prevented leaving, or who had experienced isolation (Cravens et al., 

2015). In discussions about the effect of COVID-19 on IPV, victims were portrayed as people 

who were cohabitating with their abuser and unable to leave due to social distancing (López et 

al., 2022). 

What Remedies for IPV Victimization Are Discussed? And How Are These Remedies 

Discussed? 

 Leaving. Carlyle and colleagues (2019) found that close to half of the discussants in their 

sample suggested leaving the relationship as a solution for ending IPV, held victims responsible 

for this decision, and did not discuss how to create a safety plan for leaving. Victims portrayed 

the process of leaving as one with many barriers (Cravens et al., 2015; Storer et al., 2021) 

Victims reported that leaving required that they overcome barriers such as non-

acknowledgement of IPV, poor well-being due to abuse (making it harder to plan how to leave), 

fear of partner’s reaction to ending the relationship, fear that ending the relationship would 

reinforce negative racial stereotypes, social scripts regarding relationship conflicts, lack of 

resources such as lack of housing, and that leaving takes time. 

Change Individual Perspective. Discussants on social media posts about male victims 

of female perpetrators suggested that victims view the relationship conflict as “war,” to consider 

the abuser crazy, and to consider taking actions that are best for any children involved 

(Sivagurunathan et al., 2021). 

 Informal Support. Many posts on Reddit were people who were seeking informal help 

from other social media users (Kim et al., 2023; Sivagurunathan et al., 2021; Whiting et al., 

2022). Discussants helped victims determine whether they had been victimized or not, provided 
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advice based on similar experiences, helped with safety planning, or validated the victims’ 

reactions to the abuse. Male victims of female perpetrators reported that they sought informal 

help from friends and family, but received mixed reactions (Sivagurunathan et al., 2021); some 

friends and family had negative reactions, while some friends had positive reactions.  

 Formal Support. Researchers found that social media discussions of remedies for IPV 

included formal resources such as victim services programs (Whiting et al., 2022) or law 

enforcement (Sivagurunathan et al., 2021; Whiting et al.), health professionals (Sivagurunathan 

et al.) or legal advice (Kim et al., 2023). Some victims reported negative experiences with formal 

supports (Sivagurunathan et al.). 

Change Social Attitudes. Social media discussions also suggested changes in social 

attitudes toward IPV and victims. Social media users discussed the need to increase awareness of 

how isolation and economic stress can increase IPV (López et al., 2022), reduce biases against 

male victims of female perpetrators (Sivagurunathan et al., 2021), and end victim-blaming 

(Carlyle et al., 2019). 

 

Making Meaning in Social Media Discussions 

Because people are situated in a cultural context, understanding social constructions of 

IPV requires, in part, a cultural perspective. Culture has been modeled as a system of ideas and 

practices which affect the social contexts in which a person is situated (e.g., families, schools, 

communities.; Bronfenbrenner, 1977). Culture has also been modeled as the practices which take 

place in interpersonal interactions (Vélez-Agosto et al., 2017), which would also include virtual 

interactions such as social media interactions (Navarro & Tudge, 2022). However, many social 

media platforms are not limited to people from one culture (e.g., Reddit, Twitter), but are 
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available to any person who meets eligibility to join the platform and can communicate in the 

language used on that platform. As such, social constructions of IPV on social media may 

provide social constructions that reflect cross-cultural perspectives of a phenomenon. 

The context of virtual interpersonal interactions — such as social media usage — cannot 

be understood as a context situated within one culture but situated across multiple. Instead of 

culture, the commonality connecting the users would be the language(s) used on that platform. 

This is important to note because the features of a language shape the construction of a 

phenomenon (Berger & Luckmann, 1990). In some sense, an understanding of an idea is not 

fully constructed until expressed through language. However, for information that falls outside of 

ordinary human experiences, such as severe or uncommonly known forms of IPV, language may 

fail to express this experience properly, leading to a concept that is contentious or not fully 

intelligible. In this way, studying social media constructions of IPV may reveal both individual 

and cross-cultural perspectives of IPV, including aspects of IPV that are not fully constructed 

due to the limits of language. 

 

Discourse Analysis 

 To understand how people co-construct the meaning of IPV in non-expert interpersonal 

interactions, I used the discourse analysis method to analyze social media discussions. Discourse 

analysis assumes that communications operate in a social and cultural context (Philips, 2021) and 

is the “study of language-in-use” (Gee, 2011, p. ix). Different uses for language result in 

different organizations of discourse (i.e., genres of discourse; Philips). In this case, I examined 

the genre of social media discussions. To perform a discourse analysis, Gee recommended 
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examining discourse for language and context, for content and function, for the effect the 

language has on relationships, and for the meaning of the discourse in its context. 

 

The Current Study and Research Questions 

The purpose of the current study was to describe ideas about IPV in interpersonal 

interactions on social media and how these conceptions of IPV are constructed through 

discussions. The study used anonymous online social media discussions as the sample to 

represent social constructions of IPV.  

I conducted a discourse analysis of how IPV victimization is constructed in social media 

discussions guided by the following research questions: 

1. How and which intimate relationship phenomena do commenters label as violent or 

abusive? 

2. How are the people involved in IPV discussed? 

3. What remedies for IPV victimization are discussed? And how are these remedies 

discussed? 

 

Methods 

 

Researcher Positionality 

The research team consisted of myself (a doctoral candidate principal investigator) and a 

post-bachelor’s level research assistant. I am a Southeast Asian American woman studying in an 

interdisciplinary social science program. I identify as straight and cisgender. My prior work 

experience includes crisis counseling with survivors of IPV in New York City where most clients 
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were low-income women of color in relationships with men. The research assistant is a Puerto 

Rican woman who earned a B.A. in special education with an emphasis in behavioral and 

emotional disorders. She has previously conducted research on the epistemic experiences of U.S. 

racial minority students. 

 

Data Source 

The data for study 2 were drawn from social media discussions about advice on intimate 

relationships from Reddit, a discussion-based social media site available worldwide (Reddit, 

2022a). Discussions consist of original posts from one user and corresponding comments in 

response to the original post and sometimes in response to other comments. Among Americans, 

Reddit use increased significantly since 2019 with 18% of U.S. adults reporting usage in 2021 

(Auxier & Anderson, 2021). 

 

Site 

Data were collected from the Reddit.com subreddit (i.e., social media community) called 

r/relationships_advice. This is a publicly accessible social media forum that was established in 

April 2010. The community lists its topics as “relationships” and “family and relationships.” As 

of March 13, 2023, this subreddit has 46.8 thousand members (Relationships Advice, 2022, 

About Community). 

Reddit can be accessed by website (reddit.com) or by the Reddit app for mobile phones. 

Subreddits are social media communities (Reddit, 2020b) with two roles: users and moderators. 

Subreddits are created by users (who then become moderators of the subreddit). Users can post 

original content (“OP,” or Original Poster) or respond to original content. Moderators are 

https://www.reddit.com/r/relationship_advice/
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designated volunteers who review posts and comments to ensure that they adhere to the 

community’s rules for staying on topic, and for civil behavior. Demographic information is not 

provided on users or moderators. 

Posts or comments that do not adhere to subreddit rules are subject to removal. English is 

the language used on Reddit. Users can upvote original posts to indicate interest in the post 

content or downvote original posts to indicate lack of interest. This feature allows users to 

influence the topics that are discussed in the subreddit because posts can be sorted by those with 

the most upvotes. These high-ranking posts are called “top” posts. 

 

Cases 

The cases of interest were top discussions and newest discussions on 

r/relationships_advice where an OP or commenter labeled the index relationship as intimate 

partner violence. The index relationship was the relationship about which the OP was asking for 

advice. Top discussions would allow an exploration of original posts of relationship issues that 

result in the most interaction with other commenters. Newest discussions would allow an 

exploration of original posts that may not result in much interaction with other commenters.  

To be included as a top discussion, cases were one of the top r/relationships_advice 

discussions published in the past month with at least one of 13 keywords related to abuse, 

violence, or coercion (see Appendix A, PICO Logic Model, phenomenon of interest column); 

had an original post asking for advice on an issue in a relationship between the OP and an 

intimate partner or former intimate partner (index relationship); were written in English; and 

could be retrieved using the RedditExtractoR script for R. To be included as a new discussion, 

selection criteria were the same as for top cases, except cases were the newest cases published in 
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the past month. Excluded cases were those that were not one of the top or new 

r/relationships_advice discussions in the past month of the search, did not have an original post 

asking for advice on an intimate relationship, did not use the keywords, were not written in 

English, or could not be retrieved by the RedditExtractoR script for R.  

 

Definition of Labeling 

We considered a discussion to label a phenomenon as IPV if the OP or a commenter used 

any of the following terms to describe the OP’s index intimate relationship dynamic: intimate 

partner violence, violence, violent, abuse, abused, abusive, control, controlling, controlled, 

coerce, coerced, coercive, or coercion. 

 

Procedures 

The procedures included searching for eligible social media discussions, screening 

discussions for inclusion and exclusion criteria, extracting data from the discussions, and data 

analysis, explication of which follow below.  

Eligibility Criteria  

To establish eligibility criteria, I established search terms using a PICO logic model. 

PICO is a mnemonic device used in systematic reviews to define the target (P)opulation, 

phenomenon of (I)nterest, and (CO)ntext (Boland et al., 2017). While this discourse analysis is 

not a systematic review, the PICO model can be applied to this search because it allows for the a 

priori organization of search terms and inclusion and exclusion criteria.  

The population of interest for this study is discussions about intimate partner 

relationships. From reading Reddit regularly from 2021-2022, I found commonly used terms and 
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abbreviations used to describe intimate relationships and included them under the related terms 

in the Population section of the PICO logic model. The phenomenon of interest was how 

discussants label or do not label relationships as involving intimate partner violence. Based on a 

preliminary review of relationship posts on Reddit, I created a list of related terms for intimate 

partner violence. The context under investigation is non-professional social media discussions 

and for this model, I limited the context to discussions on r/relationships_advice. See Appendix 

A for the PICO logic model and related terms.  

Search Strategy 

I searched for cases using the RedditExtractoR package in the R programming language. 

This script was created to search Reddit based on parameters of subreddit, keywords, sorting, 

and time period (Rivera, 2022). I modified R code to search the r/relationships_advice subreddit 

for the top 100 and the newest 100 discussions in the past month for each of the IPV related 

keywords in the PICO model. I aggregated the search results for each keyword into a single data 

set in an Excel spreadsheet for each category of discussion. See Appendix B for sample R code 

for the top discussions. 

Screening and Selection 

The search strategy involved scraping discussion from Reddit using an R script and then 

screening using inclusion and exclusion criteria. The R code was able to scrape discussions 

meeting the inclusion criteria of subreddit, violence keywords, recency or top status, and time 

period but could not search by language or relationship type. Therefore, each script returned 

discussions using any of the 13 IPV-related keywords for newest cases and top cases in the past 

month in r/relationships_advice. Although the R codes allowed up to 100 discussions to be 

scraped, each code returned 33 newest discussions and 33 top discussions. 
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Next, a screening tool was created in Excel, which the research team used to assess 

discussions for English language, and relationship type discussed. Because only 33 cases for 

each discussion category were returned, the research team tested interrater reliability by coding 

similar cases scraped from another relationship subreddit. Inter-rater reliability (IRR; percentage 

agreement) was .90 for newest discussions and .95 for top discussions. 

Cases were screened for the OP’s use of the relationship terms to describe the 

relationship about which they were seeking advice. Titles or original posts that did not include 

these search terms to describe the index relationship were excluded from the sample. The result 

of this initial screening is that cases would be initiated by a post by an OP seeking advice about 

an intimate relationship. 

In the second screening, the goal was to ensure that the IPV-related keywords were used 

by either the OP or a commenter to describe the index relationship. In a second Excel screening 

tool, the research team reviewed full-text copies of cases that passed the initial screening. The 

research team searched for the keywords in the transcripts of the discussion. Cases were eligible 

to pass the second screening if discussants used one or more keywords to refer to actions or 

behaviors of one partner targeting the other partner in the index relationship. Cases were 

ineligible if these keywords were used to describe a person targeting another person in other 

relationships (e.g., abuse by family members, controlling behavior by former partners that were 

not the subject of the OP’s question, etc.). In this step, 12 cases were screened in by consensus. 

Data Collection 

After the 12 cases were screened into the study, the research team uploaded the 12 

selected cases to Dedoose qualitative analysis software versions 9.0.84 – 9.0.90. I began data 

analysis with in vivo coding and memo-writing. Next, I exported the codes to Excel where I 
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performed axial coding by organizing and defining initial codes by the similarities in conceptual 

and linguistic characteristics. Because the axial coding would influence my understanding of the 

cases, I reviewed the discussions again informed by the axial codes. Finally, I used selective 

coding to connect the categories together to describe the dominant discourse and secondary 

themes of IPV discourse. I selected quotes to exemplify themes. 

 

Instruments 

The instruments used for data collection were the guiding questions and Dedoose 

software for coding. The research questions that guided data collection were: 

1. How and which intimate relationship phenomena do commenters label as violent or 

abusive? 

2. How are the people involved in IPV discussed? 

3. What remedies for IPV victimization are discussed? And how are these remedies 

discussed? 

 

Data Analysis 

The analysis plan was to report basic descriptions of the cases, such as whether OP, 

commenters, or both described the relationship as abusive, the relationship types discussed in the 

cases, and synopsis of the original post. I also reported themes of which phenomena were labeled 

by commenters as IPV, the descriptions of victims, the solutions discussed, how this IPV 

labeling occurred, how commenters described victims, and how commenters provided advice. 

Exemplar quotes were reported.  
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Results 

 

Cases 

There were 12 cases where an OP or commenter labeled or questioned whether a 

relationship or partner is violent, abusive, controlling, or coercive. See Table 1 for a summary of 

the 12 selected cases.  

 

Table 1 

Summary of Case Information 

Cases Case Information 

Synopsis Relationship Type 

019 OP stated that she feels disrespected by boyfriend who continues to visit 

hairstylist who flirts with him. Partner accused OP of being controlling. OP 

wanted advice on how to solve this conflict. No commenters stated that the 

OP’s behavior was not controlling. 

 

Dating 

121 OP stated that fiancée wants OP to distance from their (gender of OP unknown) 

twin brother. OP wanted to know what commenters think about the situation. 

Commenters labeled the partner’s behavior as controlling and would potentially 

lead to physical abuse. 

 

Engaged 

787 OP stated that her ex-boyfriend was physically and emotionally abusive. He 

asked to reconcile, and she considered it but later discovered he already had a 

partner. OP felt hurt and wanted advice from commenters. Commenters did not 

label the partner’s behaviors. 

 

Formerly 

dating 

805 OP stated that her husband rejects sexual intimacy and labeled this as isolation 

and sexual abuse. OP did not indicate what she was seeking from commenters. 

