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ABSTRACT 

Globally, nationally, and locally, domestic violence is an endemic social problem and an 

enduring human rights issue within all societies and cultures. The international literature 

highlights how this phenomenon is complex and transversal to all age groups, however, 

attitudinal research has typically focused on adults, so much less is known about children 

and young people’s attitudes towards domestic violence. Over the past decade there is 

increasing awareness that young people experience greater levels of violence and abuse 

in their relationships, yet domestic violence prevention is still in its infancy and much 

remains to be accomplished, not least in better understanding young people’s attitudes. 

The current study aims to explore young people’s attitudes towards domestic violence 

with a view to generate evidence that can be used to inform and improve domestic 

violence prevention efforts. Additionally, despite education being the principal 

mechanism by which society can influence future generations, the role of schools in 

preventing domestic violence remains largely unexplored across the globe. Therefore, the 

study also seeks to explore the potential role of schools in both the formation of attitudes 

towards domestic violence as well as its prevention. The study is a mixed methods model 

using a combination of survey based and qualitative interview-based methods. The study 

adopts the World Health Organisation ecological model and employs a two phase, 

explanatory sequential mixed-methods design. A secondary analysis of the 2013 Young 

Persons Behaviour and Attitudes Survey was conducted (n=1446), followed by a 

principal qualitative data collection phase. The qualitative analysis drew upon data 

generated from 30 focus group discussions with 188 pupils (aged 16-18) and 14 semi-

structured interviews with teachers from a convenience sample of 14 post-primary 

schools across Northern Ireland. These data were analysed using a thematic approach to 

address the research objectives. Once all quantitative and qualitative data were collected, 

analysed and discussed, the findings were integrated through a narrative approach to 

report the results. The results of the combined data revealed a gender gap in young 

people’s attitudes towards domestic violence with young males more likely to express 

attitudes supportive of domestic violence than young females. Both data also revealed 

that post-primary schools currently do not play a role in the formation of young people’s 

attitudes towards domestic violence, and schools are doing very little to prevent domestic 

violence. Based on the quantitative and qualitative findings, the study concludes that there 
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is a need for gender-tailored interventions to change attitudes towards partner violence in 

Northern Ireland. Moreover, one particularly urgently needed step is the substantially 

increased provision of opportunities for young people to have explicit and compulsory 

domestic violence preventative education during schooling. Overall, the findings of the 

study provide important areas for future prevention. After all, it is important that the 

public develop an attitude that domestic violence is unacceptable in every regard, for as 

long as domestic violence is tolerated it will not be possible for the goal of eradicating 

the occurrence of domestic violence to be achieved. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

It is the aim of this chapter to offer transparency on the study’s origins and how the present 

study contributes to the existing body of domestic violence research. An insight into the 

context of the study and the significance of the problem being addressed is identified 

followed by the justification. The chapter ends with direction on the structure of the study. 

1.2 RESEARCH PROBLEM - DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

Globally, nationally, and locally, domestic violence is an endemic social problem and an 

enduring human rights issue within all societies and cultures irrespective of social, 

economic, religious or cultural group (Krug et al., 2002; WHO, 2013). The international 

literature highlights how this phenomenon is complex and transversal to all age groups 

(Gerino et al., 2018). Domestic violence has profound consequences not only for the 

physical and psychological health of victims, but also for the well-being of their children, 

and for society in general (Campbell, 2002; Ellsberg et al., 2008; Guedes et al., 2016; 

WHO, 2013). Domestic violence is a global public health problem gaining attention 

worldwide due to the numerous known negative consequences including alcohol and 

substance abuse (Campbell, 2002; Ellsberg et al., 2008), negative reproductive health 

outcomes (Okenwa et al., 2009, 2011), and mental health problems (Aidoo and Harpham, 

2001; Ali, et al., 2013). The general health of individuals who report experiencing abuse, 

is significantly poorer than individuals who do not experience abuse (Coker et al., 2002; 

Simmons et al., 2018; WHO, 2013). The physical, emotional and mental cost of violence 

against women are high and are now well documented (WHO, 2013). ‘Women who have 

experienced domestic violence are more than twice as likely to experience depression 

compared to women who have not experienced partner violence’ (WHO, 2013:31). 

Moreover, abused women are five times more likely to abuse substances than are non-

abused women (Dutton et al., 2006). Each year more than a million people lose their lives, 

and many more suffer non-fatal injuries, as a result of domestic violence. The human cost 

of domestic violence to victims and families can be enormous including physical, 

emotional and psychological harm, breakdown in relationships and families, and a 

reduction in life opportunities for individuals (WHO, 2010). In some cases, domestic 

violence and abuse can result in serious physical harm or homicide (DHSSPS and DOJ, 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01146/full#B15
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01146/full#B26
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01146/full#B54
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01146/full#B108
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2158244016667993
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2158244016667993
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2158244016667993
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2158244016667993
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2158244016667993
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2158244016667993
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2158244016667993
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2016). Although domestic violence is often invisible (e.g. human grief and pain cannot 

be calculated) and precise estimates are difficult to obtain, the cost of domestic violence 

translates into billions of pounds in annual health care expenditures worldwide, and 

billions more for national economies in terms of days lost from work, law enforcement 

and lost investment (Krug et al., 2002). Violence against women and the fear of such 

violence, has been shown to impact upon women’s participation in education, 

employment, and civic activity (Banyard et al., 2011). Women may suffer isolation, 

inability to work, loss of wages, lack of participation in regular activities and limited 

ability to care for themselves and their children (WHO, 2013). According to Walby 

(2009), domestic violence cost the United Kingdom an estimated £15.7 billion in 2008 

including more than £3.9 billion for health care, social services, housing and refuges, civil 

legal services and the criminal justice system; more than £1.9 billion for the economy 

based on time off work due to domestic violence and abuse injuries; and just over £9.9 

billion in “human and emotional” costs.  

Domestic violence is considered the most common form of violence suffered by women 

(Buzawa and Buzawa, 2017; Dervries et al., 2013; Stöckl et al., 2013; WHO, 2013), 

mainly committed by their male partners (Hamby, 2014; Krug et al., 2002). The first 

global systematic review and synthesis of the body of scientific data on the prevalence  of  

intimate partner violence carried out by the London School of Hygiene and Tropical 

Medicine and the South African Medical Research Council shows that almost one third 

(30%) of women worldwide who have been in a relationship report that they have 

experienced some form of physical and/or sexual violence by their intimate partner in 

their lifetime (WHO, 2013). The main risk of homicide for a woman is from an intimate 

partner, with the proportion of women killed by their partner being six times higher than 

the proportion of men killed by women (Stöckl et al, 2013). Globally, 38% of all female 

homicides are committed by their intimate partners (41% in Western countries). (WHO, 

2013).  A European Union wide survey carried out by the European Union Agency for 

Fundamental Rights shows that violence against women, is an extensive human rights 

abuse that the European Union cannot afford to overlook (FRA, 2014). According to the 

Fundamental Rights Agency survey, since the age of 15, one woman in five (22 %) who 

is or has been involved in a relationship with a partner has experienced physical and/or 

sexual intimate partner violence (FRA, 2014). According to the Crime Survey for 
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England and Wales (CSEW) year ending March 2019, an estimated 5.7% of adults aged 

16 to 74 years (2.4 million people) experienced domestic violence in the last year (ONS, 

2019).  The CSEW estimated that 7.5% of women (1.6 million) and 3.8% of men 

(786,000) experienced domestic abuse in the last year (ONS, 2019). In 75% of the 

domestic abuse-related crimes recorded by the police in the year ending March 2019, the 

victim was female. Between the year ending March 2016 and the year ending March 

2018, 74% of victims of domestic homicide were female compared with 13% of victims 

of non-domestic homicide (ONS, 2019). The World Health Organization (2013) estimate 

that 30% of women worldwide, and 25% of women in Europe will experience physical 

or sexual violence in the context of an intimate relationship. 

Whilst both men and women may experience domestic violence, women are considerably 

more likely to experience repeated and severe forms of abuse, including sexual violence. 

They are also more likely to have experienced sustained physical, psychological, or 

emotional abuse, or violence which results in injury or death (WHO, 2013). There are 

important differences between male violence against women and female violence against 

men, namely the amount, severity, and impact (Women’s Aid, 2015). Women experience 

higher rates of repeated victimisation and are much more likely to be seriously hurt 

(Walby and Allen, 2004; Walby and Towers, 2017) or killed than male victims of 

domestic violence (ONS, 2019; WHO, 2013). Further to that, women are more likely to 

experience higher levels of fear and are more likely to be subjected to coercive and 

controlling behaviours (Dobash and Dobash, 2004; Hester, 2013; Myhill, 2015, 2017). 

Violence against women is not a small problem that only occurs in some pockets of 

society, but rather a global phenomenon of epidemic proportions, requiring urgent action 

(Devries et al., 2013; European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2014; Stöckl et 

al., 2013; WHO, 2013). Research and practice, studies and interventions, in the field of 

domestic violence most frequently focus on men’s violence against women as the 

‘overwhelming burden of partner violence is borne by women at the hands of men’ 

(WHO, 2002:89).  

Domestic violence within same sex relationships appears underexplored, however 

experiences within heterosexual relationships are comparable (Donovan et al., 2006; 

Richards et al., 2003) or higher than that among heterosexual couples (Kelley et al., 2012; 

Messinger, 2011). According to one of the most recent and representative study reports 

http://journals.sagepub.com.queens.ezp1.qub.ac.uk/doi/10.1177/0886260518789903
http://journals.sagepub.com.queens.ezp1.qub.ac.uk/doi/10.1177/0886260518789903
http://journals.sagepub.com.queens.ezp1.qub.ac.uk/doi/10.1177/0886260518789903
http://journals.sagepub.com.queens.ezp1.qub.ac.uk/doi/10.1177/0886260518789903
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6113571/#B96
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6113571/#B106
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on lesbian/gay/bisexual intimate partner violence prevalence rates  in the United States, 

almost one-third of sexual minority males and one-half of sexual minority women 

affirmed they were victims of physical or psychological abuse in a romantic relationship. 

In addition, over 50% of gay men and almost 75% of lesbian women reported that they 

were victims of psychological intimate partner violence (Breiding et al., 2013). Breiding 

et al. (2013) identified that 4.1 million people of the lesbian/gay/bisexual community 

have experienced intimate partner violence in their lifetime in the United States. 

Moreover, the most detailed United Kingdom research on same sex domestic violence 

found that 40.1% of female respondents and 35.2% of male respondents reported 

experiencing domestic violence in a same-sex relationship, with similar numbers of 

lesbian and gay men reporting physical abuse (Donovan et al., 2006).  Supporting this, 

women have been found to equal or slightly exceed men in their use of physical violence 

towards intimate partners (Graham-Kevan, 2007; Palmetto et al, 2013), but are however 

more at risk of injury (Dixon et al, 2007; Palmetto et al, 2013).  

A significant number of children experience domestic violence between their parents, or 

other adults at home (Callaghan and Alexander, 2015). A United Kingdom prevalence 

study estimates that 29.5% of children under 18 have been exposed to domestic violence 

during their lifetime (12% of children under 11, and 17.5% aged 11-18) and 

approximately 5.7% of children and young people, will experience domestic violence 

each year (Radford et al., 2013). Data from Women’s Aid Annual Survey (2017) found 

that 61.7% of women in refuge had children (aged under 18) with them (Women’s Aid, 

2018). These statistics suggest that domestic violence and abuse are issues that affect a 

large percentage of children in Europe. Children are not just passive observers, they are 

profoundly impacted by violence and coercive behaviour at home (Callaghan and 

Alexander, 2015). Domestic violence has a devastating impact on children and young 

people that can last into adulthood (Flood and Fergus, 2008; Harris et al., 2015; Holt et 

al., 2008).  As postulated by the World Health Organisation, it is time for the world to 

take action: a life free of violence is a basic human right, one that every woman, man and 

child deserves (WHO, 2013) 

1.3 RATIONALE FOR THE STUDY 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6113571/#B28
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6113571/#B28
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6113571/#B28
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There is growing international consensus that domestic violence can be prevented, and 

understanding attitudes is one important step (Gracia and Lila, 2015; Harris et al., 2015; 

Perez-Jimenez et al., 2017). Attitudes towards domestic violence is one of the most 

prominent predictors of domestic violence perpetration and victimisation (Ferrer-Perez 

and Bosch-Fiol, 2014; Flood and Pease, 2006, 2009; McKinney et al., 2009; Wang, 2016; 

WHO, 2010). For example, men who believe that wife beating is acceptable have a higher 

risk of perpetrating domestic violence, whereas women who think domestic violence is 

justified are connected with an increased danger of experiencing domestic violence 

(WHO, 2010).  Attitudes also influence how victims respond to domestic violence 

(Puente et al., 2016; Sanchez-Prada et al., 2018), as well as community and institutional 

responses (Abeya et al., 2012; Carlson and Worden, 2005; Crano and Prislin, 2008; Flood 

and Pease, 2006, 2009; Frye, 2007; Gracia, et al., 2009, 2011, 2014; Gracia and Lila, 

2015; Harris et al., 2015; Okenwa-Emegwa et al., 2016; Pease and Flood, 2009; Tran et 

al., 2016; VicHealth, 2010). A social environment that accepts or even supports domestic 

violence in some circumstances contributes to creating a climate of tolerance that makes 

it easier for perpetrators to persist in their violent behaviour and makes it more difficult 

for victims to disclose domestic violence (Flood and Pease, 2008, 2009; Gracia and 

Herrero, 2006a). 

