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ABSTRACT 

THE LIVED EXPERIENCES OF TRADTIONALLY AGED COLLEGE WOMEN IN 

ABUSIVE RELATIONSHIPS 

By Kelly Gentry 
 

The prevalence of intimate partner violence (IPV) has been well established in the 

literature, but most of the research is focused on the rates, risk factors, and consequences of IPV 

among adults (Hamby, 2014; Jennings et al., 2017). However, IPV is most common among 

women (ages 18-24), which is also the age of the traditionally aged college student. This 

qualitative study explored the experiences of 12 women who were abused by an intimate partner 

during their college years. The goal was to understand the unique experiences of college women 

who experience IPV; Hearing directly from survivors allows for capturing a more accurate story 

of what it is like to name your abuse as a college student.  

Participants ages 18-26 currently enrolled in college or recently graduated from 

undergraduate programs who experienced emotional, physical, financial, psychological, and 

sexual abuse at the hands of their partners during their college years were recruited to share their 

stories. Grounded in Feminist Theory a total of 20 individual semi-structured interviews were 

conducted among a group of 12 women. Carol Gilligan’s Listening Guide was used to analyze 

the data and listen for the unique experiences of the participants. This required that each 

transcript be reviewed at least 3 times for plot, the “I”, and contrapuntal voices. The findings 

suggest that college women’s lived experiences with IPV can be conceptualized using two 

distinct voices: The Voice of Recognition and The Voice of Empowered Maturity. Within these 

voices women shared how difficult it is name and label abuse, particularly sexual coercion, the 

ways in which they came to understand mutuality and agency, and how they matured into 



COLLEGE WOMEN IN ABUSIVE RELATIONSHIPS v 
 

empowered women despite what they had been through. Implications for school counseling, 

higher education, counselor education, and future research were provided.  

Keywords: intimate partner violence, college, higher education, women, abuse 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



COLLEGE WOMEN IN ABUSIVE RELATIONSHIPS vi 
 

Acknowledgements 

 I have been thinking about what I would write in the acknowledgments portion of my 

dissertation for many years. There are so many people who have supported me and inspired me 

while I have gone through this process, and I wouldn’t be here without them.  

First, I would like to thank my committee (past and present). Dr. Khaw thank you for 

jumping on to my team and helping me find my way to the literature. You always reminded me 

how important this study was especially in a sociopolitical context. Dr. Kooyman, I know you 

were a “late-add” to the committee, but I am so grateful to have had you read my work. You 

were an important part of my doctoral studies from semester one and taught me so much about 

being a clinician and an educator. Dr. Herr, your dedication to my topic kept me afloat. 

Whenever I would start to drift away from working on my dissertation, I would just happen to 

receive an email from you that said, “thought you might find this interesting” and you would 

send me an article or written piece that reminded me why it was important I do this work. I 

appreciate you always thinking of me, consistently, since I first took your class in 2014. I could 

not have made meaning of this data without you. You helped me make important connections 

that made this dissertation all that I wanted it to be. Dr. Glosoff, I am so appreciative of your 

guidance since the day you called to tell me I was accepted into the program. You are missed in 

NJ!  

Dr. WMS, I really wouldn’t be here without you. I never would have imagined when I sat 

in your office in September of 2006 as your graduate assistant that 16 years later, I would be 

thanking you for supporting me through a doctoral program. Thank you for encouraging me to 

apply to the program, and for genuinely supporting me through all of the ups and downs of the 

past nine years. I am beyond grateful to have you as a mentor; I appreciate your attention to 



COLLEGE WOMEN IN ABUSIVE RELATIONSHIPS vii 
 

detail (and commas), and your support has surpassed anything I could have asked for from 

anyone in this program.  

I would not be here without the support of my family and friends. To my best friends 

Kristan (BFFFE) and Kathy (always sending CCH) thank you for always being a listening ear; 

you can’t make this stuff up. Love you both tons. My father-in-law Rex is no longer with us, but 

he always expressed how impressed he was that I kept up with this for so long. So here it is Rex, 

I did it!  

Dad, thank you for supporting me, in all ways, at all times. I am so thankful to have you 

in my life. I always know I (and the kids) can turn to you. We love you very much. 

Mom, watching you raise four daughters has always been one of the reasons I do this 

work. Your strength is incredible, and I am appreciative of everything you have done for us. 

And, hey, we all turned out pretty good!  

Grandma, you are the glue that holds our family together. Your love, strength, and 

constant support of everyone all of the time are unmatched. Thank you for encouraging me. I 

only wish Grandpa were here to see this.  

Brittany, Michelle, and Sara next to being a mom, being your sister has always been the 

role I held with the most pride. When I did this research, I thought about all of you - the women 

that you have become and the children we are all raising - and that inspired me to want to 

continue this work on empowered women. Sister hug! 

Kerry Lynn thank you for being the president, secretary, and treasurer of my fan club. 

You were an unofficial part of this dissertation process for me and really supported me when I 

was combing through my data. What concert is next? 



COLLEGE WOMEN IN ABUSIVE RELATIONSHIPS viii 
 

Cohort 5 I still remember interview day and our first class together in 2013. This program 

has taken us all on a wild ride, and I am so glad I got to know each of you. It has been a pleasure 

working with you, and I look forward to continued collaborations and friendship. Triana, you 

have been my friend since day one. We connected quickly and worked together to adjust to life 

in the doctoral program as teaching fellows. I am grateful for our Zoom sessions, even (or 

especially) when they stray off-topic…they helped get me to where I am. Thank you for your 

continued support and friendship. Michaela, you have taught me so many things over the years 

and have been a real friend to my family. All our time spent together has been an important part 

of my journey. Drives to conferences, writing retreats, lunches, dinners, hikes, and game nights 

are memories I will cherish forever.  

Anna, we bonded over our shared experience of trying to balance new motherhood with 

being a doctoral student. Now we are trying to balance family life with work life and career 

decisions. And, while that is likely to be an ongoing struggle, I know that we can always turn to 

one another to get through it. You are resourceful and kind and the reason that I am a licensed 

clinician with a private practice. I am so lucky to have you as a friend. 

Nicole, thank you for sharing vegan brunch, hiking (and running from bears 

with Michaela), checking in to make sure I was OK, and dancing around with my kids (when 

they allowed it).  Candice, I don’t know what I would have done without you this past year. 

Thank you for your guidance in my private practice, your feedback on my dissertation, and your 

friendship during a really difficult time. I appreciate you doing CWGS with me and hope we can 

raft down the Delaware again soon.  

Stacy thank you for being my comps study buddy and test-taking partner. You sat quietly 

while I typed away so that I wouldn’t be anxious, you checked in with me to make sure I was 



COLLEGE WOMEN IN ABUSIVE RELATIONSHIPS ix 
 

always staying on track, and you are always helping me figure out what I want to be when I 

“grow up.” Now, you’re stuck with me at DU! 

The most important thank you goes to my husband, Steve. Neither of us was prepared for 

this doctoral program. It was stressful, exhausting, and at times I wanted to quit, but knowing I 

had your support was one of the things that kept me going. You listened when I was 

overwhelmed, helped me make time to do the things I needed to do, and encouraged me to take 

time for myself that was not school or work-related. Finishing this has been like getting out of 

the world’s longest escape room. Every time I thought I had solved the puzzle that would get me 

out, I opened the door only to find another room…each room with a riddle that was more 

challenging than the last. I only found the way out because we worked together; I could never 

have done it alone. So many things have happened, and I am lucky to have you as my partner. I 

love you. You should get an honorary doctorate. 

To all of the other friends and family members (all the aunts, uncles, and cousins) who 

believed in me. Thank you.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



COLLEGE WOMEN IN ABUSIVE RELATIONSHIPS x 
 

Dedication 

I dedicate this work to all of the women who see themselves in these pages.  

And to Lily and Jack, for being my daily inspiration. Being your Mom is my favorite thing in the 

entire world. Remember to work hard, take breaks, and always stop to listen and be kind.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



COLLEGE WOMEN IN ABUSIVE RELATIONSHIPS xi 
 

Contents 

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION ............................................................................................. 1 

A Brief History of Violence on Campus and in the Media ......................................................... 2 

Intimate Partner Violence............................................................................................................ 6 

IPV, College Women, and Campus Support ............................................................................... 6 

Statement of the Problem ............................................................................................................ 8 

Research Questions ................................................................................................................... 10 

Purpose of the Study ................................................................................................................. 11 

Significance of the Study .......................................................................................................... 11 

Theory and Conceptualization .................................................................................................. 13 

Power and Control ................................................................................................................. 13 

Feminist Framework .............................................................................................................. 13 

Methodology ............................................................................................................................. 14 

Chapter Summary ...................................................................................................................... 16 

Organization of Dissertation ..................................................................................................... 17 

Definitions ................................................................................................................................. 17 

CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW ............................................................................... 19 

Theoretical Lens: Feminist Research Methodology.................................................................. 19 

History of Violence Against Women in College ...................................................................... 25 

Understanding Intimate Partner Violence ............................................................................. 27 

IPV in College ........................................................................................................................... 30 

Prevalence .............................................................................................................................. 33 

Sexual Violence and Rape Culture ........................................................................................ 37 

Psychological Aggression, Coercive Control, and “Non-Rape” ........................................... 39 

Stalking .................................................................................................................................. 41 

Technology and IPV in College ............................................................................................ 43 



COLLEGE WOMEN IN ABUSIVE RELATIONSHIPS xii 
 

Impact of IPV on College Students ........................................................................................... 46 

Fear and Concern for Safety .................................................................................................. 47 

Self-Esteem and Identity Development ................................................................................. 48 

Depression and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder ................................................................... 49 

Academic and Financial Impact ............................................................................................ 50 

Prevention, Intervention, and Campus Resources ..................................................................... 51 

Conclusion and Gaps in the Literature ...................................................................................... 56 

CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY ..................................................................................... 58 

Feminist Research Methodology ............................................................................................... 58 

Design Overview and Rationale ................................................................................................ 59 

Participants ................................................................................................................................ 61 

Selection and Sampling ......................................................................................................... 61 

Recruitment ........................................................................................................................... 64 

Research Design ........................................................................................................................ 64 

Data Gathering: In-Depth Interviews .................................................................................... 65 

Data Analysis ............................................................................................................................ 68 

Listening Guide ..................................................................................................................... 69 

Listening for the Plot ............................................................................................................. 71 

Listening for the “I” ............................................................................................................... 72 

Listening for Contrapuntal Voices ........................................................................................ 72 

Final Analysis ........................................................................................................................ 73 

Researcher Positionality ............................................................................................................ 73 

Research Integrity and Trustworthiness .................................................................................... 75 

Reflexivity ............................................................................................................................. 76 

Critical Friends ...................................................................................................................... 76 

Member Checking ................................................................................................................. 77 

Summary ................................................................................................................................... 78 

CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS ..................................................................................................... 79 



COLLEGE WOMEN IN ABUSIVE RELATIONSHIPS xiii 
 

The Voice of Recognition ......................................................................................................... 80 

“I didn't really know what to call it” ..................................................................................... 81 

Naming .................................................................................................................................. 81 

The Language of Labeling ..................................................................................................... 83 

Knowledge of IPV ................................................................................................................. 93 

Defining IPV.......................................................................................................................... 94 

“Well at least they’re not raping you” ................................................................................... 96 

The Voice of Empowered Maturity ........................................................................................ 100 

“I didn't know what healthy interactions looked like…” .................................................... 102 

Relational Maturity .............................................................................................................. 104 

Disconnected ....................................................................................................................... 106 

Seeking Mutuality................................................................................................................ 109 

Agency and Empowerment ................................................................................................. 111 

“It’s always hard asking for help.” ...................................................................................... 112 

Moving toward becoming critically conscious empowered women ................................... 117 

Chapter Summary .................................................................................................................... 122 

CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION ...................................................................................................... 124 

The Voices of College Women Who Have Been Abused ...................................................... 125 

Naming and Labeling .......................................................................................................... 125 

Building Connections .......................................................................................................... 129 

Empowered Maturity ........................................................................................................... 132 

Implications ............................................................................................................................. 134 

School Counseling ............................................................................................................... 135 

Higher Education ................................................................................................................. 137 

Counselor Education............................................................................................................ 143 

Counseling Practice ............................................................................................................. 144 

Strengths and Limitations of the Study ................................................................................... 146 

Suggestions for Future Research ............................................................................................. 149 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................... 151 



COLLEGE WOMEN IN ABUSIVE RELATIONSHIPS xiv 
 

REFERENCES ........................................................................................................................... 152 

Appendix A ............................................................................................................................. 171 

Appendix B ............................................................................................................................. 172 

Appendix C ............................................................................................................................. 173 

Appendix D ............................................................................................................................. 176 

Appendix E .............................................................................................................................. 177 

Appendix F .............................................................................................................................. 178 

Appendix G ............................................................................................................................. 179 

Appendix H ............................................................................................................................. 183 

Appendix I ............................................................................................................................... 184 

Appendix J............................................................................................................................... 185 

Appendix K ............................................................................................................................. 187 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



COLLEGE WOMEN IN ABUSIVE RELATIONSHIPS 1 
 

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

In October of 2018, 21-year-old college student Lauren McCluskey was abducted by her 

boyfriend while walking back to her dorm room and shot to death in the backseat of a car 

(Friedman, 2019). She had previously asked for help from campus police when she found out he 

had a criminal history and refused to accept Lauren’s attempts to end their relationship. Campus 

police did not act, even though Lauren shared proof of his harassing text messages and of his 

criminal record as a registered sex offender (Friedman, 2019). When their relationship started, he 

was controlling about her friendships and the way she spent her time. Later, when she tried to 

end the relationship, he became more physical, forcing Lauren to have sex. Unfortunately, these 

controlling and violent behaviors, as well as the uncertainty of how to respond to them are all too 

common on college campuses. 

Intimate partner violence (IPV) is a significant public health issue. According to the 

Center for Disease Control (CDC), 31.5% of women reported experiencing physical violence at 

the hands of a partner over the course of their lifetime, and partner violence accounts for as much 

as 15% of all violent crime (Breiding, 2015). Rates of partner violence are highest among 

women ages 18-24, a group likely to be attending college, dating, and/or in committed (but not 

marital) relationships. This age group is at a particularly crucial time of development, sometimes 

referred to as “emerging adulthood” that includes increases in risk taking behaviors like having 

unprotected sex and alcohol consumption (Arnett, 2000).  They are also exploring their 

autonomy and experimenting with various types of romantic and sexual relationships (Arnett, 

2000; Mitchell & Syed, 2015).  The increase in relationship exploration means an increase in the 

likelihood of IPV.   
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The consequences of IPV are deleterious, negatively affecting self-esteem, self-worth, 

and interpersonal relationships. In addition to the physical effects of abuse, IPV can also cause 

severe anxiety, depression, PTSD, suicidal ideation, and social isolation (Swahn, Bossarte, 

Palmier, Yao, & Van Dulmen, 2013). For college students, IPV can have a direct effect on 

retention rates as victimization can lead to lower GPA, academic disengagement, and course or 

university withdrawal (Amar & Gennaro, 2005; Jordan, Combs, & Smith, 2014). Despite the 

well-documented high prevalence rates for college aged students, the literature focusing 

specifically on traditionally aged college women and their experiences with IPV while in college 

is limited.   

A Brief History of Violence on Campus and in the Media 

At 1:00 AM on January 18, 2015, two graduate students were riding their bikes at 

Stanford University when they noticed a man on top of what appeared to be a lifeless body 

behind a dumpster (Koren, 2016). When the graduate students approached, the man fled, but they 

caught him and held him down until police arrived.  The woman behind the dumpster was half-

naked and unconscious.  This is the story of Brock Turner and Chanel Miller – one that was very 

public and shed light on the gender-based discrimination, social inequities, and legal barriers that 

victims face when they choose to report and prosecute.  Brock Turner was found guilty of three 

felony counts of sexual assault, which carried with them the potential of 14 years in prison 

(Koren, 2016). Instead, he was sentenced to six months in prison (less than the defense asked 

for), three years of probation, and was required to register as a sex offender (Stack, 2016). The 

judge’s reasoning for the short sentence was that Brock was as a star swimmer who had forfeited 

his dream of joining the Olympic team and suffered enough from all of the media attention 

(Stack, 2016).  Chanel Miller, who at the time was maintaining anonymity, was questioned about 
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her drinking habits, her promiscuity, and what she was wearing (Stack, 2016).  Brock Turner was 

released from prison after three months (Koren, 2016).   

Violence and harassment are issues of concern on college campuses across the country.  

In an effort to address the frequency of violence on campus and the mishandling of cases, the 

Obama administration began making changes aimed at increasing the enforcement of policies 

that address crime reporting and sexual assault on college campuses. These changes required 

swift and deliberate efforts to be made by college administrators to develop policy and 

programming to better prevent and effectively respond to reports of violence on campus (Koss, 

Wilgus, & Williamsen, 2014). Multiple types of violence, including physical violence, sexual 

violence (SV), domestic violence (DV), and intimate partner violence (IPV) are covered by these 

policies. Much of the attention has focused expressly on sexual violence because of incidents on 

numerous campuses across the country (like that of Brock Turner and Chanel Miller), which 

were publicized in the media. These stories gave accounts of college women who were 

discouraged from reporting their assaults by staff and administration, forced to continue 

attending classes with those they accused of perpetrating the violence, and told that what 

happened to them was their fault (Rhode, 2016).  

More stringent enforcement of two particular policies, Title IX and the Jeanne Clery Act, 

was intended to encourage campus violence transparency with the goal of creating clear 

reporting procedures, improved judiciary processes, and effective preventative programming 

(Dunn, 2013). The initial focus on sexual assault and harassment was (and is) essential to the 

safety of students and the functionality of universities across the country. However, what was not 

made a consequential part of these efforts was increasing attention to the overwhelming 

occurrence of dating violence or intimate partner violence during college, which also falls under 
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the purview of Title IX.  In 2013, President Obama reauthorized the Violence Against Women 

Act, which included a new provision referred to as the SaVE Act (Wies, 2015). The SaVE Act 

expanded upon the Clery Act by introducing additional categories of reportable violence that 

included, among others, domestic violence, stalking, and dating violence (Wies, 2015).  

However, just like with the other policies, colleges and universities were left to their own 

discretion when it came to deciding just how far they would go to abide by these policies.   

Following the increased awareness of gender-based campus violence, public attention 

was soon brought to issues of domestic and intimate partner violence, not on campuses, but 

instead among professional athletes. Media reports of players being accused of physically 

abusing their family members and partners, and sometimes being caught on camera, began to 

surface (Dunlap, 2015). This spurred public apologies from famous athletes as well as national 

campaigns to raise awareness of domestic violence, including high-priced television 

commercials promoting DV awareness during the Super Bowl. It forced leagues to take a close 

look at their policies for players accused of violent behavior (not exclusive to IPV/DV) and how 

they were (or were not) being enforced. 