Commenters did not label the partner’s behaviors. 

 

Married 

1022 OP stated that she realizes now that her husband was emotionally and verbally 

abusive. She wanted to get a divorce but fears his reaction. OP wanted to vent 

and wants advice from commenters. Commenters labeled partner as an abuser. 

 

Married 

1399 OP stated that her boyfriend rejects her sexually, and says cruel things to her, 

and that she has gained too much weight. OP wanted commenters’ opinions on 

her situation. Commenters labeled partner’s behaviors as abuse. 

 

Living 

together 

1489 OP stated that she was teasing her boyfriend and pinched him. Partner pinched 

OP leaving a bruise. They later argued and partner called OP abusive and cut 

off contact. OP wanted commenters to judge whether she was wrong. Some 

commenters stated that OP was not abusive, while most labeled OP’s behavior 

Dating 
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as abusive. One commenter labeled partner’s behavior as abusive. Some 

commenters labeled the situation as mutual abuse. 

 

1741 OP stated that his girlfriend informed him that she will take a vacation alone 

with her male friend. OP was considering ending their relationship but was 

unsure if he would be a controlling partner. OP did not indicate what he was 

seeking from commenters. Commenters did not label OP’s behavior as 

controlling. 

 

Dating 

1796 OP stated that she has an unplanned pregnancy that her husband wants to abort. 

She, however, did not want to abort the pregnancy. OP felt coerced to abort the 

pregnancy and only wanted to discuss her situation with the commenters. 

Commenters did not label partner’s behavior as abuse. 

 

Married 

1868 OP stated that she suspects that her boyfriend is showing early signs of abusive 

behavior. OP did not indicate what she was seeking from commenters. 

Commenters labeled partner’s behavior as abuse that would potentially escalate 

to more severe abuse. 

 

Unspecified 

relationship 

2569 OP stated that her husband accuses her of being guilty of things such as being 

interested in her former partner. OP did not indicate what she was seeking from 

commenters. Commenters labeled partner’s behavior as abuse. 

 

Married 

2596 OP stated that she feels trapped after her fiancé refused to let her get the keys to 

her car. OP asked commenters whether partner has any justification for 

preventing her from leaving in her car. Commenters labeled partner as an abuser 

and would potentially escalate to physical violence if he hadn’t already been 

physically violent with OP. 

Engaged 

 

 

Research Question 1: How and Which Intimate Relationship Phenomena Do Commenters 

Label as Violent or Abusive? 

 OPs and commenters did not label relationship phenomena as IPV in the same way. See 

Table 2 for information on labeling and questioning of relationship phenomena as IPV. 
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Table 2 

Labeling Relationship Phenomena as IPV 

Cases Labeling 

OP Commenter 

019 OP was accused of being controlling by partner Did not label as IPV 

 

121 Did not label as IPV 

 

Labeled as IPV 

787 OP labeled partner as physically and emotionally abusive 

 

Did not label as IPV 

805 OP labeled herself as sexually abused 

 

Did not label as IPV 

1022 OP labeled partner’s behavior as emotional and verbal abuse 

 

Labeled as IPV 

1399 Did not label as IPV 

 

Labeled as IPV 

1489 OP implies partner was abusive, questions whether she was abusive 

 

Labeled as IPV 

1741 OP questions whether he was being controlling 

 

Did not label as IPV 

1796 Did not label as IPV, but stated she felt coerced to have an abortion 

 

Did not label as IPV 

1868 OP questions whether partner was abusive 

 

Labeled as IPV 

2569 OP questions whether partner was abusive 

 

Labeled as IPV 

2596 OP labeled partner’s behavior as controlling 

 

Labeled as IPV 

 

 

Theme 1: Emotional Abuse 

In 25% of cases, commenters labeled relationship phenomena as emotional abuse. In 

these three cases, the OP was a woman who described their male partner yelling at them, 

insulting them, or making accusations that they were unfaithful. In these discussions, the 

commenters often insulted the partner by calling him childish, rude, mean, selfish, or comparing 

the partner to narcissists. The commenters also informed the OP that they deserved better 

treatment or insinuated that the OP was willfully denying the abuse. 
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You call him your bf but it sounds like he's an ungrateful, rude, mean, and selfish 

roommate. He doesn't even like you based on the treatment and he's probably not 

attracted to you.  I hope you know that you deserve more. 

 Even if it wasn't emotional abuse (which it is) you would still be justified in ending the 

relationship simply because he isn't making you happy. You want sex and he doesn't. 

You want someone to share in responsibilities, he refuses. None of your expectations are 

unreasonable. (Case 1399) 

 

Theme 2: Controlling Behavior Will Escalate to Severe Violence 

In three cases (25%), the posts described partner behaviors that focused on dictating 

clothing choices, socializing choices, and choices about where to go.  Commenters labeled these 

behaviors as abusive and a sign that abuse would escalate in severity. In one case, the (unknown 

gender) OP’s female partner requested that they limit contact with the OP’s twin brother. 

Commenters insulted the partner and judged the OP harshly for considering the request. In the 

second case, the OP was physically prevented from driving in her own car by her male partner. 

Commenters discussed the issue as a criminal activity that required law enforcement 

intervention, insulted the partner, and blamed the OP for the situation. In the last case, a male 

partner was arguing with the female OP over her choice of what she wore.  

This is only the beginning. After she succeeds in this, she will see what else she can make 

you change about yourself. It may be small at first, but could turn more and more 

controlling and potentially abusive. (Case 121) 

Don’t contact him, run and block him everywhere. These people become stalkers and 

who knows what. (Case 1489) 
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This is abuse, leave before it gets worse. Reach out to friends and family, look up 

resources, and don't let yourself stay. (Case 2596) 

 

 

Research Question 2: How are the People Involved in IPV Discussed? 

Not all discussions discussed people involved in IPV; two-thirds of cases (n = 8) 

described people involved in IPV.  

 

Table 3 

How People Involved in IPV are Discussed 

Cases Portrayal 

Victims Perpetrators 

019 n/a n/a 

121 Victim-blaming Disparaging descriptions 

787 Pathological Manipulative 

805 n/a n/a 

1022 Scared Disparaging descriptions 

1399 Victim deserves better Disparaging descriptions 

1489 Victim-blaming, pathological Pathological 

1741 n/a n/a 

1796 n/a n/a 

1868 Makes excuses for partner Manipulative 

2569 Confused Manipulative, Pathological 

2596 Victim-blaming, pathological Disparaging descriptions 

 

 

Theme 1: Disparaging Comments about Perpetrating Partner 

The most frequent discussion of people involved these cases of IPV involved disparaging 

descriptions of perpetrating partners (33.3%, n = 4). Partners were described as selfish, 

disgusting, infertile, etc.  

No, no NOOOO!!!!! Your fiancé is a manipulating POS! (Case 121) 

He’s probably infertile from his masturbation lol. (Case 1022) 
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He sounds like he wants a nurse and a purse. Toss the loser! (Case 1399) 

You need to leave this controlling asshat . . . (Case 2596) 

Theme 2: Victim-blaming 

In four cases (33.3%), commenters blamed the OP for the violence they experienced. For 

example, in Case 121, commenters said it was unreasonable to consider the partner’s requests to 

limit contact with their brother. 

How do you even consider this? How can you allow someone to control you like this? To 

rip apart a relationship you have because he is harmless and quirky.  

If you do this, be prepared to lose not just him but other members of your family as well. 

If I was your mother, father, aunt, or cousin and saw you do this, Id forget you existed. I 

would not want someone like you in my life. 

In another case, one OP was blamed for escalating the conflict: 

Here’s the thing: you ignored his boundaries and instigated the physical violence. Him 

slapping or pushing your hands away - forcefully or not - because you repeatedly ignored 

his boundaries, is not abuse, nor was it him escalating the situation. *You* escalated the 

physical violence by pinching him and he retaliated by engaging in further physical 

violence. (Case 1489) 

In this same case, the OP was held responsible for any future abuse she might experience 

if she did not take the commenter’s advice to seek therapy. 

You need to end the relationship and get into therapy. If you don’t you are going to 

continue the same patterns of ignoring peoples boundaries and instigating physical 

violence (because you see it as comparatively minor) and eventually you’re going to be 
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severely hurt or killed by a partner who can’t regulate their emotions and temper. (Case 

1489)  

Theme 3: Pathological Problems 

Both victims and perpetrators were discussed as suffering from pathologies such as 

having a mental illness or experiencing trauma. 

Stop being codependent. Depend on yourself. Understand what it means to love yourself. 

Respect yourself enough to break up and leave. (Case 2596) 

 

Neither of you have a healthy normal meter and remaining in this relationship will not be 

healthy for either of you. You refuse to acknowledge that you ignored his boundaries and 

engaged in physical violence, and he seems to have difficulty asserting his boundaries in 

ways that are absent of physical violence. Neither of you have the ability to emotionally 

regulate - and this is directly tied to being raised in toxic family dynamics - and you are 

intent on victimizing yourself even though you initiated ignoring his physically and 

verbally communicated boundaries. (Case 1489) 

 

Theme 4: Manipulative Perpetrators 

 Perpetrators were discussed as using manipulation to control their partners. One 

commenter warned an OP that ending the relationship could lead her partner to try to manipulate 

her into staying. 

If you decide to leave, please watch out for your boyfriend’s apology. He will be so 

unbelievably sweet, caring and happy. If you decide to go back, the honeymoon phase 

won’t last long. (Case 1868) 
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In another case, a commenter tells the OP that her partner is manipulating the relationship 

so he could be unfaithful while the OP’s loyalty is being scrutinized. 

He’s projecting and is probably doing the things he’s accusing you of. He’s being 

emotionally abusive. (Case 2569) 

 

Research Question 3: What Remedies for IPV Victimization Are Discussed? And How Are 

These Remedies Discussed? 

Of the eight cases where remedies for IPV were discussed, the most popular 

recommendation was to end the relationship. See Table 4 for remedies discussed in cases. 

 

Table 4 

Remedies for IPV 

Cases Remedies 

019 n/a 

121 End relationship, no safety planning 

787 Learn and practice better boundaries 

805 n/a 

1022 End relationship, no safety planning 

1399 End relationship, no safety planning 

1489 End relationship, no safety planning, therapy for both partners 

1741 n/a 

1796 n/a 

1868 End relationship, no safety planning 

2569 Provided validation, but little advice 

2596 End relationship, safety planning 

 

 

Theme 1: End the Relationship 

Half of the cases (50%, n = 6) discussed ending the relationship as a solution. 

Commenters, however, did not discuss safety planning except in one case (Case 2596). 
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If I was you, I would call off the engagement. Your fiancé is truly a disgusting human 

being. You should tell your fiancé, “Our wedding plans are on pause. If you continue to 

try and drive a wedge between my brother and I, the wedding will be canceled forever.” 

(Case 121) 

In one case, an OP expressed fear of her partner’s reaction if she should leave him. The 

OP was also afraid of the reaction of her partner’s family and her own family if she should end 

the marriage. Instead of helping OP with safety planning, a commenter dismissed the OP’s 

concerns about being without social support if she should divorce her partner.  

If your family doesn’t share your concerns and feelings when you explain the behaviour: 

they aren’t helping you. They are morally questionable if they expect you to stay with an 

abuser. 

Do not take the opinions of morally flawed people about the morality of your wanting a 

divorce from an abuser. Get out. (Case 1022) 

 

In the case that involved safety planning, commenters suggested that the OP contact law 

enforcement for assistance with leaving the home. Commenters also suggested seeking informal 

help and information. 

Good God women [sic], leave this man. Call the cops, report him for theft since the car is 

in your name and he won't let you have it, pack your stuff TONIGHT with the cops there, 

take your car and leave. TONIGHT. Do not stick around to see how far he will take this, 

because this will get a lot worse. (Case 2596) 
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Discussion 

The goal of this study was to understand social constructions of IPV through examining 

how laypeople label or do not label relationship phenomena as IPV in social media discussions. 

Social media discussions are one way that people across cultures make sense of phenomena 

together. As such, social media discussions may help or hinder people in acknowledging their 

own IPV victimization and encourage certain forms of help-seeking. 

One result of this study is that laypeople recognized non-physical forms of IPV, such as 

emotional abuse or coercion, and expressed the unacceptability of this abuse by disparaging the 

perpetrator, or even blaming the victims for not recognizing it themselves. This finding is 

consistent with prior research on social media discussions of IPV, which found that social media 

discussants focused on physical abuse (Carlyle et al., 2019; Sivagurunathan et al., 2021), 

psychological abuse (Kim et al., 2023) and other non-physical forms of abuse (McCauley et al., 

2018). While the discussants in this sample recognized non-physical forms of violence, the 

commenters emphasized that the importance of addressing these forms of violence was to stop 

the progression of abuse from escalating to severe forms of violence such as stalking, physical 

injury, or death. As such, IPV was constructed in interpersonal interactions as an unacceptable 

situation involving non-physical aggression and less severe violence that would eventually 

escalate to physical violence. This unacceptable situation was the responsibility of the 

individuals involved. 

Moreover, laypeople also believed that people involved in IPV differ from those who are 

not involved in IPV. The commenters discussed these differences as contributing to IPV. For 

instance, they believed that codependence and lacking healthy boundaries due to violent 

upbringing led to both IPV perpetration and victimization. While victims were portrayed as 



98 

 

being responsible for allowing the violence, perpetrators were portrayed as being manipulative. 

This perspective of individual causes for IPV is consistent with prior research in which some 

social media discussants constructed victims as those who held unhealthy views of relationships, 

had poor self-esteem, or had experienced adverse childhood experiences (Cravens et al., 2015).  

As in prior research (Carlyle et al., 2019), in this study the most common suggestion for 

dealing with IPV was to end the relationship, often without any suggestions for safety planning. 

When safety planning was discussed, the suggestion was to contact law enforcement for help in 

leaving safely. Other remedies, such as addressing social factors (Carlyle et al.; López et al., 

2022; Sivagurunathan et al., 2021), were not found in this study. Similar to portrayals of who is 

involved in IPV, the common solution to leave suggests that IPV is an individual’s responsibility 

to solve, especially the victim’s responsibility. 

 

Limitations 

This study was limited in generalizability because cases only included discourse in 

English. Results from the study were also limited because the sample size was small and resulted 

in only 12 cases over a 30-day period in 2022. It was not possible to understand cultural or 

demographic influences on the constructions of IPV victimization because Reddit does not 

collect identifying information or demographics for users in discussions. Social media 

discussions that did not use the search terms were not captured. 

 

Implications and Future Research Directions 

Because laypeople attributed responsibility to the individual people involved in IPV, the 

solutions they suggested were focused on changing individual actions and not on collective 
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actions to address social issues. This suggests that anti-violence social movements such as the 

Battered Women’s Movement and #MeToo have contributed to the rejection of IPV but have not 

led to a reduction in victim-blaming, nor have they led to a focus on addressing the social and 

structural causes of IPV among laypeople. Researchers could study why anti-violence 

movements messages that frame violence as a social issue are not reflected in non-expert 

constructions. The results of these studies could be used to inform social media campaigns to 

increase awareness of IPV as a social issue.  