Understanding young people’s attitudes are particularly important as behaviours learnt, 

and attitudes developed during adolescence are likely to be carried on in adult life 

(Sanchez et., 2012; Sherer, 2010; Smith, et al., 2003). Also, adolescence is an important 

phase as this is often when people begin to form intimate and formative relationships 

(Gadd et al., 2015).  Thus, it is crucial that prevention commences with young people 

before attitudes that are supportive of violence start to have an impact on their 

experiences, as they navigate what is a formative time of life (Harris et al., 2015). To date, 

most research studies have focused on adults attitudes towards DV, particularly the 

attitudes of adult women (Sanchez-Prada et al., 2018; Okenwa-Emegwa et al., 2016), 

much less is known about children and young people’s attitudes towards domestic 

violence (Wang, 2016). Greater recognition regarding young people’s attitudes is 

required as this is crucial in determining the future public acceptability of domestic 

violence (Aghtaie and Gangoli, 2015). Increasing our knowledge base on young people’s 

attitudes towards domestic violence can contribute to better-informed prevention and 

http://journals.sagepub.com.queens.ezp1.qub.ac.uk/doi/10.1177/0886260518789903
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intervention efforts aiming to respond to this major challenge in a more effective way, 

and the goal of seeing a more long-standing solution to violence prevention (Giordano et 

al., 2014; Gracia and Lila, 2015). No single factor is responsible for influencing attitudes 

concerning domestic violence, rather factors contribute in interaction with one another to 

increase the likelihood of violence supportive attitudes (Connolly et al., 2010). Research 

shows that attitudes are shaped by a multiplicity of interrelated factors at each of the four 

levels of attitude formation (individual, relationship, community and societal) (Flood and 

Pease, 2006). Thus, an understanding of influences on young people’s attitudes can help 

guide prevention, ensuring the focus is on factors most strongly associated with violence 

supportive attitudes (Harris et al., 2015). Research has demonstrated the association 

between attitudes towards domestic violence and a set of factors, however studies on the 

relationships of the influencing factors are sparse (Flood and Pease, 2009; Perez-Jimenez 

et al., 2017; Wang, 2016). Therefore, a better understanding of young people’s attitudes 

towards domestic violence and its correlates may add relevant knowledge to the 

conditions and factors that contribute to violence supportive attitudes (Gracia, 2014), and 

aid the development of violence-prevention efforts. 

Like most countries worldwide, Northern Ireland has a high rate of domestic violence 

(PSNI, 2019), however little empirical research has been conducted with the citizens of 

Northern Ireland in relation to their beliefs and attitudes regarding this issue. There is a 

scarcity of surveys and other sources of data collection as well as measurement 

instruments to specifically address or adequately assess attitudes towards domestic 

violence within a Northern Irish context. To date, research carried out in Northern Ireland 

with young people and their attitudes towards DV has been through quantitative methods 

(e.g. Young Persons Behaviour and Attitudes Survey). These data can help shape the 

ongoing preventative work as understanding societal attitudes can assist in developing 

and targeting clear messages on the issues specific to domestic violence in society 

(DHSSPS and DOJ, 2016). However, these data have received little recognition, which 

in turn hampers the process and development of domestic violence prevention in Northern 

Ireland. The current study seeks to close this gap by exploring young people’s attitudes 

towards domestic violence within a Northern Irish context. 
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Understanding the attitudes held by young people specifically is important to guide future 

prevention, however many of the factors contributing to the formation of these attitudes 

are likely to be found in broader organisational and community environments (Pease and 

Flood, 2008; Harris et al., 2015). As supported by the ecological model (Krug et al, 2002), 

attitudes are influenced by a range of factors, settings, and social forces at different levels 

of the social ecology (Harris et al., 2015). While this is the case for people throughout 

their lives, it is particularly so for young people given the significance of influential others 

(e.g. parents and teachers) and particular environments (e.g. schools) in their lives. This 

suggests that key to strengthening young people’s responses to domestic violence will be 

addressing the attitudes we all hold towards domestic violence, including the broader 

community and organisational cultures and structures responsible for shaping them 

(Harris et al., 2015). Prevention efforts must reach out to young people in settings that are 

influential in their lives and development. Addressing these environments will be 

important for prevention to strengthen people’s attitudes and behaviours (Harris et al., 

2015). Among the settings holding promise for reaching young people and strengthening 

the environments influencing their attitudes and behaviours are education settings, 

especially schools (Harris et al., 2015). Schools provide a key context where such 

prevention can be delivered on a large scale to a captive audience, as schools offer 

universal education and have repeated contact with a large population of children and 

young people (Harris et al., 2015; McKee and Mason, 2015; Sudermann et al., 1995), 

who have yet to experience or are just embarking on their own intimate relationships 

(Stanley et al., 2015). Moreover, since much of children's social learning takes place in 

school (Sudermann et al., 1995), educational settings offer an appropriate, safe and secure 

environment to provide domestic violence preventative education. As chapter two 

establishes, much previous domestic violence research has focused on evaluating 

preventative programmes among populations of both primary and post-primary school 

pupils. Nonetheless school-based preventative work remains largely unexplored and 

under-investigated across the globe (Lloyd, 2018). The potential role of schools regarding 

domestic violence prevention and how it might be best implemented are not clear, and 

therefore merits further research and scrutiny (Fox et al., 2016). In particular, the 

perspectives and experiences of those who deliver (e.g. teachers) and receive (e.g. pupils) 

domestic violence prevention education have typically been limited. Recent research (e.g. 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190740915300876#bb0235
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Fox et al., 2014; Lloyd, 2018; Stanley et al., 2015) argue strongly for young people’s 

concerns to be fully anticipated in domestic violence prevention education, as home-

grown and contextually specific interventions may be most acceptable for those 

delivering domestic violence preventative education and more meaningful for the 

audience (Stanley et al., 2015). To improve the effectiveness of efforts to reduce the 

prevalence of domestic violence, domestic violence preventative education should be 

tailored to young people’s needs and responsive to pupils learning preferences and 

experiences, including their socially constructed meanings and evaluations (Aghtaie and 

Gangoli, 2015; Fox et al., 2014; Scottish Executive, 2002; Stanley et al., 2011). Moreover, 

Lloyd (2018) maintains that future research should usefully ask teachers and support staff 

their views on their professional learning and training needs in this important area of 

work. Therefore, an exploration of the potential role of schools in both the formation of 

these attitudes and the prevention of domestic violence is an important avenue for 

research. These observations of the existing literature led to the development of two 

central research priorities for the conduct of the present study. 

1.4 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES AND QUESTIONS 

From the analysis of the existing literature, two principal research objectives for the study 

emerged: 

The present study aimed to: 

1) Explore post-primary school pupils’ attitudes concerning domestic violence  

AND 

2) Explore post-primary school pupils and teachers experiences and perceptions of 

the role of schools in preventing domestic violence  

Based on the research objectives, the specific research questions that phase one of the 

study set out to explore were as follows: 

• What is the nature and prevalence of post-primary school pupils’ attitudes towards 

domestic violence in Northern Ireland?  

• What effect are post-primary schools in Northern Ireland having on pupil’s 

attitudes towards domestic violence?  
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Phase two of the study included the following research questions: 

• What are post-primary school pupils’ understandings of and attitudes towards 

domestic violence?  

• What are the experiences and perceptions of teachers and pupils in relation to 

domestic violence preventative education during post-primary schooling? 

1.5 CONTEXT OF THE STUDY  

1.5.1 DOMESTIC VIOLENCE IN NORTHERN IRELAND 

Northern Ireland, part of the United Kingdom, lies in the north-eastern quadrant of the 

island of Ireland. Northern Ireland came into existence in 1921 as a result of the 

partitioning of Ireland, with the Republic of Ireland becoming a state in its own right 

while Northern Ireland remained part of the United Kingdom. Given that a sizeable 

Catholic minority in Northern Ireland remained politically and culturally aligned with the 

independent Irish state on the southern side of the border, the ethnic and religious 

polarisation between the two communities – the Protestant, British majority (unionists, 

loyalists), and the Catholic, Irish minority (nationalists, republicans) – was present from 

the inception of Northern Ireland (Doyle and McWilliams, 2018). This polarisation was 

embedded in the hostility between the two groups, with a thirty-year period of violent 

conflict (referred to locally as the ‘Troubles’) running from 1968 to 1998 (Tonge, 2002; 

Todd and Ruane, 1996). The conflict came to an end formally in 1998 with the signing 

of the Belfast Agreement (also known as the ‘Good Friday Agreement’) and the 

establishment of a devolved power-sharing government in which both Catholic 

Nationalists and Protestant Unionists have to be represented. While the peace agreement 

and peace process have reduced political violence in society significantly, and 

transformed Northern Ireland in many ways, ethno-national antagonisms have remained 

strong, divisions and mistrust continue to exist, and there have been intermittent episodes 

of political violence with some of the existing paramilitary groups refusing to disband 

and new groups emerging to replace those on ceasefire (Ashe, 2007, 2012; Northern 

Ireland Executive Panel Report, 2016). 

Given that Northern Ireland is a post-conflict society, most research on violence to date 

has been on countering political terrorism through the examination of the conflict 1968-
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1998, rather than other forms of violence (McWilliams and Doyle, 2017). Many 

researchers have examined its impact on inter-group relations today, discussing the 

impact of peace process policies and programs, and examining the impact of gender, 

ethnicity, and religion on the conflict and on current post-conflict social and political 

environments (Besley and Mueller, 2012; Browne and Dwyer, 2014; Byrne and Gormley-

Heenan, 2014; Cochrane, 2015; Ditch and Morrissey, 1992; Dorsett, 2013; Doyle and 

McAreavey, 2014; Sterrett et al., 2012). Some have focused specifically on the role of 

women in the conflict and in post-conflict Northern Ireland, as combatants, as supporters, 

and as public figures and leaders (Buckley and Galligan, 2013; Connolly, 1999; Deiana, 

2013; McKeown, 2011; McWilliams and Kilmurray, 2015). Few researchers have 

specifically examined the role of women as victims of violence during the conflict 

(Evason, 1981; McKiernan, 1993; McWilliams, 1997; McWilliams et al., 1986) as it is 

unlikely that victims were willing to report to security forces that might be involved in 

the conflict and because many communities prioritized the public conflict over private 

violence (McWilliams, 1997). When domestic violence occurred during the conflict, 

women faced severe barriers to reporting, such as the 10-minute waiting period (if a 

woman called to report domestic violence, she had to call again in 10 minutes to prevent 

hoaxes and ambushes, leaving time for the man to do something such as rip the phone out 

of the wall) (Hume and Wilding, 2014). Another factor contributing to low reporting rates 

of violence against women during the conflict was the cultural discomfort with invading 

the privacy of the home by looking into accusations of domestic violence (McWilliams, 

1997). Violence against women during the conflict, therefore, was severely under-

reported and under-researched. After the conflict, reporting rates of violence against 

women skyrocketed (McWilliams, 2015), possibly due to a variety of factors that include 

the rapid reduction of sectarian violence and shift of women’s attention from addressing 

public to private, home violence. For example, in 1995/6, just before the political 

settlement, the number of domestic violence incidences reported to the police (then Royal 

Ulster Constabulary) was at 5,903 (Royal Ulster Constabulary, 1995/6), a much smaller 

figure than recent incidents recorded by the Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI). 

Concerning the extent of domestic violence in Northern Ireland, the absence of regular 

large-scale survey data renders it difficult to reliably ascertain prevalence (Doyle and 

McWilliams, 2018). Among the most reliable sources of statistical information on 
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domestic violence incidences in Northern Ireland today are the annual reports of the 

Police Service for Northern Ireland which began recording in 2004/05 (PSNI, 2019). 