Recently, the #MeToo movement has become a part of the efforts to fight gender-based 

violence. #MeToo was started in 2006 as a way for black women who had experience sexual 

assault to find solidarity in their experience (Zarkov & Davis, 2018). More recently it has 

resurfaced as a feminist social media movement intended to shed light on the rampant issue of 

sexual harassment and abuse. Celebrities started sharing their stories of sexual harassment, and 

the movement quickly gained steam in the mainstream (Mendes, Ringrose, & Keller, 2018). 

Celebrities all over the country began to disclose, in varying levels of detail, their incidents of 

harassment and abuse via social media. Although important, these high profile cases did not 
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necessarily help the general public effectively fight the endemic issue of violence against women 

(Dunlap, 2015; Zarkov & Davis, 2018).  Instead, it highlighted the larger issue – if you are 

privileged and high profile, you are more likely to have your story heard and possibly believed. 

Still, with all this awareness brought to gender-based violence, through all the praise and 

criticism about the policies, campaigns, and movements, IPV and college women are often left 

out of the conversation.  

When President Trump took office in 2017 and selected Betsy DeVos as the Secretary of 

Education, Title IX was at the forefront of the media again. This time, because Secretary DeVos 

wanted to change or reverse many Obama era Title IX policies. As mentioned earlier, Obama’s 

policies were welcomed by many, especially victims’ advocates, but were not universally 

praised. DeVos viewed the current policies as unfair to the accused and lacking in judicial 

enforcement (Green, 2020). To address these concerns, the new policy required that a formal 

complaint must be filed for a Title IX investigation to be initiated and that all investigations must 

include a live hearing during which both parties are cross-examined. Additionally, domestic 

violence, stalking, and intimate partner violence are clearly defined and are officially included in 

the definition of sexual harassment which was not previously true of Title IX.  This policy, “the 

Title IX Final Rule: Addressing Sexual Harassment in Schools” was released in May 2020 with 

intention to be implemented by August 2020.  

People on both sides seem to agree that codifying sexual harassment to include IPV, DV, 

and stalking is a step in the right direction. Overall, those who fought for the reform feel this 

makes enforcing Title IX fairer for all parties involved and less burdensome on college 

administration by providing clear guidelines on how to proceed and fewer circumstances in 

which they must get involved (Anderson, 2020). It “carries the full force of law” which many felt 
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was missing from Obama’s Dear Colleague Letter (Education, 2020, p. 1).  In contrast, those 

who oppose these changes feel that it is not trauma informed, victims will once again suffer, and 

reported cases will decrease because of the heavy focus on filing formal complaints and cross-

examination (Anderson, 2020). Many in college administration are actually opposed to these 

changes because it is creating a “college court.”  Administrators view this as both a strain on 

resources and a step backward in fairness to students involved especially underserved students 

(Anderson, 2020; Green, 2020).  

Intimate Partner Violence 

The CDC defines intimate partner violence as stalking, psychological aggression, 

physical violence, and sexual violence that occurs between two people in an intimate relationship 

(Breiding, 2015). This includes individuals who are dating, have an established sexual 

relationship, are married or divorced, or who consider their partner a boyfriend/girlfriend. 

Domestic violence, a term commonly used interchangeably with IPV, includes violence inflicted 

by intimate partners as well as immediate family members and relatives; it is commonly 

misunderstood only as violence between two people who cohabitate (Kelly & Johnson, 2008; 

Walker, 2006). However, it is important to note that IPV occurs in relationships regardless of 

living situation, and in fact is most prevalent in dating relationships (Breiding, 2015). Moreover, 

according to the National Coalition Against Domestic Violence (NCADV) 43% of dating college 

women report experiencing abuse from their partner (NCADV, 2015). 

IPV, College Women, and Campus Support 

As noted earlier, traditional-age college women (18-24 years old) experience IPV at high 

rates. Often away from home, exercising control over their own lives for the first time, and in 

their first serious romantic relationships, college women may be particularly vulnerable to IPV 
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when compared to their non college going counterparts (Kaukinen, 2014).  Additionally, 

research shows that exposure to violence and trauma can negatively influence levels of academic 

engagement, which leads to lower grades and retention rates (Adams, Greeson, Kennedy, & 

Tolman, 2013).  Nevertheless, very little research focuses specifically on dating or intimate 

partner violence among college students (Kaukinen, 2014).  

A clear connection has been made between experiencing dating violence and behaviors 

including alcohol and drug use, sexual risk taking, and mental health concerns for students 

(Lormand et al., 2013). However, Kaukinen (2014) points out that these are often listed as the 

causes or predictors of violence rather than consequences of violence.  This focus on risk-taking 

behaviors as causes of violence can be perceived by some as coming from a victim blaming 

point-of-view, one that has presumably inhibited report rates, help-seeking behaviors, and the 

overall assessment of IPV (Rhode, 2016). 

There is a lack of uniformity and urgency when it comes to screening women on 

campuses for IPV. Medical and psychological services providers often are uninterested or ill-

equipped to detect, intervene, and/or treat survivors of IPV (Sutherland & Hutchinson, 2018). 

College survivors and bystanders are also often uncertain of when and how to report instances of 

IPV, but maybe even more detrimental is that law enforcement and medical personnel frequently 

are not trained in the proper procedures to assist when any type of IPV, not just physical IPV, is 

reported (Rhode, 2016).  If we return to the story of Lauren McCluskey, we see a real-life 

example of how the campus law enforcement did not respond in a swift or effective manner 

(Friedman, 2019). Her original claims that her boyfriend was harassing her did not seem to be 

taken seriously enough for anyone to come to her aid, and her parents are now suing the 

university for not acting to protect Lauren. They believe that because Lauren was a woman, her 
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claims were not taken as seriously as they should have been (Friedman, 2019). This case draws 

attention to the lack of training of those who are supposed to protect victims.  

There has been no research to address the varying needs of college students specific to 

their student status (part-time vs full-time), living situation (on-campus vs off-campus), and 

college type (community vs 4-year); any such research could help with the design of more direct 

and relevant prevention and response efforts from campus to campus (Hamby, 2014; Voth 

Schrag, 2017). Additionally, there is confusion about whether campus police or local police are 

charged with handling reports of campus violence, and this has affected many women who have 

sought to move forward with a legal case (Rhode, 2016). When Lauren McCluskey was not 

satisfied with the response she received from campus police, she decided to seek the assistance 

of the local city police department.  The city police directed her back to the campus officers 

(Friedman, 2019) underscoring the lack of clarity in who should be protecting students. Title IX, 

The Clery Act, and VAWA all require, in different ways, that reporting procedures be clear and 

that new employees and new students must receive education or training about what constitutes 

assault or harassment and how to report it, but the enforcement and approach vary from campus 

to campus (Wies, 2015).   

Statement of the Problem 

Although the prevalence of IPV has been established in the literature, little research has 

focused on the unique experience of teens and young adults (ages 15-30) (Jennings et al., 2017); 

instead, the majority of research has been focused on adults (over 30). More research on “teen 

dating violence” has emerged in recent years, however studies specific to college student IPV are 

still scant (Hamby, 2014; Jennings et al., 2017).  While technically inclusive of some 

traditionally aged college students, teen dating violence research does not necessarily apply to 
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individuals in their twenties, or to college students specifically, who are experiencing unique life 

changes that could be influencing and affecting their IPV encounters. Adjusting to the pressure 

associated with college life can be difficult and induce high levels of stress and anxiety that can 

significantly impact mental health, academic outcomes, and social involvement (Novotney, 

2014).  When combined with the consequences of IPV, the ability to cope with the pressures of 

college life becomes more difficult. For students who have experienced IPV, long-term negative 

effects on academic achievement, mental health, and career success become more likely 

(Banyard et al., 2017). Therefore, more research focused specifically on traditionally aged 

college women is needed to understand the connection between the college student experience 

and IPV.  

In a systematic review of literature focused on dating and intimate partner violence in 

youth and young adults ages 15-30 published in the United States between 1981 and 2015, 

Jennings et al. (2017) found only 169 such studies over a span of 35 years; 42 of those studies 

were focused on interventions with the rest reporting prevalence rates, risk factors, and 

consequences of violence. Only a handful of those studies were qualitative, with the majority 

being quantitative analyses that most often utilized Straus’s (1979) Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS) 

and its 1997 revision. Hamby (2014) pointed out that using a non-updated 40-year-old 

instrument is almost unheard of in science and research, and she encouraged scholars to embrace 

advances in science, technology, and research methodologies to advance what we know about 

intimate partner violence. When compared to a topic like the treatment outcomes of PTSD, 

which returned 152 articles over 20 years just on clinical trials (Erford et al., 2016), Hamby and 

Jennings’ points are made clear; IPV research needs more attention, rigor, and variation.  
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IPV research, irrespective of the studied population, has brought to light prevalence rates, 

effectiveness of interventions and prevention programs, and risk factors for victimization 

(Banyard & Cross, 2008; Jennings et al., 2017). These are important research areas, particularly 

the establishment of prevalence rates, which draw attention to the need for prevention efforts and 

further study. However, there are still large gaps in the literature related to age-specific patterns 

of IPV, gender differences in perpetration and victimization, and same-sex IPV; the rigor of the 

research that has been done has been called into question (Hamby, 2014; Johnson, Giordano, 

Manning, & Longmore, 2015; Kaukinen, Gover, & Hartman, 2012). Additionally, the 

operationalization of IPV terms is still not consistent, which affects the reporting data and 

therefore the results and implications for much of the research that does exist (Breiding, 2015; 

Kaukinen et al., 2012; Waltermaurer, 2005). The present study will address these gaps in the 

literature by adding to what we know about age-specific patterns of IPV in college using a 

qualitative approach that allows the participants to define abuse in their own terms. 

Research Questions 

Given the absence of a clear definition of intimate partner violence, and the variable 

experience for each individual, it is important that researchers and counselors gain a better 

understanding of what survivors experience and why they choose to label their experience as IPV 

(Miller, 2011). These narratives can provide a clearer picture of pre and post IPV behaviors 

related to risk-taking and academic engagement, further informing preventative programming 

and screening procedures, as well as assisting in creating comprehensive outreach methods 

specifically for survivors of college IPV (Miller, 2011). Therefore, I will use the following 

question to guide my qualitative study: How do traditionally aged college women describe their 

lived experience of being in an abusive intimate relationship during their undergraduate years? 
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to gain an understanding of the lived of experiences of 

women who have been in abusive relationships while in college, how they define that abuse, and 

how that abuse influenced their path in life. While measurement tools have been influential in 

bringing awareness to the prevalence of IPV and the effectiveness of interventions and 

prevention programs, it is crucial to hear directly from survivors. Survivor stories, told in their 

own words, can paint a more accurate picture of what it is like to be a college student, be in an 

abusive relationship, and to name that abuse. Qualitative interviews can capture nuances and 

details that a quantitative instrument might miss. With more in-depth knowledge we can develop 

better informed policies, prevention measures, and response procedures to address the physical 

health and mental health consequences associated with college IPV.  

Significance of the Study  

IPV is widespread among college students.  Understanding a survivors’ experience, 

shared through her own words and stories, is essential in gaining a holistic understanding of what 

IPV looks like. The majority of what we do know about IPV amongst the college population has 

been established through quantitative measures (Jennings et al., 2017; Voth Schrag, 2017). 

Quantitative instruments limit the ways in which we allow survivors to identify their experience 

and may contribute to the historical issue of low inconsistent report rates, and lack of an 

operationalized definition of IPV. Using a qualitative approach will allow survivors to describe 

experiences in their own words and contribute to the knowledge base related to “naming” IPV 

(Wies, 2015).  As Demers et al. (2018) stated, “more qualitative and in-depth approaches to 

analyzing disclosure by women…would further advance our understanding and efforts to 

promote healthy environments for students, both on campus and once they graduate” (p. 69).  
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Disclosure rates are low for survivors of IPV, especially formal disclosure to counselors, 

medical professionals, or authorities. In a study of prevalence and disclosure rates among college 

students, Demers et al. (2018) found that when compared to unwanted sexual contact and 

stalking, IPV victims were far less likely to disclose their experience to a formal support and 

often described the incident as “not serious”.  Survivors are more likely to share their abuse 

experience when directly asked (screened), and less likely to offer the information on their own 

without prompting (Sutherland, Fantasia, & Hutchinson, 2016).  The stories shared in this study 

can add to the counseling and IPV literature by helping to expand and refine screening practices 

on campuses. Proper screening can lead to appropriate interventions and referrals for services by 

faculty and staff; it can also inform the government-mandated prevention programming on 

campuses (Voth Schrag, 2017).    

Often, survivors only name or disclose abuse, and professionals only recognize or screen 

for abuse when it presents as physical or sexual in nature. However, IPV is inclusive of 

psychological aggression and stalking, and research shows that the effects of psychological 

abuse are often more long-term and severe than that of physical abuse (Follingstad, 2009). 

Through interviews, we can learn about the dynamics of the relationship and get firsthand 

accounts of the verbal abuse and psychological aggression experienced by the survivors.   

There are also implications for administrators focused on retention rates, a key indicator 

of success for colleges (Banyard et al., 2017). If a student feels unsafe or unheard, often the case 

in instances of IPV, they are less likely to see their degree through to completion. Therefore, 

knowing the signs of IPV and resulting academic related consequences could add to the literature 

that informs responses to IPV during college.  
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Campuses have been tasked with creating policies that improve campus climate including 

the prevention and intervention of gender-based discrimination. Given, that IPV is a form of 

gender based discrimination, this research will extend beyond the research surrounding sexual 

assault and physical harassment and give attention to a group that is often left out of the 

conversation, but still effected by violence and abuse on campus, survivors of IPV.  

Theory and Conceptualization 

Power and Control 

IPV is often conceptualized using the Power and Control Wheel, a tool created in the 

1980s as part of the Duluth Model (Pence & McMahon, 2008). The Power and Control Wheel 

(Appendix A) visually represents the physical and psychological tactics used by male abusers to 

control their female partners. The Duluth Model was created to educate the public about the 

complexities of IPV and to engage in a community response to the epidemic that also included 

treatment for the perpetrators (McMahon & Pence, 2008; Pence & McMahon, 2008). This model 

is important because it was created using the language of victims living in a battered women’s 

shelter. The Wheel was developed using the lived experiences of women who wanted to 

highlight what “violence” in relationships really looks like and how abusers gain control (Pence 

& McMahon, 2008).  The result was a Wheel that represents eight physical and psychological 

tactics that male perpetrators use to maintain power over their female partners. The current study 

is focused on female victims of violence during college, and the Power and Control Wheel will 

be used to conceptualize the stories told by participants. 

Feminist Framework 

Feminist research is rooted in the analysis of gender and power within a patriarchal 

society.  Feminist researchers believe in complete transparency in their work in order to continue 
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“…respecting the perspective and the experience of the other” (Worell & Etaugh, 1994, p. 444). 

The goal of this current study is to give voice to women who have experienced gender-based 

violence. Therefore, it is well suited for the use of a feminist lens.  

Feminist research is based on the application of certain foundational themes, or tenets, 

that can be used to overcome bias in the design of any study and the analysis of any data, 

regardless of the guiding theory.  For this reason, it is believed that any research can be feminist 

research, as long as the methodology uses the following guiding principles: 1) focuses on the 

lived experience of women; 2) minimizes the power differential between researcher and 

participant; 3) analyzes power differentials in relationships; 4) challenges traditional scientific 

research; 5) considers societal context; and 6) promotes social change (Beckman, 2014; Burgess-

Proctor, 2015; Worell & Etaugh, 1994). Each of these principles, which will be discussed in 

detail later in this dissertation, are key elements in establishing a feminist framework for my 

study exploring college women’s experiences with IPV. Given the trauma that participants have 

experienced, this approach is ideal, as it will help to create a safe space for disclosure and, 

combined with the Power and Control Wheel, will allow me to analyze the gendered nature of 

IPV within each woman’s sociocultural context. 

Methodology 

The focus throughout my research will be on how college women assign labels and 

meaning to their experiences with IPV.  My aim is not to come up with a generalized description 

or capture the essence of IPV, instead it is to understand how participants have interpreted their 

lived experiences as survivors. Basic qualitative research is focused on understanding how 

people construct their worlds and assign meaning to their experiences, therefore making it a 

suitable methodology for this study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). By conducting two in-depth 
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semi-structured interviews with each participant, I can begin to uncover how women make sense 

of going through IPV in college.   

As previously stated, survivors of abuse are more likely to disclose and share details of 

their abuse when directly asked (Sutherland et al., 2016).  As a feminist researcher it is crucial to 

allow women a space to tell their stories.  In-depth interviews are an opportunity for participants 

to use their own words to describe and label their experiences, which is important because 

language is created by those in power and is often not representative of a phenomenon (Creswell 

& Poth, 2016; Johnstone, 2016). Semi-structured interviews provide a guide for staying on task 

during the interview while allowing for open discussion and following-up on any important or 

surprising items that come up (Creswell & Poth, 2016; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). This method 

tends to several of the principles of feminist research by minimizing the power differential, 

working to understand lived experienced of women, and challenging traditional methods of 

quantitative survey research more commonly used when studying this phenomenon (Burgess-

Proctor, 2015).  The literature shows that trauma survivors who participate in qualitative research 

find the experience therapeutic and empowering providing them new perspectives as well as new 

resources and knowledge (Burgess-Proctor, 2015).  

 Gilligan’s listening guide will be the framework used to guide the interviews and analyze 

the data (Gilligan, 2015). Gilligan’s method is in line with the feminist research principles that 

direct this study, as it is inherently based in the tenet of listening to a woman’s voice.  Gilligan 

encourages researchers to challenge the societal structures and oppressive powers that influence 

the gendered nature of women’s experiences (Gilligan, 2015). Interview topics will center on 

how participants make sense of their experiences with IPV as women and as college students, as 

well as general knowledge around IPV as a construct.  The listening guide provides a structure 
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for listening or reading through of interviews three to four times focusing on distinct 

characteristics each time (Gilligan, 2015).  Through the use of the three types of “listening” 

established by Gilligan (2015) 1) Listening for the plot; 2) listening for the I; and 3) listening for 

contrapuntal voices) I will be able to analyze the data provided in the interviews to identify 

recurring patterns and themes.  

Chapter Summary 

IPV, which encompasses physical violence and psychological aggression, is prevalent 

among traditionally aged college women (18-24 years old) (Demers et al., 2018).  While there is 

an increasing number of studies looking at dating violence, there is a gap in the literature 

regarding the unique experiences of women, ages 18-24, who have experienced IPV during their 

undergraduate academic years (Hamby, 2014; Voth Schrag, 2017).  College students are already 

experiencing anxiety and depression at elevated levels, and when combined with incidents of 

IPV, the likelihood of suffering negative mental health and academic consequences increases.  