It is possible that the remedies suggested by commenters were aimed at individual 

actions, in part, because they were in response to an individual person’s dilemma. Perhaps 

different types of discussions would change the way commenters attributed responsibility and 

suggested remedies. Researchers could also explore which type of discussions result in 

constructions of IPV as a social issue versus an individual problem. This research could help 

counselors, advocates, and teachers craft discussions that broaden laypeople’s consideration of 

the causes of IPV. These discussions may motivate people to participate in collective actions to 

combat IPV.  

The results of this study suggest that counselors, advocates, and activists have an 

opportunity to use social media to inform non-experts of the social factors that support IPV and 

of the safety needs of those involved. Helpers can have discussions over social media that 

challenge victim-blaming and inform them that leaving a violent relationship requires safety 

planning and that leaving entails risks of its own. Researchers could examine how other 

discussants are affected by social media discussions with IPV advocates, and which discussion 

techniques are most effective at reducing victim-blaming or increasing awareness of safety 

planning. 
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Finally, it would be useful to study how interpersonal interactions influence people’s 

ability to recognize IPV in other’s relationships and in their own relationship. For instance, 

researchers could ask participants who acknowledge IPV victimization about social media and 

interpersonal influences on their ability to recognize violent relationship experiences. Using this 

research, counselors and advocates might be able to tailor their help for certain social media 

users or those who have had certain interpersonal interactions.  

 

Conclusion 

This study explored social constructions of IPV through a discourse analysis of social 

media discussions. Social media peers constructed IPV as an unacceptable situation that was 

caused by the individual people involved. IPV was portrayed as progressing from non-physical 

violence to severe physical violence. Social media discussants most commonly suggested leaving 

the relationship but did not discuss the risks associated with leaving, and safety planning. Future 

research should explore why messages about violence being a social issue are not reflected in 

non-expert constructions, which type of discussions result in discussions of IPV as a social issue 

and examine what how other discussants are affected by social media discussions with IPV 

advocates, and which discussion techniques are most effective at reducing victim-blaming or 

increasing awareness of safety planning. Finally, researchers can examine how interpersonal 

interactions affect acknowledgement of IPV victimization. 
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Appendix A 

 

PICO Logic Model 

 Population phenomenon of Interest Context 

Target Social media discussions of 

intimate partner relationships 

how discussants label 

relationships as involving 

intimate partner violence 

non-professional social 

media discussions 

Related Terms wife 

girlfriend 

boyfriend 

husband 

partner 

spouse 

bf 

gf 

fwb 

friends with benefits 

ex-wife 

ex-girlfriend 

ex-boyfriend 

ex-husband 

ex-partner 

ex-spouse 

ex-bf 

ex-gf 

ex-fwb 

ex-friends with benefits 

ex 

intimate partner violence 

violence 

violent 

abuse 

abused 

abusive 

control 

controlling 

controlled 

coerce 

coercive 

coercion 

 

 

 

r/relationships_advice 
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Appendix B 

 

R Code for Scraping Reddit Posts 

library(RedditExtractoR) 

library(tidyverse) 

library(xlsx) 

 

### Input the name of the subreddit you're working on in between the quotes after subreddit = 

### This will pull the top threads from the subreddit in the last month 

df1 <- find_thread_urls(subreddit="relationships_advice", keyword= "intimate partner violence", sort_by="top", 

period = "month") 

df2 <- find_thread_urls(subreddit="relationships_advice", keyword= "violence", sort_by="top", period = "month") 

df3 <- find_thread_urls(subreddit="relationships_advice", keyword= "violent", sort_by="top", period = "month") 

df4 <- find_thread_urls(subreddit="relationships_advice", keyword= "abuse", sort_by="top", period = "month") 

df5<- find_thread_urls(subreddit="relationships_advice", keyword= "abused", sort_by="top", period = "month") 

df6<- find_thread_urls(subreddit="relationships_advice", keyword= "abusive", sort_by="top", period = "month") 

df7<- find_thread_urls(subreddit="relationships_advice", keyword=  "control", sort_by="top", period = "month") 

df8<- find_thread_urls(subreddit="relationships_advice", keyword= "controlling", sort_by="top", period = "month") 

df9<- find_thread_urls(subreddit="relationships_advice", keyword= "controlled", sort_by="top", period = "month") 

df10<- find_thread_urls(subreddit="relationships_advice", keyword= "coerce", sort_by="top", period = "month") 

df11<- find_thread_urls(subreddit="relationships_advice", keyword= "coerced", sort_by="top", period = "month") 

df12<- find_thread_urls(subreddit="relationships_advice", keyword= "coercive", sort_by="top", period = "month") 

df13<- find_thread_urls(subreddit="relationships_advice", keyword= "coercion", sort_by="top", period = "month") 

 

### aggregate search results of 13 keywords search by rows 

top_urls <- rbind(df1, df2, df3, df4, df5, df6, df7, df8, df9, df10, df11, df12, df13)  

### Check the data frame 

str(top_urls) 

 

### Pull the thread content from the top 100 threads in the subreddit 

### Change the value in url[1:#] to pull more than 15 threads 

top_threads_contents <- get_thread_content(top_urls$url[1:100]) 

 

### Extract the content data frame 

threads <- as.data.frame(top_threads_contents$threads) 
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### Extract the comments data frame 

comments <-top_threads_contents$comments 

 

### Extract only the comments column 

threads2 <- select(threads, c("url", "text")) 

comments2 <- select(comments, c("url", "comment")) 

 

### Combine thread content and comments 

content <- merge(threads2, comments2, by = "url") 

 

### Remove the URL column 

content <- select(content, c("text", "comment")) 

 

### Replace duplicate text cells with blanks 

df <- content %>%  

  mutate(text = replace(text, duplicated(text), "")) 

 

### Change the destination based on the folder you want to save the file in 

write.table(df, "C:/Users/Julie/Documents/Dissertation/Studies/Study 2- Discourse Analysis/topreddit.txt120222", 

quote = F, col.names = F, row.names = F) 

write.xlsx(df, "C:/Users/Julie/Documents/Dissertation/Studies/Study 2- Discourse Analysis/topreddit120222.xlsx", 

sheetName = "Sheet1", col.names = TRUE, row.names = TRUE, append = FALSE) 
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CHAPTER IV  

 

Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis on Women of Color’s Acknowledgement of IPV 

Victimization  

 

Abstract 

Acknowledgement of IPV victimization is an important requirement for reporting the abuse and 

describing what happened. This study explored how women of color interpreted relationship 

experiences as IPV or not, and to understand the social and cultural influences on this process. I 

conducted an interpretive phenomenological analysis of interviews and supplemented these 

interviews with surveys. Acknowledgement of IPV victimization was a gradual process that was 

affected by childhood experiences and by processing relationship experiences with peers, 

friends, and counselors. Future research should explore how different social and cultural 

constructions are related to acknowledgement and questioning, how different peer and family 

relationships and responses affect the acknowledgement process, the nature of the questioning 

experience, and the relationship between perpetration, coercive control toward a partner, and 

acknowledgement. 

KEYWORDS: intimate partner violence, victimization, women of color, social norms, 

hermeneutical injustice, interpretive phenomenological analysis 

 

  



111 

 

Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis on Women of Color’s Acknowledgement of IPV 

Victimization  

 

Problem Statement 

How do women of color acknowledge relationship phenomena as intimate partner 

violence (IPV) victimization? How do their cultural and social contexts, and individual 

experiences influence this process? An understanding of acknowledgement of IPV victimization 

among women of color can clarify how and when women of color seek help, improve IPV 

awareness programming targeting women of color, and suggest opportunities to intervene before 

potentially lethal violence occurs. 

A person’s acknowledgement of their own IPV victimization is thought to often occur 

before seeking help (Jenkins, 2017; Liang et al., 2005). Acknowledgement is an important 

requirement for reporting the abuse and describing what happened (Liang et al.; Robinson et al., 

2021). The inability to acknowledge can lead to a failure to seek help, report the violence, and 

accurately describe the problem. Even if a women seeks help without acknowledging IPV, non-

acknowledgement may make it hard, if not impossible, to explain the problem so that it is 

intelligible to others (Jenkins, 2017). This is important because women who do not seek help for 

IPV may be subject to ongoing violence and may be vulnerable to an escalation of violence to 

lethal levels.   

Acknowledgement researchers have described the phenomenon as influenced by cultural 

and social factors (Anderson & Kobek Pezzarossi, 2012; Ayala et al., 2014, 2016; Harned, 2005; 

Rodríguez-Franco et al., 2012, 2016), however, these factors were underrepresented in research 

studies. Specifically, women of color were underrepresented in acknowledgement research. 
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Additionally, most studies did not collect information on women’s other marginalized social 

identities (e.g., disability, sexual orientation). Without a larger sample of diverse women, the 

relationship between culture, social context, and individual women’s acknowledgement is not 

well-understood.  

 

Purpose Statement 

The goal of this study was to explore the acknowledgement of IPV among women of 

color as influenced by cultural context, social context, and individual experiences. In this study, I 

conducted interviews about interpretations of the lived experiences of IPV or possible IPV.  

These interviews were supplemented with surveys on adverse childhood experiences, 

relationship experiences, and perceived social norms of victimization and help-seeking. 

 

Literature Review 

 

Theoretical Frameworks 

When considering how women of color acknowledge IPV victimization, I assumed that 

acknowledgement is a type of phenomenological process, and it is affected by how knowledge 

and meaning are created and influenced by a person’s cultural and social contexts. Because 

cultural and social contexts influence acknowledgement, I also assumed that a person’s social 

standing (e.g., race, ethnicity, gender, etc.) may lead to different acknowledgement outcomes. 

For this paper, I decided to use the term “victim” because my focus is on the experience of harm, 

and I assumed that victimization does not preclude the perpetration of violence. 
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Constructing Knowledge 

Epistemic practices — such as constructing the meaning of IPV — occur in a context of 

culture and society, and is affected by a society’s inequalities (Fricker, 2006, 2007; Grasswick, 

2017; Hartsock, 1983; Longino, 1993). Depending on one’s social status, some knowledge is 

more easily accessible and some knowledge is less accessible (Hartsock). This suggests that 

one’s understanding of a phenomenon is always incomplete. The influence of social inequality 

on epistemic practices also means that certain perspectives are overrepresented in a society’s 

collective knowledge and that other standpoints are underrepresented (Fricker, 2006, 2007). 

Underrepresented perspectives are generally those of socially marginalized people — women of 

color in the United Stated, for example (Fricker, 2006, 2007; Medina, 2017).  

In the United States, the term “people of color” refers to racial and ethnic minorities 

(Pérez, 2021).  It refers to a political identity among non-White groups rather than a strict racial 

or ethnic category (Malesky, 2023; Meraji et al., 2023; Pérez; Yoo, 2023). Likewise, the term 

“women of color” also refers to political identity of racial and ethnic minorities, but at the 

intersection of woman gender (Yoo). Race intersected with gender can lead to different outcomes 

than race or gender alone (Battle & Carty, 2023). In this study, I examined women of color 

because their experiences were underrepresented in IPV acknowledgement research.  

Making Sense of Experiences 

Not only are epistemic practices situated in a cultural context, but so are sense-making 

(i.e., phenomenological) processes; a person’s interpretation of experience cannot be observed 

separately from the contexts of that person’s life and their personal life experiences 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Peoples, 2020; Throop et al., 2021; Wojnar & Swanson, 2007). Culture 

provides a schema (i.e., frame) for organizing and understanding experiences (Goffman, 1986). 
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Frames make experiences intelligible to people from the same culture or social group (Berger & 

Luckmann, 1990; Hodges et al., 2008; Keller, 2011). Although frames provide a way to 

understand experiences, they do so by omitting some information and emphasizing other 

information. As such, phenomenological processes — such as acknowledgement — are always 

an incomplete process.  

Social context also influences people’s phenomenological processes because meaning is 

constructed during interactions with others (Berger & Luckmann, 1990; Throop & Zigon, 2021; 

Wojnar & Swanson, 2007; Zahavi, 2022). Moreover people’s understanding of an experience is 

influenced by their perceptions of what other people typically think and do (Fabiano et al., 2003; 

Perkins & Perkins, 2018). Therefore, how a person acknowledges IPV victimization would be 

dependent in part on how IPV victimization is defined in social interactions. And a person may 

acknowledge IPV victimization in line with how they perceive others might acknowledge.  

 

Acknowledgement 

Acknowledgement of IPV is the nexus between the perception of formal definitions and 

self-definitions of IPV. In other words, acknowledgement is when a person’s knowledge of IPV 

matches formal knowledge of IPV. Despite meeting formal definitions of IPV victimization, 

many women do not acknowledge their experiences of IPV victimization (Anderson & Kobek 

Pezzarossi, 2012; Clements & Ogle, 2009; García-Díaz et al., 2017; Harned, 2004, 2005; 

Rodríguez-Franco et al., 2012, 2016).  Acknowledgement differed by form of violence 

experienced. Across samples, acknowledgement ranged from as low as 0.2% for sexual coercion 

(Harned, 2004) to as high as 62% for physical violence (Hamby & Gray-Little, 2000). Non-

physical forms of violence were acknowledged the least: Psychological violence was less 
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acknowledged compared to physical forms of violence or physical injury (Anderson & Kobek 

Pezzarossi, 2012). This pattern was the same for coercion (Ayala et al., 2014; Harned, 2004).  

Acknowledgement also varied by severity and frequency. More women acknowledged 

IPV victimization if they experienced severe violence compared to less severe violence 

(Anderson & Kobek Pezzarossi, 2012; Hamby & Gray-Little, 2000). Women who acknowledged 

victimization by their partners experienced more frequent IPV (Ayala et al., 2014).  

Influence of Cultural and Social Context on Acknowledgement 

Cultural Context. Exposure to cultural messages about IPV led to acknowledgement of 

IPV. Some women acknowledged sexual IPV after consuming educational information about 

sexual abuse or assault, such as reading articles or participating in workshops (Harned, 2005). 

Years after awareness campaigns were established in Spain, young women reported less 

tolerance for IPV (Rodríguez-Franco et al., 2016). 

Social Context. Women whose partners had lower income were more likely to 

acknowledge IPV (Hamby & Gray-Little, 2000). As financial dependence on a partner is one 

obstacle to ending an abusive relationship, this finding might be due to the victim already having 

to access other financial resources besides the partner’s income. It may be easier to acknowledge 

IPV when it is easier to leave the relationship. However, this relationship was not studied so it is 

difficult to know the possible effect of socioeconomic status on acknowledgement. 