1.5.2 SCHOOL CONTEXT IN NORTHERN IRELAND 

In Northern Ireland it is compulsory for children to attend school between the ages of 4 

and 16. The education system in Northern Ireland begins statutory education when a child 

is aged 4. Children attend primary school between the ages of 4 and 11. At primary level, 

the current curriculum includes a Foundation Stage which covers Years 1 and 2 (pupils 

aged 4-6). Key Stage 1 covers Years 3 and 4 (pupils aged 6-8), Key Stage 2 covers Years 

5 to 7 (pupils aged 8-11). At age 11 pupils transfer to secondary education. Publicly 

funded post-primary education is provided in secondary schools or grammar schools. 

Entry to grammar schools is through academic selection and grammar schools set their 

own transfer tests and invite pupils to sit these tests in their own schools. Pupils enter 

post-primary education at age 11 or 12 and follow the National Curriculum. At post-

primary level, Key Stage 3 covers Years 8, 9 and 10 (pupils aged 11-14) and Key Stage 4 

covers Years 11 and 12 (pupils aged 14-16). At age 16 pupils sit their General Certificate 

of Secondary Education (GCSE) examination which also marks the end of compulsory 

education. Most pupils either transfer to sixth form at secondary school, or grammar 

school, or a Further Education College to study A-levels or vocational qualifications and 

training. The results of these examinations help determine entry into higher education. 

1.5.2.1 SCHOOL SECTORS 

Despite the widespread optimism following the Good Friday or Belfast agreement, 

sectarian tensions that go back over 300 years continue to impact Northern Ireland. 

Nowhere is this division more clearly seen than in the education system, which remains 

segregated between Catholics and Protestants, despite the nearly 20-year old peace 

agreement (Schiaparelli, 2015). ‘After the division of the island of Ireland, the United 

Kingdom government enacted various mechanisms to improve the schooling situation in 

Northern Ireland, mainly by developing state run schools’ (Hayes, 2007:457). The 

original goal was to have churches of all denominations relinquish control of the schools 

to the state in return for state funding; however, while the Protestant schools conceded 

ownership of the schools in return for a hefty amount of control, the Catholic church 

chose to maintain ownership of their schools. This division has led to the current situation 

http://www.inquiriesjournal.com/authors/4331/kara-schiaparelli
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in Northern Ireland, which is divided between controlled (or Protestant) and maintained 

(or Catholic) schools. Both types of schools receive government funding, but the crucial 

difference is that the Northern Ireland government directly manages controlled schools 

while the Catholic Church manages maintained schools (Schiaparelli, 2015). Northern 

Ireland has a complex educational structure with a range of bodies involved in 

management and administration. The Department of Education has overall responsibility 

for the education of the people of Northern Ireland and for effectively implementing 

educational policy. At the individual establishment level, a Board of Governors (BoGs) 

governs each school, whose composition varies according to the school type, as well as a 

small number of independent schools (Perry, 2016, 2017) (see Table 1)  

Table 1: School management types in Northern Ireland (grant-aided) (Department of 

Education, 2016) 

Sector % of 

pupils 

Phase Overview 

Controlled 39% Nursery, 

primary, 

secondary, 

grammar 

and special 

• Provided and managed by the EA 

through Boards of Governors 

• Primary and secondary Boards include 

transferor members (Protestant 

churches) 

• Some controlled integrated schools 

(further 2% of pupils) 

Catholic 

maintained 

(voluntary 

maintained) 

36% Nursery, 

primary, 

secondary, 

and special 

• Roman Catholic ethos 

• Boards of Governors include trustees 

appointed by CCMS 

Voluntary 

non-

maintained 

15% Grammar • Voluntary grammars 

• Self-governing: higher levels of 

autonomy 

• Boards include trustee/foundation 

governors 

http://www.inquiriesjournal.com/authors/4331/kara-schiaparelli
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Controlled: The Education Authority provides and manages controlled schools through 

Board of Governors. Primary and post-primary Board of Governors for controlled schools 

include transferor members (from the three Protestant churches that owned schools before 

their transfer to public ownership). There are also a number of controlled integrated 

schools.  

Catholic maintained (also known as voluntary maintained): The Council for Catholic 

Maintained Schools (CCMS) is the employing authority for these schools, and they have 

a Roman Catholic ethos. Their Board of Governors include trustees appointed by CCMS.  

Voluntary grammars (voluntary non-maintained): Post-primaries that select on the basis 

of academic ability. These schools have high levels of autonomy and are self-governing 

under the management of a Board of Governors. Board of Governors include trustee and 

foundation governors. 

Grant-maintained integrated: These schools have an integrated ethos and high levels 

of autonomy. They are under the management of a Board of Governors. The Department 

of Education has a statutory duty to encourage and facilitate integrated education. 

Other maintained schools: The majority of other maintained schools are Irish-medium; 

the Department of Education (DE) has a statutory duty to encourage and facilitate the 

development of Irish-medium education. The Church of Ireland owns three other 

maintained schools.  

 

Grant- 

maintained 

integrated 

5% Nursery, 

primary, 

secondary 

• Integrated ethos 

• Self-governing 

• DE has a duty to encourage and facilitate 

integrated education 

‘Other’ 

maintained 

(voluntary 

maintained) 

1% Nursery, 

primary, 

secondary, 

and special 

• Mostly Irish-medium schools 

• DE has a duty to encourage and facilitate 

Irish-medium education 
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1.6 DEFINITION OF TERMS 

The following terms used in the present study are clarified to assist the reader’s 

understanding. 

While the term “domestic violence” (DV) is used, several terms are present in literature 

such as “intimate partner violence”, “violence against women”, and sometimes terms are 

used interchangeably. In the present study, the term ‘domestic violence’ will be adopted 

predominantly as it is most frequently utilised within the United Kingdom: 

‘Any incident or pattern of incidents of controlling, coercive or threatening 

behaviour, violence or abuse between those aged 16 or over who are or have been 

intimate partners or family members regardless of gender or sexuality. This can 

encompass, but is not limited to, the following types of abuse: psychological, 

physical, sexual, financial and emotional’ (Home Office, 2013:2). 

The term “post-primary school” is used interchangeably with the term “secondary school” 

to refer to second-level education which caters for pupils aged 12 to 18 years in Northern 

Ireland.  

The terms “young people” and “adolescents” are used interchangeably throughout the 

study; these terms refer primarily to this period of adolescence between the ages of 12 

and 18 years. 

In the present study, the term “prevention” refers to activities which take place before 

violence has occurred to prevent initial perpetration or victimisation of domestic violence 

(Flood, 2019).  

1.7 STRUCTURE OF CHAPTERS 

The present study is divided into seven chapters: 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

This chapter introduces the reader to the problem statement of the study and guides the 

reader through the reasoning behind the problem in addition to outlining the intention to 

solve the problem. 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 
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This chapter reviews the relevant literature to the research problem, highlights the key 

strengths, limitations and findings of the existing body of domestic violence research and 

underscores the contribution that the current study will make by using a combination of 

quantitative and qualitative methods. Chapter two also discusses the theoretical 

framework that guided the study, provides an overview of the development of 

preventative education, and discusses the requirement for further research in the United 

Kingdom and across the globe. 

Chapter 3: Methodology 

A reflective presentation of the methodological approach of the study is offered with 

reference to the literature. 

Chapter 4: Findings and Discussion Phase 1 (quantitative strand): Pupils attitudes 

towards domestic violence 

This chapter discusses and interprets the secondary analysis of the 2013 Young Persons 

Behaviour and Attitudes Survey (YPBAS) carried out by the Northern Ireland Statistics 

and Research Agency (NISRA) in relation to pupils’ attitudes towards domestic violence. 

Chapter 5: Findings and Discussion Phase 2 (qualitative strand): Pupils perceptions 

and attitudes towards domestic violence 

This chapter discusses the findings of the 30 focus group discussions with 188 post-

primary pupils across Northern Ireland in relation to their perceptions and attitudes 

towards domestic violence. 

Chapter 6: Findings and Discussion Phase 2 (qualitative strand): Pupils and 

teachers’ perceptions and experiences of the role of schools in preventing domestic 

violence 

This chapter discusses pupils and teachers’ perceptions and experiences of the role of 

schools in preventing domestic violence using 30 group discussions with pupils (age 16-

18) and 14 semi-structured interviews with post-primary school teachers in Northern 

Ireland.   

Chapter 7: Conclusions and Implications 
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Finally, chapter seven contains the conclusions that are drawn from the findings in chapter 

four, five, and six. Thus, the final chapter of the study assesses how the current research 

contributes to the domestic violence literature and reflects on the study’s progress in 

achieving the original research objectives. The study’s findings are contextualised within 

the existing theoretical, methodological, and empirical research. The implications for the 

research findings are also discussed in chapter seven and includes some recommendations 

for future policy, preventions, and interventions, as well as further study.  

1.8 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

As outlined above, the aim of the current study is to explore young people’s attitudes 

towards domestic violence in addition to the potential role of post-primary schools in 

preventing domestic violence. The next chapter discusses the current body of domestic 

violence literature, and contextualises the study within the existing scholarship, 

highlighting the contribution that this study seeks to make.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

A key aim of the literature review was to critically appraise and synthesise current 

knowledge in relation to the main research questions of the study. Searching for pertinent 

literature was an ongoing process during the study, thereby ensuring that the most up-to-

date and relevant literature was used in underpinning the study. The purpose of this 

chapter is to provide an overview of the endemic problem of domestic violence (DV) and 

the importance of prevention. It begins by outlining the difficulties encountered in 

defining DV in addition to the historical context of DV. The remainder of this chapter 

provides an overview of the key areas of interest in DV research, specifically in the areas 

of prevention and attitude research. The last two sections of this chapter are a critical 

evaluation of the gaps in the literature and research regarding young people’s attitudes 

towards DV and the preventative role of schools. It is the intention that this chapter will 

show that attitudes are important to explore as they underpin DV prevention research and 

initiatives, as well as the importance of gaining insight into the potential role of schools 

in preventing DV.  

2.2 DEFINING DOMESTIC VIOLENCE: A STRUGGLE WITH 

TERMINOLOGY 

The purpose in this section is not to arrive a determined definition but purely to explore 

some of the varied terms currently being utilised. One of the most important problems 

faced when talking about DV is the matter of definition (Indermaur, 2001). The broad 

array of research into this area has led to a large and varied number of definitions. 

Definitions of DV are socially constructed, have developed over time, and reflect 

prevailing understandings, interests and power distributions (Devaney, 2015; 

Muehlenhard and Kimes 1999). DV is a phrase in everyday usage, but in a manner that 

often belies the difficulties associated with the term. DV is not a simple denotation, but 

rather a term with multiple potential connotations, and one that may be viewed as 

ideologically loaded (Corteen, et al., 2016). Adopting a common definition poses great 

difficulty as the various terms for describing the problem remain actively contested 

(Barnish, 2004; Gadd et al., 2015). Due to the pronounced theoretical divide between 

feminist and family violence perspectives deciding on the nomenclature for discussing 
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the problem is fraught with meaning, as the various terms for describing the problem 

reflect their underlying theoretical assumptions. The terms ‘wife abuse,’ ‘wife beating,’ 

and ‘VAW’ all reflect a theoretical choice to frame the problem in gendered terms that 

reflect the fundamental assumption that gender is at the centre of the problem. Terms such 

as ‘spouse abuse,’ ‘marital violence,’ ‘family violence,’ and even ‘DV’ reflect the 

theoretical assumption that the problem is essentially gender-neutral and, therefore, 

should be studied and discussed in gender-neutral terms (Lawson, 2012; Muehlenhard 

and Kimes, 1999). Reminiscent of the lack of universal definition, numerous terms are 

commonly used to refer to violence that occurs in the context of an intimate relationship: 

Domestic Violence (DV), Violence Against Women (VAW), Intimate Partner Violence 

(IPV) and partner violence (Winterdyk, 2017).  

Since the 1970s, recognition has grown that DV is not solely a private matter, but a 

significant issue of public concern (Murray and Powell, 2011). In the 1980s in the USA, 

“battering” became the term used to signify a pattern of coercive control, intimidation, 

and oppression that women often experienced at the hands of their partners (Pence and 

Dasgupta, 2006). With usage, this term came to be used more specifically to denote 

physical violence. Across the literature “domestic violence” emerged as a term used to 

highlight abuse that was happening in the domestic sphere, a supposedly safe haven. In 

Australia, the term “domestic violence” has a long history of being associated with gender 

inequality and is favoured because it allows the issues of children to be included within 

its purview (Laing et al., 2013). Almeida and Durkin’s (1999:313) useful definition of 

DV highlights coercion and control defining it as: ‘The patterned and repeated use of 

coercive and controlling behaviour to limit, direct and shape a partner’s thoughts, feelings 

and actions. An array of power and control tactics is used along a continuum in concert 

with one another. These tactics include physical abuse, emotional abuse, economic abuse, 

threats and intimidation, isolation and entrapment, sexual abuse and exploitation, control 

and abuse of children, and isolation through job location and language barriers.’  