The literature shows that experiencing violence has the potential to affect academic achievement 

and retention rates which makes it an important issue for administrators who look at retention 

numbers as a measure of success.  Additionally, stricter enforcement of government policies 

addressing gender-based violence and harassment on campus, make understanding the nuances 

of college IPV an important and timely issue for creating prevention and intervention programs.     

A majority of studies looking at violence on campus are quantitative in nature, leaving 

out the voices and individual experiences of survivors.  Using a basic qualitative approach 

through a feminist lens, this research will attempt to gain in-depth descriptions of the lived 

experience of college women who survive IPV.  This will provide data about how women name 

abuse and interpret the experience within the context of their lives and future relationships. 
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Organization of Dissertation 

This dissertation is organized in a five chapter format. Chapter one included a brief 

history of gender-based violence in the U.S. as well as the significance of studying IPV during 

college, the problem statement and research questions, as well as the rationale for the study and 

the use of qualitative research methods. In the second chapter, I will provide an in-depth review 

of the IPV literature. In Chapter three, I will review the qualitative research design that will be 

used to conduct the study, including the sample population and methods of data collection and 

analysis. I will provide a summary of the data collected in Chapter 4. The final chapter will be a 

discussion of the research findings and subsequent implications the results have on future 

research.  

Definitions 

Intimate Partner Violence (IPV) is physical, sexual, and/or verbal abuse, psychological 

coercion and aggression, and stalking committed by a current or former dating partner, 

significant other, spouse, or sexual partner (Breiding, 2015). IPV can occur between any two 

people regardless of living situation, or relationship status.  

Domestic Violence (DV) includes physical, sexual, and/or verbal abuse committed by 

current or former intimate partners and family members. Historically, domestic violence has 

been defined as the physical battering of women by men (Bloom, 2008). Now, DV is recognized 

as abuse that is not limited by gender identification or relationship status.   

Dating Violence describes violence between teens and young adults who do not live 

together or who have not made a long-term commitment (i.e. dating but do not consider one 

another boyfriend/girlfriend/significant other) (Voth Schrag, 2017). 
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Survivor is being used to describe the participants in this study who are sharing their 

experiences of IPV. Throughout the literature, the terms victim and survivor are used 

interchangeably. However, this dissertation is being written from a feminist perspective and the 

use of the word survivor helps to alleviate the inherent power differential that is assumed when 

someone is considered a “victim.” 

 Traditional-aged college student starts their college experience soon after high-school 

and is between the ages of 18-24 years old. 

Title IX is a policy enforced by the Department of Education’s Office of Civil Rights. It 

requires that all institutions receiving federal funding work to prevent and address instances of 

gender-based harassment and sexual violence. This includes providing counseling and advocacy 

services, and immediately responding to situations when they are reported (Conley & Griffith, 

2016) 

The Clery Act requires that all colleges provide annual reports of incidents of crime on 

campus and share them in a way that is easily accessible to the public (Dunn, 2013).   

Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) as it applies to institutions of higher education, 

requires that statistics reported under the Clery act include domestic violence, dating violence 

and stalking (Dunn, 2013). VAWA also requires that victims receive written explanations of 

their rights and available resources, and that all parties involved have equal access to information 

regarding rights to and results of investigations and procedural hearings on campus (Dunn, 

2013).  

Power and Control Wheel was created to visually represent the eight tactics used by a 

male abuser to physically and psychologically control, coerce, and harm his female intimate 

partner. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW  

In the previous chapter, I gave a brief history of gender-based violence, explained the 

lack of literature that specifically focused on intimate partner violence in college, and made an 

argument for the need for a more qualitative approach to operationalizing and defining the issue.  

This chapter begins with a discussion of the theoretical lens through which this study is being 

viewed.  Next, is a description of the history of violence against women on college campuses, 

with a specific focus on IPV. This will be followed by a discussion of the prevalence of IPV on 

college campuses and an in-depth detailing of the different forms of IPV which includes: 

physical abuse, sexual violence, rape, psychological aggression, and stalking. The mental health, 

academic, and financial impact of IPV on college women then will be outlined. This section will 

conclude with a discussion of the prevention and response efforts currently being implemented 

on college campuses to battle violence against college women. 

Theoretical Lens: Feminist Research Methodology 

Women have a long history of needing to advocate for fair and equitable treatment in 

American society. In many instances, gender has been a sociopolitical barrier limiting women’s 

professional and educational opportunities and causing them to be treated as if they are 

subservient to men (Worell & Remer, 2003).  The feminist movement grew out of a need for 

women to have their voices, choices, and opinions heard and considered. Although the long 

history of feminism as a political movement is beyond the scope of this dissertation, it is 

important to note that there are many sects or “waves” of feminism. These sects have evolved 

over time to address the multiple social locations and identities that women may hold (e.g., race, 

SES), and members of each sect vary in their beliefs about the root causes of gender inequality 

and how they approach change making (Bridges & Etaugh, 2000; Enns, 2010; Enns & Fischer, 



COLLEGE WOMEN IN ABUSIVE RELATIONSHIPS 20 
 

2012; Turner & Maschi, 2015).  In conjunction with the feminist social and political movements, 

feminist theory emerged in psychology in response to the absence of female representation in 

academia and the biased methods and language used to conceptualize women in psychological 

research (Bridges & Etaugh, 2000; Eagly & Riger, 2014; Worell & Etaugh, 1994).  For instance, 

researchers often would use only male participants, but generalize findings to the entire 

population (Eagly & Riger, 2014).  When participants of both sexes were included and 

compared, males would be held as the standard while the females’ characteristics would be 

labeled as deviating from the norm (Eagly & Riger, 2014; Hesse-Biber, 2013).  In 1982, Carol 

Gilligan (to be discussed in detail later) was one of the first psychologists to produce research 

that explicitly challenged the idea that the male experience was the standard (Hesse-Biber, 

2013).  As feminist research has evolved, acknowledgment of the bias created by leaving out the 

social and political context of participants has become part of the methodological discussion 

(Eagly & Riger, 2014). Within the fields of counseling and psychology, there are various 

feminist approaches that can be used to gain a better understanding of power, oppression, and 

gender-based issues. For the purposes of this study, I will be using a feminist empowerment lens 

(Worell & Remer, 2003).  The basic tenets of the feminist empowerment lens are: personal and 

social identities are interdependent; the personal is political; relationships are egalitarian; and 

women’s experiences are valued (Worell & Remer, 2003).  

Researchers cannot truly provide the space for story sharing with the goal of 

empowerment if their research is rooted in traditional methods of scientific inquiry that assert 

that there is “one objective truth and one method for discovering this truth” (Beckman, 2014, p. 

165). Therefore, in order to support the feminist empowerment epistemological lens, I will 

adhere to several fundamental feminist research principles of creating knowledge. Feminist 
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psychology research methodology was born from the feminist belief that the roots of even the 

most scientific and objective psychological research was full of implicit bias and builds on the 

aforementioned empowerment principles (Eagly & Riger, 2014; Worell & Remer, 2003). Often 

based on a middle-class white male perspective, and enforcing a hierarchy within the researcher-

participant relationship, traditional positivist research left out the voices and experiences of girls, 

women, and other diverse groups of people (Beckman, 2014; Burgess-Proctor, 2015). By 

employing methods of data gathering and sharing, feminist researchers work to make sure that 

the voices of women are heard (i.e., one tenet of empowerment feminism).  Ultimately, what 

makes research feminist are the beliefs about the purpose of the research, how it should be 

conducted, and how it should be shared (Beckman, 2014).  By applying the Six Principles of 

Feminist Research (Worell & Etaugh, 1994), which expand on empowerment feminist theory, 

researchers can more accurately represent and help others understand the experiences of women. 

These six principles, as described by Bridges and Etaugh (2000), are:  

1. Challenging the traditional scientific method. 

2. Focusing on the experiences of women. 

3. Considering gender imbalances. 

4. Recognizing gender as an important category for investigation. 

5. Recognizing the importance of language. 

6. Promoting social change. 

Feminist scholars have critiqued traditional positivist research arguing there is bias from 

the androcentric, ethnocentric, restrictive, hierarchical, and context-free nature of these 

approaches (Burgess-Proctor, 2015; Eagly & Riger, 2014; Worell & Remer, 2003). Feminist 

research principle number #1 challenges the traditional scientific method, and states that 
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qualitative inquiry is as important as quantitative. It also reminds scholars to include diverse 

groups of individuals, particularly women who may have intersecting identities, in their research 

sample (Burgess-Proctor, 2015).  Traditional methods of psychological research relied heavily 

on “objective” quantitative measures that were administered primarily to men and/or women 

from dominant social groups. This excluded the importance of context in conceptualizing a topic 

or population and often made results non-generalizable to members of other groups (Eagly & 

Riger, 2014).  However, by utilizing qualitative approaches that ascertain participants’ unique 

perspectives, and by explicitly focusing on the experiences of women (principle #2), the research 

stays grounded in feminism. By providing a safe space for women to tell their stories without 

attempting to fit them into any one category or label, the participants will have the opportunity to 

define intimate partner violence based on their personal lived realities.   

Another way that feminist researchers address bias and combat traditional ideas of 

objectivity is by being purposeful in acknowledging their positionality throughout the qualitative 

research process (Beckman, 2014).  This is done to address how their experiences, privilege, and 

role as the researcher may influence the participants responses and their own interpretation of the 

research findings.  Reflexive tasks such as memoing, keeping a research journal, and discussions 

with critical friends are used to continually challenge the researcher’s assumptions and maintain 

research integrity (Hesse-Biber, 2013).    

Feminist research principles #3 and #4 ask that researchers consider gender imbalances in 

power and identify gender as an essential category in their research (Bridges & Etaugh, 2000; 

Worell & Etaugh, 1994).  The “personal is political” feminist theory belief is important when 

reflecting on these principles (Naples & Gurr, 2013; Worell & Remer, 2003).  Recognizing that 

underlying many of the issues that women face is a patriarchal social structure that reinforces 
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negative stereotypes and promotes systems of inequality and oppression is central to feminism 

and feminist research practice (Beckman, 2014).  Researchers are encouraged to use these 

principles to frame their investigations and understand their participants (Beckman, 2014).  For 

example, historically, researchers often have asked what women did to elicit abuse or why 

women stay with abusive partners, rather than asking women how they named or experienced the 

abuse.  This type of framing/questioning puts the onus on the women for being abused, rather 

than on the men for being abusers; it ignores the power differentials that give men power to be 

violent toward female partners; and it builds our understanding of abused women on an 

androcentric perspective that perpetuates the gender-based inequalities embedded in our social 

structures (Beckman, 2014). A feminist conceptualization of IPV maintains that it is the 

“situational, cultural, and structural variables that mediate…the event and the woman’s 

experience of it” (Worell & Remer, 2003, p. 275).  Therefore, feminist researchers seek to 

understand how women experience relationships with respect to violence, as well as the 

patriarchal attitudes of men who abuse (Chesworth, 2018).  

The Power and Control Wheel (McMahon & Pence, 2008) will be used to guide this 

study because it describes abusive relationships within the contexts of gender-based power 

differentials. The importance of language, principle #5, is relevant to how research is theorized, 

conducted, and framed (Bridges & Etaugh, 2000; Hesse-Biber, 2013). As mentioned in Chapter 

One, the term survivor will be used to refer to the participants in this study.  Often in the 

literature and in the media, the term ‘victim’ is used when describing individuals who have been 

abused. However, describing the women in this study as victims reinforces the gender-based 

power differentials embedded in our American culture (Worell & Remer, 2003). Using the term 

survivor returns the power to the women naming their experience, with the hope that this 
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intentional language choice might assist in the empowerment process. However, if a participant 

states a preference for being called a victim, this change will be noted and implemented in order 

to provide a safe-space and promote the egalitarian relationship. When it comes to conducting 

feminist research, carefully chosen language is crucial to maintaining the integrity of the 

“naming” process for the participants. Because “if the research questions are not framed in 

language that reflects feminist principles…the “wrong” questions can lead to one-sided results 

that present a biased view of complex phenomena, leading to harmful rather than helpful effects” 

(Beckman, 2014, p. 167). 

Consciousness-raising (CR) is essential to the feminist empowerment process.  CR is a 

technique that focuses on the ‘personal is political’ viewpoint and aims to achieve the final 

feminist research principle of promoting social change (Bridges & Etaugh, 2000; Carr, 2003). 

CR has been used by feminists as a way for women to develop knowledge in order to enact 

social change, because “By sharing what appeared to be individual level experiences of 

oppression, women recognized that problems were shaped by social structural factors” (Naples 

& Gurr, 2013, p. 29). Although the present study will focus on individual experiences of IPV, 

interpretation and sharing of the data will bring attention to the ways in which institutions of 

higher education and law enforcement agencies manage instances of college IPV and what role 

that plays in the naming process for survivors.  It will add to what we know about the 

identification of and reaction to IPV and will be accessible for use in program and policy 

development.   

The use of a feminist research approach is not new in gender-based violence research. It 

is one of the most commonly used lenses in looking at both perpetrators and survivors 

(Chesworth, 2018). Over the decades, there have been many waves of feminism and the 
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development of many methods of feminist research practice (Hesse-Biber, 2013). In this 

dissertation study, a feminist empowerment lens (Worell & Remer, 2003) will be used to 

conceptualize the college women who are sharing their experiences of IPV. Through careful 

implementation of feminist research principles, the tenets of feminist empowerment can be 

applied to the collection and representation of data. This will be done by acknowledging 

intersecting identities (e.g., gender and race), always addressing power imbalances (i.e., using 

the Power and Control Wheel), and by collecting data via interviews, in order to allow for rich 

contextualized detail and accurate representation of the experiences of the participants.  

History of Violence Against Women in College 

Violence against women, particularly on college campuses, is a topic that is frequently in 

the news.  The discussion often centers on sexual violence, more specifically, rape, and is due in 

part to Title IX and the Jeanne Clery Act being more strictly enforced on campuses across the 

country (Jordan, 2014). Public discussion of the prevalence of rape and the mishandling of rape 

cases by universities led to the government carefully reviewing and reinforcing policies 

regarding crime, harassment, and unequal opportunity in education (Griffin, Pelletier, Griffin, & 

Sloan, 2017).   

The Clery Act requires that statistics for crimes on or around campuses that were reported 

to police, security, or administration are made public (Fisher, Daigle, & Cullen, 2010; U.S. 

Department of Education, 2016).  It is intended to inform current and potential students about the 

safety of the college campus, and help institutions properly focus crime prevention efforts.  The 

issue with the numbers in the triannual Clery reports is that they do not address the fact that all 

crimes, but particularly sexual crimes, are grossly underreported because of social stigma, self-

blame, lack of awareness about what constitutes abuse (naming), and confusion about report 
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procedures (Fisher et al., 2010; Frederick Amar, Sutherland, Laughon, Bess, & Stockbridge, 

2012).  In addition, fear of looking like a high crime campus prevents many institutions from 

properly handling reports of harassment and violence on campus (Graham, Mennicke, Rizo, 

Wood, & Mengo, 2019). According to Cantalupo (2014), prevalence rates of gender-based 

sexual violence against women nationwide and on college campuses have been consistent, at 

around 20-25%, since the 1980s. However, sometimes schools will, either indirectly or directly, 

discourage students from officially reporting campus sexual violence, in order to avoid necessary 

implementation of Title IX and final statistical reporting for the Clery Act (Cantalupo, 2014).  

This leaves the schools that do properly handle reports of abuse looking like the more dangerous 

institutions, making them less desirable for applicants. 

Often referred to as gender-based violence (Belknap & Sharma, 2014; Bolger, 2016), 

sexual assault, intimate partner violence, and stalking have been highlighted as Title IX 

violations on college campuses (Russlynn Ali, 2010; Russlyn Ali, 2011; Conley & Griffith, 

2016). According to the 2011 Dear Colleague Letter (DCL) issued by the Office of Civil Rights 

(OCR), Title IX prohibits “discrimination on the basis of sex in education programs or activities 

operated by recipients of Federal financial assistance”; this includes gender-based harassment 

(Russlynn Ali, 2010) and sexual violence (Russlyn Ali, 2011).  Gender-based harassment 

includes verbal threats, coercion, and intimidation, as well as physical violence based on sex or 

sex stereotyping (Russlynn Ali, 2010).  When this type of harassment occurs against women on a 

college campus, it can create a hostile environment for the survivors, making it difficult for them 

to attend class, participate in social events, and otherwise benefit from the opportunities a school 

offers (Russlynn Ali, 2010).   
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Understanding Intimate Partner Violence 

Intimate Partner Violence (IPV) has a long history in the United States.  Today, it is 

generally understood as a pattern of power and control exercised by the abuser over their partner 

(Rennison & Addington, 2014; Walker, 2006).  The CDC definition encapsulates all types of 

physical, sexual, and psychological violence in any kind of intimate relationship.  However, this 

was not always the case, and a uniform definition of IPV does not currently exist, making it 

difficult to interpret statistics and create policy (Ørke, Vatnar, & Bjørkly, 2018; Rennison & 

Addington, 2014).  

Over time, our understanding of violence in relationships has evolved. Originally, terms 

like ‘batterers’ and ‘battered women’ were used to describe physical violence in relationships 

(Walker, 1977). The use of these terms insinuated that all abuse was physical (e.g., slapping, 

pushing) and committed by a male against his female partner with whom he cohabited and/or to 

whom he was married (Carlson, 2008).  Eventually, the term “domestic violence” was 

established to indicate the unsafe environment many women experienced in their homes (Kelly 

& Johnson, 2008). 

Once there was recognition that physical abuse in families was a serious public health 

issue that needed to be addressed, the existence of other types of abuse began to surface. Soon 

feminists, advocates, and researchers highlighted power and control, coercion, and psychological 

abuse in relationships as significant problems. Some even noted that psychological abuse was 

more prevelant and more harmful than physical abuse (Walker, 1977). The psychological effects 

of being “battered”, which looks like learned helplessness (feeling powerless and unable to make 

change in the relationship subsequently blaming oneself for the abuse), soon became referred to 

as Battered Woman Syndrome (BWS) (Sussman, 2008; Walker, 1984; 2006).   
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BWS became a much disputed condition for a number of reasons including the 

implication that only women are physically abused and that they choose to stay because they 

lack the agency to leave (McMahon & Pence, 2003; Sussman, 2008). Many still hesitate to 

recognize that violence in relationships is bidirectional, but research shows that males are not the 

only perpetrators nor are females the only survivors (Kaukinen et al., 2012; Witte & Mulla, 

2013).  According to national statistics 14% of men have experienced severe physical IPV in 

their lifetime (i.e. beating, use of weapons, punching) (Breiding, 2015) and in a study of college 

student IPV Kaukinen et al. (2012) found that women were more often in a relationship where 

they were a perpetrator and a victim rather than just a victim.  Individuals in same-sex 

relationships also experience IPV, although the research is scant.  According to the CDC 44% of 

lesbian women and 26% of gay men experience IPV ("NISVS: An overview of 2010 findings on 

victimization by sexual orientation," 2010). The stigma attached to being in a same-sex 

relationships contributes to underreporting.  