Additionally, acknowledgement differed by race; women who were Black and women 

had a Black partner were more likely to acknowledge IPV (these racial characteristics were 

correlated r = .96; Hamby & Gray-Little, 2000). It is unclear if this finding is because of racial 

inequality on expectations of partner behaviors (e.g., stereotypes of Black men as violent), 
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socially relevant messages about managing relationship conflicts in Black communities, or 

constructions defining IPV in Black communities. 

Acknowledgement was a gradual experience that occurred, for some women, through 

social interactions with others. Some women acknowledged sexual IPV after talking to 

supportive people about the incident (Harned, 2005). Another experience was learning that other 

women had similar experiences with a specific partner. This probably reassured the victims that 

they were not misunderstanding that violence had occurred.  

Influence of Relationship Factors on Acknowledgement 

The emotional bond between partners is associated with acknowledgement. Hamby and 

Gray-Little (2000) found that women who were more committed to their partners or were still in 

a relationship with their partners were less likely to acknowledge physical IPV. Similarly, 

Harned (2005) found that women who liked or loved their partners or former partners tended not 

to acknowledge sexual IPV. 

Hamby and Gray-Little (2000) also found that women were more likely to acknowledge 

other women’s IPV victimization at lower frequency and severity. They believe that without 

relationship context, women use an inclusive assessment of IPV victimization. When considering 

their own victimization, however, women consider their relationship context and are more likely 

to have a higher threshold for what they consider victimization. 

 

Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis 

One method for analyzing the way people make meaning of experiences is interpretive 

phenomenological analysis (Biggerstaff & Thompson, 2008; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014; Smith, 

1996). The goal of this method is “identifying the essential components of phenomena or 
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experiences which make them unique or distinguishable from others.” (Pietkiewicz & Smith, p. 

8). IPA assumes that an understanding of meaning-making cannot be done directly but is 

accomplished through the researcher’s interpretations of the participant’s responses. As such, the 

positionality of the researcher and the researcher’s experience of the research and analysis 

process are important for understanding the results of the study.  

To perform an IPA, researchers can conduct semi-structured interviews, transcribe 

interviews, and analyze the transcripts in conjunction with the original recordings (Pietkiewicz & 

Smith, 2014; Smith & Osborn, 2008). Analysis involves a close reading of the text while writing 

notes, then rereading the text to identify themes, and then relating the themes into conceptual 

groups and summarizing themes in a table. This process should be applied with one case at a 

time to allow a deeper understanding of experience for each participant before developing 

themes from across cases. 

 

The Current Study 

The purpose of the current study was to examine how individual women of color 

acknowledge IPV victimization, and to understand some of the cultural and social factors that 

influence this interpretation. The study used a small sample of women of color from the 

community for interviews and surveys.  

 

Research Questions 

To understand the process of how individual women ascribe meaning to their experiences 

of IPV victimization, I performed an IPA of interviews with women of color who self-identified 

as having experienced IPV victimization or self-identified as questioning whether they have 
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experienced IPV victimization. The data from the interviews were triangulated with data from 

surveys on adverse childhood experiences, relationship information, experiences of partner 

violence and help-seeking, and perceived social norms of IPV victimization and help-seeking.  

The interviews were guided by the following research questions: 

1. What were participants’ processes for acknowledging relationship phenomena as IPV 

or questioning whether relationship phenomena were IPV? 

2. How do cultural constructions of victimization influence participants’ 

acknowledgement of IPV victimization? 

3. How do interpersonal interactions influence participants’ acknowledgement of IPV 

victimization? 

 

Method 

 

Researcher Positionality 

The research team consisted of myself (a doctoral candidate principal investigator) and a 

post-bachelor’s level research assistant. I am a Southeast Asian American woman studying in an 

interdisciplinary social science program. I identify as straight and cisgender. My prior work 

experience includes crisis counseling with survivors of IPV in New York City where most clients 

were low-income women of color in relationships with men. The research assistant is a Puerto 

Rican woman who earned a B.A. in special education with an emphasis in behavioral and 

emotional disorders. She has previously conducted research on the epistemic experiences of U.S. 

racial minority students. 
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Data Source 

Data were collected from adult women of color living in the United Stated who identified 

as having experienced IPV or who questioned whether they have experienced IPV. 

 

Site 

Data collection occurred online using an online survey and an interview conducted online 

over Zoom. 

 

Participants  

Participants were three women of color aged 18 years or older who were living in the 

United States. Two participants were women of color who identified as having experienced IPV 

in an intimate relationship that lasted one month or longer. One participant was a woman of color 

who questioned whether they had experienced IPV in an intimate relationship that lasted one 

month or longer.  

To be included in the sample, potential participants had to: voluntarily contact the 

research study about participation, identify as a woman of color, be living in the United States, 

be aged 18 years or older, self-identify as having experienced IPV or self-identify as questioning 

whether they have experienced IPV that occurred in a current or former intimate relationship that 

lasted one month or longer, and have a safe private location where they could be virtually 

interviewed without interference from their partner or ex-partner. Exclusion criteria were not 

identifying as a woman of color, being younger than 18 years, not living in the United States, not 

self-identifying as having experienced IPV nor questioning whether they have experienced IPV, 
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not contacting the research study about participation, and not having a safe private location 

where they can be interviewed without interference from their partner or ex-partner. 

 

Procedures 

The procedures for this study included recruitment of women volunteers via social media, 

collecting data from participants using surveys and semi-structured interviews, qualitative coding 

and analysis of interviews, and data analysis of quantitate data. Prior ethics review was 

performed, and approval was granted for the study before recruitment began.  

Recruitment 

Participants were recruited through the social contacts of the research team via social 

media (i.e., Facebook and Instagram). The research team informed their contacts about the study 

and shared a flyer. The team asked these contacts to share the research study information and 

recruitment flyer with their own contacts on social media.  

The research team created a flyer stating that we were recruiting U.S. adult women of 

color who have experienced IPV or are questioning whether they have experienced IPV for a 

study (See Appendix A). The flyer stated that eligibility for participation included: living in the 

United States, being 18 years or older, believe or question whether they have ever experienced 

violence or abuse in a romantic, dating, sexual, or married relationship that lasted 1 month or 

longer, and have a safe private location where they can be interviewed over Zoom. The flyer also 

informed potential participants that the study consisted of surveys and an interview, that total 

anticipated time spent in the initial study would be 1 hour to 1 hour and 20 minutes, and that 

participants would be eligible to receive up to a $50 e-gift card, as allowed by law. Potential 
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participants were instructed to visit a link to a secure REDCap webpage for more information 

about the study.  

The REDCap webpage included information about the study and contact information for 

myself and my faculty advisor (see Appendix B). People who were interested in being screened 

for eligibility could choose to proceed to a webpage with an eligibility screening assessment and 

registration form. The research team used the registration information to contact eligible 

participants by phone or email to schedule a meeting time for participation. 

Data Collection 

Data collection consisted of surveys and interviews. The surveys asked participants to 

select a pseudonym for their interview, to report demographic information on themselves and the 

most recent partner whom they believed was or questioned whether they were abusive or violent 

to the participant, adverse childhood experiences, relationship information, experiences of IPV, 

help-seeking behaviors, and perceived social norms of IPV and help-seeking. The interview 

followed a semi-structured protocol. 

Women who were eligible for the study were contacted by email to schedule participation 

through an online scheduling link. Upon scheduling the appointment for participation, the 

scheduling program created a unique Zoom link that was emailed to participants and myself. On 

the day of their appointment, I met with the participant over Zoom. I reviewed the study goals 

with the participant and asked them to confirm their interest in participating. If they confirmed 

interest, I gave them a REDCap link to complete the online surveys. After completing the survey, 

I conducted the interview according to the interview protocol. 
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Instruments 

The instruments used in the study were a screening assessment prior to participation, 

online surveys, and a semi-structured interview protocol, each of which is explicated below. 

Screening Assessment  

Based on the criteria for participation and university requirements for receiving incentive 

payments, an online screening assessment was created (see Appendix C). People who did not 

meet all the inclusion criteria were presented with a webpage that indicates they are not eligible 

for participation in the study. People whose responses met inclusion were given the option to 

register their name and contact information for consideration in the study. 

Surveys 

All surveys were administered online through a REDCap link. The purpose for including 

surveys was to measure the adverse experiences of participants, features of the abusive or 

possibly abusive relationship, and perceived norms of victimization and help-seeking. 

Demographics. The surveys included a 7- to 11-item measure asking participants to 

report age, country of origin, ethnicity, race, disability identity, sexual orientation, and gender 

identity (see Appendix D). All participants answered at least 7 items; depending on participant 

responses they would have been prompted for additional information on race, disability, sexual 

orientation, and gender identity. 

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACES). The ACES (Felitti et al., 1998) is a 10-item 

instrument that measures exposure to childhood abuse and household dysfunction during 

childhood (see Appendix E). These adverse childhood experiences are associated with adult risk 

behaviors and health issues; the greater the breadth of adverse experiences, the greater the health 

problems and risk behaviors reported. This measure is commonly used but there has been a lack 
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of psychometric evidence for scores from this instrument (McLennan et al., 2020). No 

coefficient alphas were calculated for the current sample because only three participants 

completed this measure. 

Relationship. The 9- to 10-item relationship survey was created for this study. It 

assessed the features of the most recent abusive or possibly abusive relationship and partner’s 

demographic information. This survey collected data on the participants’ number of abusive or 

possibly abusive intimate relationships, and length of most recent abusive or possibly abusive 

relationship, age of participant at start of the index relationship, length of index relationship, 

whether participants were still in the relationship, age of index partner when relationship began, 

gender of index partner, index partner’s country of origin, ethnic and racial information on index 

partner (see Appendix F). All participants answered 9 items; depending on participant responses 

to the item about partner gender, they would have been prompted to answer one additional item 

asking participants to specify partner gender. 

Victimization, Perpetration, and Help-Seeking. To measure victimization, 

perpetration, sense of fear in the relationship, and help-seeking, the research team included an 

original instrument (see Appendix G). The first section of this instrument included an 

assessment of victimization and perpetration for different types and severities of IPV. After the 

measures of victimization, the survey included a section assessing participants’ feelings of fear 

or entrapment in the relationship. Finally, the instrument ended with an assessment of participant 

help-seeking behaviors.  

Victimization and Perpetration Section. To create the victimization and perpetration 

section, I modified items from the Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS2; Straus et al., 1996) and the 

Dominance/ Isolation Subscale of the Psychological Maltreatment of Women Index-Short 
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Version (PMWI-SV; Tolman, 1999). The CTS2 is a 78-item measure asking participants to 

endorse possible behaviors that they and their partner performed in response to intimate 

relationship conflict. It requires a 6th grade reading level and has been used with different U.S. 

ethnic groups and internationally. Although data from both partners is preferred, the CTS2 can 

be used on reports from only one partner. Administration time is 10 to 15 minutes. The CTS2 

consists of subscales on negotiation (α = .86), psychological aggression (α = .79), physical 

assault (α = .86), sexual coercion (α = .87), and injury (α = .95); there are also subscales by 

minor and severe forms of violence. Strauss et al. provided preliminary evidence of construct 

validity by showing that CTS2 subscales correlated with other variables that should be 

theoretically associated. A review found that more testing of the validity and reliability of scores 

from the CTS2 is needed (Chapman & Gillespie, 2019) but Strauss et al. argue that the validity 

of the original Conflict Tactics Scale could apply to the CTS2. No alphas were calculated for the 

current sample because only three participants completed this measure. 

The Dominance/Isolation subscale of the PMWI-SV has been used in research to measure 

coercive control (Crossman & Hardesty, 2018; Hardesty et al., 2015). The presence of coercive 

control is thought to be the factor that differentiates severe IPV from common situational forms 

of non-severe IPV (Johnson, 2006). Severe IPV is chronic and gender asymmetric with women 

commonly victims, while situational IPV happens rarely, is gender symmetric, and rarely 

involves injury. To establish the validity of scores on the PMWI, Tolman tested the discriminant 

validity against other scales of abuse. The Dominance/Isolation Short Form had correlations 

of .68 to .88 when compared with other scales measuring abuse. The subscale had a correlation 

of .88 when compared with the Index of Spouse Abuse Non-Physical subscale. Reliability for the 



125 

 

short version of the Dominance/Isolation subscale was α = .88. No alphas were calculated for the 

current sample because only three participants completed this measure. 

To create the Victimization and Perpetration sections of the Victimization, Perpetration, 

and Help-Seeking instrument, the PI combined CTS2 and PMWI-SV items. First, the PI 

reviewed the CTS2 subscales for violence type and violence severity. The PI collapsed items 

from the CTS2 into single items for negotiation, minor psychological aggression, severe 

psychological aggression, minor physical assault, severe physical assault, minor sexual coercion, 

severe sexual coercion, minor injury, and severe injury. This resulted in 18 items: 2 items about 

participant negotiations and partner negotiations, 7 items about participant victimization, and 7 

items about participant perpetration. Next, the PI collapsed the items from the Dominance/ 

Isolation Subscale of the PMWI-SV into 2 items — one to measure participants’ coercive control 

behaviors, and one to measure participants’ experience of being coercively controlled. 

Fear and Entrapment. This section included modifications of items from prior 

acknowledgement studies (Ayala et al., 2014, 2016; García-Díaz et al., 2017; Rodríguez-Franco 

et al., 2012, 2016). The original items varied slightly by study, but the general form included 

three items that asked: Have you ever felt abused? Do you feel or have you ever felt scared of 

your partner? Do you feel or have you ever felt trapped within your relationship? (Ayala et al., 

2016). Because the inclusion criteria for this study specified that participants should already 

believe that they were abused or question whether they were abused, I changed the first item to 

ask participants whether they have every feared for their life during the index relationship (see 

Appendix G). Score reliability and validity information were not provided for these items in 

previous research. No coefficient alphas were calculated for the current sample because only 

three participants completed this measure. 
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Help-seeking Behaviors. The help-seeking section asked participants if they had ever 

sought help for the index relationship experiences, with which issues they wanted help, and to 

check which people or agencies they asked for help. The checklist was based on combining a 

disclosure item and a help-seeking item from the WHO Multi-country Study on Women’s Health 

and Domestic Violence against Women (García-Moreno et al., 2005). Score reliability and 

validity information were not provided for these items in previous research. No coefficient 

alphas were calculated for the current sample because only three participants completed this 

measure. 

Social Norms. The final two surveys measured participants’ perceived social norms (see 

Appendix H). These two surveys were created for this study. The first survey measured 

perceived social norms of close friends and the second survey measured perceived social norms 

of a general group of women of color in the United States. 