In recent years, DV is commonly referred to as IPV in an attempt to include all violence 

against an intimate partner regardless of marital status or the heterosexual or homosexual 

nature of the relationship, and to exclude other forms of violence such as child abuse, 

elder abuse, sibling abuse and violence against roommates who are not intimate partners 

(Ali and Naylor, 2013; McCue, 2008; Wells et al., 2012b; Winterdyk, 2017). IPV is part 
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of the broader term “violence against women”, which the United Nations (1993:3) defines 

in Article 1 of the Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women as:  

‘Any act of gender-based violence that results in, or is likely to result in, physical, 

sexual or mental harm or suffering to women, including threats of such acts, 

coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or in 

private life.’ 

In May 2011, the Council of Europe adopted a Convention on preventing and combating 

VAW and DV (commonly referred to as the “Istanbul Convention”). Building upon 

earlier pronouncements and strategies, this is the first legally binding instrument creating 

a comprehensive legal framework to combat discrimination and VAW and DV in the 

European Region through four related strands of prevention, protection, prosecution and 

victim support (Council of Europe, 2011). The Convention defines DV as all acts of 

physical, sexual, psychological or economic violence that occur within the family of 

domestic unit or between former or current spouses or partners, whether or not the 

perpetrator has shares or has shared the same residence with the victim (Council of 

Europe, 2011). IPV is the term used by the World Health Organization (WHO) (2010:11) 

and specifically refers to:  

‘Behaviour by an intimate partner that causes physical, sexual or psychological 

harm, including acts of physical aggression, sexual coercion, psychological abuse 

and controlling behaviours.’ 

Across the UK the official definition of DV is different in the separate Governmental 

strategies of the four countries (Devaney and Lazenbatt, 2016).  In the UK, England, 

Wales and Northern Ireland, DV, domestic abuse and IPV are terms used interchangeably. 

In Scotland, the term domestic abuse is preferred, as it is felt this gives a better overall 

picture of the different aspects that such violence can take. As stated, whilst DV/abuse 

can be directed at men by women and can happen in same sex relationships, research 

shows unequivocally that the majority of domestic abuse (more than 77 per cent) is 

committed by men against women (Home Office, 2013). It is often described as a hidden 

crime and one that is difficult to measure and quantify. In 2010 the Home Office (2010) 

definition included: 
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‘Any incident of threatening behaviour, violence or abuse (psychological, 

physical, sexual, financial or emotional) between adults who are or who 

have been intimate partners or family member, regardless of gender or 

sexuality. This includes issues of particular concern to black and minority 

ethnic (BME) communities such as so-called “honour-based violence”, 

female genital mutilation (FGM) and forced marriage.’  

The UK government definition of DV was changed in 2012 to include 16 and 17-year-

olds and to reflect coercive control as core to DV. This recognised that DV is not an 

isolated incident of abuse, but rather a complex pattern of repeated abuse or threats of 

abuse that occurs in a context of power and control (Home Office, 2013). It is described 

as: 

‘Any incident or pattern of incidents of controlling, coercive or threatening 

behaviour, violence or abuse between those aged 16 or over who are or have been 

intimate partners or family members regardless of gender or sexuality. This can 

encompass, but is not limited to, the following types of abuse: psychological, 

physical, sexual, financial, and emotional. Controlling behaviour is: a range of 

acts designed to make a person subordinate and/or dependent by isolating them 

from sources of support, exploiting their resources and capacities for personal 

gain, depriving them of the means needed for independence, resistance and escape 

and regulating their everyday behaviour. Coercive behaviour is: an act or a pattern 

of acts of assault, threats, humiliation and intimidation or other abuse that is used 

to harm, punish, or frighten their victim. (Home Office, 2013:2). 

Definitions of domestic violence can include: 

• Physical violence (e.g. such as shoving, kicking, burning, hitting, choking, 

etc.) 

• Systematic isolation from family and friends, instigating and controlling 

relocations to a place where the victim has no social circle or employment 

opportunities and preventing the victim from going out to meet people 

• Controlling all money, forbidding access to bank accounts, providing and 

inadequate “allowance”, preventing the victim seeking or holding 

employment and taking waged earned by the victim. 
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• Mental/psychological/emotional cruelty such as isolation from family and 

friends, being prevented from leaving the home, name calling, deprivation 

of family income, suffering harm to pets or damage to other personal 

items. 

• Being forced to have sex. 

• Female genital mutilation (FGM) or female genital cutting (FGC) and so-

called honour-based violence. 

• Verbal abuse including swearing and humiliation in private and public, 

focusing on intelligence, sexuality, body image or the victim’s capacity as 

a parent or partner. 

• Using and abusing children in various ways to frighten or force 

compliance. 

• Threats of physical violence even though no actual physical force occurs. 

• Controlling behaviour with a range of acts designed to make a person 

subordinate and/or dependent by isolating them from sources of support, 

exploiting their resources and capacities for personal gain, depriving them 

of the means needed for independence, such as daily living aids for people 

with disabilities. 

• Forced marriage. 

• Acid attacks. 

Difficulties in measuring the nature of DV go well beyond these definitional issues. DV 

is a very private form of behaviour and the greatest challenge is for researchers and policy 

makers is that the abuse remains hidden, with women and men remaining silent and 

finding it difficult to speak openly or seek help (Dar, 2013; Devaney and Lazenbatt, 

2016). “Although the research literature is growing every day, it is often difficult to 

determine the exact nature of this violence, as most studies recognise that they have not 

fully captured the problem and that a clinically significant proportion of the abuse that 

occurs is never known” (Devaney and Lazenbatt, 2016:13).  

In the present study, ‘Domestic Violence’ will be the predominantly adopted term with 

which to discuss the problem of violence between men and women and other intimate 

relationships (when not directly citing the terms used by others),  as it is most frequently 
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utilised within the United Kingdom. However, other terms such as ‘IPV’ and ‘domestic 

abuse’ will be used when referring to studies that specifically adopt these terms.  

2.3 HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

DV occurred in the past, but it wasn’t until the “Battered Women’s Movement” in the 

1970s that this problem gained greater public attention and the importance of addressing 

this issue became increasingly recognised (Schechter, 1982; Tierney, 1982). In the 1970s, 

feminists documented the widespread incidence of wife beating and asserted that it was 

not just working-class husbands who assaulted their wives, but all classes of men. They 

defined wife beating as one extreme in a spectrum of male efforts to dominate women, 

and argued that rape was a crime of violence, not sex. Feminists founded shelters where 

women could take refuge, demanded that the police do more to protect women, and 

advocated for battered women in courts (Javier and Herron, 2018). ‘Since the 1970s, 

albeit in the face of criticism, feminists successfully transformed domestic violence from 

a private trouble into a public issue, now high on the agendas of local, national and 

international governments’ (Harne, and Radford, 2008:1). Until recently, the 

juxtaposition of DV and international law would have seemed an oxymoron. For 

generations, DV lived beyond the shadow not just of international law, but of all law. 

Banished from international law’s gaze, and too often been typecast as a ‘soft’ social issue 

that must take a back seat to other ‘more pressing’ economic and political issues. Today, 

this is finally changing. Increasingly governments, courts and policy makers are 

recognising systematic forms of DV as an important international problem (Meyersfeld, 

2010). DV has become an important social issue all over the world (Gerino et al., 2018; 

Lloyd et al., 2017; Rollè et al., 2018). Finally, DV has been recognised for what it is: one 

of the most pervasive and pressing human rights concerns faced by the international 

community (Meyersfeld, 2010). However, despite current international frameworks such 

as: the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and its two Conventions: the UN 

Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women; the EU Istanbul Convention 

on Violence Against Women; and many other regional and national legislations to 

prevent, punish, and end DV, the incidence of this violence continues to be a scourge on 

society (Peterson and Schroeder, 2017).   
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2.4 DOMESTIC VIOLENCE - A GLOBAL ENDEMIC  

Measuring DV requires that definitions be operationalised to establish what data will be 

included and excluded (Winterdyk, 2017). Due in part to the lack of definitional 

agreement in the DV literature, prevalence rates are widely variable, depending on the 

population sampled and the criteria used for denoting its presence (Shorey et al., 2008). 

Often, different definitions are used, with some questionnaires measuring dating violence 

in general and others distinguishing between different types of abuse (e.g. physical, 

sexual, and emotional). Estimates vary by country, and according to study methodology 

(i.e. how these types of violence are measured), and which behaviours or experiences are 

included in the prevalence estimate (WHO, 2010). This can cause wide variation in the 

overall rates of DV uncovered (Gadd et al., 2015). With definitions and understandings 

of DV varying across research studies, regions and cultural settings, our understanding 

about the presentation, dynamics and impact of DV, in addition to defining what it is that 

society needs to tackle has not been a trouble-free endeavour (Devaney, 2015; European 

Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2014; Shorey et al., 2008). 

Despite a great deal of variability in definitions adopted by researchers, DV is a major 

social and public health problem affecting primarily women and girls and to a much lesser 

degree men and boys across the globe regardless of their culture, religion, status and other 

demographic characteristics (Ali and Naylor, 2013; UNICEF, 2006; WHO, 2002, 2013). 

While statistics in many developing countries may not be as comprehensive as those in 

more advanced economics, the WHO has provided considerable insight on the toll of DV 

(Buzawa and Buzawa, 2017; WHO, 2013). In 2013, the WHO, in conjunction with the 

London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, and the South African Medical 

Research Council collaborated to use their respective expertise in developing public 

health statistics to undertake the first global measure of the incidence and the effects of 

DV (Buzawa and Buzawa, 2017). The analysis which used existing data from over 80 

countries, found that, worldwide ‘nearly one third of ever-partnered women (30.0%) have 

experienced physical and/or sexual violence by an intimate partner’ (WHO, 2013:31) (see 

Table 2).  
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Table 2: Lifetime prevalence of physical and/or sexual intimate partner violence among 

ever partnered women by WHO region (WHO, 2013:17) 

WHO region Prevalence, % 95% Cl, % 

Low- and middle-income regions:   

Africa 36.6 32.7 to 40.5 

Americas 29.8 25.8 to 33.9 

Eastern Mediterranean 37.0 30.9 to 43.1 

Europe 25.4 20.9 to 30.0 

South-East Asia 37.7 32.8 to 42.6 

Western Pacific 24.6 20.1 to 29.0 

High income 23.2 20.2 to 26.2 

Cl = confidence interval 

While forms of violence might differ by culture, this figure was consistent through most 

countries and regions of the world making IPV one of the major human rights issues 

(Buzawa and Buzawa, 2017). The review also estimated that 38% of all murders of 

women worldwide are committed by intimate partners (WHO, 2013). In some regions of 

the world, as high as 66% of women report physical and/or sexual violence victimization 

perpetrated by male partners at some point in their lives (WHO, 2013). In Europe, a 

survey among the 28 European Union (EU) Member States estimated that an average of 

22% of European women had been victims of physical and/or sexual violence by their 

partners since the age of 15, with a lifetime prevalence across countries ranging from 13 

to 32% (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2014). 

These findings send a powerful message that VAW is not a small problem that only occurs 

in some pockets of society, but rather a global phenomenon of epidemic proportions, 

requiring urgent action (Devries et al., 2013; European Union Agency for Fundamental 

Rights, 2014; Stöckl et al., 2013; WHO, 2013). Research and practice, studies and 

interventions, in the field of DV most frequently focus on men’s VAW as the 

‘overwhelming burden of partner violence is borne by women at the hands of men’ 

(WHO, 2002:89). IPV is considered the most common form of violence suffered by 

women (Devries et al., 2013; Stöckl et al., 2013; WHO, 2013), mainly committed by their 

male partners (Hamby, 2014). 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01146/full#B29
http://journals.sagepub.com.queens.ezp1.qub.ac.uk/doi/10.1177/0886260518789903
http://journals.sagepub.com.queens.ezp1.qub.ac.uk/doi/10.1177/0886260518789903
http://journals.sagepub.com.queens.ezp1.qub.ac.uk/doi/10.1177/0886260518789903
http://journals.sagepub.com.queens.ezp1.qub.ac.uk/doi/10.1177/0886260518789903
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Whilst the majority of victims including fatalities are female (Hines and Douglas, 2009), 

and most perpetrators are male, the WHO (2012) acknowledges that men are also victims 

of IPV, both within same sex and heterosexual relationships. In comparison to the 

literature available on the prevalence, experiences and outcomes of women’s 

victimisation, there is relatively limited research currently available on male victims (e.g. 