However, scholars caution that it is impossible to truly understand the cause of 

perpetration without a thorough examiniation of the context within which it occurred (Kaukinen 

et al., 2012).  In other words, it is crucial to investigate whether physical abuse happens within 

the context of self-defense in situations of physical abuse and/or psychological agggresion and 

coercion (McMahon & Pence, 2003; Walker, 2006).  McMahon and Pence (2003) noted that the 

lack of understanding of the power dynamic and gendered nature of partner violence by 

advocates and policy makers fails the women who are in abusive relationships and leaves them 

feeling like the abuse is their fault.   

Additionally, the role that race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and even geographical 

location play are also important to note when considering the context in which IPV occurs. IPV 
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is experienced disproportionally by black women, women with disabilities, Native American 

women, women in rural communities, and those who identify as LGBTQ (Brewer, Thomas, & 

Higdon, 2018; "Domestic violence and the Black community.," 2020; Duplessis & Pomeroy, 

2015; Reckdenwald, Yohros, & Szalewski, 2018).  Systematic racism and structural barriers put 

black men and women at higher risk of experiencing IPV in their lifetime and prevent them from 

getting the protection they need when seeking safety ("Domestic violence and the Black 

community.," 2020).  In rural communities’ lack of access to healthcare services, general 

isolation from others, and subcultural views of gender lead to rural women experiencing more 

physical violence with fewer options for seeking assistance than women in other contexts (urban 

and suburban women) (Reckdenwald et al., 2018).  Similarly, Native American Women are at a 

greater risk for stalking, rape, and intimate partner violence which is often attributed to isolation 

and poverty (Breiding, 2015).    I Poverty and low-SES are associated with greater risk for 

experiencing IPV across all groups (Matheson et al., 2015). Cultural contexts are an important 

factor in prevalence rates, help-seeking behaviors, and even the creation and effectiveness of 

preventative programs and survivor services (Kulkarni, 2019; Niolon et al., 2017; Sutherland & 

Hutchinson, 2018).   

Eventually, researchers demonstrated that dating violence was a serious problem for 

college women, and the term ‘Intimate Partner Violence’ was used to include not only domestic 

abuse but issues in other types of intimate relationships, both during the relatioinship and after 

relationships end (Belknap & Sharma, 2014; Niolon et al., 2017).  The college years are 

considered a time of identity exploration and independence seeking, often referred to as 

“emerging adulthood” (ages 18-25) (Arnett, 2000).  Love is a central theme in identity 

development for emerging adults, particularly those in college, who are often away from home 
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for the first time and experimenting with boundaries in romantic and sexual relationships (Arnett, 

2000; Mitchell & Syed, 2015).  This research will focus on gaining an understanding of the 

experiences of traditionally aged college women in violent relationships and the context in which 

the violence occurred; because women experience IPV at higher rates over the course of their 

lifetime, particularly between the ages of 18-24 which are the emerging adulthood years and the 

ages of traditional college students (Black et al., 2011).   

IPV in College 

Defining and naming IPV continues to pose a problem in how cases are expected to be 

reported. It is also leaves ambiguity in how reported incidents are handled by campuses and law 

enforcement (Duncan, 2014).  To fully understand the nuances of experiencing and reporting 

IPV in college, it is necessary to briefly explore the evolution of the policies and laws that 

surround gender-based harassment and violence on college campuses.   

Institutions of higher education are expected to comply with the regulations established 

by the Department of Education, including the Clery Act and Title IX (Dunn, 2013; U.S. 

Department of Education, 2016).  Title IX focuses on harassment and assault as a civil rights 

issue, whereas the Clery Act covers incidents of reported campus crime (Dunn, 2013; Griffin et 

al., 2017). The Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) (1994) is a law that dedicates federal 

funds to building community response teams and government agencies specifically focused on 

preventing and responding to violence against women (Jessup-Anger, Lopez, & Koss, 2018; 

Sacco, 2019). The Campus SaVE Act, a provision to the Violence Against Women Act 

(VAWA), addresses VAW on college campuses, and was put into place in 2014 (American 

Council on Education, 2014; Griffin et al., 2017).  Under the Campus SaVE Act, colleges and 
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universities must include reports of domestic and dating violence as well as stalking in Clery Act 

statistics (Dunn, 2013; Marshall, 2014).   

The SaVe Act also requires that schools put education and prevention programs into 

place (Duncan, 2014; Griffin et al., 2017). These programs must provide definitions of sexual 

offenses and abusive behaviors within the school’s jurisdiction, as well as descriptions of signs 

of abusive behavior.  The SaVE Act is intended to expand Clery reporting requirements, as well 

as compliment Title IX requirements by increasing transparency in reporting and discipline 

procedures, and actively working to prevent gender-based abuse on campuses (Griffin et al., 

2017; Marshall, 2014; Sacco, 2019).  SaVE is crucial in violence prevention and crime reporting 

efforts on campus, because while there are many suggestions about how schools should address 

Title IX violations and VAWA crimes “these guidance materials…do not enjoy the force of law” 

(Dunn, 2013, p. 570), whereas SaVE does. The SaVE Act is not without criticism, however.  

SaVE, like the original Clery Act, is an unfunded mandate (Griffin et al., 2017). This means 

schools are required to implement programming and training, as well as provide services without 

any financial assistance. In their study titled Campus Sexual Violence Elimination Act: SaVing 

Lives or SaVing Face? Griffin et al. (2017) found only 11% of the 435 participating institutions 

fully complied with Campus SaVE requirements. This according to Griffin et al. (2017) makes it 

“little more than “feel good” symbolic policy” (p. 420). 

Additionally, while SaVE provides definitions for all included offenses, each jurisdiction 

has its own definition of dating and domestic violence and what constitutes a reportable crime.  

Jurisdictions are what determine the campus code of conduct including who is covered (students, 

faculty, non-students, etc), the geographical region (on or off-campus; where off campus), the 

time frames, and the legal framework (contracts, and state/local laws) (Sokolow, 2001).  The 
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definition of a crime for the purposes of Clery reporting may be different than the definition in 

the jurisdiction for a college (Duncan, 2014). If colleges are using jurisdictional definitions (as is 

required under VAWA/SaVE) in training students and staff that complicates reporting 

procedures based on Clery standards (Duncan, 2014). All of this highlights the issues regarding 

the absence of a unified definition for IPV and the effects it can have on training, reporting, and 

research outcomes. 

As is mentioned in chapter one, when President Trump took office in 2017, his Secretary 

of Education, Betsy DeVos made it clear that she would make changes to Title IX.  These 

changes, referred to as “the Final Rule”, are being implemented in 2020.  According to DeVos 

and her supporters the policy changes are intended to make the process of investigating gender-

based violence and harassment on campus more fair (Anderson, 2020).  However, victim 

advocates and even many college administrators do not see it that way.  Instead, it seems that the 

policy will make it more difficult for victims to report and easier for accused to get away with 

their actions.  The changes narrow what constitutes sexual harassment and the circumstances 

under which a school must respond to a report; only requires schools to respond to incidents on-

campus or within an education program/activity within the U.S. (study abroad and off-campus 

school activities are not their responsibility); requires a live virtual cross-examination of all 

parties involved; and no longer includes explicit language protecting queer and trans students 

who report (Anderson, 2020; "What to know about the Title IX rule," 2020).  When speaking 

specifically about IPV and the changes to Title IX, there is a hope in the fact that domestic 

violence, stalking, and dating violence have officially been added as forms of sexual harassment 

under Title IX.   
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The  live cross-examination is the requirement that troubles victims’ advocates and many 

college administrators as it deters victims from reporting  (it could be retraumatizing and 

lengthy) and puts the onus on schools to create a courtroom atmosphere (Green, 2020; "What to 

know about the Title IX rule," 2020).  The cross-examination can be conducted by the other 

party’s chosen advisor which could be a lawyer, parent, or friend.  This could present a social 

justice issue if the accused can afford a high-powered attorney and the survivor cannot (Green, 

2020).  There is a requirement that the questions must be approved by a hearing officer prior to 

the hearing, and that they must be relevant which generally means questions about sexual 

history, which in the past had been used to unfairly defame victims, will not be permitted 

(Anderson, 2020; Green, 2020).  While approving the questions has the potential to be helpful 

overall there is agreement by many that this will set back any progress made in reporting and 

trauma-informed handling of cases (Anderson, 2020).  

Prevalence 

 When the movement to bring interpersonal violence to the forefront began, college 

campuses were often viewed as “safe havens,” places where students were free to live their lives 

without fear of violent crime (Gibbons, 2008; Jordan, 2014). However, as more became known 

about sexual violence and physical abuse, it became clear that campuses were no exception.  In 

1981, Makepeace argued that the emphasis had been placed on violence within the family as a 

precursor to spousal abuse, rather than looking at “courtship” violence as a socialization process 

for later spousal abuse. In his research, Makepeace (1981) examined the prevalence of college 

courtship or dating violence.  A list of various forms of violence ranging from verbal threats to 

assault with a weapon was given to participants, and they were asked to identify acts that they or 

someone they knew had experienced. He found that 61.5% of participants knew of someone who 
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experienced at least one incident of violence, and 20.2% had themselves experienced such 

violence. The most common forms identified were the physical acts of shoving or slapping 

(Makepeace, 1981). The results of this foundational study highlighted a gap in violence research, 

which Makepeace (1981) described as “almost a total neglect of consideration of the negative 

aspects of courtship, and particularly of the existence of courtship violence” (p. 101).  This is 

very important, because during these years, college students are experimenting with deeper 

levels of intimacy and various types of dating relationships (Arnett, 2000).  This time of 

increased courtship means a higher likelihood of courtship violence.  The results of this study, 

which was conducted nearly 40 years ago, demonstrated a need for more attention on college 

partner violence, a gap that still exists in the research today (Hamby, 2014).  

Fass, Benson, and Leggett (2008) found that intimate partner violence was occurring, in 

all forms, on college campuses. However, many participants did not label their experience as 

abusive. Using a sample from a small liberal arts college, Fass et al. (2008) found that 22.6% of 

students reported that they had not experienced violence in their relationship while at that 

college, but their Revised Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS2) responses indicated that they had 

experienced at least one physically violent act from a partner while at that university. 

Additionally, 29.4% had used physical violence at least once while at this university but had 

reported not ever being violent. These results highlighted several issues: the ways in which 

researchers measure and identify abuse (Dardis, Strauss, & Gidycz, 2019); a need for more 

education about IPV; and a deeply rooted issue in society regarding the acceptance of abuse 

(Fass et al., 2008; Montesanti & Thurston, 2015).  

The most recent national statistics on violent crime, as reported in the 2018 National 

Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS), indicate that after years of decline, violent crime is on the 
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rise (Brewer & Thomas, 2019; Morgan & Oudekerk, 2019) .  Between 2016-2018, the number of 

victims of sexual assault, domestic violence, and intimate partner violence increased (Morgan & 

Oudekerk, 2019).  These numbers could reflect increases in reporting, which occurred in 

concurrence with the #metoo movement and the heightened attention brought to such issues.  

However, researchers are hesitant to attribute the change to increase on reporting only, especially 

given that all violent crime is on the rise (Kaste & Balard Brown, 2019).  There is also a sense of 

uneasiness around who really benefits from the #metoo movement, and whether that would 

greatly change the reporting numbers.  #metoo has been most closely associated with celebrities 

and the elite, and those who have the social capital to confront abuse and assault without fear of 

detrimental repercussions (Zarkov & Davis, 2018).  Some believe that this movement has 

actually taken attention away from the idea that IPV, sexual assault, and sexual harassment 

happen often, in everyday life to ordinary people of all races and classes.  Many feminists and 

anti-violence advocates fear that #metoo has removed the concept of a power dynamic from 

gender-based violence and harassment; instead creating a platform on which only powerful 

and/or wealthy people can accuse other powerful/wealthy individuals (Zarkov & Davis, 2018).  

If this is the case, college women may not identify with the movement, and it may not have 

impacted reporting numbers.   

The National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey (NISVS) collects data specific 

to IPV and SV, and results show that 47.9% of women who experience sexual violence, physical 

violence, and stalking by a current or former intimate partner, do so between the ages of 18-24, 

the age of the traditional college student (Breiding, 2015).  These numbers make a strong case 

for focusing attention on IPV on college campuses. Yet, an issue that comes up frequently in 

interpersonal violence research is the lack of uniform terminology and definitions. Advocates, 
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clinicians, policy makers, and scholars define intimate partner violence and the related actions 

differently, making it difficult to validate findings and use them for prevention, policy, and 

judicial efforts (Kelly & Johnson, 2008; Rennison & Addington, 2014; Walker, 2002). For 

instance, while the CDC includes dating violence as part of the definition of IPV (Niolon et al., 

2017) colleges and universities are instructed via the Clery Act and Higher Education Act of 

1965 to categorize intimate partner violence committed by a former or current spouse differently 

than violence committed in a current or former dating relationship (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2016).  

Rennison and Addington (2014) outlined a research agenda to start the process of 

operationalizing the term “violence” in the literature addressing violence against college women. 

They made a case for spending more time reviewing the differences in the public health and 

criminal justice perspectives of violence to come up with a standardized definition. From the 

criminal justice perspective, violence against women is defined as threatened or actual physical 

or sexual abuse committed against women (Rennison & Addington, 2014).  When the focal point 

of violence against women on campus was sexual assault, this definition fit because sexual 

assault is a physical act.  However, from a public health perspective, violence against women 

encompasses more behaviors, including those that are not physical in nature (i.e., psychological 

aggression and coercion and those that are a part of IPV), but only considers acts perpetrated by 

an intimate partner or family member (Rennison & Addington, 2014). Rennison and Addington 

(2014) argued that with a standardized definition, research would produce more accurate and 

consistent results and therefore help inform practice and policy more effectively. Currently, 

research has developed to include aspects of both the criminal justice and public health 

perspectives but in doing so has diluted the importance of either (Rennison & Addington, 2014).  
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They identified three ways that violence against college women is currently operationalized and 

defined in the literature: sexual violence, dating violence, and stalking (Rennison & Addington, 

2014).   

Physical Abuse 

When the term “intimate partner violence” is used, it is most commonly thought to be 

associated with physical abuse (Policastro & Payne, 2013); one reason may be because early 

research on IPV focused almost entirely on people who were physically abused (Waltermaurer, 

2005).  Physical abuse can vary in severity and may include slapping, pushing, punching, and 

kicking. The effects of physical abuse can cause physical and mental health issues (Amar & 

Gennaro, 2005; Niolon et al., 2017). In their study of college students, Amar and Gennaro (2005) 

found that one third of college women were physically abused during their relationship, and 

those who were abused were significantly more likely to report symptoms related to mental 

health issues. 

Hamby (2014) pointed out that although there is data on physical violence in adolescent 

and adult relationships, there is little to no data specifically examining college students. Due to 

methodological issues including ways in which demographic information is collected by 

researchers, there is no way to differentiate between a college and non-college individual, living 

situation (i.e., on or off campus), student status (full-time or part-time), all of which could help 

contribute to meaningful data in College IPV research.  

Sexual Violence and Rape Culture  

In recent years, a great deal of emphasis has been placed on the prevalence and 

prevention of sexual assault on college campuses across the country (Jordan, 2014).  One of the 

more important messages that researchers and experts try to convey is that sexual assault is more 
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often committed by a friend or acquaintance, as opposed to a stranger. In 1982, Russell found 

that 88% of women who experienced attempted or forceable rape knew their perpetrator 

(Russell, 1982). Acquaintance rape, even if it is not forceable, is just as psychological damaging 

as violent/forced rape and often leaves a women blaming herself and fearful of people not 

believing her (Conley & Griffith, 2016; Rhode, 2016). This information has been crucial, 

particularly for developing effective prevention programs that can provide the accurate language 

for identifying and reporting rape.  

“Date rape” is a term commonly used to describe these experiences, because it often 

happens on a date or is committed by a frequent dating partner (Jessup-Anger et al., 2018). 

Sexual assault and abuse also can occur in long-term dating relationships, as well as be 

committed by former dating partners. There is a misconception, and there has been for some 

time, that a dating partner (e.g., boyfriend, girlfriend) or spouse/domestic partner cannot rape or 

sexually assault their partner, because they are in a committed relationship and sexual interaction 

is part of that commitment (Carlson, 2008).  However, this is untrue and makes sexual assault or 

rape an important consideration when reporting instances of IPV. In fact, Gross, Winslett, 

Roberts, and Gohm (2006) found that perpetrators labeled as boyfriends accounted for 41% of 

sexually violent incidents in college. Pointing out the need for addressing sexual violence in 

relationships.   

“Rape culture” on a college campus is characterized in the way harassment and 

pornography are tolerated, non-consent is disregarded, women are often blamed for their 

behavior (Conley & Griffith, 2016), and fraternities and sports teams “reward male conquests” 

(Rhode, 2016, p. 7). This culture is even promoted in the way prevention programs are 

developed (those required to comply with Campus SaVE). Often, these programs are targeted at 
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women and how they can change their behaviors or defend themselves. Griffin et al. (2017), 

found that among the schools in their study of Campus SaVe compliance, none offered a 

program that was solely focused on changing rape-supportive culture, and the majority were 

programs that taught self-defense and risk reduction for women like not walking alone at night, 

not using headphones/listening to music when walking alone, and carrying a rape whistle 

(Griffin et al., 2017).  This perpetuates a culture of victim blaming and shaming that leads to 

underreporting and ineffective prevention efforts. 

Psychological Aggression, Coercive Control, and “Non-Rape” 

Many terms are used to describe the non-physical or non-sexual abuse present in 

relationships. This includes psychological aggression, psychological abuse, and emotional abuse 

(Follingstad, 2009; Witte, Hackman, Boleigh, & Mugoya, 2015). Threats, isolation, name 

calling, and stalking are types of psychological aggression or abuse (Kelly & Johnson, 2008). 

The CDC considers psychological aggression to be any threatening behavior or use of coercive 

control, and it is measured in the NISVS (Breiding, 2015). The NISVS separates psychological 

aggression into two components: expressive aggression (i.e., name calling) and coercive control 

(i.e., monitoring and making credible threats to control a partner) (Smith et al., 2018).  

Approximately 47% of women report experiencing psychological aggression (Niolon et 

al., 2017).  What distinguishes coercive control from psychological abuse is that there is fear of 

retaliation due to a credible threat (Kennedy, Bybee, McCauley, & Prock, 2018).  This fear often 

affects a victim’s daily life and decision making leading to lifelong negative psychological 

affects (Hamberger, Larsen, & Lehrner, 2017). Using coercive tactics has been established as 

part of a cycle of psychological abuse that is a key component in women staying with their 

abusers and blaming themselves for the abuse (Belknap & Sharma, 2014; Kennedy et al., 2018; 
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Kernsmith, 2008; Walker, 2006). Coercion does not always end in physical violence, but it is 

often intertwined with violence and can be detrimental to the mental health of the survivor 

(Hamberger et al., 2017; Kelly & Johnson, 2008; Kennedy et al., 2018; Matheson et al., 2015).  