Perceived Proximal Social Norms. The first social norms survey asked participants to 

consider their close friends (proximal peers) when answering the items. All the items were 

variants of the Victimization, Perpetration, and Help-seeking survey. The victimization and 

perpetration section asked participants to report how many of their close friends experienced 

victimization or perpetration. Options were None, A few, Most, and All. After asking 

participants to consider how many of their friends experienced a sense of fear or entrapment in 

an intimate relationship (None, A few, Most, and All), the survey asked participants to report 

how many of their friends sought help for these experiences (None, A few, Most, and All), and 

to complete a checklist of the type of people or agencies that their friend(s) asked for help. 

Options for the checklist were the same as in the Victimization, Perpetration, and Help-seeking 
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survey. No coefficient alphas were calculated for the current sample because only three 

participants completed this measure.   

Perceived Distal Social Norms. The second social norms survey asked participants to 

consider their opinion of the experiences of women of color in the United States (distal peers) 

when answering the items; other than the reference group, the items were the same as the 

Perceived Proximal Social Norms survey. No coefficient alphas were calculated for the current 

sample because only three participants completed this measure. 

Semi-structured Interview Protocol  

I conducted interviews using a semi-structured interview protocol developed to ask 

women of color about their interpretation of their experiences of IPV victimization (see 

Appendix I). The protocol had 22 questions (17 main questions and 5 follow up prompts). 

Participants were asked to discuss the relationship they reported in the surveys. Items were about 

their experiences related to: how the abusive behavior began, their perceptions of this behavior, 

how the violence progressed and their perceptions of these changes, how they began to label the 

relationship as violent or question if it was violent, and people’s influence on this labeling. 

Additionally, to examine how participant experiences may be influenced by their perception of 

cultural understandings of IPV victimization and perpetration, the protocol asked participants 

their perception of people who have experienced IPV victimization and perpetration, their 

perception of how other people living in the United States perceive these two groups, and their 

perception of the terms, “victim” and “survivor.” 
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Data Analysis 

The analysis plan for this study was to report descriptive information from the surveys 

and themes from the interviews. The descriptive information included demographic and 

relationship information, types of adverse childhood experiences reported, types of victimization 

and perpetration reported, types of help-seeking reported, and perceived social norms of 

victimization, perpetration, and help-seeking.  

I analyzed the interviews using the interpretive phenomenological method (Biggerstaff & 

Thompson, 2008; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014; Smith, 1996). According to this method, I 

reviewed the interview transcript and recording for each case to understand the experience 

holistically. Next, I coded statements within the case for meaning. I reviewed the transcript again 

and wrote a memo of my understanding of the experience of acknowledgement at that point. I 

then selected excerpts from the interview that answered the questions from my interview 

protocol, recorded notable themes that emerged, as well as data that deviated from themes. I 

repeated this process with each case. Finally, I compared themes across cases and grouped the 

themes according to which research questions they answered.  

To establish credibility of the results, I offered each participant a chance to check the 

accuracy of the data; I provided a copy of their interview transcript and requested any corrections 

and clarifications they wanted to share. To enhance the dependability of the qualitative part of 

the study, I searched for deviant cases and used tables to compare the data across participants. To 

address generalizability, I considered analytical generalization (Leung, 2015) by being specific 

about the time (2023), place (United States), people (women of color) and social context (women 

of color are marginalized in the U.S. context) used in this study. 
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Results 

 

Participants 

Participants were three women of color from 30 to 45 years of age who participated in the 

study in 2023. Additional demographic information about the participants is displayed in Table 

1. 

 

Table 1 

Demographic Information 

Demographic Information Participant 

Becky Ermalinda Jen 

Age 45 40 30 

Country of Origin Guyana USA USA 

Race & Ethnicity Asian, Not Latina Asian, Not Latina Black, Latina 

Disability Status No disability No disability Disability 

Sexual Orientation Queer Queer Queer, Pansexual 

Gender Identity Cisgender Woman Cisgender Woman Genderfluid 

Number of Violent Relationships 4 1 3 

 

 

Relationship and Partner Information  

 Participants reported relationship information on the most recent relationship that they 

considered violent or abusive or possibly violent or abusive. Participants reported their age at the 

start of this relationship, the length of the relationship, whether they are still in this relationship, 

their partner’s age at the start of the relationship, and partner demographic information (Table 2). 
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Table 2 

Relationship and Partner Information  

Relationship and Partner Participant 

Becky Ermalinda Jen 

Age at Start of Relationship  42 20 24 

Length of Relationship, Years 2 5 3 

Current or Former Relationship Former Former Former 

Partner’s Age at Start of Relationship 38 20 37 

Partner’s Country of Origin USA USA Not Reported 

Partner’s Race / Ethnicity White, Latino Black, Latina White, Not Latino 

Partner’s Gender Man Woman Man 

 

 

Experiences of ACES 

All participants reported multiple adverse childhood experiences (see Table 3). 

Participants’ total raw scores on the ACES instrument were: Becky (4); Ermalinda (3); and Jen 

(4). 
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Table 3 

Adverse Childhood Experiences 

Adverse Childhood Experiences Participant 

Becky Ermalinda Jen 

Psychological Abuse Yes Yes No 

Physical Abuse No Yes No 

Sexual Abuse Yes No Yes 

Emotional Neglect Yes Yes Yes 

Physical Neglect No No No 

Parental Loss No No No 

Mother Treated Violently No No Yes 

Substance Abuse Yes No No 

Mental Illness No No Yes 

Criminal Behavior in the household No No No 

 

 

Victimization, Fear, and Entrapment 

Table 4 displays participants’ survey reports of victimization, fear, and entrapment in 

their relationships. Possible violence types included psychological, physical, sexual, injury, and 

coercion. The survey also measured whether these forms of violence were minor or severe, 

except for coercion. 

Becky reported experiencing severe forms of all violence types except for physical 

violence. Despite reporting minor physical violence, she experienced severe injury. Becky feared 

for her life, was afraid of her partner, and felt trapped in her relationship.  
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Ermalinda reported experiencing severe psychological violence and coercion in her 

relationship. She did not fear for her life or fear her partner but felt trapped in the relationship.  

Jen reported experiencing minor psychological violence and physical violence. In the 

survey, she reported no use of weapons in her relationship, however, during her interview she 

described a conflict where her partner picked up a knife and challenged her to use the knife 

against him. Jen also did not report experiencing coercion on the surveys but discussed coercive 

behavior from her former partner in her interview (monitoring her whereabouts and activities). 

She did not fear for her life or feel trapped in the relationship but feared her partner. 
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Table 4 

Victimization, Fear, and Entrapment Reported 

Form of Victimization Participant 

Becky Ermalinda Jen 

Psychological Violence, minor Yes Yes Yes 

Psychological Violence, severe Yes Yes No 

Physical Violence, minor Yes No Yes 

Physical Violence, severe No No No* 

Sexual Violence, minor Yes No No 

Sexual Violence, severe Yes No No 

Injury, Minor Yes No No 

Injury, severe Yes No No 

Coercion Yes Yes No* 

Fear and Entrapment Participant 

Becky Ermalinda Jen 

Feared for Life  Yes No No 

Afraid of Partner Yes No Yes 

Felt Trapped in Relationship Yes Yes No 

 

*Note: There was a conflict between for Jen’s survey data and her interview data on her 

experiences of Physical Violence, severe and Coercion. 

 

Perpetration 

 Participants reported their use of violence in their relationships. The results are 

displayed in Table 5. All participants reported perpetrating psychological violence. Only Becky 

reported perpetrating coercive control over her partner. 
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Table 5 

Perpetration Reported 

Form of Perpetration Participant 

Becky Ermalinda Jen 

Psychological Violence, minor Yes Yes Yes 

Psychological Violence, severe Yes No Yes 

Physical Violence, minor Yes No No* 

Physical Violence, severe No No No 

Sexual Violence, minor No No No 

Sexual Violence, severe No No No 

Injury, Minor Yes No No 

Injury, severe No No No 

Coercion Yes No No 

 

*Note: There was a conflict between for Jen’s survey data and her interview data on her 

perpetration of Physical Violence, minor. 

 

Help-Seeking 

 All participants sought help for their experiences of IPV, however, the way they thought 

of the problem differed. Ermalinda sought help for her former partner’s controlling partner 

behavior, while Becky and Jen sought help for the mental health issues that were a consequence 

of the relationship dynamics. The forms of help that participants sought are displayed in Table 6. 
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Table 6 

Help-Seeking 

Help-Seeking Participant 

Becky Ermalinda Jen 

INFORMAL HELP       

Friends Yes Yes No* 

Family Yes No No 

Partner’s Family No No No 

Children No No No 

Neighbors No No No 

FORMAL HELP       

Police No No No 

Doctor/Health professional No No No 

Hospital/Health Center Yes No No 

Social Services No No Yes 

Legal Advice No No No 

Court No No No 

Shelter No No No 

Local Leader No No No 

Women’s Organization Yes No No 

Religious Leader No No No 

Counselor Yes Yes No* 

NGO No No No 

Other help No No Yes, current partner 

 

*Note: There was a conflict between Jen’s survey data and her interview data on her experience 

of seeking help from friends. On the survey she reported that she did not seek help from friends, 

but during her interview she said that she spoke to friends and counselors. 
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Perceived Social Norms of Victimization, Fear, and Entrapment 

 On the survey, participants reported their perceptions of the IPV victimization 

experiences of close friends (i.e., proximal peers) and women of color generally (i.e., distal 

peers). Results for perceived victimization, fear and entrapment for proximal and distal peers is 

displayed in Table 7. 

 

Table 7 

Perceived Victimization, Fear, and Entrapment 

Perceived Victimization Participant 

Becky Ermalinda Jen 

 Proximal Distal Proximal Distal Proximal Distal 

Psychological Violence, minor A few Most Most Most A few Most 

Psychological Violence, severe A few  Most Most Most None Most 

Physical Violence, minor A few Most Most A few A few A few 

Physical Violence, severe A few Most A few A few A few A few 

Sexual Violence, minor A few Most None A few None A few 

Sexual Violence, severe A few Most None A few None A few 

Injury, Minor A few Most A few A few A few A few 

Injury, severe None Most None A few None A few 

Coercion Most Most A few A few A few A few 

Perceived Fear and Entrapment Participant 

Becky Ermalinda Jen 

 Proximal Distal Proximal Distal Proximal Distal 

Feared for Life  A few Most A few Most A few A few 

Afraid of Partner A few Most A few A few A few A few 

Felt Trapped in Relationship A few All Most Most A few A few 
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Perceived Social Norms of Help-Seeking 

Participants reported their perceptions of the help-seeking norms of close friends and 

women of color generally. For both close friends and women of color in general, participants 

perceived that only a few members of each group sought help for IPV victimization. Results for 

perceived help-seeking for both groups are displayed in Table 8.  

Participants perceived that close friends and women of color sought informal help for 

IPV victimization. Compared to Ermalinda and Jen, Becky perceived that close friends and 

women of color would seek the most formal help. 
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Table 8 

Perceived Social Norms of Help-Seeking 

Perceived Help-seeking Participant 

Becky Ermalinda Jen 

 Proximal Distal Proximal Distal Proximal Distal 

INFORMAL HELP       

Friends Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Family Yes Yes No Yes No No 

Partner’s Family No No No No No No 

Children No No No No No No 

Neighbors No No No Yes No No 

FORMAL HELP       

Police No Yes No No No No 

Doctor/Health professional No No No No No No 

Hospital/Health Center No Yes No No No No 

Social Services Yes Yes No No Yes No 

Legal Advice No No No No No No 

Court Yes No No No No No 

Shelter No No No No No No 

Local Leader No No No No No No 

Women’s Organization No Yes No No No No 

Religious Leader No No No No No No 

Counselor No No No Yes No No 

NGO No No No Yes No No 

Other help No No No No No No 
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Themes 

Participants described five aspects of their current acknowledgement stage: their initial 

understanding of the violence, the process of acknowledgement, factors that impeded 

acknowledgement, factors that aided acknowledgement, and how they responded to the violence. 

After reviewing the participants’ situated experiences, I provided themes across interviews for 

each research question. 

Initial Understanding of the Violence 

 Becky. Becky was initially grateful to her partner for emotional support when she was in 

a vulnerable position, both socially and financially; she was socially isolated because of social 

distancing during the early COVID-19 outbreak and had lost her job and housing. Psychological 

aggression was normalized in Becky’s childhood experiences with her family, so when her 

partner began to put her down and insult her, she minimized his behavior: 

In the beginning, they were coming in as like a savior. [A] kind of person to be there for 

me, to listen to me. And so I was tolerating a lot of things that I was used to doing with 

my family: being put down, made to feel like I was just not good enough, just little 

insults. Initially, I wasn’t noticing them or paying attention to them as much. It was like, 

“Okay, that’s probably nothing.” 

Ermalinda. Ermalinda was in her first intimate relationship. As she found her family to 

be emotionally distant, so she initially appreciated her partner’s dedicated attention. 

I think that it was the opposite in a lot of ways. Kind of the opposite of what I would get 

from my family because my family was very absentee . . . and I think she gave me the 

attention and gave me that kind of “I will always be there for you” that I didn't get from 

my family, you know? 
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Within four to six months, however, her partner’s attention became burdensome. 

Ermalinda’s partner began insisting that Ermalinda not end nightly phone calls. When Ermalinda 

would end the phone calls, her partner would curse, degrade, and insult her via voicemails and 

emails. Ermalinda thought of this behavior as merely a relationship conflict. 

To be honest, I don't think that I saw it as abusive, until, like, far into our relationship. I 

think I saw it as someone who I was in love with, who I was in the relationship with, and 

I just think I thought at the time that maybe we just were incompatible in some ways. 

And I think, you know, as a 20-year-old, who had never been in a relationship before, 

nobody teaches you that this is abusive behavior, you know? Nobody teaches you that 

this is controlling . . . 

Jen. When Jen moved into her partner’s apartment, he began to yell at her about how she 

performed house chores and what time she would come home. She initially thought of this 

behavior as a conflict related to living together. 

Yeah, I remember a lot of it was almost just like roommate issues. . . like sharing a space. 

 

Process of Acknowledgement 

Becky. Acknowledgement was a gradual process for Becky. She began to notice a pattern 

of fighting then reconciling. 

It was when I started going through a lot of these like cycles of having the fight, and then 

making up and the fights and making [up]... and I was just like, “oh, my gosh! I’m 

starting to lose my mind.” 

Additionally, her partner would give her the silent treatment when she did things that he 

did not like, which reminded her of her childhood experiences with her father. 
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It started reminding me of like when I was growing up. I had to walk around eggshells 

with my father. You know you were not to disturb him. 

Their fights began to have more severe physical violence, which led Becky to fear for 

both of their lives. These physical fights often escalated quickly when they had been drinking 

alcohol. 

 I feel like the fights started getting more physical, started getting really dangerous and 

scary. I was like “Oh”, and I said this before, I begged them the first several months into 

the relationship when we had our first fight. I was like “We can't be drinking like this. 

One of us is going to kill each other and I don't want that to happen.” 