McNeely et al., 2001; Straus and Gelles, 1986; Tsui, 2014); that which does is largely 

based in the US (Archer 2000; Bates, 2018; Black et al., 2011; Smith et al., 2017). 

Prevalence rates from a recent National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey 

(NISVS) (2010-2012) remain high for both men and women in the US. ‘Over 1 in 3 

women (37.3%) and nearly 1 in 3 men (30.9%) experienced contact sexual violence, 

physical violence, and/or stalking victimization by an intimate partner during their 

lifetime’ (Smith et al., 2017:17). Nonetheless there are important differences between 

male VAW and female violence against men, namely the amount, severity, and impact 

(WHO, 2009). Research suggests that women experience higher rates of repeated 

victimisation and are much more likely to be seriously hurt (Walby and Towers, 2017; 

Walby and Allen, 2004; Whitaker et al., 2007) or killed than male victims of DV (ONS, 

2017). Further to that, women are more likely to experience higher levels of fear and are 

more likely to be subjected to coercive and controlling behaviours (Archer, 2000; Dobash 

and Dobash, 2004; Hester, 2013; Myhill, 2015, 2017). 

Despite the myth that DV is exclusively an issue in heterosexual relationships, it is 

important to acknowledge that those in same sex relationships can also experience this 

form of violence from their intimate partners (Douglas and Hines, 2011; Finneran and 

Stephenson, 2013; Randle and Graham, 2011; Rollè et al., 2018; WHO, 2010, 2012). 

Many studies have revealed the existence of DV among bisexual (LGB) individuals, 

lesbian and gay couples, and its incidence is comparable to or higher than those among 

heterosexual couples (Kelley et al., 2012; Messinger, 2011; Turell, 2000b). Most 

researches on the prevalence of same sex DV have been conducted on a North American 

population, while some minor studies are focused on Australian (Leonard et al., 2008), 

Chinese (Chong et al., 2010, 2013; Liu et al., 2013), South African (Eaton et al., 2013), 

Canada (Balsam and Szymanaski, 2005; Bartholomew et al., 2008) and British 

populations (Guasp, 2012): the results reported similar or even higher DV rates compared 

to those for North American populations (Rollè et al., 2018). According to one of the 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6113571/#B96
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6113571/#B106
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6113571/#B126
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6113571/#B99
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6113571/#B45
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6113571/#B101
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6113571/#B60
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6113571/#B83
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most recent and representative study reports in the US,  4.1 million people of the LGB 

community experienced IPV in their lifetime in the US (Breiding et al., 2013). Life-time 

prevalence of IPV in LGB couples appeared to be similar to or higher than in heterosexual 

ones: 61.1% of bisexual women, 43.8% of lesbian women, 37.3% of bisexual men, and 

26.0% of homosexual men experienced IPV during their life, while 35.0% of heterosexual 

women and 29.0% of heterosexual men experienced IPV (Breiding et al., 2013). In the 

UK there has been a small number of local or national surveys and other research 

regarding same sex domestic abuse. The Sigma surveys of gay men and lesbians 

(Henderson 2003) found that one in four individuals in same sex relationships probably 

experience domestic abuse at some time – similar to figures for heterosexual domestic 

abuse against women (Donovan et al., 2006). 

2.5 DOMESTIC VIOLENCE IN NORTHERN IRELAND 

DV is a serious problem in Northern Ireland with incidence rates reaching their highest 

in more than a decade (see Figure 1). Official statistics provided by the PSNI (2019:2), 

whom define DV as ‘threatening, controlling, coercive behaviour, violence or abuse 

(psychological, virtual, physical, verbal, sexual, financial or emotional) inflicted on 

anyone (irrespective of age, ethnicity, religion, gender, gender identity, sexual orientation 

or any form of disability) by a current of former partner or family member’, reveal that 

31,705 incidences of DV were reported from 1st April 2018 to 31st March 2019, an 

increase of 1,769 (5.9 per cent) on the previous 12 months and the highest level since 

recording began in 2004/05 (PSNI, 2019). Of these 31,705 incidents, 18,033 were 

recorded as domestic abuse crimes, an increase of 2,322 (14.8 per cent) on the previous 

12 months and the highest of any 12-month period recorded since 2004/05 (PSNI, 2019). 

Figure 1: Trends in domestic abuse incidents and crimes recorded by the PSNI since 

2004/05 (PSNI, 2019:4)  

 

 

 

 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6113571/#B28
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6113571/#B28


27 
 

Additionally, findings from the Northern Ireland Crime Survey (NICS) 2010/11 ‘estimate 

that 15.7% of people aged 16-64 have experienced at least one form of DV, by a partner, 

since age 16, with women (19.3%) displaying a higher prevalence rate than men (11.5%)’ 

(DHSSPS and DoJ, 2016:22). The lead voluntary organisation in Northern Ireland 

addressing domestic and sexual violence and providing services for women and children, 

Women’s Aid Federation Northern Ireland (WAFNI), in their annual report (2016-17) 

outline that the PSNI responded to a domestic incident every 18 minutes of every day; 

DV crime accounted for 14.2 % of all crime reported to the PSNI and a quarter of all 

murders in Northern Ireland had a domestic motivation. In 2016-17 WAFNI managed 

29,657 calls by their 24 Hour Domestic and Sexual Violence Helpline.  

Official statistics do not accurately reflect the magnitude of the problem within Northern 

Ireland, as it is estimated that many people do not report episodes of DV to the police 

(PSNI, 2019). For example, the NICS 2010/11 found that ‘the police in Northern Ireland 

were only made aware of around one-third of all ‘worst’ cases of DV (31.1% in NICS 

2010/11), meaning that they were unaware of the experiences of seven-in-ten victims 

(68.9%)’ (Department of Justice, 2017:1). Despite the increasing numbers of DV cases 

reported, under-reporting continues to be a significant problem, thus highlighting DV as 

an endemic problem which demands immediate attention.  

2.6 THE IMPORTANCE OF PREVENTION   

The high prevalence of DV in all regions, highlights the need for a long-term vision of a 

world free of DV, or at least greatly reduced in frequency (Heise, 2011; Krug et al., 2002) 

as ‘a life free of violence is a basic human right, one that every woman, man and child 

deserves’ (WHO, 2013:3). ‘No country, no city, no community is immune to DV, but 

neither are we powerless against it’ (Krug et al., 2002:9). Encouragingly, the truth of the 

matter is, DV is preventable, not inevitable (Institute of Medicine and National Research 

Council, 2012). Prevention aims to reduce the number of new instances of DV by 

intervening before it occurs (Institute of Medicine and National Research Council, 2012; 

WHO, 2010) through the identification of underlying risk and protective factors for DV, 

and action to address those factors (Harvey et al., 2007). Money and violence prevention 

efforts put in early can change young people’s personal and relationship trajectories as 

well as save much greater expenses and trauma in adult life (Flood, 2007). Investing in 
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early prevention therefore can have significant financial benefit as well as improve the 

quality of life for all by reducing some of the long-term consequences of DV (Guy, 2014). 

The scale, context and impact of DV require a range of early intervention and prevention 

approaches (Guy, 2014). Interventions and services (e.g. to reduce the harmful 

approaches consequences of an act of violence after it has occurred, or to prevent further 

acts of violence from occurring once violence has been identified) are an important 

element of any well-rounded portfolio designed to address DV, however interventions 

with perpetrators have been disappointing and have not proven very successful (Babcock 

et al., 2004; Gondolf, 2011). Given the expense of violence in terms of moneys and 

community health, addressing violence after it occurs, in addition to preventing the 

recurrence of violence has led to the recognition that an approach that emphasizes 

prevention and also includes intervention, can have significant financial benefit, and thus 

are a smart investment (Institute of Medicine and National Research Council, 2012). 

Prevention efforts therefore need to work simultaneously with intervention efforts to 

prevent this violence from happening in the first place (WHO, 2013) or when it is in its 

early stages (O’Leary and Slep, 2012).  

2.7 THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE  

Over the last 100 years, many theories and frameworks have been purposed to explain 

and understand the nature of DV.  Every perspective contributes to the explanation of 

violence in intimate relationships as each perspective has been supported as well as 

challenged by researchers and each perspective provides an important insight into the 

issue of DV (Ali and Naylor, 2013). Just as no single act of DV is an accurate reflection 

of all violence that occurs within a relationship, no one theory fully explains what causes 

partner violence. Over the last three decades, knowledge about the nature of DV has 

grown exponentially. From the outset, there has been disagreement among researchers 

about definitions, methods and the resulting findings regarding the direction and impact 

of violence between men and women in intimate relationships (Dobash and Dobash, 

2004; Hester, 2009). ‘The family violence (FV)’ versus ‘feminist’ are the two major 

theories which provide contrasting explanations of the causes of VAW by their partners 

(Fernandez, 2010). These macro-oriented theories of DV seek to explain violent 

behaviour as a function of social structures. On the other hand, micro-oriented theories 
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(e.g. Social Learning Theory, biological theory, psychopathology) understand and 

explain the etiology and dynamic of DV from an individual pathology. There are also 

integrative theories (e.g. ecological framework) which attempt to integrate micro factors 

and macro factors in explaining DV and these frameworks are known as multidimensional 

theories (Jasinski, 2001).  

2.7.1 FEMINIST THEORY 

Feminist theorists treat the problem of DV as an issue fundamentally related to gender 

and specifically to the patriarchal domination of men over women (Dobash and Dobash, 

1979; Heise, 2012; Hoff, 1990), IPV is not considered as part of violence within the 

family (Bonnet, 2015). Feminists believe VAW is a manifestation of a system of male 

dominance and female submission supported by the concept of patriarchy and maintained 

by various societal institutions (Dobash and Dobash, 1979; Lawson, 2012; Walker 1979). 

This perspective argues that VAW is accepted in society largely because of the dominant 

discourse around which society is structured whereby men are seen as dominant, sexism 

is rampant, patriarchal norms exist, and women are regularly subordinate to men 

(Rothenberg, 2003). Although this view acknowledges that women may be violent toward 

men, this is seen as predominantly because of their attempts to defend themselves against 

the assaults of men (O’Neill, 1998). Feminists Dobash and Dobash,(1979:24) argue that 

“men  who assault their wives are actually living up to cultural prescriptions that are 

cherished in Western society – aggressiveness, male dominance and female subordination 

– and they are using physical force as a means to enforce that dominance”.  In a survey 

of IPV conducted in Ukraine by Barrett et al. (2012), a man’s quest to control his partner’s 

life is correlated with violence. In studies carried out in Germany, Finland, Sweden, Spain 

and the UK, traditional attitudes towards women and children are correlated with violence 

(Kury et al., 2004). In contrast to the theories comprising the FV framework, feminist 

perspectives are united by a common central underpinning whereby DV is perceived 

fundamentally as a gender issue that cannot be adequately understood through any lens 

that does not include gender as a central component of analysis (Anderson, 1997; 

DeKeseredy and Dragiewicz, 2007; Dobash and Dobash, 1979; Johnson, 2006; Kurz, 

1989; Lawson, 2012).  
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Feminists acknowledge numerous types of violence within families (such as violence 

between children, between parents and children, and between spouses), however they 

believe VAW is a separate unit of analysis that must be studied on its own as they perceive 

gender as the primary framework that defines the problem of DV. In order words, DV is 

not just another expression of a larger whole of family violence; it is a separate 

phenomenon with its own causes, correlates, and properties and, therefore, it cannot be 

viewed through the same lens as other types of family violence (Dobash and Dobash, 

1979). Feminist researchers believe that research which identifies the problem of wife 

battering as one of family violence contributes to societies denial of male VAW (Breines 

and Gordan, 1983; Dobash and Dobash, 1979; Kurz 1989). Feminist theorists have 

offered various explanations for DV including the cycle of violence, learned helplessness, 

the battered women’s syndrome, the power and control wheel, and patriarchy (Ali and 

Naylor, 2013). Feminists assert that DV is not a private or family matter; rather, it is a 

deeply embedded social problem that has to be addressed by social change (Ali and 

Naylor, 2013). Feminists argue that DV is rooted in gender and power inequality and 

represents men’s active attempts to maintain social control and male power over women 

(Anderson 1997; Dobash and Dobash, 1979). In particular, family represents one of the 

most powerful social institutions that reinforces the submission of women to men and 

patriarchal values. Like Dobash and Dobash, Yllo (1993) maintains that gender, rather 

than the family, must be the central unit of analysis in any IPV theory, as it is the primary 

framework that defines the problem. She acknowledges the causal complexity of IPV, but 

asserts, ‘‘Despite this complexity, the most fundamental feminist insight into all of this is 

quite simple: Domestic violence cannot be adequately understood unless gender and 

power are taken into account’’ (p47). Thus, feminists demand public solutions, including 

the establishment of programs and services for women who are battered, treatment for 

their male partners, and the involvement of the criminal justice system to hold men 

accountable for their violence. Feminists believe that many of the problems faced by 

women, including violence, are caused by social, cultural and political forces requiring 

action at a policy level. This belief is encapsulated in the feminist mantra, “the personal 

is political” (Mcphail et al., 2007).  