In their study of a small sample of college and non-college women between ages 18-24, Kennedy 

et al. (2018) found that coercive control was the most common type of IPV experienced in 

relationships.  They also found that 21% of physical violence was cooccurring with coercive 

control.           

The measurement of psychological abuse is a concern among IPV researchers. They cite 

issues with varying definitions, degree/severity of psychological abuse, perception of what 

constitutes abuse by the survivor (i.e., do they consider/recognize coercion/threats as abuse), and 

the lack of a truly reliable instrument to measure the abuse as reasons to proceed with caution 

(Follingstad, 2009; Witte et al., 2015).  Recognizing that this type of “non-violent” abuse is 

difficult to define or corroborate, and thus is not given enough attention although it causes 

significant harm, Belknap and Sharma (2014) came up with the term “Stealth Gender Based 

Abuse” (p. 182) or SGBA. SGBA is typically used by men to control, violate, confuse, 

intimidate, and isolate women in ways that are less obvious (i.e., not leaving physical scars), 

perhaps even to the survivor (Belknap & Sharma, 2014).  The absence of physical evidence of 

abuse leads to a lack of social acceptance that it is indeed IPV and makes it difficult for victims 

to recognize it as a form of abuse. The research that has been conducted identifies psychological 

aggression or SGBA as the most common form of IPV in college students, possibly with the 

most negative effects (Rennison & Addington, 2014; Witte et al., 2015). Witte et al. (2015) 

found that psychological abuse in the form dominance and intimidation was significantly related 

to physical health symptoms in a sample of college students.   
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Sexual coercion is a form of SBGA that is still widely contested in the public and on 

college campuses.  According to Fisher et al. (2010), the degree of coercion happens on a 

continuum ranging from using psychological pressure to using physical force. Psychological or 

emotional pressure can include nagging, making disparaging remarks, and using sympathy to get 

sex from a partner. Using deception (i.e., lying about a future romantic relationship) to obtain 

sexual contact is also a form of coercion.  Sexual coercion has long-term physical and 

psychological effects including sexually transmitted diseases, lower sex drive, lower sexual 

satisfaction and self-esteem, and depression (Sáez, Alonso-Ferres, Garrido-Macías, Valor-

Segura, & Expósito, 2019).  Alone, psychological and emotional pressure are not necessarily 

illegal; however, when used to pressure someone, even your intimate partner, into having sex or 

sexual contact, it is considered abuse and may include penalties under the SaVE Act.  

Unsurprisingly, coercion and psychological abuse are less likely to be taken seriously, because 

no signs of physical abuse or struggle are present (Leahy, 2014).  Basing self-esteem and self-

worth on approval from a partner, which often happens after continued SBGA occurs, can lead to 

women staying with their partner and subsequent abusive relationships where they are 

psychologically abused (Kennedy et al., 2018).  This highlights the significant long-term effects 

this type of abuse can cause for survivors.  

Stalking  

Stalking is an area of IPV that is under-researched and often absent from the literature. 

However, stalking is experienced by undergraduate college students at higher rates than any 

other group, making it an important part of the IPV discussion (Dardis et al., 2019).  One in six 

women report experiencing stalking behaviors, and two thirds of the perpetrators are current or 

former intimate partners (Black et al., 2011), with the average length of a stalking episode lasting 
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60 days (Duncan, 2014).  As with psychological aggression and coercion, stalking can be 

difficult to identify and therefore go unreported (Duncan, 2014), yet the emotional and 

psychological damage that can occur as a result of such a prolonged threat can be severe and 

long-lasting (Shorey, Cornelius, & Strauss, 2015).   

According to Dardis et al. (2019), the variation in what constitutes “unwanted pursuit 

behaviors” (UPBs) has made reporting and studying this phenomena complicated.  As with other 

forms of IPV researchers still do not have an agreed upon definition or set of criteria for stalking, 

often using legal definitions that identify stalking as a repeated pattern of behaviors that produce 

a fear in victims to guide their research (Shorey et al., 2015).  The inconsistencies in how 

stalking is defined have even been noted by the CDC in their public health surveillance research 

(Breiding, 2015).  In the Handbook for Campus Safety and Security Reporting, written by the US 

Department of Education (U.S. Department of Education, 2016), stalking is defined as at least 

two direct or indirect acts that would cause a reasonable person to suffer substantial emotional 

distress or fear for their safety or the safety of others close to them.  These acts may include 

showing up unexpectedly, receiving unwanted items from the perpetrator,  and unwanted contact 

via digital media (to be discussed in more detail below) (Black et al., 2011; Shorey et al., 2015).   

For universities, there are questions surrounding how to differentiate stalking from 

intimidation and how to report cyberstalking, because it can happen almost anywhere and does 

not necessarily fall within the geographical jurisdiction of the school (Duncan, 2014). This 

further complicates campus response and report as well as prevention efforts when it comes to 

stalking.  Additionally, while women who have experienced stalking report chronic health 

conditions (i.e., chronic pain, frequent headaches, and asthma) as well as poor mental health, 

cyberstalking has been shown to cause depression and post-traumatic stress at equal or higher 
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rates than in-person stalking, making it an important consideration for IPV research and policy. 

However, little research has investigated the impact or overlap of both in-person and cyber 

stalking w. 

Technology and IPV in College 

The use of digital media, such as text messaging and social networking sites (SNS), is so 

common it has been identified as a key influence in identity construction for adolescent social 

development and college student development (Baker & Carreño, 2016; Brown, 2016; Draucker 

& Martsolf, 2010).  For example, as emerging adults, college students use technology to explore 

their sexuality and to establish and maintain intimate relationships (Hellevik, 2019).  According 

to Brown (2016) “contemporary college students, by virtue of growing up alongside technology 

instead of coming to it later in life, are having a profoundly different experience than those who 

came before them” (p. 61).  Texting and SNS are used as ways to build relationships, and 

provide a space for self-disclosure of information that otherwise may not have been discussed in-

person (Draucker & Martsolf, 2010; Hellevik, 2019).  However, the sense of anonymity 

associated with electronic communication and the ability to connect with large numbers of 

people via SNS, is also believed to be potentially harmful in developing the ability to build 

meaningful lasting relationships and communicate effectively (Draucker & Martsolf, 2010).   

The “disinhibiting” feeling many people experience when using technology also can lead 

to negative behaviors such as making racist or sexist comments, bullying, and abuse (Hellevik, 

2019).  The increase in electronic aggression (EA) has been a concern for more than a decade 

and as technology advances rapidly, so do the ways in which it can be used to cause 

psychological distress (David-Ferdon & Hertz, 2007; Hellevik, 2019).  In particular, the use of 

digital media has been linked to stalking, coercive control, and psychological abuse of intimate 
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partners (Baker & Carreño, 2016; Draucker & Martsolf, 2010; Draucker, Martsolf, Crane, 

Romero, & McCord, 2017; Sargent, Krauss, Jouriles, & McDonald, 2016). Technology allows 

for long-term, widespread, and long-lasting abuse that can be perpetrated 24 hours a day (Sargent 

et al., 2016).  A perpetrator can share photos and information that could conceivably live online 

indefinitely, and be accessed by anyone, anywhere, at any time.  Abusers also can use cellphones 

and other forms of portable technology to track the locations of their victims (usually without 

their knowledge) (Baker & Carreño, 2016; Sargent et al., 2016).  This is both a controlling 

behavior and one that may overlap with in-person stalking. The potential psychological damage 

that may be caused by cyber victimization is considerable given that it may be viewed as a 

continuous threat that can “…invoke an expectation of lifelong pain, humiliation, or shame due 

to the lasting online record” (Sargent et al., 2016, p. 546).  

In their study of cyber victimization and mental health outcomes of 342 first-year college 

students, Sargent et al. (2016) found that cyber victimization and psychological IPV were 

positively correlated with one another and both contributed to depressive symptoms with cyber 

victimization also contributing to anti-social behaviors.  Similarly Dardis et al. (2019) found that 

when compared with in-person stalking and even other forms of IPV, cyberstalking leads to 

higher rates of post-traumatic stress and symptoms of depression. This points to the importance 

of considering cyberstalking and bullying in IPV research and the need to look at multiple types 

of abuse to understand the affects and build effective prevention programming (Dardis et al., 

2019; Sargent et al., 2016).    

As noted earlier, cyberstalking does not fit neatly into the definition of stalking (Duncan, 

2014) and may be more difficult to identify, report, and prevent (Dardis et al., 2019). Technology 

is rapidly advancing and changing, making it difficult to guard against its misuse, and not all 
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states have laws against cyberstalking behaviors (Dardis et al., 2019). However, the HEA 

includes threats made via electronic communication via email, texts, and social media its 

definition for stalking (U.S. Department of Education, 2016), which means that acts of 

cyberstalking that fall within the jurisdiction of the campus are considered reportable. What 

makes intervention and prevention challenging is the way people use social media to develop 

online personas. These personas become an extension of individuals’ identities or selves, and 

they may be less inclined or willing to remove online profiles or make adjustments to their use of 

technology and social networking sites to stop or prevent abuse (Dardis et al., 2019). This differs 

from in-person stalking where a woman might be willing to change her route home or her 

schedule for protection (Dardis et al., 2019).  The differences in both how cyberbullying presents 

and how it effects victims makes it a crucial piece of IPV prevention and intervention research.  

 This section summarized the well-established prevalence rates of IPV, as well as the 

various types of IPV and the ways IPV is defined for the purposes of research and policy. What 

is missing from the research is an understanding of how women come to name their experiences 

and the meaning it holds it their lives. The goal of this research is to tell a story about meaning 

making within the context of college IPV, and what role, if any, these classifications of violence 

and definitions play in the lives of the women who have survived abusive relationships in 

college.  

Language and definitions are often created or developed by those in power leaving out 

the voices of those who actually lived through the experience (Johnstone, 2016).  This study will 

add to the literature not by confirming high prevalence rates or trying to define IPV but by 

discovering the language used to discuss IPV whether it is physical, emotional, or technological.  

Rather than narrowing a woman’s experience to a few checkboxes on a form, qualitative 
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interviews will highlight the absence of “their stories, their labels, and their representations of 

their experiences with their own words” (Johnstone, 2013, p. 4).  Definitions are helpful but they 

describe the actions of the abuser, not the feelings of the survivor (Campbell, 2002; Johnstone, 

2013). Understanding the emotions involved can illuminate the reasons why women do or do not 

label their experiences as abuse and why they choose to tell or not tell someone all in their own 

words. This can help to guide and improve future research and create more effective screening 

tools and prevention programs.  

Impact of IPV on College Students 

 Understanding the impact of IPV helps in contextualizing its severity and the types of 

services that survivors may need (Smith et al., 2017).  As has been discussed throughout this 

chapter, all forms of IPV can affect the mental and physical health of survivors. More than 40% 

of women IPV survivors suffer a physical injury (Breiding, 2015). Many women experience 

chronic conditions that affect their nervous and musculoskeletal systems as well as reproductive 

issues (Niolon et al., 2017).  In terms of mental health, there is a high correlation between IPV 

and post-traumatic stress, anxiety, and depression (Brewer & Thomas, 2019; Dardis et al., 2019; 

Niolon et al., 2017). Risk-taking behaviors, like consumption of drugs and alcohol and having 

unprotected sex, often are used as coping mechanisms or self-protective behaviors, and tend to 

increase after victimization (Brewer & Thomas, 2019). These behaviors can lead to other 

physical and mental health issues as well as academic issues.  However, research and improved 

policy can provide insight and guidance as to the appropriate resources campuses should have in 

place to effectively address the impact that IPV has on college students; In turn, preventing 

increased risk-taking behaviors and long-term financial, academic, and career consequences.  
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The effects a college woman experiences vary by the type of abuse, interventions, and the 

perceptions of reporting.  Many issues arise because schools sometimes ignore and mishandle 

reported cases, often by letting a perpetrator go with only a warning or minor punishment 

(Duncan, 2014). An example of this is the Brock Turner case referenced in chapter one. Turner 

was found guilty of three counts of felony assault, yet he was only sentenced to six months in 

prison, serving only three prior to his release (Koren, 2016). There is also victim blaming and 

failure to provide services or financial support for what has been outlined in Title IX, and a focus 

on protecting the reputation of the school rather than the student (Bolger, 2016).  Even if all the 

appropriate measures are taken by administration, IPV still can create long-term issues for 

survivors. 

Fear and Concern for Safety 

 Fear and concern for safety are two of the categories that the National Intimate Partner 

and Sexual Violence Survey uses to measure the impact of IPV.  The survey revealed that of the 

women who report experiencing IPV, 62% felt fearful and 57% were concerned for their safety 

(Smith et al., 2017).  In addition to the possible reoccurrence of abuse, fear and concern for 

safety also have to do with whether victims report, and whether or not they leave a relationship 

(Kennedy et al., 2018).  Often, victims fear not being believed, being judged, and/or being 

blamed for what happened, which prevents them from reporting or telling anyone.  Concern for 

the safety of self and people close to the victims is another reason women frequently cite for not 

leaving abusive relationships, especially if the abuser has made credible threats (Kennedy et al., 

2018).  Women of color are even more likely to be impacted by concern for safety because of 

racism and structural barriers on college campuses that increase the likelihood that they will not 

be believed, leading many not to report or seek help (Voth Schrag, 2017).   
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When college women stay in an abusive relationship and/or constantly live in fear, it 

increases the likelihood of subsequent mental and physical health issues.  Many attempt to forget 

or numb the experience by turning to alcohol and/or drugs and severing relationships, thereby 

negatively affecting their long-term social functioning (Wood, Voth Schrag, & Busch-

Armendariz, 2020). This highlights the need to minimize the stigma and blame attached to all 

types of IPV in college, especially for women of color, so that they are comfortable reporting 

and/or seeking help (Voth Schrag, 2017; Wood et al., 2020).   

Self-Esteem and Identity Development 

 Developmentally, traditionally aged college students are considered to be emerging 

adults (Arnett, 2000).  Emerging adults are exploring identity development and experiencing 

greater levels of independence and freedom. This is particularly true of college students, as 

college provides a space for them to start making more decisions on their own, sometimes to live 

on their own, and to explore deeper levels of intimacy (Arnett, 2000).  The optimism about the 

future and the potential of what lies ahead personally and professionally is considered the age of 

possibility in emerging adulthood and is experienced at higher rates by college students versus 

their non-college counterparts (Zorotovich, 2014).   

Women who experience IPV struggle with erosion of self-esteem and self-worth that 

often prevents them from remaining optimistic and open to the possibilities that lie ahead in their 

education, lives, and careers (Matheson et al., 2015).  Decrease in self-esteem can cause 

depression and anxiety, especially for women who do not seek help with their mental health or 

who stay in the relationship (Matheson et al., 2015; McRae, 2020).  Therefore, the effect that 

IPV has on self-esteem has the potential to result in long-term identity and career development 

challenges in addition to mental and physical health issues.   
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Depression and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 

Rates of depression and PTSD are high among college women who have experienced 

IPV.  Given the previously mentioned effects on self-esteem, feelings of safety, and stigma 

attached to IPV this is not surprising.  In a study of eight colleges in the Southwest, Wood et al. 

(2020) found that IPV was significantly correlated with PTSD and depression.  More 

specifically, they found increased symptomology for both PTSD and depression to be associated 

with higher levels of psychological, sexual, and cyber violence.  Since psychological abuse has 

been found to be the most common form of IPV experienced by college women, this means that 

the rates of depression and PTSD are likely high among college IPV survivors (Rennison & 

Addington, 2014; Witte et al., 2015; Wood et al., 2020). Voth Schrag and Edmond (2018) found 

20% of community college students who had experienced IPV reported symptomology that met 

the clinical cut-off for current PTSD. They connected PTSD-induced short-term memory loss 

with the ability of survivors to succeed academically.  

A notable result from Wood et al’s study (2020) is that living off-campus was associated 

with decreased symptomology for both PTSD and depression.  This shows the important role 

that school enrollment (2-year vs 4-year college) and living status (on or off campus) potentially 

play in IPV, an area mentioned earlier as under-researched.  This association could be tied to 

increased social support from family or feelings of safety related to being on or off campus 

(especially if that is where the abuse occurred or where the perpetrator lives).   

Depression and depressive symptoms have been found to be both a predictor of 

experiencing IPV as well as a consequence of such trauma (Bonomi et al., 2018; Sargent et al., 

2016).  This points to a potential for a lifetime of IPV if a survivor does not seek help leaving 

depressive symptoms untreated and becoming more likely to stay in or find themselves in a new 
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abusive relationship.  Sargent et al. (2016) found that cyber victimization and psychological IPV 

often co-occur and when they do there is an increased risk for depressive symptoms. Among 

college women, rates of both cyber victimization and psychological IPV are high (and have been 

found to be the most common types); therefore, rates of depression are likely high as well 

(Hamberger et al., 2017; Wood et al., 2020). More importantly, both are considered silent forms 

of IPV that often go unacknowledged by the victim and/or the people the victims turn to for 

support (Matheson et al., 2015).  This means women may not seek or receive the help or 

resources they need because they do not recognize their symptoms, leading to long-term mental 

health issues.  

Academic and Financial Impact 

 Although there are documented effects of IPV on academics and finances, this area also 

continues to be under-researched (Banyard et al., 2017; Brewer et al., 2018; Niolon et al., 2017). 

Brewer et al. (2018) found that among college students, the negative health outcomes of IPV 

victimization lead to lower GPAs and increased academic difficulties. Long term, this can affect 

college completion and career opportunities, limiting financial prospects and often leading to 

financial difficulties from unpaid loans and bills (Bolger, 2016).  Bolger (2016) noted that one 

way to prevent negative financial outcomes is for loan lenders to consider the mental and 

physical health consequences suffered due to gender-based violence as a reason for loan 

forbearance. After experiencing IPV, students often withdraw from courses still in progress 

(resulting in low or failing grades) or from school all together, which forces them to start 

repaying their loans. Forbearance would give students time to either reenroll in school once they 

are ready (putting them back into deferment) or to find a job if they do not return to school 

(making it more likely they can make the payments). 
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Additionally, researchers have found that experiencing IPV anytime during adolescence 

leads to lower lifetime educational attainment, which in turn negatively influences women’s 

potential earnings lifelong (Adams et al., 2013).  Banyard et al. (2017) found that students who 

experience stalking, IPV, or sexual assault have lower academic self-efficacy as well as lower 

commitment to academics and their academic institution.  This spiraling effect, in which the 

health outcomes lead to academic and then financial difficulties, is important for college 

administrators to understand and address (Brewer & Thomas, 2019), particularly if they are 

interested in maintaining high retention rates (Banyard et al., 2017).  Providing the necessary 

resources to victims can help to minimize the negative consequences of IPV and increase the 

likelihood of successful degree completion without significant financial burden (Banyard et al., 

2017; Bolger, 2016). 