Ermalinda. Ermalinda also described a gradual process of acknowledgement. She 

initially believed the violence did not reflect the general relationship dynamic. She experienced 

verbal abuse, harassment, and threats to out her (i.e., calls to Ermalinda’s home where she lived 

with her parents). 

I think why I was able to separate things is because when she would go into these 

moments of calling me a million times, leaving me terrible voice messages, arguing with 

me, and saying such terrible things to me, and having such awful ways of communicating 

with me, it was just so markedly different than when she wasn't that way. You know what 

I mean? It was in a lot of ways easier for me to go “Okay. One more day we have a good 

time. It's just when she gets upset is when this happens. When I hang up the phone, and 

she wants to be on the phone [is] when she'll call me 20 times a night, you know, or call 

my house, or whatever.” 
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She was able to acknowledge the pattern of violence after her commitment to the 

relationship waned and she had time to process the experience. 

Yeah, I think time honestly. I think time, falling out of love with that person, and just 

kind of seeing. I think once I was able to be more emotionally removed from the 

situation, I was able to be a bit more objective about what was going on and what was 

happening, you know? 

Retrospectively… it's hard to say what it was in particular that made me go “Oh, yeah, 

that's what was going on.” I think honestly, just time and having to deal with the situation 

with this person long enough, and then it also escalating, you know? 

Jen. Unlike the other participants, at the time of the interview, Jen had an ongoing 

complicated relationship with her partner. Her involvement with her partner might have 

contributed to her being unsure of how to label her experiences of IPV victimization. She 

described alternating between considering the relationship as violent and not.  

But you know when this started happening it was so many years ago. I don't think I saw it 

like that [as IPV] or even always see it like that. So I kind of— I don't know. I feel like 

maybe it's like a hard pill to swallow or something. And I just —I don't know. It's hard 

not to—I need to like separate myself and be okay. I can't keep making excuses for him, 

even though I feel like I understand a little bit about why he might be feeling that way.  

I just feel like it’s too much his stuff plus mine. If I’m trying to take care of him, how am 

I gonna take care of myself? I don't know. There's just like no spark there anymore, 

either. That's his own journey. I have to let him do that for himself. 
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Experiences that Impeded Acknowledgement 

Becky. Becky reached out to friends and family about her relationship issues and 

received mixed responses. While some people encouraged her to leave the relationship, other 

people encouraged her to prioritize maintaining the relationship. When she heard this 

perspective, she thought that the violence was a normal relationship issue, especially because she 

was in a financially precarious situation. 

Somebody had told me at the time too. They were like, “Do you want to fight, or do you 

want to have your relationship?” 

Some friends were like “Oh, that's really not cool. It's like weird”, but some were saying, 

maybe I should leave, but then I was like, “How? Where am I supposed to go and how 

am I supposed to do anything without a job? 

Oh my God! What do I do? And then sometimes I was just like, “Okay, I'm gonna try to 

make this work because I don't have another choice. I feel trapped.” 

Furthermore, Becky doubted whether she was experiencing abuse because of the times 

that she had positive experiences with her partner. As the violence increased, so did the positive 

times. 

The little romancy stuff was increasing too. So it was really confusing to be like okay, 

one week we're like this happy honeymoon couple and the next week it was like . . . 

suddenly they're pissed off and yelling and whatnot. 

Becky’s understanding of her situation was also influenced by her perpetration of 

physical violence during relationship. She felt “lot of guilt and a lot of shame around it.” Her 

partner would tell her that he forgave her for her use of violence and in turn she came to view the 

violence as an ordinary part of their relationship conflicts: 
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I thought, “Oh, my gosh! Am I the abusive one? Am I the one, like, creating, you know, 

harm? And they were insistent that, “Oh, look, I'm forgiving you for all of this. I'm 

forgiving you, for, you know, for hurting me, and let's try again. I don't want us to, to 

break, to separate.” 

 

Ermalinda. Ermalinda believed that her childhood experiences of violence impeded her 

ability to acknowledge the abuse she experienced with her partner. While she recognized her 

parent’s physical punishment as violence, her partner’s abuse was verbal, emotional, and 

coercive. Because of these differences in forms of violence from what she had known growing 

up, Ermalinda did not recognize her partner’s abuse. 

I will also say too, my family has some really toxic ways of handling issues, which to this 

day [is] still a problem. My family — my parents [were] physically abusive with us 

growing up, emotionally absent… and, you know, my brother had a lot of anger issues, 

and I did too, to be very honest, growing up. And so I don't think that I got very good 

models as to how you should really treat and love somebody growing up, right? So, I 

grew up in a house where getting hit was just kind of what happened if you did 

something you weren't supposed to. So, for me that was clearly violence, right? That was 

clearly not okay. So I think maybe having grown up with that, I don't know that you 

[know] that you're not supposed to talk to or speak to somebody in that kind of way when 

you're in an intimate relationship with them. 

 

About one to two years into her relationship, Ermalinda learned about non-physical forms 

of violence through participating in groups aimed at combating violence in women of color 
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communities. Because this information was not presented in the context of her relationship, she 

was not able to apply this information to assessing the violence she experienced. 

I was in college right? So, I was doing a lot of work, funnily enough, with communities, 

women of color, violence against women of color and I think at that point it was like, 

“Yeah, no, violence is not always physical violence,” right? Like, “It's very rarely you're 

in a relationship and then the next day you, you get hit. You know, it's a slow escalation 

of a number of behaviors that are abusive, and then you eventually get there if you get 

there, right?” And I think, even knowing that, even being in that community, it was still 

so hard to reconcile what my relationship was with what I was learning on an academic 

level, you know? 

Furthermore, Ermalinda was not able to get support from her parents because they 

disapproved of her being in an intimate relationship with another woman. Even when speaking to 

other older adults, Ermalinda felt that she must not disclose all the violence she was 

experiencing. 

Well, my parents found out about our relationship not by choice. They found some letter 

she had written me, and it outed me, and they were not happy about the gay thing. You 

know, they actually refused to talk to me about it. So, that was not a resource. Really it 

[was] mostly my friends. I think I had my friend's mom that I would occasionally talk to 

about [the relationship], but I had to edit out a lot of things, you know? 

 

Jen. Although many people in Jen’s social circle labeled her experiences as IPV 

victimization, she was unsure about the fairness of their assessments. Furthermore, 

acknowledging IPV victimization would have put her in a position of needing help and she felt 
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uncomfortable being in that position; she considered herself to be a caregiver in her 

relationships. 

Interviewer: Was your current partner the first one to describe [your partner’s] behavior 

as abusive? Or did other people say that to you as well? 

Jen: No, no, a lot of other people said that. Yeah, like friends I've talked to recently about 

it in [Western U.S. city]. 

Interviewer: What did you think when they said that? Were you surprised? Did you 

agree with them, or were you unsure? 

Jen: I mean, I guess I don't know if they're biased because they're friends. So, I did kind 

of think about that. But, like, I do actually think they have good intentions. I think 

maybe I should maybe seek more support within that. But I kinda feel like I’m still 

the caregiver in those relationships with them. So, it's kind of hard for me to be on 

the other end of receiving care. 

 

Experiences that Aided Acknowledgement 

 Becky. Becky did not acknowledge abuse during the time she believed she had no 

financial ability to leave her relationship. When asked what would have helped her recognize the 

violence she experienced, she reported that being financially stable that would have allowed her 

to acknowledge the abuse because she would be able to act on that acknowledgement by leaving 

the relationship safely: 

So, I had to figure out — I had to do it on my own, but there’s always folks that were 

telling me, like, “You know, you should do this, should do that”. Like, I finally made the 

move when a friend of mine was in town, and then I was sharing what was going on, and 

she was just like, “Oh, my gosh! You have to get out,” and I was like “Well, I've been 
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looking at another apartment. I've been looking at something, but I have to have the 

finances together.” He was spending so much of my money so I had to make sure that I 

had everything in line. I had to wait until I had the full-time job, which jobs were still 

hard to get during the pandemic. 

 

Ermalinda. Ermalinda credited conversations with others for helping her begin to 

recognize her partner’s controlling behavior. 

I was actually seeing a counselor at the school at the time, and I was telling her about our 

arguments on the phone and how [my partner] would just keep me on the phone for 

hours, and I just couldn't get off the phone and [the counselor] was like “Well, don't you 

think that this is just controlling behavior?” I was like, “Well, what do you mean?” and 

she's like, “Well, she wants you to stay on the phone and, even though it's negative 

attention, starting an argument with you has now effectively kept you on the phone for an 

extra hour”. And I think that was one of the moments where I was like, “Oh, shit.” 

Even after this conversation and realization, however, Ermalinda only recognized that 

particular event as controlling and did not yet recognize the violent relationship dynamic. She 

was able to acknowledge the violence in her relationship as it began to escalate and as her 

commitment to the relationship decreased. She then described a time when she was trying to end 

the relationship and realized it had the potential for physical violence, a form of violence she 

readily recognized from her childhood experiences of physical punishment. 

She got up, and she got in front of me, and she just got [in] my way. [She] would not 

[un]block the front door and I was like “You need to get out. You need to get out of the 

way”, and [she said], “No, no, I love you, don't. I don't want you to leave me” and just all 

of that, right? And I remember very clearly in the moment, like, “Oh, my God!” Like “If 
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I try to physically move her out of the way. This is going to become violent”, right? 

Because there's no way that it's not, you know?  

 

And I just felt so incredibly trapped. I did not want this to become violence, but I also just 

could not be in that that that space anymore… and fortunately, I was able to say, “You 

know what? It's fine, I promise you. I'm not gonna leave. I'll just sit. We're going to just 

sit down and just talk. I'll give you whatever time we need to talk. I promise. I promise. I 

will just sit down with you and talk.”  

 

So, she moved away from the door, and as soon as she moved, I bolted. I bolted right out 

of the door. She tried to chase me down the stairs and almost grabbed my backpack, but I 

was out. That, I think, was one of the moments where it definitely could have become a 

physical situation. 

Jen. Jen remembers acknowledging her victimization when her partner used a weapon 

during an argument. 

What for me was the wake-up call was when he pulled out a knife, and he was like, “Oh, 

if you're so mad, why don't you just kill me?” And to me that [was] intense . . . and it's 

just this. . .behavior pattern I'm noticing of whatever they have going on with their own 

mental health— or whatever— it's almost used as an excuse, and a catalyst for them to 

act emotionally abusive. 

The times she acknowledged were partially due to the fearing physical injury because of 

her partner’s larger size and greater strength. It was also due to processing the event with others. 

Interviewer: And so when you say, “wake-up call,” what did it make you realize? 



149 

 

Jen: Well, so he grabbed [me] and then pushed me on the bed after. That really hurt. 

Interviewer: With the knife still in his hand? 

Jen: No. He put it down. Well, I mean just the physical differences between us, and I’m 

not stronger than him, or like I can't fight him off or whatever if I had to. I'm not 

really— I just knew something was wrong. I don't know. I mean, I think that was 

when I really was like, “Okay, this is domestic violence.” 

Interviewer: That's the moment you realized? 

Jen: Maybe not the moment. But just after, talking to people about it. 

 

Additionally, Jen noted that she perpetrated violence during this conflict, but felt that her 

partner’s reaction was extreme in response.  

Also, it started off as like a[n] argument. He was yelling at me, and then I punched him in 

the stomach, and like I don't really like lash out or whatever, like that type of thing. Not 

like I hit him in the face but just like his reaction to it, like I felt like that was telling of 

his character. And it's just like a lot of interactions with him are like this. I've noticed that 

he’ll take-- I don't know if he's taking something [the] wrong way or whatever— but he 

will lash out and give a reaction that's way more big than what the reaction should 

actually be, even in little conversations. 

 

Although Jen still questioned whether she experienced IPV, the difference in whether she 

leaned toward acknowledging her victimization or not was often related to her interactions with 

others: 
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I don't know if I usually think of it as a domestic violence thing until I start talking to 

other people, like my current sexual partner. I talked to him about it, and he was like, 

“Oh, that guy's abusive. You shouldn’t talk to him.” 

 

Although she did not always acknowledge the violence, when she did acknowledge it, 

she considered his behavior to be exploitive of his mental health issues in order to justify abusing 

her. 

But [the] behavior pattern I’m noticing of whatever they have going on with their own 

mental health or whatever, it's like almost used as an excuse, and, like a catalyst for them 

to like act like emotionally abusive. 

 

Responding to the Violence 

Becky. Becky tried two strategies to manage her abusive relationship. First, she tried to 

make the relationship with her partner better. Later, she prepared to leave the relationship and 

sought informal support. 

Because of the effect of the early COVID-19 pandemic, Becky was isolated and had 

difficulty finding a full-time job. Knowing that leaving was not an option during that time, she 

tried to improve relations with her partner through reading relationship resources and planning 

activities to bond. Her partner would seemingly cooperate but would force sexual activity on her 

under the guise of romance. 

Becky: I looked at so many different relationship books and guides and courses like the 

Gottman 30 days thing, but, you know, just looking at all these different advice 

and whatnot. I would just try to make things better however I could, whether it 

was a course, whether it was like, “okay, let's go out, do something together. 
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Let's try and be playful.” You know, different ways to be playful. It was just so 

many things like “Okay, let's cook together. Let's do this. Let's do that.”  

And there were some things we did, but then there would be particular moments 

where I'm in the middle of cooking a big meal, right, and he's like “Oh, it's a 

great time to get head” and I was like “I'm literally at the stove right now, like, 

you want me to stop?” You know? So, there were times that happen[ed] like he 

just turned off the stove and pulled me away, or started right there in the kitchen. 

And it was just like, “Okay, maybe this is wildly romantic, but then… [laughs] 

Interviewer: So part of you thought that it was romantic and what did the other part of 

you feel? 

Becky: Just violated, you know.  

After getting a full-time job, Becky prepared to leave her partner. She turned to friends 

and family for support but did not always receive a positive response. Some people doubted 

Becky’s victimization or blamed her for her abuse. For instance, Becky’s father invalidated her 

experiences of violence and blamed her for her victimization. 

I realized that I so much wanted to feel the acceptance [of] my father, and he was so 

talkative, sounding supportive when I was in this relationship with a man. And the 

moment I told him— I opened up at the end— and I told him that I'm leaving and just 

explain[ed], shared a lot of things, and just the end of that conversation, my father says 

“Oh, well, don't be a sucker.” 

Becky also managed her relationship issues by avoiding the use of the criminal justice 

system because she feared that she and her partner, both people of color, would be in danger.  
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The prison system doesn't do anything… for anybody… and I had an attorney who 

actually was helping me with moving and his wife was a DV [attorney]. . . when he was 

helping me to move some of my things, he was like, “Well, why did you never call the 

police, why?” And I was like “We're both people of color. What's gonna happen? We're 

both going to end up in prison. This is the Deep South. And then what's that going to do? 