The feminist perspective on DV is a predominant model in the field, although not immune 

to criticism. Mills (2003) states that ‘the assumption underpinning mainstream feminist 
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advocacy efforts is that all intimate abuse is heterosexual, that violence is a ‘one-way 

street’. Thus, feminists have been criticised for failing to acknowledge or explain the 

existence of violence in same sex relationships (Lawson, 2003). Also, the assertion that 

women can only be the recipients of violence and cannot perpetrate violence has not only 

been criticised, but also dismissed by various researchers (George, 1994, 2007; Oglivie, 

1996). Yet because this finding contradicts feminist theory it has been suppressed, 

unreported, reinterpreted, or denied by some feminist theorists. Attempts to explain away 

or diminish female initiated violence in intimate relationships has resulted in violent 

women been portrayed as engaging in self-defence violence, less serious violence, or 

being the victims of gender biased reporting differences (Carney et al., 2007).  

2.7.2 FAMILY VIOLENCE THEORY  

The FV perspective views conflict between family members as universal and inevitable, 

and violence between any family members (including violence between spouses) is 

viewed as one method utilised by those members to resolve this predictable conflict 

(Allen and Straus, 1979; Gelles, 1993; Gelles and Maynard, 1987; Gelles and Straus, 

1979). Having drawn on National Survey research FV researchers argue that partner 

abuse is part of a pattern of violence that occurs among all family members (Gelles, 1980; 

McNeely and Mann, 1990; Straus, 1973). FV researchers view DV as an expression of 

conflict within the family that can be best understood through examination of social 

structures contributing to the use of violence (Lawson, 2012). The FV perspective asserts 

that most family violence is not the result of individual pathology but is a ‘‘normal part 

of family life in most societies’’ (Gelles and Straus, 1979:549). In their perspective, 

family violence is conceptualised as an outcome of the violent environment that occurs 

and is reinforced at the individual, family, and societal levels in the social system. The 

problem becomes not wife-beating by violent men, but ‘violent couples’ and ‘violent 

people’ (Fernandez, 2010:109). In this perspective, the unit of analysis is the family, and 

partner violence is just one expression of conflict within the larger family structure. The 

key to understanding IPV from a FV perspective is to understand what makes family 

members use violence as a means of resolving conflict, and multiple theories are available 

to this end (Lawson, 2012). DV is not seen as qualitatively different from child abuse, 

elder abuse or violence between siblings – all are expressions of family conflict and can 

be conceptualised by using several different theories (Kurz, 1989). The challenge is not 
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to know who initiated the violence, who was defending themselves, or who is legitimately 

violent, but to establish that “much of the violence between couples are similar in 

frequency, seriousness, and initiation, and that it may be better explained from a 

relationship perspective than as the imposition of power of one person over another” 

(Tolan et al., 2006:561). To put this more clearly, IPV is not a problem of violence 

inflicted on women, but a problem of violence within the family (Fergusson et al., 2005). 

Systems theory, exchange theory, ecological theory, subculture-of-violence theory, and 

resource theory are some of the frameworks used by sociologists to understand IPV within 

a FV paradigm (Lawson, 2012).  

2.7.3 GENDER SYMMETRY/ASYMMETRY DEBATE BETWEEN FEMINIST 

THEORY AND FAMILY VIOLENCE THEORY - MAKING SENSE OF THESE 

CONTRADICTIONS 

Different notions among researchers about the nature of DV have long been the subjects 

of popular and academic debate. Research findings are contradictory and point in two 

directions, with some revealing that women are as likely as men to perpetrate violence 

against an intimate partner (symmetry) and others showing that it is overwhelmingly men 

who perpetrate violence against women partners (asymmetry) (Allen, 2012; Johnson, 

1995). Gender symmetry is at the core of the theoretical divide in the examinations of 

partner violence as researchers have not arrived a consensus, and the question of whether 

the prevalence of DV varies as a function of gender is under dispute (Chan, 2011). There 

is still considerable debate in the literature as to whether DV remains a crime committed 

predominantly by men against women or whether ‘gender symmetry’ is the norm (Archer, 

2000; Bates et al., 2014; Dobash et al., 1998; Straus, 2009). Dobash and Dobash (2004) 

maintain that there has been very little in-depth research about women’s violence to male 

partners and it is difficult, if not impossible, to consider this debate without such 

knowledge.  

The FV perspective is predicated on the assumption that violence occurring within 

intimate relationships is largely gender-neutral, with both partners committing equal acts 

of violence. FV theorists largely support the notion of gender symmetry, which asserts 

that women are just as likely as men to use violence in an intimate relationship (Dutton, 

2006; Steinmetz, 1977; Straus, 2006, 2008). Straus, Gelles and Steinmetz conducted the 
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first national survey on the prevalence of IPV in the United States using the newly 

developed Conflict Tactic Scale (CTS) to measure the prevalence of violent or “conflict 

tactics” used within intimate and marital relationships. Their study found that men and 

women reported using violence within their intimate relationships at almost equal rates 

(Straus et al., 1980). In the 1985 follow-up study, they found that not only women’s rates 

of physical violence were equal to men’s, but women admitted to initiating violence 

against their male partners at slightly higher rates of violence than men (Straus and Gelles, 

1986). Straus (1993) gives rise to the gender symmetry point of view: in surveys of large, 

national representative samples of intimate heterosexual partners, the rate of wife-to-

husband assault is consistently shown to be about the same as the rate of husband-to-wife 

assault. ‘It is remarkable that every study that has investigated who initiates violence 

using methods that do not preclude the possibility of wife-beating, found that wives 

initiate violence in a large proportion of cases’ (Straus, 1993:75). Steinmetz (1977) goes 

even further in her analysis of the data concluding that there is a problem she calls 

‘battered husband syndrome,’ in which women enact violence just as often as men, but 

men do not report their victimisation due to the severe social stigma that they would suffer 

by admitting to being abused by a woman; there are vast numbers of hidden male victims 

of abuse who do not seek assistance for reasons such as shame.  More recently, the 2004 

General Social Survey estimates that approximately 7% of Canadian women and 6% of 

Canadian men experienced some form of spousal violence by a current or previous partner 

in a five-year period (1999-2004) (Statistics Canada, 2005). FV researchers have used 

these findings to base their claims  that the violence that occurs within intimate 

relationships is largely gender-neutral and symmetrical, suggesting that women are 

equally as physically and psychologically abusive as men (Archer, 2000; Gelles, 1999; 

Straus, 1993, 2005). According to Straus (2006:1086), “there are more than 150 studies 

where the result is gender symmetry”. John Archer’s meta-analysis of 522 sources 

(2000:651) shows that “while women were often more violent than men, 62% of people 

injured by a partner were women”. “This led another researcher to include that “both 

husbands and wives are ‘aggressive’, but far more husbands are ‘violent’” (Kimmel, 

2002:348).  

FV approach to violence within intimate partner relationships has been based on findings 

primarily from community-based surveys involving the responses of both men and 
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women (Archer, 2000; Straus and Gelles, 1996; Straus et al., 1990), as opposed to crime 

surveys  or victimisation surveys  that include the perspectives  of victims and perpetrators 

of IPV. The family research perspective relied on evidence from some broad community-

based surveys indicating that violence between partners is largely equal and reciprocal, 

leading to the conclusion that gender symmetry exists and that explanations other than 

patriarchy must be found to understand the total phenomenon of IPV (Brown, 2012). FV 

researchers purport that community surveys using family conflict scales, such as the CTS 

(or modifications of the CTS) are more sensitive compared to crime surveys or 

victimisation surveys (which tend to reveal that violence is gendered, with women being 

the primary victims), and therefore are able to detect violence and aggression within 

intimate relationships more accurately (Dutton and Nicholls, 2005; Straus, 2005). FV 

researchers argue that crime surveys and women’s victimisation surveys are limited 

because of how the research is carried out. For example, only those violent acts labelled 

as “crimes” are included, and the lack of accounts from men in women’s victimisation 

surveys. They believe that these findings are not a true or accurate reflection of the 

violence that occurs within marital or intimate relationships (Straus, 2005). In fact, some 

(FV) researchers argue that men’s victimisation is seriously underreported because men 

are not likely to view assaults by women as “crimes” and men are too ashamed or 

embarrassed to disclose being victims of female perpetrators (Dutton and Nicholls, 2005). 

Further they argue that crime and victimisation surveys and research based on clinical 

samples are not representative of the wider population, casting doubt on feminist claims 

that violence within intimate relationships is gendered (Dutton and Nicholls, 2005; 

Straus, 1990a, 2005). 

FV theorist Dutton (2006:9) sums up the gender symmetry position, stating, ‘women use 

violence in intimate relationships to the same extent as men, for the same reasons, and 

within largely the same results’. Proponents of the symmetry position believe that there 

is no fundamental gender difference in the use of violence in an intimate relationship. 

However many acknowledge that there are gender differences in the way violence is used, 

in that women are more likely to be injured by partner violence, or that men’s use of 

violence may be more likely to be ongoing (Gelles and Maynard, 1987; Straus, 1993), but 

the fundamental assumption is that there is an overall equal use of violence that is not 

determined by gender.  
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‘Sexual symmetry’ has been heavily criticised by the feminist perspective of gendered 

violence (Dobash et al., 1992). Feminists argue that IPV is asymmetrical in that men are 

far more likely to use violence in relationships than women and that, to the extent that if 

women do use violence, it is likely to be for self-defence or in response to their partner’s 

pattern of abuse (Dasgupta, 2002; DeKeseredy and Dragiewicz, 2007; Dobash and 

Dobash, 2004; Johnson, 1995; Kurz, 1989; Stark, 2006; Swan and Snow, 2006; 

Worcester, 2002; Yllo, 1993). However, FV researchers disagree with this proposition 

claiming women’s violence to a male partner cannot be construed as ‘self-defence’ as 

women are equally likely to initiate violence (Archer, 2000; Stets and Straus 1990:161). 

FV theorists argue that feminists focus on the unique nature of the violence experienced 

by women, thus setting it apart from male experiences of violence as women are more 

likely to suffer injury and serious injury in the violent encounter than men (Archer 2000, 

Warner, 2010). Men’s violence produces more physical injuries, more negative 

psychological consequences, and more fear (Johnson, 2010a). Feminists claim that 

women, on average, engage in one-time violent behaviour which is seen in terms of 

retaliation or self-defence (Dobash and Dobash, 2004), while men engage in more 

repetitive or battering types of violence (Dobash and Dobash, 1979, 2004; Dobash et al., 

1992).  

The essential contention of the feminist perspective is that the survey data (used by FV 

theorists) do not reflect the reality that partner abuse is an act by men against women. 

Feminists argue that proving such an equivalence of violence, particularly data based on 

the CTS, are flawed. Feminists criticise the CTS  for being a blunt instrument  missing 

vital  contextual information (such as power dynamics, patterns of behaviour, and 

perpetrators’ and victims’ intentions and interpretations), it does not take homicide into 

account and does not make a clear distinction between very serious and less serious 

violence; it was only aimed at people currently in a relationship despite fact that separated 

and divorced couples experienced more incidences of (primarily male) violence; and it 

did not address the motivations for violence (DeKeseredy and Dragiewicz, 2007; 

Eisikovits et al., 2004; Johnson, 2011; Kimmel, 2002; Saunders, 2002; Swan and Snow, 

2006). In their view the validity of the scale is undermined because the continuum of 

violence in the scale is so broad that it fails to discriminate among very different kinds of 

violence (Dobash and Dobash, 1979; Kurz, 1989; Stark and Filtcraft, 1985), and therefore 
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raise fundamental doubts about the entire body of research that suggests symmetry 

(Dobash et al., 1992). When context is added, gender asymmetry in perpetration and 

experience again emerges, showing the importance of understanding and attempting to 

measure the contextual gender and power dynamics underlying domestic and family 

violence (Malbon et al., 2018). Furthermore Kurz (1989) argues that the data supporting 

gender symmetry does not match the experiences of those who work in law enforcement, 

the court system, shelters, or emergency rooms, nor do they match the qualitative 

narratives of women’s victims.  For example, Phelan and colleagues (2005) documented 

that women are more likely to be injured and to involve law enforcement for IPV assaults 

than men. All of these sources contradict the survey data and indicate that it is 

overwhelmingly females who are the victims of IPV at the hands of men (Dobash and 

Dobash, 1979; Dobash et al., 1992; Kurz, 1989; Pleck et al., 1977-78; Russell, 1982; 

Saunders, 1988).  