Prevention, Intervention, and Campus Resources 

 Very little research has been done to gauge what resources exist on campuses to address 

IPV (Sabina, Verdiglione, & Zadnik, 2017; Voth Schrag, 2017).  Even when there are resources 

available, the communication about services often is lacking, which leads to underutilization 

(Sabina et al., 2017).  However, given the potential long-term negative effects of IPV, services 

that address issues such as PTSD, safety concerns, and academic needs are necessary to help 

college women feel safe, rebuild self-esteem, and continue identity development (Matheson et 

al., 2015).  

Campus resources fall into two categories: those that intend to prevent gender-based 

violence and those that respond and provide interventions (Demers et al., 2018). As noted earlier, 

universities are required to create preventative training programs, emergency intervention 

groups, and on-campus educational resources to combat gender-based violence on campuses 
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(Banyard et al., 2017).  However, it seems that campuses across the nation are still unsure of how 

to do this effectively and without extreme financial burden to the university (Banyard et al., 

2017). There are many reasons for this uncertainty, including a shift in the governmental 

enforcement of policies and procedures around Title IX and the Clery Act and an 

underutilization of student resources on campuses (Voth Schrag, 2017).  Brewer and Thomas 

(2019) suggest that it would be most beneficial for administrators to focus on providing campus 

resources that address the four domains of well-being (physical, mental, behavioral, and financial 

health).  

Many universities administer climate surveys, implement preventative programming, and 

develop task forces, but there is often little follow through or follow-up regarding the use of 

results or the effectiveness of programs (Graham et al., 2019). Insufficient training and 

inconsistent policy endorsement has resulted in lost opportunities for various members of the 

campus community to appropriately identify, prevent, and respond to IPV (Banyard et al., 2017; 

Graham et al., 2019; Sabina et al., 2017).  For instance, students view faculty as an important 

source of support for their lives, not just their academics (Voth Schrag, 2017), and often disclose 

personal information or challenges to their professors, particularly to faculty in the helping 

professions (social work, counseling, psychology) (Graham et al., 2019; Hayes-Smith, Richards, 

& Branch, 2010). However, faculty and staff are often unsure of their role in these situations and 

may discourage students from disclosing to them.  Furthermore, these faculty and staff may 

experience negative mental health consequences themselves as a result of a student disclosing to 

them (Banyard et al., 2017; Demers et al., 2018; Hayes-Smith et al., 2010).  Faculty who are 

appropriately trained in how to respond when students disclose personal details like IPV seem to 

experience less strain from being used as a support. This shows that education about gender-
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based abuse among students should not stop at the student level (Hayes-Smith et al., 2010).  This 

is an opportunity for the academic and student affairs sides to come together and address the 

complex problems of gender-based violence on campus (Banyard et al., 2017). 

Sabina et al. (2017) surveyed security officers at 45 four-year institutions to learn more 

about the services that were, to their knowledge, available to students who experience gender-

based violence on campus.  They found that the resources most commonly endorsed were 

counseling and police services, but that it varied greatly across campuses (Voth Schrag, 2017). 

Additionally, they found that few resources existed for financial and housing support, peer 

support, and sexual assault response (Sabina et al., 2017).  This points to a lack of uniformity in 

what is available and/or a lack of knowledge about what might be available. As they point out, 

“if representatives do not report services in a research interview, it is unlikely that the…relevant 

information would reach victims” (Sabina et al., 2017, p. 11).    

Universal screening for IPV on campus has been recommended as a way to make sure 

students get access to the services they need (Brewer & Thomas, 2019). In their study of colleges 

in the northeastern US, Sutherland and Hutchinson (2018) found that only 15% of college 

healthcare providers screened for IPV.  This group included nurse practitioners, counselors, and 

doctors, many of whom cited the length of IPV screening, religious affiliation (religious 

affiliated schools can sometimes discourage discussion of sexual activity), and interruption of 

health center functioning (takes too much time/disrupts patient flow) as reasons they did not 

screen for IPV.  As has been made clear throughout this review, all forms of IPV go 

underreported, and it is often because students do not realize that what they have experienced is 

abuse. If college healthcare providers were regularly screening and giving students the language 

to describe what they have been living through, it could help to highlight IPV issues and 
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contribute to appropriate IPV prevention and response efforts (Brewer & Thomas, 2019; Dardis 

et al., 2019).  Additionally, ensuring culturally sensitive screening is important to help women 

who come from ethnic groups in which abuse is considered more acceptable and therefore often 

goes unacknowledged is a key part of improving screening as a resource (Stockman, Hayashi, & 

Campbell, 2015) .  

A strong sense of community, connection, and support may play an important role in 

preventing occurrences of IPV and destigmatizing IPV in a way that encourages more reporting 

(Banyard & Cross, 2008; Voth Schrag, 2017). College students have identified the need to be 

educated about healthy relationships, to establish friendships, and to build community as the 

most effective ways to approach prevention efforts. For example, among college students, White 

and Carmody (2018) found that having real conversations about IPV and establishing peer 

mentoring relationships are the most effective ways to get the messages across about IPV issues 

on campus; whereas methods like creating pamphlets and hanging posters are less effective.  

These same students also identified engaging men in prevention efforts, rather than treating them 

only as perpetrators, as a crucial part of creating a safe campus.  This research confirms that if 

students are made aware of the signs and given the tools to prevent abuse early in their college 

careers, there is potential for decreased gender-based violence on campus and a stronger more 

connected campus community (White & Carmody, 2018). 

Rather than trying to adopt one-size-fits all prevention and intervention programs, 

universities may better situate themselves by developing programming that meets the needs of 

their specific student population(s) (Smith et al., 2017).  Racial and ethnic minority groups 

experience IPV at higher levels, but often the reasons for underreporting and not seeking help 

differ based on cultural attitudes and other barriers (Smith et al., 2017; Stockman et al., 2015; 
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Voth Schrag, 2017).  For instance, an institution serving a rural population may benefit most 

from educating about gender role stereotypes and healthy relationships. Intervention services at 

rural institutions might best be focused on healthcare access to combat the isolation and lack of 

access to screening, medical, and mental health services (Stockman et al., 2015).   

General mistrust of the medical community is an issue for many ethnic minority groups. 

This means that training of college medical and mental health staff to screen for and respond to 

IPV in a culturally sensitive manner is crucial to help break down the barriers that prevent help-

seeking particularly by Latina and Black women (Sabina et al., 2017; Stockman et al., 2015).  

Preventative education that aims to destigmatize mental health issues for these groups is also 

important to encourage women to utilize services to address issues that arise from experiencing 

IPV (Stockman et al., 2015).   

Institutions across the country would benefit from educating all members of their campus 

community about IPV.  Students can benefit from information about healthy relationships and 

resources specific to their demographic needs.  For those campuses that have put resources in 

place, effectively sharing those resources with community, beyond posting them on a website or 

putting up a flyer, is important for both prevention and intervention efforts (White & Carmody, 

2018). Additionally, social support plays a key role in both prevention (peer support) and 

intervention (familial, peer, faculty, and staff support) highlighting the importance of creating 

programs that destigmatize all forms of IPV and the associated mental health issues that it may 

cause (Sabina et al., 2017; Voth Schrag & Edmond, 2018; White & Carmody, 2018; Wood et al., 

2020).  During the interviews with the college women in this study, the goal is to gain insight 

into help-seeking behaviors and the process of naming IPV that may emphasize areas that still 

need to be addressed in prevention and intervention efforts. 
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Conclusion and Gaps in the Literature 

 In this chapter, I reviewed the feminist lens that will be guiding this study and discussed 

its connection to gender-based violence and the use of power and control. This was followed by 

a review of the historical background of battered women and domestic violence that laid the 

groundwork for what is now considered intimate partner violence (IPV). Next the various forms 

of IPV and the impact they have on college women were examined. Finally, I addressed some of 

the campus resources and interventions. 

  Traditional-aged college women experience IPV at higher rates than any other age 

demographic with stalking and cyberstalking becoming more prevalent but under-researched. 

Women who have experienced IPV, whether it be physical or psychological, still feel 

stigmatized and unsure who they can turn to for help. In some cases, they do not even recognize 

that what they have experienced is IPV, and with no standardized practices for screening or 

educating students about IPV, it becomes impossible to tackle the issue on a large scale 

(Sutherland & Hutchinson, 2018).  I hope that by interviewing survivors I can contribute to the 

literature surrounding the naming process. 

This literature review also highlights both the consistency in IPV prevalence rates among 

college women and the inconsistency in how those rates are addressed across college campuses.  

Policies that have been developed require institutions of higher education to be transparent in 

their efforts to battle this public health crisis, yet they have not been implemented uniformly 

(Duncan, 2014).  This is important because it influences student reporting and how different 

members of the campus community respond to when an incident is reported. 

  Although the literature that exists on IPV among college students is growing, much of it 

looks at prevalence and type, leaving out effectiveness of IPV programs and post-IPV health 
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outcomes (Hamby, 2014).  More specifically, research in the areas of the academic and financial 

consequences of IPV during college could help to engage higher education administration in 

more effective prevention and intervention efforts (Banyard et al., 2017). These efforts need to 

go beyond the education of the student body and encourage collaboration between student and 

academic affairs.  The focus of this dissertation is on the language used by survivors to describe 

their experiences with IPV.  Often survivors do not report because they do not conceptualize 

what has happened to them as abuse; or because no one has asked them directly (screened them) 

about the things they have experienced. If healthcare providers, faculty, and staff understand the 

language of a survivor, they would have greater tools to help women name their experience 

(beyond a legal definition), and therefore increase reporting and improve prevention efforts.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

In chapter one I provided the problem statement, research questions, and rationale for this 

study.  This was followed by an in-depth review of the literature surrounding intimate partner 

violence (IPV), including the history of gender-based violence as an acknowledged phenomenon 

and the prevalence of IPV among college-aged women in chapter two.  The IPV research 

highlights the fact that there is not an easily identifiable way to define and, therefore, accurately 

study IPV.  In this chapter, I will describe why in-depth qualitative interviews were used to 

effectively capture the experiences of participants and answer the presenting research question: 

How do traditionally-aged college women describe their lived experience of being in an abusive 

intimate relationship during their undergraduate years? More specifically, I will discuss the 

criteria and procedures for my participant selection and recruitment, provide a rationale for the 

research design and the methods of data analysis, as well as address my positionality and the 

ways I maintained my research integrity.   

Feminist Research Methodology 

 In Chapter Two, I described in detail the feminist lens I used to frame this study.  In the 

following sections, I will discuss how I both collected and analyzed the data using feminist 

principles.  Here I will review the feminist principles that guided the methodology of this 

research. Although this is not a comprehensive explanation of feminist methodology, it provides 

context for the feminist principles mentioned throughout the remainder of this chapter. 

First, it is important to understand that the foundation of a feminist research approach is 

putting the voices of women and marginalized populations at the forefront of the research 

(Beckman, 2014; Hesse-Biber, 2013).  Feminist methodologies focus on lived experiences 

(usually of women) and intersectionality of social identities (Beckman, 2014).  My study focused 
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solely on the understudied phenomenon of IPV among college women. The semi-structured 

interview procedure I used allowed women to share their lived experiences in their own words.  

Additionally, the Listening Guide methodology is a labor-intensive approach that requires the 

researcher to make the participants’ voices and exploration of experience the priority before 

analyzing interview data in relation to the research question. 

 Minimizing power imbalances and striving for an egalitarian relationship is a feminist 

research tenet that guided the design of this study and the interaction between participant and 

researcher.  In order to avoid retraumatizing participants, or recreating societal inequities, a 

feminist researcher must be keenly aware of all of the power, privilege, and biases that they bring 

into their research and research relationship (Beckman, 2014). I outline the ways in which I 

addressed this in my discussions of in-depth interviews and researcher positionality, integrity, 

and trustworthiness.  I used Gilligan’s Listening Guide to understand each participant’s story in 

multiple contexts.  The rigorous methods suggested by the Listening Guide provide the 

researcher with steps to follow to focus first on the participant’s story and first-person voice, 

before making any interpretations.  

Finally, feminist researchers are purposeful in the use of the findings of their studies.  

According to Beckman (2014), “activism and advocacy are at the core of feminist research 

methodology” (p. 170). The goal is to use the data to create change and empower.  This can be 

achieved by sharing the new knowledge about experiences of IPV with important stakeholders, 

rather than using the results for academic purposes only.   

Design Overview and Rationale 

The purpose of this study was to understand the lived experiences of traditionally-aged 

college women who have been in abusive relationships while in college and to learn how they 
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have come to name and describe that abuse.  In order to explore the complexity of the individual 

experiences of each survivor of intimate partner violence (IPV), I conducted what Merriam & 

Tisdale (2015) refer to as a basic qualitative study, from a feminist research standpoint (Hesse-

Biber, 2013; Worell & Remer, 2003).  According to Merriam and Tisdell (2015) a basic 

qualitative research study focuses on how people construct their social worlds, as well as 

interpret and attribute meaning to their experiences. I was interested in learning how participants 

understood, interpreted, attributed meaning, and assigned labels to their experiences of IPV, 

therefore a basic qualitative design aligned well with my research purpose.   

I conducted semi-structured interviews with 12 participants to allow for flexible and fluid 

conversations.  This ensured that, to the best of my ability, I was keeping to feminist research 

principles (Hesse-Biber, 2013) and maximizing potential for listening to a wide range of 

narratives for thematic analysis (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Semi-Structured interviews ensured 

that specific topics were covered, while allowing flexibility for storytelling and diving deeper 

into “markers” or topics brought up by participants during the interview (Hesse-Biber, 2013).  

Conducting in-depth interviews allowed me to highlight the different ways in which 

women describe their experiences of IPV (Creswell & Poth, 2016). From a feminist perspective, 

this method can provide the opportunity for a woman to feel empowered by letting her share her 

story without imposing a definition or trying to generalize her experience (Creswell & Poth, 

2016). Interviewing 12 participants allowed for a range of perspectives on the same issue, 

therefore providing a breadth of descriptions.  I used Carol Gilligan’s Listening Guide to analyze 

the data for themes, rather than trying to search for a unified definition of IPV (Gilligan, 2015); 

this allowed me room to see each woman and her experience as unique before composing an 

analysis to determine common themes that answer my specific research question.  This was 
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important because my goal was uncovering “the diversity of women’s realities that often lie 

hidden and unarticulated” (Hesse-Biber, 2013, p. 184).  Each of these unique experiences 

together told a story about IPV among college women.  In order to properly frame the design for 

this research, I will start with a discussion of feminist research methodology and the nuances of 

participant selection for this particular study. This will set the stage for a detailed discussion of 

data collection and analysis. 

Participants 

In order to gather the data necessary to learn about the experience of IPV in college, 

current college women between the ages of 18-24 were recruited for this study.  These women 

self-identified as having experienced intimate partner violence, although they may not have used 

that label, via a screening questionnaire (Appendix B).  College women are at a key point in their 

identity development where love, sex, and relationships are some of the main themes being 

explored (Arnett, 2000; Mitchell & Syed, 2015). Although other women might have been able to 

retrospectively share their history of IPV during college, interviewing women who were still 

experiencing college life provided richer descriptions and contributed more to understanding the 

lived experience of IPV during college (Dardis, Edwards, Kelley, & Gidycz, 2017; Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2015). In the next section, the recruitment strategies and selection criteria will be 

discussed in detail. 

Selection and Sampling 

 A purposeful approach to sampling was necessary for this study (Creswell & Poth, 2016).  

In other words, the best way to learn about the experiences of college women who have 

experienced IPV was to include participants who met the criteria of having experienced that 

specific phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2016).  According to Creswell and Poth (2016) in 
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purposeful sampling, the researcher must consider who to select, the specific type of sampling 

strategy, and the size of the sample.  For this study, the participants met the following criteria: 1) 

woman between the ages of 18-24; 2) currently enrolled in a graduate or undergraduate program, 

or graduated within one year; and 3) self-identified as having experienced behaviors that fall 

within the definition of IPV.   

It is important to define the characteristics of IPV that were used to make certain that the 

interviews captured the most information-rich stories and contributed to an in-depth 

understanding of IPV (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015).  There are many forms of IPV (physical, 

psychological, sexual), and participation will not be limited by a specific type.  Interviewing 

women who experienced different forms of IPV aided in the development of a holistic account of 

IPV that better illustrates the complexities of the phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2016).  

Recruitment correspondence asked about specific behavioral indicators of abuse rather than 

directly asking if they have experienced IPV at the hands of a partner. The screening forms used 

to recruit participants for this study were created using questions from various IPV, DV, and SA 

screening instruments used in medical settings.  Research shows that those who actually 

experience IPV are likely to minimize those experiences and not label them as abusive (Dardis et 

al., 2017). Therefore, by asking specific questions about instances of physical abuse (hitting, 

pushing), verbal abuse (name calling), and psychological control (being prevented from speaking 

to family or friends) at the hands of a current or former partner, they identified experiences of 

IPV without needing that particular term (see Appendix B for full details).  This helped in 

overcoming the semantic barriers in recruitment that could prevent building a diverse sample that 

includes women who may not use specific terms (IPV) and labels (abuse, victim) to describe 

their experiences (Johnstone, 2013).  
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Second, the recruitment materials indicated that this abuse may have been with a past or 

current intimate partner, as long as it happened during college.  These types of intimate 

relationships are often fluid and difficult to label, making it nearly impossible to state with 

certainty whether or not the relationship is current (Dardis et al., 2017).  Some abusive behaviors 

such as stalking, cyber-stalking, and psychological abuse often occur after relationships have 

ended (White & Carmody, 2018).  Additionally, the CDC definition of IPV includes abuse by 

past and current intimate partners, therefore aligning the study criteria with an established 

definition of IPV (Niolon et al., 2017).  Including participants regardless of current relationship 

status allowed for the collection of rich data that could be instrumental in the process of naming 

IPV.  As is standard in research, the consent form (Appendix C) was discussed in detail in the 

beginning of the interview process and addressed any safety concerns.  The participant was 

reminded that she was a volunteer and could withdraw at any time.  All participants were 

provided with resources for advocacy services, free hotlines, and mental health services 

(Appendix D).  

In order to gain a complex sense of this vulnerable population, 12 participants were 

interviewed. The goal of this research was to gain an in-depth understanding of living through 

IPV through the eyes of a college woman (Hesse-Biber, 2013). Generally, a small sample size of 

about ten accomplishes this goal in basic qualitative research (Creswell & Poth, 2016; Hesse-

Biber, 2013; Patton, 2014). This number provided enough information about the language that 

women use to describe their experiences with IPV to meet that purpose of the study and 

contribute to the understanding of IPV during college (Creswell & Poth, 2016; Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2015; Patton, 2014). Additionally, I built the sample as I moved along in the research 
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process, aiming for as much diversity in race, ethnicity, sexual identity, and geographic location 

as possible.  