Yeah, it's not going to do either of us any good.”  

Ermalinda. Ermalinda managed her relationship problems by turning to her friends and 

to a counselor. Eventually, she stopped confiding in her friends as the abuse continued. She felt 

that it did not make sense to seek support without also deciding to end the relationship, and she 

perceived her help-seeking as a burden to her friends. 

I think initially, I found it helpful, but I think what ended up happening was I started just 

feeling trapped and unhappy in this relationship. And I think eventually, there really isn't 

any way that you can rationalize or work out, or conflict resolve the issue, right? Like, 

you just need to get out, you know, so I think after a point, it was like, you know, there 

wasn't any advice that they could give me. I already knew what I needed to do, you 

know? I think also another part of it, too, is that I just didn't want to be a burden on my 

friends and just always be like calling and upset, and it's exhausting just putting that 

emotional labor on all my friends. So, I think, after a point when I kind of realized I just 

needed to get out this relationship, understanding there wasn't much that more advice that 

could be given, I think I also just kind of really stopped going to them as much, because I 

also just was like, “Oh God, this stuff again.” You know what I mean? 

Ermalinda also sometimes tried to have discussions with her partner about their conflicts. 

Sometimes during these discussions, Ermalinda would aggress toward her partner.  
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Well, I think I just tr[ied] really, really hard to just respectfully have a conversation with 

her, right. Like to talk about, “Hey! Like, this and this and this and this,” And just try to 

come to a resolution with those things. Gosh! It's been so long. I feel like we may have 

also had conversations about her behaviors that I wasn't comfortable with and that needed 

to change. I don't know that that ever really came to anything, though. Now, I will also 

say to you, I definitely had moments where I was not very proud of. I remember one time 

I just like stormed off, and I was like “I'm just [done],” You are in the middle of the 

street, and I was like, “Nope, I'm done” and I just walked off. You know, things like that. 

Jen. Jen turned to resources on social media to help her understand her experiences of 

verbal and emotional abuse. 

A lot of Instagram accounts about narcissistic abuse have been like really helpful for me.  

Just a lot about like gaslighting. And I don't know, I think it's just a sense of identifying 

with what was on the accounts, and how they’ll belittle you and be mean to you, and raise 

their voice, and have a demeaning tone. . . just more like subtleties of it, I guess. 

She also suggested that her partner seek therapy: 

 

I have tried to like to talk them into going to therapy and stuff like that. 

 

Although Jen had discussed feeling uncomfortable receiving help from her friends, she 

also turned to her social network for support. 

I’m talking to like a lot of people about it since then, like friends and stuff like that. It's 

still something that I’m dealing with, but not just at the same extent. But I have spoken to 

like peer counselors and stuff like that. 
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General Descriptions Across Interviews 

Research Question 1: What were Participants’ Processes for Acknowledging Relationship 

Phenomena as IPV or Questioning whether Relationship Phenomena were IPV? 

The participants had differing processes for acknowledgement. Becky experienced a 

period of questioning before acknowledgement. Ermalinda did not acknowledge her 

victimization until it became chronic and escalated. Jen was questioning and still processing her 

experiences. 

None of the participants acknowledged the violence immediately and initially considered 

the violence to be ordinary relationship conflicts. Furthermore, two participants discussed 

comparing the relationship violence to the violence they experienced in their childhood. Becky 

minimized partner violence that was similar to the psychological violence she experienced 

growing up, and wondered if it was a normal part of relationship. Ermalinda minimized her 

partner’s non-physical abuse because she believed violence would present similarly to the 

physical violence she experienced growing up. Jen did not discuss the influence of adverse 

childhood experiences on her level of acknowledgement, however, according to her survey 

responses, she had experienced abuse during childhood and witnessed her mother’s 

victimization. 

As the violence became chronic and increased in severity (especially physical violence 

with potential for injury), participants began to acknowledge isolated incidents of violence. 

When Becky and Ermalinda’s commitment to the relationship decreased (due to the emotional 

effects of the violence), they began to acknowledge the relationship as having a violent dynamic. 

For Becky, this acknowledgement was also aided by being financially able to support herself 

upon leaving. In contrast, Jen still maintained an unresolved relationship with her partner and 
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was emotionally invested in his well-being. She was the only participant who was unsure of how 

to label her violent experiences. 

Becky described a similar process of questioning before she fully acknowledged her IPV 

victimization. The experiences that made her doubt her victimization were increasing romantic 

behaviors from her partner even as the violence escalated, encouragement from people in her 

social network to reconcile with her partner, her own violent behaviors toward her partner, and 

the normalization of violent victimization since childhood.  

Ermalinda, on the other hand, did not describe doubts about whether she was being 

victimized, but described an inability to detect non-physical violence in her relationship. 

Although she had begun to learn about non-physical forms of violence in her anti-violence 

groups, she assessed her victimization in the context of the positive relationship experiences. 

Within this context, she viewed the violence as exceptional behavior rather than an ongoing 

dynamic. 

Despite not always feeling comfortable receiving help, all three participants sought 

support from friends, family, and counselors to help them make sense of their experiences. 

Because of the mixed responses that Becky received from her social network, she sometimes 

doubted her victimization and sometimes believed that she was abused. Ermalinda and Jen had 

more consistent responses from their supporters; the supporters labeled the conflicts as abusive 

or controlling. 

Research Question 2: How do Cultural Constructions of Victimization Influence Participants’ 

Acknowledgement of IPV Victimization? 

For Becky and Ermalinda, the messages they received about relationships did not help 

them acknowledge the violence they experienced, while for Jen messages about IPV and 
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pathology supported her acknowledgement of her victimization and influenced perspective on 

the motivation for her partner’s behavior. 

Ermalinda said that she did not receive messages about how to have non-violent 

relationships. She felt this made it harder to detect non-physical violence in her relationship. 

Ermalinda received information about violence from anti-violence groups for women of color. 

This construction of violence was that relationship violence was a gradual process that becomes 

more severe over time. This information did not influence acknowledgement of her own 

victimization because it lacked context. 

Becky sought resources about improving her relationship, but it seems that these 

resources did not discuss victimization and assumed that the readers were experiencing non-

violent conflicts. She attempted to apply the solutions in these books and courses to a violent 

relationship, which likely helped obscure her victimization from recognition. 

Jen read social media pages about narcissistic abusers. This construction of victimization 

is that violence is due to a perpetrator’s pathology. She felt that these pages describe similarities 

with her experiences and is part of how she was processing her experiences of violence. This 

construction may have influenced the way she understands the causes of the violence; she often 

described her partner as using mental illness as an excuse to harm her. 

Research Question 3: How Do Interpersonal Interactions Influence Participants’ 

Acknowledgement of IPV Victimization? 

The interpersonal interactions that participants had with their social network both 

supported and impeded their acknowledgement. Becky received mixed responses from her 

friends and family. Some people labeled the violence as a relationship conflict to manage, which 

impeded Becky’s acknowledgement, and other people labeled the violence as such and 
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encouraged her to leave. This could have supported her acknowledgement, but because she was 

not financially ready to leave, she did not fully acknowledge at that time. Ermalinda’s friends 

expressed that they did not like her partner and that they felt the relationship was abusive. She 

thought, however, that her partner’s controlling behavior was not the norm for their relationship. 

Jen was often told by her friends that they considered the relationship abusive. Sometimes she 

acknowledges the violence after talking with friends, and other times she doubts their 

assessments. 

Prior interactions with family were reportedly important to two participants’ 

understanding of violence. Becky and Ermalinda’s past violent childhood experiences made it 

harder for them to recognize violence in their intimate relationship. This was the case if the 

violence was similar to the past experience or if it was different. 

Relationship commitment differed among participants who acknowledged and who were 

questioning. Jen, who questioned whether she experienced IPV, still had a complicated 

relationship with her partner, whereas Becky and Ermalinda no longer felt any commitment to 

their partners and acknowledged their victimization. 

 

Discussion 

The aim of this study was to understand how women of color interpret their relationship 

experiences as IPV or not, and to understand the social and cultural influences on this process. I 

performed an interpretive phenomenological analysis of interviews with three women of color 

who acknowledged their IPV victimization or who were questioning. I supplemented these 

interviews with surveys. Because sense-making is a social and cultural process, the experiences 

of women of color would be unique to their social and cultural contexts. Therefore, studying 
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acknowledgement of IPV victimization among women of color could provide new information 

on how to improve awareness programming to prevent victimization and interventions to help 

victims. 

The key findings for this study were that acknowledgement was a gradual process that 

was affected by the form of violence the victim experienced, a victim’s prior experiences with 

violent victimization, by her own perpetration of violence, her experiences of childhood violence 

and abuse, her perceptions of social norms of relationship conflict, by her level of commitment 

to the relationship, her ability to end the relationship safely, and by the responses of other people 

to her disclosure.  

Consistent with prior research (Anderson & Kobek Pezzarossi, 2012; Ayala et al., 2014; 

Harned, 2004), participants did not acknowledge non-physical forms of violence but began to 

acknowledge when the violence escalated to physical violence or potential physical violence. 

Also consistent with prior research, increasing frequency and severity of violence preceded 

acknowledgement (Anderson & Kobek Pezzarossi; Hamby & Gray-Little, 2000). Two 

participants attributed this process to violence being normalized for them in their childhood 

experiences. The other did not mention any relationship between her questioning status and 

normalized violence but had also experienced violence during childhood.  

I did not find prior research on the relationship between IPV victims’ perpetration of 

violence and acknowledgement. In this study, victims’ perpetration had a mixed relationship 

with acknowledgement. One participant reported that her guilt and shame over perpetrating 

physical violence and physical injury contributed to not acknowledging earlier. For another 

participant, she felt that her partner’s response of using a weapon after she punched his stomach 

was extreme and contributed to recognizing her victimization. The last participant used minor 
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psychological aggression, which she had not recognized as violence compared to the physical 

violence she experienced as a child. This likely contributed to her initial assessment of the 

relationship as being non-violent. 

Additionally, this process may have been affected by a lack of cultural messages about 

how to determine healthy relationships versus violent relationships, anti-violence messages 

aimed at women of color that did not address relationship context, and cultural messages about 

pathology of perpetrators of IPV. In prior research, culturally available information about IPV 

helped some women acknowledge (Harned, 2005). In this study, only one woman found 

information that she felt was relevant to understanding her relationship. This information focused 

on the mental illness of the perpetrator, and she focused on encouraging him to seek therapy as a 

way to stop his violence. 

All three participants sought informal and formal help. All spoke to friends and a 

counselor about their relationship conflicts. One talked to family members as well. In prior 

research, some participants reported that speaking with informal supporters led to their 

acknowledgement (Harned, 2005) but in this study acknowledgement depended on the responses 

of the helpers. Responses which minimized the violence, questioned the victim’s assessment 

prevented the participant from acknowledging her victimization. Reponses which labeled the 

conflicts as abusive helped participants begin to view the conflicts as controlling or violent. 

I did not find any research on the process of questioning. In this study, it seems that 

questioning might involve discrepancies in recall or labeling of violent victimization. The one 

participant who was questioning reported some victimization in her interview that she did not 

report in her surveys. This may be because she was unsure how to label these experiences or may 



160 

 

be because not recalling these experiences consistently contributes to her stage of 

acknowledgement.  

 

Limitations 

This study was limited in generalizability by its small sample. Only three participants 

provided data on their experiences of acknowledgement. However, IPA is a method that is 

generally performed with smaller samples sizes ranging from one participant to 15 or more 

participants. Smith and Osborn (2008) suggested that researchers who are performing an IPA for 

the first time should use a sample of three because it allows for analyzing depth of information 

but also a comparison of convergence and divergence among participant experiences.  

This study used a non-representative sample of U.S. women. The results may not be 

generalized to people of other genders. The sample was restricted to U.S. women of color whose 

experiences may not reflect that of White women and non-U.S. women. However, this study 

used a purposive sample of women of color drawn from the community because previous U.S. 

research on acknowledgement has focused primarily on White women associated with colleges 

and universities (Anderson & Kobek Pezzarossi, 2012; Clements & Ogle, 2009; Hamby & Gray-

Little, 2000; Harned, 2004, 2005). 

The results were also limited by Internet access and website usage. Only women who 

have Internet access, are Facebook and Instagram users, or are part of the research team’s 

extended social network would be able to participate. Results may not be generalizable to 

women who do not have Internet access, or do not use Facebook or Instagram. It is possible that 

women in communities with unreliable Internet access, or who do not engage in social media are 

very isolated from support systems and may acknowledge experiences of IPV differently than 
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women with reliable Internet access and who use social media. Despite the limitation, recruiting 

through the Internet allows this study to reach many potential participants who are not limited in 

geographical space to one area (such as a college or university). 

The study did not capture data from women who did not self-select to participate. It is 

possible that women who experience the most extreme or harmful forms of IPV would be 

reluctant to participate and that the results of this study may not be generalizable to those women 

experiencing extreme forms of violence. While limiting, self-selection has the benefit of 

allowing participation to be fully voluntary.  

The study was also limited by participants’ ability to recall events and recall how they 

formed meaning. Memory is a constructive process  and not a reproduction of past events 

(Schacter, 2012). Memory distortions are associated with symptoms of posttraumatic stress 

disorder, which could occur after the trauma of IPV victimization. Therefore, the experience of 

IPV victimization could distort memories of the experience itself. There is also evidence that 

memories change in response to new information. As such, the participants’ processes of making 

meaning, or their stage of meaning-making, may influence how they recall the process of 

acknowledgement. 

This study’s results probably do not generalize to those women who do not have a safe 

private location for participation. Excluded women may be those who are experiencing 

surveillance at the time of the study. As such, the study results may not be generalizable to 

women experiencing pervasive surveillance. However, this limitation is important because 

restricting the sample to women who have a private and safe location for participation can 

prevent harm to participants due to exposure of private information, or abuse from partners or 

others who may want to interfere. 
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Implications and Future Research Directions 

The findings indicate that acknowledgement of IPV victimization is a gradual process 

with social and cultural components. As such, there is the opportunity to increase appropriate 

acknowledgement by modifying social and cultural constructions of IPV and healthy 

relationships. Some of the earliest messages that victims received about violence were in their 

childhood. Therefore, awareness campaigns should assess people’s prior understanding of 

violence, and should tailor their anti-violence messages to specific relationship contexts. The 

relationship between childhood adverse experiences and adult IPV also demonstrates that 

preventing partner violence is a project that begins with addressing the harms of adverse 

childhood experiences. Mental health treatments aimed at children and establishing healthy 

relationships and boundaries may help children avoid abusive relationships in their dating years. 

Researchers could explore how different social and cultural constructions are related to 

acknowledgement and questioning. For instance, a study could explore cultural ideas about 

relationship roles, acceptability of violence, views on relationship conflicts and how these ideas 

affect acknowledgement of IPV victimization. 