2.7.3.1 JOHNSONS TYPOLOGY OF VIOLENCE  

Michael Johnson (2005, 2008, 2010; Johnson and Leone, 2005) attempts to clarify these 

empirical contradictions in intimate couple violence by arguing that FV researchers and 

feminist researchers reach different findings because they have been using different types 

of samples and, therefore, the resulting evidence points to different types of violence. 

According to Johnson, FV researchers derive their sexual symmetry thesis from 

examining information from large-scale, often national, survey data (such as the National 

Violence Against Women Survey or the National Family Violence Survey) which 

samples the general population, includes both men and women respondents and captures 

violence perpetrated in the family. On the other hand, the feminist, gendered researchers 

who focus on male violence have often used ‘agency samples’ which typically include 

women victims who visit agencies such as shelters, courts, policy and emergency rooms 

for help with their violence situations. However, a consensus does now seem to be 

emerging that different methods capture different forms of violence. 

Johnson (2007) postulates that there are three types of IPV (common couple violence, 

intimate terrorism, and violent resistance) which are based on the dyadic control and 

context of the violence. In the first type, ‘intimate terrorism’ (primarily perpetrated by 

men), violence is used in conjunction with a range of coercive tactics with the aim of 
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controlling the partner. Johnson (2007) draws upon gender theory to argue that although 

such coercive controlling violence can be perpetrated by either men or women in 

heterosexual or same sex relationships, it will be most common in heterosexual 

relationships, where it is primarily male-perpetrated. The second, ‘violent resistance’, is 

engaged in by those (predominantly but not solely women) who are entrapped in a 

relationship of coercive control established through intimate terrorism. Johnson (2008) 

argues that it is these two types of DV that are seen in agency data because the impacts 

of intimate terrorism are likely to cause fear and injury and lead to help-seeking or to 

bring about the engagement of authorities. These are the types of situations that feminist 

research has highlighted. Johnsons third type of DV is ‘common couple violence’ or 

sometimes called ‘situational couple violence’ in which both husband and wife are 

controlling and violent and is captured by FV research using general population samples. 

Johnson (2006) argues that the perpetration of ‘situational couple violence’ is roughly 

gender symmetric, and that it is probably as likely to occur in same sex relationships as 

in heterosexual relationships. Johnson (2008) asserts that population surveys using the 

CTS capture little of the first two types of violence, (intimate terrorism, and violent 

resistance), and the likelihood of either the victims or perpetrators of ‘intimate terrorism’ 

or ‘violence resistance’ participating in a general survey.  

Johnson (2008) uses survey and agency data to demonstrate that survey samples tap more 

into ‘common couple violence’ while agency samples capture ‘intimate terrorism’ and 

‘violence resistance’ by women. According to Johnson (2008), both methods of data 

collection have built-in sampling biases that determine what they are measuring, which 

results in different populations being measured. Shelter populations studied by feminist 

researchers measure only the experiences of those women whose husbands have 

continued to assault them and therefore they are primarily capturing those who have 

experienced ‘intimate terrorism’. Survey populations studied by FV theorists are also 

biased because men who are patriarchal terrorists are unlikely to answer accordingly in a 

survey, and women who are being terrorized are likely to be too scared to answer 

honestly; therefore, the survey data are primarily capturing only those who have 

experienced ‘common couple violence’ (Johnson, 2008). In general, the studies that 

demonstrated the predominance of male violence used agency data (courts, police, 

agencies, hospitals, and shelters) whereas the studies that showed gender symmetry 
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involved so-called representative samples. Johnson (2008) argues that both of these 

sampling strategies are heavily biased; the former through its use of biased sampling 

frames (agencies), the latter though refusals. The issue of gender symmetry lies at the 

centre of Johnson’s typology, which helps explain how two groups of scholars from the 

same field can view the same issue in such fundamentally different terms. The symmetry 

debate assumes that both bodies of theorists are examining and analysing the same 

subject. Johnson proposes that this is not true, suggesting that the different methodologies 

used to examine IPV are actually measuring different non-overlapping populations that 

are experiencing qualitatively different forms of violence, which is why the different 

methods produce such different results. In essence, Johnson (1995) proposes that there 

are different forms of IPV and that the vastly different perspectives of existing theorists 

arise from the fact that they are analysing different phenomena. 

Even within the core of the divided theoretical literature, there are those that identify 

commonalities within the various frameworks (e.g. Kurtz, 1989). Feminist sociology 

theories and a FV perspective both reject the notion that IPV is the result of individual 

aberrations or deviance or that it reflects pathology of abnormal families. Kurtz (1989) 

though generally advocating a feminist perspective points out that there are similarities 

between the feminist and FV perspectives. Despite the FV perspective of gender 

symmetry, FV theories do acknowledge that sexist norms do exist that shape the use of 

violence in the family. Kurz (1989) also notes that the FV perspective does view sexism 

as a contributor to IPV because, due to the sexist social norms, men may be more likely 

to seek dominance and thereby use violence as a method for achieving that goal. 

Therefore, according to Kurz, both FV and feminist perspectives view sexism as a casual 

factor of IPV; the difference is that feminists place sexism as the centre of the analysis, 

whereas FV theorists see it as only one casual structural factor among many. Similarly, 

Yllo (1993) in explaining the etiology of IPV does not rule out the application of other 

theories (including family violence theories) as potentially useful, but yet contends that 

no other theory can be valuable without a feminist component because feminism is ‘a 

necessary lens without which any other analytic perspective is flawed’ (p48). 

There are very different ‘ways of seeing’ DV that are reflected in the different findings. 

The focus of the FV research is on the couple dyad; in contrast feminist DV research 

locates the couple within the broader context of social and historical gender relationships. 
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2.8 ECOLOGICAL MODEL OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE  

Several sociologists have proposed theories that attempt to forge a new path that veers 

away from the polarised perspectives that currently dominate the disciplinary views of 

DV. These researchers and theorists propose an integrative theory (Lawson, 2012).  In 

the 1990s, several theorists (e.g. Dutton,1995; Edleson and Tolman, 1992; Heise, 1998) 

argued that single-factor theories and paradigms were not adequate for explaining such a 

complex social phenomenon and thus began to move beyond single-factor theories and 

paradigms to recognise the complex nature of abuse (Heise, 2012). Heise (1998:262), for 

example, argues that: ‘the task of theory building has been severely hampered by the 

narrowness of traditional academic disciplines and by the tendency of both academics 

and activists to advance single-factor theories rather than explanations that reflect the full 

complexity and messiness of real life’. No one factor “causes” violence; rather violence 

is more or less likely to occur as factors interact at different levels of the social ecology 

(Crowell and Burgess, 1996). Heise (1998:263-264) offers an integrated ecological 

framework to replace polarized theories, stating that, ‘an ecological approach to abuse 

conceptualises violence as a multi-faced phenomenon grounded in an inter-play among 

personal, situational, and socio-cultural factors’. The ecological theory is based on 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems model which proposes that human behaviour 

is influenced by the physical and social environment, specifically the interrelationship 

among personal, situational and socio-cultural factors. Heise (1998) suggests that the 

ecological theory is apt because it synthesises bodies of existing knowledge across 

disciples and perspectives and expands gender-based feminist theories to include multi-

factor theoretical factors outside the patriarchy. The ecological systems model is popular 

with contemporary researchers on DV because it offers a comprehensive theoretical 

approach to understanding DV; the model integrates the complexities of the social context 

in which DV occurs and provides a more adequate characterisation of the diverse causal 

and risk factors of IPV (Zahn et al., 2004). 

The WHO proposes the use of the ecological model as a conceptual framework for 

understanding the nature of DV (Krug et al., 2002). The ecological framework 

conceptualises DV as a multifaced phenomenon grounded in an interplay of individual, 

relationship, community and societal factors (e.g. Flood and Pease, 2009; Gracia, 2014; 

Heise, 1998; Krug et al, 2002; Taylor and Sorenson, 2005; Uthman et al., 2009; 
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Waltermaurer, 2012; WHO, 2010). Conceptualised as a set of four circles (see Figure 2), 

the ecological model regards violence as the result of interacting and overlapping 

behavioural influences that operate at four different levels of the social environment. The 

ecological model describes the interrelatedness of different spheres of social life and the 

interactions between individuals and their environments. Ecological conceptualisations 

of social problems aim to change behaviour by targeting the environmental factors that 

are most likely to influence peoples’ decision and actions (Di Clemente et al., 2011). 

Figure 2: Ecological model for understanding violence (Krug et al., 2002). 

 

Individual level 

At the core of the model is the individual level that seeks to identify the biological and 

personal history factors that an individual brings to his or her behaviour. Individual level 

factors encompass personal characteristics and experiences that increase the likelihood of 

becoming a victim or perpetrator of violence; other risk factors include personality traits, 

attitudes and beliefs about DV, history of childhood abuse, having witnessed or 

experienced DV, gender and age (Heise et al., 1998; Krug et al., 2002; WHO, 2010).  

Relationship level 

The second level examines how proximal social relationships may increase the risk of 

experiencing violence as a victim or perpetrator.  Relationship level reflects factors in the 
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immediate context in which DV takes place – frequently the family or other intimate or 

acquaintance relationships – that influence the risk of DV. They include patriarchal family 

structure (e.g., male control of wealth and decision-making), habitual marital conflict and 

instability, unhealthy family relationships and interpersonal disparities in economic, 

educational and employment status (Heise et al., 1998; Krug et al., 2002).  

Community level 

The third level explores the settings, such as schools, workplaces, and neighbourhoods, 

in which social relationships occur and seeks to identify the characteristics of these 

settings that are associated with becoming victims or perpetrators of violence. 

Community level factors encompass the institutions and social structures and 

environmental characteristics that contribute to or protect against DV including poverty 

and associated factors (e.g., overcrowding, unemployment, and low socio-economic 

status), weak community sanctions against DV, social environment supportive of DV 

(e.g. community attitudes that tolerate and legitimise male violence) (Heise et al., 1998; 

Krug et al., 2002).  

Societal level 

Societal level factors comprise the overarching social cultural values, attitudes and beliefs 

that encourages or inhibits rates of violence (e.g. notions of masculinity linked to 

dominance, honour, and aggression, sense of male entitlement, norms granting men 

control over female behaviour), traditional gender role beliefs, acceptance of violence as 

a way to resolve conflict, acceptance of physical punishment of women and cultural 

attitudes that excuse violence as a way to resolve interpersonal disputes, lack of gender 

equality, cultural patterns of wife beating (Heise et al., 1998; Krug et al., 2002). Larger 

societal factors also include the health, educational, economic and social policies that 

maintain high levels of economic or social inequality between groups in society (Krug et 

al., 2002). For example, societies where women are economically dependent on men or 

are dominated by men either in the home or the political arena, are inclined to have higher 

levels of gender violence (Heise et al., 1999). 

The ecological model considers the complex ways in which these factors put people at 

risk or prevent people from experiencing or perpetrating relationship violence, or that one 
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community having a higher rate of violence than another (Connolly et al., 2010; Flood 

and Fergus, 2008; Flood and Pease, 2006; Harris et al., 2015; Heise, 2011). The likelihood 

that a particular female will be victimized by DV or a specific man will become abusive 

is based on the comprehensive function of a set of factors that inter-operate at different 

levels of the “social ecology” (Heise, 2011). As Gracia and Lila (2015:16) pointed out, 

‘violence against women is a complex phenomenon that needs to be understood within 

the wider social context and within the social and cultural norms that permeate it’. The 

ecological model not only addresses an individual’s risk of becoming a victim or 

perpetrator of violence, but also the norms, beliefs and social economic systems that 

create the conditions for DV to occur (WHO, 2010). The ecological model reinforces the 

importance of a comprehensive approach, in which actions at each level of the social 

ecology work to support the other levels.  Thus, its success depends on action from more 

than one organisation or group simultaneously, thereby acknowledging the multiple 

causes of social problems (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2004). According 

to the WHO World Report on violence and health, the ecological model “explores the 

relationship between individual and contextual factors and considers violence as the 

product of multiple levels of influence on behaviour” (Krug et al., 2002).  