Recruitment 

 Recruitment was done via word of mouth, social media, and email outreach. I first shared 

the information about my research with colleagues in higher education and counseling.  I also 

shared it with the membership of the American College Counseling Association (ACCA) and 

with my colleagues who work as sexual assault advocates in New Jersey. Additionally, I reached 

out to campus Women’s Centers. I also recruited via Facebook, Instagram, and LinkedIn using 

the flyer in Appendix E.  The Recruitment Email (Appendix F) explained the nature of the 

research and the procedures for contacting me if interested in being screened to participate.  

Prospective participants who contacted me were asked to complete a screening form (Appendix 

B).  I then scheduled a time to speak by phone with those who met the criteria for the study 

(current college students between the ages of 18-24 who identify as having experienced 

indicators of IPV) based on the responses to the screening survey.  The purpose of the call was to 

discuss the details of participating, including explaining consent, and to gauge their interest in 

committing to being a participant.  After the phone call, sent the electronic consent form 

(Appendix C) and electronic demographic questionnaire (Appendix G) to those who were still 

interested.  After they completed those documents online, we scheduled our first interview. 

Research Design 

The design for this study was the basic qualitative interview approach described by 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2015).  The goal of a basic interpretive qualitative study is to uncover and 

interpret the meaning of a phenomenon, resulting in discovery of recurring patterns and themes.  

My intention was to share my interpretation of the stories and iterations of how women make 
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meaning of their experience with IPV during college, not to come up with a composite 

description of IPV in college (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). This distinction matters because a 

definition and basic understanding of IPV exists; what is lacking are the voices of the women 

who have experienced it and what that experience meant to them in their lives. The language of 

survivors is missing in the research because the screening and research is done using language 

created by people in power, not by survivors.  The goal of my research findings, then, was to tell 

a story about meaning-making within the context of college IPV, not to define IPV in college.  

The feminist methodology I worked well with this approach, particularly for this population, 

because it focused on listening and empowerment which is important when working with 

individuals who have otherwise been silenced and/or traumatized. 

The interview study was conducted via in-depth virtual interviews.  In-depth interviews 

are a tool by which a feminist researcher can stay true to the goal of listening to gain an 

understanding of the lived experience of women (Hesse-Biber, 2013). During an in-depth 

interview, the researcher asks questions regarding a specific topic related to the participant’s life 

(e.g., IPV) with the intention of co-creating meaning, and it is the researcher’s job to listen to the 

story and when necessary ask for clarification (Hesse-Biber, 2013).    

Data Gathering: In-Depth Interviews 

In order to understand the process of naming IPV and the meaning the experience has had 

in the life of the participants, two 60-90 minute semi-structured in-depth interviews were 

conducted with each participant and audio recorded (Creswell & Poth, 2016). Deciding on the 

length of the interviews was important in establishing a uniform approach to interviewing 

(Seidman, 2013). Interviews needed to be long enough to allow for conversations that provide 

rich data, but not so long that the participant would lose interest or get fatigued (Seidman, 2013). 
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During the first interview, some time was spent building rapport and evoking a conversation to 

learn about the participant and what motivated her to agree to the interview.  This is a sensitive 

topic, and acknowledging that the participant has agreed to share such intimate information was 

important.   

An interview guide (Appendix H) helped provide focus during the semi-structured 

interviews to assure that the topic areas for each 60-90-minute interview were covered. Since the 

first interview provided context for the second, it was crucial that the interview did not stray too 

far from the study’s purpose (Seidman, 2013). A semi-structured approach allowed for open-

ended questioning in which the order of the questions did not matter and was often naturally 

driven by the conversation taking place between the interviewer and interviewee (Hesse-Biber, 

2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). This fluidity was beneficial because it allowed the participants 

to be heard while giving me the opportunity to listen for and follow-up on “markers”, which are 

“important pieces of information that participants offer while they are discussing something else” 

(Hesse-Biber, 2013, p. 207). These follow-up questions took the conversation to a deeper level.  I 

kept Gilligan’s Listening Guide methods in mind during the interviews to ask questions from a 

place of curiosity without judgment and listen for what is unspoken (Gilligan & Eddy, 2017). 

Although unstructured interviews would have given the participant the most control and are the 

ideal way of minimizing power imbalances for the feminist researcher, the semi-structured 

interview still allowed me to maintain feminist integrity by allowing the conversation to be fluid 

and not disrupting the participant’s story telling (Hesse-Biber, 2013). 

According to Hesse-Biber (2013), it is the types of questions asked that make the 

interview feminist, not the interview approach (i.e., structured, semi-structured, or unstructured). 

This means that as long as the questions or topics help to gain an understanding of women’s lives 



COLLEGE WOMEN IN ABUSIVE RELATIONSHIPS 67 
 

in a way that promotes social change, while also being mindful of the imbalance of power 

between the researcher and participant, the methodology fits into a feminist framework (Hesse-

Biber, 2013). The guide for this interview included (but was not limited to) the following topics: 

I. Orientation to the term Intimate Partner Violence 

II. Women’s accounts of their IPV experiences 

III. Talking about and naming abusive experiences 

IV. Women’s experiences with the interview process 

 

When viewing through a feminist lens, the interview process is a “cocreation of 

meaning.” Therefore, I was ready to stray from the agenda and follow the lead of the participant 

when necessary, because that is how they feel heard and help to develop a narrative with details 

that I, as the researcher, may not have considered (Hesse-Biber, 2013).  Using broad, open-ended 

questions allowed me to see where the participant began her story, rather than telling her where 

to begin.  The goal was to have a deeper understanding of the life of the survivor by listening to 

her contextualize her intimate relationship with her abuser. Transcriptions from the first 

interview were completed by a hired transcriber prior to the second interview in order to inform 

the creation of the second interview guide.   

The second interview took place after completion of all first round interviews, and was 

used for clarification and member checking (Koelsch, 2015). Member checking is done to ensure 

that the information gathered and interpretation of that data represents what the participant 

identifies as her reality. To do this I shared with each participant what I heard during her first 

interview, and followed-up on any questions or themes that came up after reviewing the data 

(See Appendix I for Second Interview Guide).  This included introducing ideas that came up 

throughout all of the interviews, to see if anything resonated with the participant that she had not 
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mentioned during the first interview. Through reflection of what was discussed in the first 

interview, the participant began to articulate the meaning of this experience in her life.  I also 

asked the participant to share any thoughts and feelings that came up between interviews so that 

she felt heard.  Employing these strategies served to continue to minimize any power imbalances, 

hopefully leaving the participant feeling empowered and in control of her own story and 

therefore reducing potential for retraumatization (Hesse-Biber, 2013). As a way to wrap up the 

final interview, Seidman (2013) suggests a question that is focused on the future. In keeping with 

this recommendation, I asked the participants to think ahead and imagine their lives and describe 

how they envision their future romantic relationships.  

During this interview, I shared an I poem (Gilligan, 2015) developed from the first 

interview.  The I poem was developed by using the participants own words (from the first 

interview) and it gave the participant the opportunity to hear what I heard, without the specific 

details of the abuse (Gilligan, 2015; Koelsch, 2015).  It was a way to member check, but also 

remind her of the complexity of her situation and her sense of agency (Koelsch, 2015). The I 

poem is another tool that can be used to avoid retraumatizing a participant.  It can be an effective 

way to reflect on sensitive data, without making the participant relive the traumatic experience 

(Koelsch, 2015).   

Data Analysis 

The interviews for this study were audio recorded and transcribed.  According to Hesse-

Biber (2013) qualitative data analysis is an iterative process and data collection and analysis 

should happen “almost simultaneously” (p. 223). Therefore, transcription began immediately 

after the first interview; and all first round interviews were completed before second round 

interviews begin.  This is because responses from the first round of interviews were used to 
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inform the interview guide for the second interview.  Data analysis were conducted using the 

procedures outlined in Gilligan’s (2015) Listening Guide, which included reading the transcripts 

and listening to each recording multiple times to listen for the different narrative voices (i.e., 

variations in tone, contradictions in story, and shifts between points of view) of each individual 

participant.  During these listenings, I also was attending to my feelings about the story being 

told and the person telling the story.  This aided in the co-creation of meaning between myself 

(as the researcher) and the participant, and was crucial to effectively using Gilligan’s (2015) 

Listening Guide to analyze the data and maintain the relational focus of the research.  

Listening Guide 

         In keeping with my stance as a feminist, I used Gilligan’s Listening Guide to analyze my 

data (Gilligan, 2015). The Listening Guide has been used for almost 30 years and is both a 

method and methodology, providing a specific way to listen during data collection, and a 

nuanced way to analyze the data (Gilligan & Eddy, 2017).  Gilligan’s approach is rooted in the 

idea that in order to understand the experiences of women, we must listen to what they have to 

say, in their own words, while also considering the societal structures that influence experiences. 

Language is developed by those in power, forcing people who experience oppressive acts 

(like gender-based violence) to use the labels created by the same people who committed those 

acts (Johnstone, 2016). This can leave women who have experienced abuse feeling 

unrepresented in conventional descriptions of abuse, or unable to translate their experience in a 

meaningful or complete manner.  According to Gilligan, for women to feel heard, we should 

avoid comparing them or their experiences to others, particularly men. To facilitate this process, 

Gilligan asks that researchers listen for and challenge cultural assumptions and patriarchal 

structures during interviews and data analysis in order to truly hear and understand the what and 
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why of responses (Gilligan, 2015; Hesse-Biber, 2013). Some examples of how cultural 

assumptions and the influence of patriarchal power structures could come through in this study 

were: a woman not thinking to label her experience as IPV because societal scripts have led her 

to believe that relationship abuse is only physical and usually involves visible injury; that 

someone who is identified as a partner cannot rape you (i.e. rape is only committed by strangers); 

that the abuse is her fault; or that IPV is a personal situation that must be dealt with in private 

(Demers et al., 2018; Johnstone, 2016).  

The Listening Guide is a detailed feminist approach to the traditional qualitative methods 

of interviewing, coding, and developing themes.  It provides the researcher with a way to access 

women's voices and analyze findings from a relational context.  The guide provides steps for 

listening for contrapuntal voices and first person narratives, helping the researcher to find the 

connections between the participant’s experience and the conflicts (both internal and external) it 

has caused that otherwise might be difficult to articulate (Johnstone, 2016). The Guide also 

encourages the exploration of the connection between the researcher and participant and the 

relationship that they build during the research process; Particularly in the way that researchers 

voice influences the detailing and interpretation of a participant’s narrative (Gilligan, 2015; 

Johnstone, 2016). 

The framework outlined by the Listening Guide encourages the researcher to listen to 

what is said and look for patterns in what is unsaid by approaching the participants as “experts 

on their own experiences” (Gilligan & Eddy, 2017, p. 77). This is done by asking questions, 

without judgement, from a place of curiosity rather than from a place of expertise with a 

knowledge gap that needs to be filled (Gilligan & Eddy, 2017). It makes the research a process 

of discovery, not a process of question answering.  The Listening Guide establishes where the 
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participant is psychologically, so the researcher can then begin the process of understanding what 

brought them to that place (Gilligan, 2015). It is crucial to avoid categorizing or coding data 

during the interview because this interferes with effectively listening and building trust in the 

research relationship (Gilligan & Eddy, 2017). This is of particular importance in working with a 

population being asked to reflect on intimate and traumatic experiences that could potentially 

have affected their ability to trust or be seen as worthy of being heard.  

In summary, the Listening Guide focuses on “...the transformative nature of the 

relationship and power of listening as a route to knowledge” (Gilligan & Eddy, 2017, p. 76).   

This is done by reviewing transcripts and recordings at least three times, each time listening for 

different voices that the participant uses.  Musical concepts of melody and harmony form the 

basis for the Listening Guide principles and encourage the researcher to listen for the multiple 

voices or parts that make up a woman’s story (Gilligan, 2015; Johnstone, 2016) The goal of each 

listen is as follows: 1) listening for the plot; 2) listening for the first person; 3) and listening for 

contrapuntal voices (Gilligan, 2015). These will be described in detail in the following 

paragraphs.  

Listening for the Plot 

In Gilligan’s Listening Guide, the first listening of an interview is not meant for any kind 

of interpretation.  Instead, the goal is to listen for details and descriptions, or what she refers to as 

Listening for the Plot (Gilligan, 2015). The focus is on the participant's words and how she tells 

her story (Gilligan, 2015). Learning who the participant includes (or does not include), where she 

sets her story, and if there are any “emotional hotspots” helps to see what makes this story and 

experience unique (Gilligan, 2015). During this run through of the interview, it was critical for 

me, as the researcher, to avoid combining what the participant was saying with what I already 
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know about IPV, again viewing this as a process of discovery, not comparison or judgment 

(Gilligan & Eddy, 2017). This was also an opportunity for reflexivity; I kept a journal to see how 

I responded (internally and externally) and was affected by the story, and how that could be 

affecting the research (Gilligan, 2015). 

Listening for the “I” 

Attending to the first-person or Listening for the “I” is the guiding principle for the 

second listening of the interview.  While listening for the plot is similar to what is done in other 

qualitative approaches, listening for the I is unique to the Listening Guide.  This step specifically 

focuses on picking out every instance in which the participant says “I” and separating the subject 

and verb from the narrative (Gilligan & Eddy, 2017). In order to do this, I highlighted every time 

the participant said “I” within a given passage and record those I statements in order of their 

appearance (Koelsch, 2015). This allowed me to look for patterns and better understand how the 

participant spoke about herself, particularly within the context of this story of abuse and intimate 

relationships (Gilligan, 2015). Completing this step helped to eliminate language that may not be 

representative of the participant, like labels and descriptions that have been developed by those 

in power and unconsciously used by the participant to describe her experience. This process 

“attenuates the urge toward objectivity by helping to focus on the unique subjectivity of each 

woman” (Johnstone, 2016, p. 278). 

Listening for Contrapuntal Voices 

In the third guided listening the musical aspect comes into play as Gilligan encourages 

researchers to Listen for Contrapuntal Voices; the various competing melodies that come 

together to create the full harmony (Johnstone, 2016). This step is key to honing in on the 

research question as you “listen for and identify voices that inform the inquiry” (Gilligan & 
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Eddy, 2017, p. 79). What makes this distinctive from other data analysis methods is the focus on 

listening for competing voices within one participant; this is a conscious effort to gain insight 

into the personal conflicts of their experience of intimate partner violence and to resist creating 

binary categories for analysis (Gilligan & Eddy, 2017). During this review, I listened for quality 

of voice, tension in storytelling, contradictions in the processing of the experience, and for what 

may be silenced (Gilligan & Eddy, 2017; Johnstone, 2016). After I identified a voice, I went 

back and reread and coded each transcript for that voice.   

Final Analysis 

Taking the steps outlined in the Listening Guide to analyze and understand my data 

allowed me to focus on voices and stories to get to the root of my research question.  Once all of 

the listenings were complete, I, as the researcher, was “guided to assemble a trail of evidence 

that then serves as the basis for composing an analysis or interpretation” (Gilligan, 2015, p. 69). I 

came up with themes or “voices” based on the codes that were determined from the multiple 

listenings. Then, I brought my voice back in to share what was surprising, what I learned, and 

how the different voices answered the research question. 

Researcher Positionality 

 As a counselor, a woman, and a professional in higher education for 15 years, this study 

was salient to me personally and professionally.  I have worked in higher education in various 

roles but working at a campus women’s center has most influenced how I related to this study.  

Among some of the eye-opening experiences was an instance in which a student was raped on 

campus and taken by campus police to a hospital that could not properly serve rape victims.  She 

was told by officers (male and female) that she was overreacting when expressing her frustration 

at being taken to a hospital that couldn’t perform a rape kit, and asked what she had been 
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wearing and if she was “sure” that she was raped.  I watched as the student and her roommate 

both struggled to make it through the semester. The institution chose to minimize the survivor’s 

experience by choosing not to address the grave mistake made by the campus police, and by 

encouraging the student to move on and not pursue an investigation. 

Additionally, at this campus women’s center, I listened to stories of women who openly 

discussed verbal and physical abuse in their homes and how it impacted their academics.  I know 

this has made me angry and distrustful of institutions and their handling of any kind of 

harassment and violence on campus, especially against women. I reflected on this when I 

interviewed, being sure not to make any assumptions about experiences the participants may 

have had when interacting with their institutions.  I also considered this when addressing my 

status as an insider or outsider (Hesse-Biber, 2013). If it was known that I have previously 

worked in an administrative capacity in higher education, I could be viewed by participants as an 

outsider, making it more difficult to build rapport and minimize power-differentials.  I shared my 

background as was necessary with participants, transparency, within reason was important 

especially as a feminist researcher. I used a journal to note my responses and reactions during 

interviews, in order to maintain research integrity and reflect on how it was affecting the data 

collection and interpretation. This helped to inform all interviews and listenings.    

Although I have not experienced gender-based violence, I have experienced gender-based 

discrimination in the workplace.  I understand the realities of this occurrence, and just how 

nuanced it can be. It affected my productivity and made me uncomfortable speaking up.  I can 

see how this parallels with a college student trying to report IPV to people in power, feeling 

discouraged or choosing not to report so as not to risk their educational opportunities.  However,  

being the same gender as the participants has the potential to make the participant feel safe and 
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“maximize opportunity” for their voices to be heard (Hesse-Biber, 2013). I have seen this in my 

practice as a counselor; women who are struggling in intimate relationships often seek out a 

counselor who is a woman. They feel they can trust another woman to share their story, 

especially when the story involves males exercising power and privilege over them.  

Still, knowing all of this, I could not assume that my status as a woman would make 

participants feel safe, nor that my experiences, if I shared them, would make me relatable.  I was 

as open as was necessary with participants.  If I perceived that sharing my experiences in the 

campus women’s center or with discrimination would put the participant at ease or help the 

research relationship, I shared those stories. This is in alignment with a feminist ehic of care, 

which reminds us to respond to the relational need to build relationships and to feel connected in 

order to feel heard and to minimize the power imbalances (Gilligan, 1995).  

Research Integrity and Trustworthiness 

 An important part of any qualitative research process is maintaining trustworthiness and 

integrity as a researcher.  Trustworthiness requires that I as the researcher establish my 

credibility and interpret data in a way that raises new questions, attends to diverse voices, and is 

transformative (Creswell & Poth, 2016). When research is transformative, it addresses political 

and ethical implications and leads to change and new possibilities (Creswell & Poth, 2016).  

Most importantly, the research has to “resonate” with the intended audience and include 

participant feedback (Creswell & Poth, 2016). In order to establish trustworthiness and 

credibility in this study, I engaged in reflexive practices to address my own biases, worked with 

critical friends for peer-review, and used member checks to check for data accuracy.   
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Reflexivity 

 For the duration of this research, I kept a journal for my field notes where I wrote down 

any observations I made, questions I had, or feelings I experienced during the research process.  

