
The following superordinate themes have emerged: ‘Concepts of self, romantic love, and family involvement’, ‘Psychological trauma’, ‘Heightened awareness of 
risk, and actions of managing it’, ‘Partner as coercively controlling and aggressive’, and ‘Partner's characteristics as intense and troubling.’

Figure 2. Quotes as illustrative examples from the analysis of the six interviews, under superordinate theme headings
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Domestic abuse victims’/survivors’ ability to identify risk of harm is said to be an important predictor in risk assessments (Campbell, 2004; Heckert & 
Gondolf, 2004; Weisz, Tolman, & Saunders, 2000), and therefore assists in safeguarding victims and their children. Previous research has made links between 
physical violence, impulsive aggression and the personality construct of impulsivity in perpetrators of domestic abuse (Edwards, Scott, Yarvis, Paizis, & Panizzon, 
2003).

Impulsivity and aggression levels are currently not measured in victim perception risk assessments used by practitioners, this study explores the potential 
contribution of these constructs by carrying out in-depth qualitative interviews with survivors of domestic abuse to explore how they experienced risk, and 
their partners’ aggression and impulsivity.

BACKGROUND

Six semi-structured interviews with survivors of domestic 
abuse were conducted. Interpretative Phenomenological 
Analysis (IPA) (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009) was selected 
as the method of analysis due to its distinctive focus on the 
following:

Phenomenology – the conscious experiences of the 
participants themselves, how they felt, their thoughts at the 
time; in IPA they are considered the expert in the 
phenomenon.
Idiographic technique – by analysing the individual, the 
particular, the study grasps the meaning of something for one 
given person.
Interpretation – by using hermeneutics to look at the ways 
people develop systems of meaning and justification that 
allow them to make sense out of their experiences.

ANALYSIS

RESULTS

“I drifted away from my mum 
massively, just because I hid so 

much from her I couldn’t, I 
couldn’t be close to her 

because I knew I’d just spill 
everything.”

Concepts of self, romantic love, and 
family involvement

Psychological trauma

“I remember holding my legs 
and I had my head on my 

knees, and I remember just 
feeling totally as blank, like 

numb.”

Heightened awareness of risk, and 
actions of managing it

“Everything became 
about keeping him happy, 

keeping him calm.”

“I would do everything he told me 
to do, or I’d sit there quietly but 
then that would get him more 

angry.”

Partner coercively controlling 
and aggressive

“He was very manipulative… 
he’d use things, he’d say things 
to get what he wanted all the 
time, like ‘if you leave me, ever, 

I’ll kill myself.’” 

Partner's characteristics as
intense and troubling

“He was in debt, he was in a mess, but 
he lived for the spare of the moment.”

“He was just angry, angry at me angry 
at the world, angry, it completely, his 
head just went, and then he couldn’t 
understand why I was so distraught 

and upset because I was in the wrong.”

CONCLUSION
This analysis revealed important findings that have implications for 
victim perception risk assessments, these include:
Experiences of their partners’ impulsiveness and aggression - Survivors 
in this study perceived their partners to be generally impulsive, and 
often aggressed unpredictably.
Experiences of risk - Survivors had heightened awareness of danger and 
risk, this translated into risk management strategies, which they used on 
a daily basis. 
Hidden Children - In the two survivors that were mothers, both had 
differing approaches in how they acknowledged risk towards their 
children.  While one spoke at length of the risks, the other did not 
acknowledge any risks during the interview. 
Mother-Adolescent Daughter Relationships - In the survivors who 
experienced teen abuse, a pattern of distancing and concealment 
emerged towards their mothers.  Yet, each time, the mother then 
became the rescuer and protector when the abuse became extreme 
and was finally disclosed or discovered.

Figure 3. Map of interconnections between superordinate themes, subordinate themes and 
relevant theories.
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Figure 1. Example of findings from one analysis of participant named Kelly

KELLY
-- 32, SEPARATED FROM 
HUSBAND, 3 CHILDREN, MET 
NEW PARTNER AT NIGHTCLUB

Mourning the loss of a fairy-
tale marriage (to the father of 

her children)

-- The end of an ideal life, 
Perfect life, Humiliation about 
marriage failure

Significance of mother (and 
close family) as both a 

barrier and route to safety

-- Family and mother 
importance, Importance of 
friendships, Self as a 
mother, Protection of 
children...

Knowledge of Self

-- Self as self-controlled, 
Importance of self image,
Private self, Inexperienced 
with dating, Self as 
responsible, innocent...

Feelings of protection from abuse 
via childhood experience

-- Child witness to domestic abuse, 
Distant from abusive father, Felt guarded 
against abuse

Importance of romantic love

-- Enjoyed the constant feeling of 
flattery, Enjoyment of new romance, 
Enjoyment of positive attention, 
Intimate partner as linked to 
positive mental health, Self as 
enjoying new romance...