All participants discussed the importance of speaking about their experiences with other 

people, especially friends. Consequently, awareness programs may help increase 

acknowledgement by aiming their efforts at informal supporters to potential victims. Such 

programming could have information on how to handle disclosures, how to handle non-

acknowledgement or questioning, and safety planning. Research in this area could explore how 

different peer and family relationships and different responses affect the acknowledgement 

process. 



163 

 

More information is needed about the differences between women who are questioning 

compared to women who acknowledge. In this study, the participant who was questioning 

showed inconsistencies in her survey and interview responses. Future researchers can explore 

whether this finding is particular to this participant or a regular part of the questioning 

experience. 

All participants discussed perpetrating aggression or violence against their partner. One 

mentioned that these behaviors made it harder for her to acknowledge her victimization sooner. 

Victims can use violence as self-defense or as a means of controlling their partner (Johnson, 

2006). Future research can explore the relationship between perpetration, coercive control 

toward a partner, and acknowledgement.  

 

Conclusion 

This study explored how women of color interpreted relationship experiences as IPV or 

not, and to understand the social and cultural influences on this process. I conducted an 

interpretive phenomenological analysis of interviews and supplemented these interviews with 

surveys. Acknowledgement of IPV victimization was a gradual process affected by childhood 

experiences and by processing relationship experiences with peers, friends, and counselors. 

Future research could explore how varying social and cultural constructions are related to 

acknowledgement and questioning, how different peer and family relationships and responses 

affect the acknowledgement process, and whether inconsistent recollection of violence is part of 

the questioning experience. 
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Appendix I 

 

Semi-structured Interview Protocol 

1. Can you state what name you chose to use for this interview? 

2. How did the abuse begin? 

3. What did you first think when the abuse began? 

4. Did the violence change as time went on? 

5. What did you think as the violence changed? 

6. When did you first think your partner might be abusing you? 

7. Did other people’s opinion influence your opinion on the violence? 

8. Can you tell me about how you first began to suspect this relationship might be violent, 

controlling, or abusive?  

a. What were the reasons you thought your relationship might have been violent, 

controlling, or abusive? 

b. Were there any experiences that led you to think this? 

c. Were there any experiences that led you to doubt this relationship was violent, 

controlling, or abusive? 

9. Can you tell me about times you tried to make the problems stop? 

a. What seemed most helpful about the options you considered? 

b. What seemed less helpful about the options you didn’t consider? 

10. How did people respond when you told them about the relationship problems? 

11. What would it mean to you if your partner were held accountable for their violence 

toward you? 



193 

 

12. How would you describe people who have experienced intimate partner violence? 

13. How do you think other people in the U.S. would you describe people who have 

experienced intimate partner violence? 

14. How would you describe people who have committed intimate partner violence? 

15. How do you think other people in the U.S would you describe people who have 

committed intimate partner violence? 

16. How do you feel about the word “victim”? 

17. How do you feel about the word “survivor”? 
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CHAPTER V 

Conclusions 

The way that people make sense of adverse experiences such as IPV victimization affects 

the way that they respond to the situation. As such, acknowledging IPV victimization would 

affect how and whether they seek help and the type of help they seek. My research interest in 

acknowledgement developed from my work as a crisis counselor with survivors of IPV and from 

conversations with IPV researchers. We noted the difficulty in getting accurate reports from 

women who did not acknowledge their IPV victimization, and the problems non-

acknowledgement presented for safety planning and intervention. To learn more about 

acknowledgement of IPV victimization, I conducted three studies, each one exploring a different 

level of women’s ecological systems: a frame analysis to understand cultural messages in the 

macrosystem, a discourse analysis to explore constructions in the microsystem, and an 

interpretive phenomenological analysis of interviews with individual women who are situated in 

these systems. Based on the findings of these three studies, three culminating points emerge: 

acknowledgement is a social process, questioning is a part of the acknowledgement process, 

opportunities exist to influence cultural and social constructions of IPV, and opportunities exist 

to improve awareness of healthy relationships and IPV. 

 

Acknowledgement is a Social Process 

Women of color primarily turned to friends and family in their attempts to make sense of 

the violence they experienced. Although victims mentioned particular dangerous events that 

were notable to them, they still needed to process these moments with others multiple times to 

come to their current understanding of the experience. As such, acknowledgement is a gradual 
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process that depends on discussing and processing relationship events socially. The gradual 

nature of acknowledgement was also found in a study of acknowledgement of sexual IPV in a 

predominantly White, college sample by Harned (2005).  

The importance of social contacts in acknowledgement suggests that helping friends and 

family understand how to support victims would be a valuable part of anti-violence work. As one 

participant noted, some friends told her to leave the relationship, but were unable to help her plan 

how to leave safely. Awareness campaigns would increase impact if they taught friends and 

family about the structural factors supporting IPV, the impact of negative and positive responses 

to disclosures, how to initiate a basic safety plan, the risks of leaving a violent relationship, and 

how to connect victims with formal resources. A future direction for research is to study how 

different informal relationships and responses affect the acknowledgement process. 

The social nature of acknowledgement presents a problem for women who are 

experiencing isolation, either through circumstances such as social distancing or through the 

efforts of their partner. Isolated women will not have as many safe opportunities to speak with 

others and process their violent experiences and possible solutions. This suggests that women 

who are experiencing isolation may take longer to acknowledge the violence they experience, 

may have trouble seeking appropriate help, and may experience difficulty reporting their abuse. 

Based on these findings, violence prevention and awareness programs would be improved with 

the addition of special emphasis to the danger of isolation and how it occurs. Community 

programs can provide IPV information and referrals to women who are too isolated to seek help 

on their own. Researchers can explore the acknowledgement process among victims who had 

experienced isolation and compare these experiences to those who experienced less isolation. 
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Questioning is Part of the Acknowledgement Process 

All the participants in study 3 reported a period of questioning and being unsure if they 

were experiencing IPV victimization. In prior acknowledgement research, the option to report 

being unsure, questioning, or non-dichotomously was only an option in a few studies (e.g., 

Anderson & Kobek Pezzarossi, 2012; Hamby & Gray-Little, 2000). Little is known about the 

factors that contribute to questioning rather than full acknowledgement. Study 3, however, did 

find that the questioning participant had inconsistent responses in her survey and interview. It is 

unclear if a questioning status indicates difficulties resolving inconsistent memories, or if certain 

experiences (such as violent perpetration) contribute to questioning, or if questioning is a stage 

that everyone experiences prior to acknowledgement. Future research can explore the 

relationship of questioning to acknowledgement, and of perpetration to acknowledgement. 

 

Opportunities to Influence Cultural and Social Constructions of IPV   

Study 1 found some popular cultural messages about IPV that were reflected in some of 

the social media constructions in study 2. Specifically, these messages were that IPV is an 

individual issue, and that victims and perpetrators are notably different from people not involved 

in IPV. This is consistent with previous research which also found that news and social media 

discussed IPV as an individual issue (Bullock, 2007; Bullock & Cubert, 2002; Carlyle et al., 

2008, 2019; Cravens et al., 2015; Maxwell et al., 2000; Sellers et al., 2014; Sivagurunathan et al., 

2021; Smith et al., 2019; Spencer & Limperos, 2020) and noted how the people involved differed 

from those who were not (Bullock; Bullock & Cubert; Cravens et al.). For one participant in 

study 3, some of these messages were shared with her when she consulted with informal 

supporters. This focus on individual responsibility was most apparent in Becky’s case, where 
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some friends and family members suggested that if she were to be subservient to her partner, that 

the violence would stop. Recommendations such as these served to delay Becky’s 

acknowledgement, so that she experienced more emotional, sexual, and physical abuse in the 

meantime. This demonstrates that cultural and social messages that frame IPV as a victim’s 

responsibility can impede acknowledgement. Therefore, it seems that acknowledgement is 

influenced by cultural and social constructions of IPV and there would be an opportunity to 

influence the acknowledgement process via these constructions.  

Anti-violence movements could address cultural and social constructions of IPV by 

increasing awareness of violence as a social problem and reduce victim-blaming. Study 1 found 

that thematic framing of IPV, while still the minority frame, increased in the news media after 

the #MeToo movement first went viral. That change suggests that #MeToo and other movements 

that use social media to discuss social aspects of violence and discourage victim-blaming can be 

effective at changing cultural and social ideas about violence. Activists can stay abreast of 

current events for opportunities to promote social issue framing of IPV. For example, activists in 

the civil rights protests of 2020 framed racism as a structural issue. Because people were already 

primed to discuss racist violence as a structural problem, anti-violence activists could start 

related social media discussions about the intersection of racism and IPV. Such discussions 

would support the goals of both movements. Further research to understand which frames are 

accepted and transmitted by media and laypeople and why these frames are successful. Such 

research could be used to improve the work of anti-violence advocates. 

Messages about perpetrators were also transmitted through social media. Perpetrators 

were portrayed as deviant in news media and discussed disparagingly in social media 

discussions, which was similar to findings of previous social media research (Bullock, 2007; 
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Bullock & Cubert, 2002). By placing blame on an individual, this responsibility frame removes 

the focus from society’s responsibility for social equality and violence prevention. As mentioned 

earlier, a focus on individual responsibility can impede acknowledgement and prolong exposure 

to abuse. Disparaging descriptions of perpetrators also creates caricatures of perpetrators. 

Victims will compare these caricatures against their fully formed experiences of their partners 

and may think that the peers who mistakenly believe the caricatures are also mistaken about 

labeling their experiences as IPV. Such biased portrayals may impede or delay 

acknowledgement. Therefore, it is important to focus on accountability without ostracizing 

perpetrators. Future research can explore how victims envision accountability for 

IPV perpetrators. 

 

Opportunities to Improve Awareness of Healthy Relationships and IPV 

 All participants in study 3 actively sought help for the relationship before acknowledging 

their victimization, which was not consistent with models of help-seeking the placed 

acknowledgement of IPV victimization before help-seeking (Jenkins, 2017; Liang et al., 2005). 

Help-seeking prior to acknowledgement sometimes led to trying that were inappropriate for 

abuse (e.g., relationship-building exercises with a partner who is abusive). Participants reported 

that cultural messages about fostering relationships —in books, courses, etc.— did not include 

information about differentiating between a relationship that could benefit from help and a 

relationship that was violent and inappropriate for relationship-building. Self-help books and 

courses are advised to include the limitations of their program and the importance of assessing a 

relationship for violence before beginning the program.  
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Likewise, IPV awareness programming should also include information on healthy 

relationships. Both information on healthy relationships and IPV should situate the behaviors 

within a particular relationship context. People label relationship violence that others experience 

as IPV more inclusively than when considering violence in their own relationship (Hamby & 

Gray-Little, 2000). This may be because people assess IPV differently when they consider the 

whole relationship context. Therefore, presenting hypothetical scenarios that include contextual 

information such as socioeconomic status, prior behaviors, etc. may help people acknowledge 

IPV more accurately and develop a better understanding of how IPV develops. 

 

Final Thoughts and Future Directions 

This dissertation contributes to the research on acknowledgement of IPV by exploring the 

experiences of women of color in their cultural and social contexts. Given that IPV victimization 

is influenced by social position, and acknowledgement is socially constructed, it was important 

to explore the unique acknowledgement processes of women of color. This research shows the 

significance of informal supporters on the acknowledgement process of women of color, that 

IPV is understood as an individual’s responsibility, and the influence of social movements on 

constructions of IPV. These results can be used to improve anti-violence efforts, expand the 

focus of prevention and awareness programming to include supporters, and to inform counselors 

and advocates of the types of responses that victims receive as they try to make sense of their 

victimization.   

The results of this dissertation presents additional areas to be explored in future research. 

In studies 1 and 2, I explored current cultural and social constructions of IPV. These current 

understandings of IPV may have influenced the participants’ current interpretations of IPV 
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victimization, but I cannot claim that it affected their prior acknowledgement process. Future 

research can explore the news and social media influences on women’s acknowledgement. 

Toward that end, I am preparing follow up interviews with the participants to learn more about 

the news and social media they recognize as having influenced their understanding of IPV and 

healthy relationships. 

  The women in study 3 relied upon informal supporters and counselors. What is also 

notable is what help they did not use. They did not seek assistance from law enforcement or the 

legal system. One participant explained that she was not interested in using the criminal justice 

system because both her and her partner were people of color and she feared being mistreated. 

Two participants discussed feeling uncomfortable receiving help from their friends because they 

were afraid to burden their friends or because they were more comfortable in a caregiving role. 

Future research can explore how women of color decide which forms of help to seek, and how 

those choices are related to acknowledgement. It would also be useful to understand how cultural 

and social constructions of help and care affect how women of color seek help. 

 All participants had experiences of childhood violence and neglect. Two participants 

discussed how violence was normalized for them and that this impeded their ability to 

acknowledge the IPV victimization. Furthermore, participants perceived other U.S. women of 

color to have had similar IPV experiences as they did, and one participant stated that when 

people told her the IPV she experienced was normative for relationships, she did not 

acknowledge. This suggests that viewing IPV victimization as normative would impede 

acknowledgement. Future research could explore whether these perceptions of IPV social norms 

affect acknowledgement and/or whether the acknowledgement process affects perceived social 

norms of IPV. 
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 The findings that some anti-violence messages are incorporated into cultural and social 

constructions presents the questions of which messages are considered most salient by media 

consumers and why. It is not clear if the issue is due to anti-violence frames conflicting with 

existing dominant frames, or the use of frames that are incoherent in the cultural and social 

contexts. Future research should explore whether anti-violence messages would be influential 

using different frames or using the same frames with different information. This research could 

also explore population-specific effects of anti-violence message framing. It may be that multiple 

culturally specific anti-violence messages would be more effective than a single mainstream 

message. 

 Finally, future research can explore the effect of relationship context on 

acknowledgement. Participants remarked that they initially considered the violence they 

experienced to be isolated incidents until the incidents became chronic and their commitment to 

the relationship decreased. Future research can explore which factors of relationship context 

affect acknowledgement. Follow up research can also examine how contextual factors may be 

used to tailor prevention and awareness programs to increase appropriate acknowledgement.  

At the start of this dissertation, I asked two questions: How do women of color make 

sense of IPV? How do cultural messages and interactions with others affect this sense-making? 

In short, women of color make sense of IPV through processing their relationship experiences 

with other people. Women of color acknowledge their relationship as violent when speaking with 

people who label it as such or not. This process, however, is not immediate and automatic; it is a 

process that takes time and repeated discussion and consideration. Women’s experiences of 

violence and neglect also inform this process, making it harder to acknowledge IPV 

victimization. So, too, does the perception that violence is a normative part of intimate 
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relationships. Discussions about IPV are affected by cultural ideas such as individuals are 

responsible for IPV and the acceptance of blaming victims. Cultural ideas change in response to 

anti-violence movements, which suggests that acknowledgement can be increased with proper 

framing of anti-violence messages. 
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