Practicing reflexivity in this manner is common in qualitative research and an is important way 

to keep track of research related thoughts, especially when noting reactions to information 

gathered in interviews (Creswell & Poth, 2016; Hesse-Biber, 2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015; 

Saldaña, 2015). Reflexivity helps in guiding data analysis by providing space for finding themes 

and raising new questions, as well as assisting the researcher to identify hidden privilege, power 

differentials, and ethical concerns that may be preventing participants from fully engaging in the 

research (Beckman, 2014).  

I also wrote analytic memos to keep a trail of my thoughts and musings with regard to 

patterns, codes, and themes in the data (Saldaña, 2015). These memos included reflections on 

how I related to the participant’s story, how the research question connected to the data, how 

codes were being defined, or how theory was emerging from the data (Saldaña, 2015). Analytic 

memoing is reflection focused specifically on the data and the way it has been or is being 

analyzed, whereas journaling is focused on subjective observation and interpretation of  

interaction with participants (Saldaña, 2015). I kept memos and journal entries separate, as they 

are two different approaches to reflexivity.  

Critical Friends 

 Critical friends are individuals who are familiar with the research process and/or the 

phenomenon being explored, but who are not a part of the study (Creswell & Poth, 2016). These 

individuals provide peer-review of data by serving as a sounding board for ideas, keeping the 

researcher honest about potential issues and biases that may be getting in the way, and by 
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helping the researcher process feelings about the study (Creswell & Poth, 2016; Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2015). I engaged two critical friends from my doctoral program throughout my research 

process.  I spoke with them as needed during the interview and data analysis process when I was 

feeling stuck or wanted to process anything that was going on with the participants or data. 

Additionally, I worked with my methodologist on the formatting of the I poems before sharing 

them with the participants to ensure that the content of the poems was in alignment with the 

methodology and the research question. I also talked through my data with my dissertation chair 

and the members of my committee, to help me think through my coding, themes, and overall 

interpretation of the data. 

Member Checking 

Member checking is a way to keep participants engaged and to make sure that data 

analysis and interpretation are representative of the participants (Creswell & Poth, 2016; 

Koelsch, 2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). During the second interview, I asked for 

confirmations and challenges to ideas and themes derived during the first round. The member 

check is also an opportunity for the participants to share their experiences and emotions in 

relation to the data and data collection process (Koelsch, 2013). Sharing the potential themes and 

ideas to be discussed brings the participant into the research process and minimizes the power 

differential which is important to me as a feminist researcher.  

One specific way I did that in this study was by sharing the I poem, because “the 

storyteller’s viewpoint ought to be present within the interpretation” (Hesse-Biber, 2013, p. 399). 

The I poem is a narrative illustration of where the participant has placed herself within the story, 

her sense of self within the context of abuse (Koelsch, 2015). It is a way to tend to the relational 

nature of the research and show the participant that they have power in this research process by 
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showing that their words, not mine, are what matters and that she has been heard. I read the I 

poem to the participant and ask her to reflect on what was surprising, what does not feel right, 

and what it meant to her.  

Summary 

In this chapter, I have presented the details for how I conducted my qualitative research 

study.  I started the chapter by discussing participant criteria and recruitment including my 

purposive sampling procedures for finding traditionally aged college women who have 

experienced IPV. This was followed by a discussion of data collection via online interviews that 

were transcribed for data analysis.  Data analysis was then completed through a feminist lens 

using Gilligan’s Listening Guide. The chapter concluded with a discussion of my positionality as 

a researcher and how I established trustworthiness in my study through the use of reflexive 

writing, member checking, and critical friends. In the upcoming chapters I will share my data 

and discuss my research findings. 

  



COLLEGE WOMEN IN ABUSIVE RELATIONSHIPS 79 
 

CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 

The goal of doing this study was to understand how women came to name their 

experience with intimate partner violence (IPV). This is important because often IPV goes left 

unsaid or unrecognized. The literature shows that the number of women who experience IPV and 

the number of women who report IPV differ greatly.  The assumption is that women do not want 

to report, are too fragile, hurt, or embarrassed to tell their story, or just want to move on and 

leave this experience behind them. While this explains part of the discrepancy between the 

reported and unreported, based on what I learned in my research, it is far from the main reason. 

The college women who I interviewed shared intimate details of relationships in which they were 

verbally, physically, and psychologically abused. They did so with very little hesitation once the 

conversation started, and while they may have used words like shameful, dumb, or embarrassing 

to describe how they felt about the relationship, the rawness, and honesty with which they 

narrated their experiences to me, did not match those emotions. They came across as strong, 

certain, and agentic, knowing that whatever it was that they had experienced was important 

enough to be shared, in order to stop it from happening to others.  

Twelve women participated in this study (see appendix K for participant data). The 

process consisted of a screening call and two interviews. Eight of the women returned for a 

second interview which served as a way to member check. The second interview also allowed 

women to share anything else that they felt needed to be heard since our first interview. Two 

voices were present in the way that college women described their lived experience of being in 

an abusive relationship: The Voice of Recognition and the Voice of Empowered Maturity. Within 

each voice, there were subthemes that helped to conceptualize how women were describing their 

experiences. 
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It seemed as though participants needed to speak themselves into knowing. It was not the 

self-proclaimed shame or embarrassment, but instead, an uncertainty that the specifics of what 

they had experienced were worthy of any particular name or label.  This was clear during the 

recruitment process. The real data collection actually began with the screening calls, during 

which many of the women wanted to confirm that what they experienced was, indeed, intimate 

partner violence or abuse. They saw themselves in the language of the recruitment materials, 

“Has a current or former partner ever stalked you, tried to control you, physically or sexually 

abused you, or harassed you online?” but minimized and questioned their experience so much 

that they would say things like “but he only stalked me. Does this qualify for the study?”  even 

with the words right there on the paper. I immediately realized that the reason it was difficult to 

find participants was not because women did not want to talk (although that is certainly true for 

some), it was because they were unsure what they had to say was “bad” enough to be talked 

about; almost like they had never before recognized a safe space in which they felt their voices 

would be heard. This is how I came to understand the first of the voices I heard, The Voice of 

Recognition.  The second voice The Voice of Empowered Maturity was present in the ways that 

the participants spoke about their understanding of relationships and how they have come to 

understand their growth and development.  

The Voice of Recognition 

We assume, or at least I did when I started this research, that once women name their 

experience, that is when they might leave the relationship (if there is one) or report that 

something bad has happened to them. But I soon discovered that the path into naming is not so 

linear, predictable, or definitive. After analyzing the data, I came to understand naming as 

synonymous with awareness, and awareness didn’t necessarily mean being able to put a specific 
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label on the abuse. Naming was often associated with feeling uneasy or uncomfortable while 

labeling was more ownership of terminology (i.e. “I was abused”). There were also differences 

in who was involved in these processes, as naming seemed to be more internal and lonely, while 

labeling often was accompanied by a sense of community. Naming and labeling were both part 

of women recognizing their experiences. Below I will describe two subthemes that conceptually 

form The Voice of Recognition and address the complexity of the naming and labeling process: 

1) “I didn't really know what to call it” and  2) Knowledge of IPV. 

“I didn't really know what to call it”  

For many of these women, naming or labeling did not happen until they shared their 

stories with me during our interviews. I would ask “while it was happening, did you recognize 

what it was?” and almost all of the responses were some version of “no.” Upon reflection, I 

realized I had been thinking of naming and labeling as interchangeable terms, and that was 

incorrect. Instead, the research revealed naming and labeling as two separate processes 

experienced very differently by each participant. What follows is a description of the ways in 

which women came to acknowledge their experiences broken into two subthemes, 1) Naming 

and 2) The Language of Labeling.   

Naming  
Naming was seeing something was not right or questioning if things could or should be 

different. Naming is what helped many of these women leave these relationships or begin to 

speak pieces of their experiences out loud to others for reassurance that what was happening was 

not quite right. The process of naming sounded lonely and often included self-blame and 

tendencies toward problem-solving to fix the relationship. Andy, who was stalked and verbally 

abused, said “I felt like it was my fault.  I felt like all of it was consequences of my actions and I 

needed to be patient with him because of it.” Similarly, Nicole said  “I didn’t recognize it as 
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abuse or whatever. I thought it wasn’t cool. It wasn’t right and I was like let’s try and work on 

this a little bit and we did have a lot of good times together, too.” 

Taylor shared a story about an instance in which her partner mistreated her in front of her 

family, and she first realized that the relationship might be unhealthy, but she blamed herself, 

 I knew that this was not a good sign, but I was still, “No, it’s my fault. I should’ve done 

better. I don't want you to leave me.” And that became a trend. We’d get into an 

argument, it would be totally his fault, not in any way anything I did, and then I’d 

apologize, which in hindsight now I can see all of that. 

Here Taylor is beginning to name her abuse but thinks it is something she needs to fix about 

herself. There is an absence of a label, but still some sort of acknowledgment that something is 

wrong. While reading Beca her i-poem, which was about sexual coercion, during our second 

interview, she expressed the conflicting feelings associated with naming these experiences for 

oneself, “...if one of my friends were to tell me that I’d be like girl, you know what? Dump him. 

He’s not worth it, dump him. You know?” Here is a piece of Beca’s i-poem (see appendix J for i-

poem in it’s entirety) 

I should have known since the first date  
 I think that he wasn’t in the best place mentally 
  he wanted to have sex,  
 I said that I didn’t want to.  
 I wasn’t ready, you know.  
 I had just been raped a couple of months prior.  
 I’m used to just being left after sex.  
 I wasn’t going to go through that again.  
 ....he got mad 
  

Charlie mentioned that a professor noticed she was not herself but she denied anything 

was wrong because, “It felt like something that I have to go through alone.” Once again, there is 
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acknowledgment, but not an official label or even sense that others would understand what she 

was experiencing. 

Nicole shared that she now sees her experience as abuse, but did not even consider the 

possibility of that as a label until the manipulation, control, and verbal abuse she was 

experiencing started to turn physical,  

I didn’t recognize it as abuse or anything like that because like I said, I grew up in a very 

unhealthy household and it was acceptable or enabled. But when it started with the little 

amount of physical abuse and then threatening to be more physical, I just kept thinking in 

my head, “I’m not about to be doing that”.  

The Language of Labeling 

As previously mentioned there is a difference between naming and labeling the 

experience of IPV, but both are part of the process of acknowledgment. I also wanted to dig 

deeper into the intricacies of the actual language used to label these experiences.  Generally, 

when discussing women who have been abused, the terms “victim” or “survivor” are assigned 

and sometimes used interchangeably. Language and definitions are usually created by those in 

power, and I wanted to make sure that I was giving each participant the opportunity to define 

things in their own words (Johnstone, 2016). In having these conversations, it also was apparent 

that the language surrounding sexual abuse, which was pervasive among participants, was very 

challenging for participants. Therefore, three subthemes make up The Language of Labeling: 1) 

Labeling 2) Victim vs Survivor, and 3) “I felt like I wasn’t in my body”.  

Labeling. Labeling was present when participants began to use a specific term to 

describe their experience. It was saying “I was abused.” It seemed more burdensome and less 

certain than the process of naming. Labeling gave weight to an experience that many wanted to 
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forget. It made it difficult for these women to see any of the good in order to hold on to the 

relationship or convince themselves that the abuser was ever well-intentioned. Labeling made 

them part of a group that had a shared experience. They were no longer alone, and in fact, may 

have found comfort in being part of the collective who have come to understand their experience 

as one that has been had by many other women. For many of these women, participating in this 

research was the first time they were becoming part of that collective. 

During the interview process, after each participant shared their story with me, I would 

ask “Would you label this experience as abuse?” and every participant would respond 

affirmatively. However, as the interview would continue or during the follow-up, I found many 

of them backpedaling and minimizing their experiences. For instance, Taylor confirmed that she 

did consider her experience abuse, but throughout the entirety of our first interview, it was clear 

to me as the researcher that she was not quite ready to own that label; she was still working 

through naming. This illustrates how the processes of naming and labeling are different, but not 

always clearly distinct or permanent. Taylor faltered between acknowledging that it was the 

appropriate label and minimizing it because as she stated: “I wasn’t necessarily physically 

abused.” Yet when I asked why she was interested in participating in this study she said,  

You mostly just hear about domestic violence, like physical kind of abuse, and so then I 

was like, “Well, maybe I need to tell my story and hopefully get it out more so that 

people realize that it’s not just physical abuse.” 

You can hear the conflict in her words. On the one hand, she does not consider her experience to 

be worthy of a label because the abuse was not physical: “There’s a part of me that was still kind 

of uneasy about whether or not it counted enough as abuse.” On the other hand, she is 

participating in this research and she wants to share her story so that other women know that 
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maltreatment does not have to be physical for it to be considered abuse. The friction and 

resistance I hear in Taylor’s words are what Gilligan refers to as contrapuntal voices (Gilligan, 

2015). Listening for contrapuntal voices requires the researcher to review interviews for 

counterpoint, often unsaid but present in the way a participant speaks and tells their story. In the 

stories I listened to, women were telling detailed stories of abuse, yet inconsistently declaring it 

abusive. They meandered through declaring a label and completely discounting their entire 

experience as not harmful enough to mention. 

In Andy’s response, you can hear her struggle between what she is coming to understand 

as violence and the outside voices that are forcing her to question the validity of her experiences,  

...trying to distinguish exactly what, quote, unquote, violence is is still kind of tricky 

because I've now come to learn that emotional violence is a thing and counts, but it's even 

whenever you explain it to someone sometimes they just don't get it.  They don’t get why 

it's as scary because they're like, well, why don't you just yell back or talk back or leave.  

And it's just not that simple.  

In contrast, Rebeca was being told by her friends that she was being abused but could not see it 

herself, 

 Whenever I would tell them that he would just ignore me for days, despite knowing that 

that would hurt me and that would get me real anxious to the point where I would get like 

a panic attack. My friends would be like, “Hey that’s abuse.” And I would be like, “No 

it’s not.” 

Kim also stated that even though she reported him to the police, labeling still came later,  

I only labeled it when I think I was like in court. Like I would just say I had a 

crazy ex-boyfriend. I could never like just – like look like for me to say to you like yeah, 
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it was definitely IPV, but it honestly just sounds weird to say to me. I just like – I don’t 

know why, maybe because just like the emotions that come with that, but it definitely – 

looking back at it now it was intimate partner violence.  

Just in these few interview excerpts, I can hear the complexities of labeling abuse.  

As these women continued to share their stories with me, I realized that many of them 

were in that moment speaking themselves into recognition.  Internally they had recognized it 

before, but many of them had never named or labeled out loud.  Narrating their stories was an 

exercise in empowerment. These women shared intimate details of abuse and the emotions they 

felt, how they found themselves in abusive situations, the reasons they stayed, and why they 

decided to leave (if they did). They came to understand their experience as one worthy of sharing 

while I was listening to them.  

For instance, during our second interview, when I asked Taylor what she had been 

thinking about since our first interview, she said “I think I re-evaluated a lot of what … just 

processing. Accepting that what happened, happened.” This shows that she is still hesitant to 

accept the label. Participating in the first interview was just another part of her naming process. 

The same was true for Andy when she reflected on what she shared in our first interview, 

…it’s been a long time since I’ve thought about first boyfriend in particular, and 

so just kind of remembering and talking to someone about how bad it was, it’s kind of 

surreal because I don’t necessarily remember it in my head as bad as it was. Saying it out 

loud makes it sound a lot worse. 

Hannah, who was a social work student, points to the role that becoming educated about IPV 

played in her labeling process and the sense of community owning that label brought her, 
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it definitely took me having to take classes and learn about other stuff before I could even 

say, oh shit this is what it’s called and this happens to other people.  And it was nice to be 

able to label it and say whatever, because it made me feel like I was not the only one who 

was going through this.  So, yeah I think at this point I would just probably call it abuse, 

period, but there were so many different layers and types that were involved in this 

situation it took me forever to peel through all of the negative things that had happened. 

Victim vs Survivor Many of the women felt that neither the term “victim” nor “survivor” 

truly encompassed how they felt or would describe their experience. The common thread that ran 

through these discussions was the fluidity of the language; that “victim” and “survivor” were not 

stand-alone terms, but rather were differentiated by one’s emotional state, which was ever-

changing. When I asked what term participants preferred, they reflected on their past and 

compared it to where they felt they were now. For instance, Ash said, 

I flip between “victim” and “survivor”, based off of almost where I was mentally. Based 

on what I’m saying. So during the time immediately after, I would definitely say victim 

because it was something that affected me for days and weeks and months after. But now 

that it’s kind of ebbed – the severity of how much it affects me. Now that it’s more of a 

passing thought than a constant loop in my head, I definitely tend toward saying survivor. 

Similarly, many participants stated that it was whether or not they were removed from the 

situation that determined the language they used. Charlie shared, ”...so for me I felt like I was the 

victim at the time but right now after I'm – I feel much better about it. I feel like I'm a survivor if 

that makes sense?” and Blessings said, “yeah, now that I'm out of it and I'm not dealing with him 

in any way, definitely a survivor.”  
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On the other hand, Cydney, who is still married to her abuser, said she did not feel she could call 

herself a survivor, 

So, because I am not out of it, I do not – when I think of “survivor”, I think of somebody 

who has gotten out of the relationship or someone who has essentially saved themselves.  

If that makes sense.  I can’t think of the word to describe it, but someone who has gotten 

out of the relationship, that’s who I look at as a survivor.   But when it comes to myself, I 

still – it’s weird because I really don’t like the victim, I don’t like – because I feel like it’s 

the victim mindset.  So it’s difficult, it really is...Because when I think of somebody 

declaring themselves as a “victim”, that victim mentality is the first thing that comes up in 

my head.  And I don’t want to – it makes me feel like my experiences aren’t real.  So it’s 

difficult defining myself as the victim, but at the same time, I don’t feel like a survivor. 

In this excerpt, you can hear Cydney’s frustration with finding the words to describe what she is 

still experiencing. She assigns a negative connotation to the term victim but struggles with the 

fact that she is still in the relationship and therefore cannot see herself as a survivor. There is also 

a sense of shame and guilt present in her words because she has not been able to “save” herself.  

Andy also spoke to the connotations that go along with using certain terminology and 

summed up how many of the participants felt about the language, 

Complicated.  I think sometimes people sort of make it into sort of a badge thing if I will 

never be a victim, I'm a survivor.  And I feel like that can be dismissive of the way that 

harm sticks with you.  It doesn't go away.  The hurt doesn't go away.  You can heal from 

it and you can grow, but it's in spite of harm…At the same time having the knowledge 

that you have been through all this shit and here you are, you made it, that sort of thing of 

being a survivor of abuse is also really powerful…So I think both terms are important in 