Abusive Partner, met in 
nightclubTroubling relationship with 

own family

-- Partner as a loner, 
Detached from family, Rude 
to others, Previous partner 
thinks he is dangerous

sees

Intrusive emotions

-- Persistent, Jealous, 
Untrusting, Possessive,

Power and control

-- Controlling, Partner exerting 
power and control, Partner's 
attempts to restore control, Partner 
as punishing

Anger and aggression

-- Partner as violent, Sexual abuser, 
Aggressive, Verbal aggression, 
Threatening, Partner as violent, Sexual 
abuser

Coercion, manipulation and emotional 
abuse

-- Partner apologises, nice, Dissociates from 
being an 'abuser',  Using denial and 
minimising own abuse, Partner as 
manipulative, Using emotional abuse, 
Harassing, Seeking revenge via false 
allegations, Fabricating lies and excuses...

EXPERIENCES OF ABUSE

Disempowered via control

-- Self as powerless, Removal of choice, 
Feeling powerless, Losing autonomy, Self-
control of own life compromised, Self having 
no freedom...

Coerced, leading to feelings of guilt and self 
blame

-- Self as abused, hurt, Self as coerced, 
Compelled to feel apologetic for own needs, 
Blamed for causing abuse, Self feels responsible 
for lowering guard

Highly emotional, confusion at the time, 
able to process abuse in hindsight

-- Views self as stupid in hindsight (low self 
esteem), Self as ashamed for minimising 
abuse,- His persistence noticed in hindsight, 
Self as aware of partner's motivation, Self as 
understanding the control,  -- Pain and 
memory, Self as emotional, Desperate, 
Fearing for life, Panic stricken,  In disbelief, 
Confused, Unable to process events, Numb, 
Senseless, Dazed

Impulsivity

highly impulsive, Partner 
flicking between nasty and nice

Sensing abuser’s dangerousness

-- Self as feeling danger, Self as feeling stressed 
when he is present, Self as frightened, Self as 
harassed, Self as helpless, Vulnerable Self

 RISK RESPONSES

Resisting abuse

-- Disengaging, Detaching 
from partner, Defiant, 
Attempting to repel partner, 
Empowered to take action,

Shame and embarrassment as motivator of hiding 
abuse

-- Self as ashamed, Private self exposed, Fearing 
exposure of abuse, Fearing humiliation, Embarrassed 
about new partner, Feeling ashamed to admit abuse to 
ex-husband, Unravelling embarrassment of marriage 
failure in social life

Obstacles in disclosing abuse

-- Self as pressured to justify her 
decisions, Needing to be understood, 
That it wasn't her fault, Being judged, 
Processing events, Inexperienced with 
police reporting, Feeling dismissed by 
authorities, Fearing being judged by 
police,
Frustrated with police scrutiny

Feeling secondary victimisation?

Long term impact of abuse

-- New self as single and not 
needing relationship, Self as 
fearing all men

Risk management

-- Self as risk manager, Self-
soothing, Reliance on 
nobodyAttempting to regulate his 
controlling behaviour,

Arrogant

Never admitting fault, 
partner as arrogant

Importance of 
early romance 

Significance of mother 
(and close family) as a 

barrier 

DISCLOSURE

CHARACTERISTICS ABUSE

Hidden 
children?

Concepts of self, 
romantic love, and 
family involvement

Psychological trauma

Heightened awareness 
of risk, and actions of 

managing it

Partner coercively 
controlling and 

aggressive

Partner's characteristics as 
intense and troubling

Importance of early 
romance

Knowledge of self

Significance of mother 
and children as both a 

barrier and route to 
safety

Disempowered via 
control

Coerced, leading to 
feelings of shame, guilt 

and self blame

Highly emotional, confusion 
at the time, able to process 

abuse in hindsight

Long term impact of 
abuse

Sensing abuser’s 
dangerousness

Resisting abuse

Risk management

Power and control

Coercion, manipulation, 
emotional abuse

Anger and aggression

Impulsivity

Arrogance

Intrusive 
emotions

Troubling relationship 
with own family

Attachment security, attraction 
and flattery

Relationship dependency

Scripts and schemas

Identity formation
Self-concepts

Uncertainty-identity theory 

Self-concept related to self esteem

Struggles for independence

Concealment

Effects of concealment 
on parents

Adolescent disclosure

Parents own attachment style 

Attachment style

Coercive control

Effects of trauma

PTSD

Emotional processing 
theories of trauma

Recogntion of domestic 
abuse at the time

Victim perception

Risk recognition

Risk assessment

Victim to survivor identity

Dissociation

Coping

Power differences  
between genders 

Coercive control

Self regulation model: 
Approach - explicit pathway Personality

IPV typologies

Egotism and 
criminals

Psychopathy

Narcissism

Jealousy

Persistence

Alcohol and 
drug-taking

  Presence or absence of 
awareness of risks to children

Guilt
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