The ecological model attempts to integrate a different perspective on DV, by suggesting 

there is not one single cause or explanation that predisposes an individual becoming a 

victim or perpetrator of DV. DV is not a unitary phenomenon, nor is there a single 

pathway to perpetration (Heise and Fulu, 2014; Morgan and Chadwick, 2009). No single 

factor explains why some individuals behave violently towards others or why violence is 

more prevalent in some communities than in others (WHO, 2002). Rather, DV is a 

complex problem to which multiple factors contribute (Harris et al., 2015). For these 

reasons, it is difficult to say that DV is caused by any one single factor. Research shows 

that DV is not caused by any factors (e.g. provocation, stress drugs or alcohol, genetic 

factors, loss of control, anger, culture, poverty) as many people experience these factors 

and do not abuse. However, persons with certain ‘risk factors’ are more likely to become 

perpetrators of DV.  Not everyone who is identified as ‘at risk’ becomes perpetrators of 

DV, rather ‘we are talking about increased probability, not fate’ (Indermaur, 2001:5). 

Understanding these multilevel factors that promote or prevent DV helps identify various 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01146/full#B48
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2158244017715673
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opportunities of how we should approach the prevention and intervention of this issue 

within diverse cultural contexts and countries (Krug et al., 2002; WHO, 2013). 

To summarise, the present study adopted the ecological theory utilized by the WHO 

(Krug et al., 2002), which proposes that DV results from several interconnected factors, 

conceptualized as four circles (see Figure 2, page 40). The theory guided the formative 

research because it offered a concrete framework to understand the predictors of attitudes 

towards DV, and account for the reciprocal interaction of attitudes and environment. The 

ecological model has been central to developing the study’s rationale, design, theoretical 

approach and research approach. 

2.9 THE IMPORTANCE OF DIRECTING VIOLENCE PREVENTION EFFORTS 

AT CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE 

This next section outlines the significance of focusing violence prevention efforts at 

children and young people. Firstly, adolescence is a crucial period in terms of women’s 

and men’s formation of intimate relationships (males’ and females’ adult relationships 

are shaped in important ways by the norms and practices they take on in adolescence). 

Secondly, young people are already subjected to (experiencing), and perpetrating DV in 

their own intimate relationships. Thirdly, many children and young people are already 

exposed to, and influenced by DV in others’ intimate relationships (e.g. intergenerational 

transmission of violence).  

2.9.1 ADOLESCENCE IS A CRUCIAL PERIOD IN TERMS OF WOMEN’S AND 

MEN’S FORMATION OF INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS  

Adolescence is an important phase as this is often when people begin to form intimate 

and formative relationships (Gadd et al., 2015). International evidence from both the UK 

and the US reports the prevalence of adolescent involvement in dating activities. In the 

UK, for example, Fox et al. (2013:521) in their recent study on young teenagers (aged 

13-14 years) experiences of DV found that ‘a large percentage of both boys and girls had 

already been on a date or had a boyfriend or girlfriend (82.6%)’. Similarly, in the US, 

almost three-quarters of adolescents aged 13 to 16 years report that they are dating or 

have experience with dating (Eaton et al., 2010). ‘Dating relationships have been shown 

to be an integral part of adolescents' lives, being prevalent from early adolescence and 
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progressing in intensity and seriousness throughout this period of maturation’ (Stonard et 

al., 2014:412). Adolescence is a life stage involving vulnerability to violence for both 

men and women. It is at this point that the risk of abuse by or against a partner emerges 

(Gadd et al., 2015; Guedes et al., 2016; Schütt, 2006; Sears and Byers 2010). This is partly 

because dating involves a series of new developmental and interpersonal challenges, 

conflicts and insecurities that require the integration of a complex set of social skills 

(Nocentini et al., 2010). During this developmental period prospects for prevention are 

particularly strong as values are being formed and attitudes are more flexible and open to 

influence (Guedes et al., 2016; Harris et al., 2015; Stanley et al., 2015). Early adolescence 

is an ‘window of opportunity’ for initiating domestic abuse prevention work (Aghtaie and 

Gangoli, 2015; Barter et al., 2009; Guedes et al., 2016; Schütt, 2006) and supporting 

children and young people to establish equitable, respectful and non-violent healthy 

equalitarian gender relations and sexual identities which will benefit them into adulthood 

(Harris et al., 2015).  

2.9.2 YOUNG PEOPLE CAN EXPERIENCE DOMESTIC VIOLENCE IN THEIR 

OWN INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS 

Research examining DV tends to focus on adult relationships as this form of violence is 

often conceptualised as something that only occurs between adult partners; however, it is 

as important to consider young people and their relationships (Sundaram, 2016). The 

issue of DV in adolescent intimate relationships has received increasing academic 

attention over the past two decades (e.g., Banyard and  Cross, 2008; Catalano, 2007; 

Teten, et al., 2009; Yan et al., 2010), with most empirical evidence deriving from US 

studies (Hickman et al., 2004; Stonard et al., 2014). National and international research 

increasingly shows that violence within intimate relationships is not a phenomenon 

unique to adulthood, but rather a disturbingly common feature of adolescent intimate 

relationships (Bruce, 2011; Stöckl et al., 2014). In 2009/2010, for example, 12.7% of 

women aged 16-19 indicated in the British Crime Survey that they had experienced at 

least one incident of domestic abuse in the last year, compared to 4.8% of women aged 

55-59 (Smith et al., 2011).  

Nationally representative studies of IPV among adolescents suggest that psychological 

IPV (e.g., threats of violence and degrading remarks made toward a partner) is perpetrated 
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annually by 60% of adolescents (Taylor and Mumford, 2016), with other studies 

suggesting that 40% of adolescents perpetrate frequent or severe psychological IPV (Choi 

et al., 2017). Physical IPV (e.g., slapping, pushing, and punching a partner) is perpetrated 

annually by 20% of adolescents (Taylor and Mumford, 2016; Zweig et al., 2013). Prior 

research has shown similar rates of IPV perpetration for male and female individuals 

(Vagi et al., 2013). Few studies have explored the matter of violence in teenagers own 

intimate relationships and encounters in the UK (e.g. Barter et al., 2009; Burman and 

Cartmel, 2005; Fox et al., 2013, Hird, 2000; Schutt, 2006) and Europe. A report from the 

University of Bristol and the National Society for the Protection and Cruelty of Children 

(NSPCC) was the first UK research to explore the issue of partner violence in adolescents 

own intimate relationships (Barter, 2009). The research explored young people’s 

experiences of physical, emotional and sexual forms of violence in their partner 

relationships, A “partner” was defined in the research as any young person with whom 

they had been intimate; ranging from a serious long-term boyfriend or girlfriend, to a 

more casual partner or a one-off encounter (Barter et al., 2009). The research involved a 

survey of 1,353 young people aged 13 to 17 from eight schools in England, Scotland and 

Wales, with a further 91 in-depth interviews. Disconcertingly, ‘25% of girls and 18% of 

boys reported some form of physical partner violence; girls were three times as likely as 

boys to have experienced repeated severe violence from their partners; nearly three-

quarters of girls and half of boys reported some form of emotional partner violence; and  

one in three girls and 16 % of boys reported some form of sexual partner violence’ (Barter 

et al, 2009:4). The findings also indicated that it is females more often than males who 

are on the receiving end of abuse that is repeated, life-threatening and injurious, an 

observation that justifies the greater provision of support for female victims and the wider 

conceptualisation of the problem as ‘gender-based violence’ in many European countries 

(Gadd et al., 2003). Using the UK definition of DV (Home Office, 2013), a more recent 

study on younger teenagers (13–14-year olds) experiences of domestic abuse in the UK 

(n = 1143), found that 45% of pupils who had been in a dating relationship reported 

having been victimised, and 25% reported having perpetrated it (Fox et al., 2013). What 

these findings tell us with regard to domestic abuse prevention is that if the aim is to reach 

children before domestic abuse begins to impact upon many of their lives, then, in the UK 

at least, interventions are going to need to target children before they reach the age of 13 
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(Fox et al., 2013). Overall UK studies to date have reported the prevalence of adolescent 

dating violence and abuse victimization between 10% and 30% for physical dating 

violence, 20% and 70% for psychological or emotional abuse, and 3% and 30% for sexual 

dating violence (Barter et al., 2009; Burman and Cartmel, 2005; Fox et al., 2014; Hird, 

2000; Schütt, 2006). The incidence rates for physical violence found within Barter et al’s 

(2009) research are comparable to those found within US research, where between a third 

and a half of both female and male teenage respondents, reported physical aggression 

(Foshee 1996; O’Keefe et al 1986; Williams and Martinez 1999).  

Violence within intimate relationships is not restricted to adults but also represents a 

substantial problem among young people’s relationships, and thus deserves the same level 

of acknowledgement as adult experiences of DV (Barter et al., 2009). Based on the 

prevalence figures of DV in teenage intimate relationships alone, there is a fundamental 

need to develop more effective and accessible prevention and intervention services for 

children and young people (Barter et al., 2009).  A growing body of cross-sectional and 

longitudinal evidence suggests that aggression towards a dating partner peaks during 

early adolescence and then declines with age (Capaldi and Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 

2012). Given that too many adolescents experience abusive relationships in high school, 

there is good reason to address dating violence prior to and during early adolescence (Fox 

et al., 2013; Mulford and Blachman-Demner, 2013) in order to support the development 

of skills needed to form positive relationships with others (Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention, 2012).  

Like DV in adult relationships adolescent dating violence is increasingly recognised as a 

pervasive global health issue (De Koker et al., 2014; Sears and Byers, 2010). Exner-

Cortens et al. (2013) in their study on the “longitudinal associations between teen dating 

violence victimization and adverse health outcomes” found that teenage respondents who 

experienced teen dating violence had a higher incidence of various adverse health 

outcomes. Evidence indicates that dating violence can have considerable adverse effects 

on adolescents’ health and development, such as higher risks for depression (Exner-

Cortens et al., 2013), suicidal ideation (Chiodo et al., 2012), and poor educational 

outcomes (Banyard and Cross, 2008; Teten et al., 2009). In addition, DV is associated 

with incident HIV infection among women (Jewkes et al., 2010; Kouyoumdjian et al., 

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2158244017715673
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2158244017715673
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2013), higher risks of reproductive health problems (Abramsky et al., 2011) and 

pregnancy among teenage girls (Silverman et al., 2001). These immediate and long-term 

consequences indicate that experiences of DV in adolescence, a critical life stage, has the 

potential to impact negatively on health, especially mental health, into adulthood (Harris 

et al., 2015). However, efforts to support the development of healthy, respectful and 

equalitarian gender relationships and identities during adolescence are likely to reduce 

the risk of violence in the short term, and to provide a sound foundation of healthy gender 

relationships into adulthood (Harris et al., 2015). ‘More positively though, this 

developmental stage is also a time during which prospects for prevention are particularly 

strong’ (Harris et al., 2015:1). Improvements in prevention could have a potentially 

significant impact on reducing these long-term negative consequences. Given that DV in 

young people's relationships impacts upon their immediate health and wellbeing (Barter 

et al., 2009; Harris et al., 2015) as well as acting as a precursor for DV in adult 

relationships (Black et al., 2011) the gains may be short-term as well as long-term. 

Investing in a life free of violence for children and adolescents therefore may be an 

important investment in their future (Stöckl et al., 2014). 

2.9.3 CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE ARE ALREADY EXPOSED TO, AND 

INFLUENCED BY DOMESTIC VIOLENCE IN OTHERS’ INTIMATE 

RELATIONSHIPS 

Sometimes the biggest victims of DV are the smallest (WAFNI, 2016-17). Unfortunately, 

for far too many children, home is far from a safe haven as many as 275 million children 

worldwide are exposed to DV in the home every year (UNICEF, 2006). Recent 

prevalence data confirm that a significant number of families and children continue to 

experience DV and abuse across the UK (Radford et al., 2011) and globally (WHO, 

2013). In 2009 the NSPCC undertook a prevalence survey on child maltreatment across 

the UK: ‘Child Abuse and Neglect in the UK Today’. Respondents revealed that ‘12% of 

under elevens, 17.5 % of 11-17-year olds and 23.7 % of 18-24-year olds had been exposed 

to DV between adults in their homes during childhood. 3.2 % of the under elevens and 

2.5 % of the 11-17-year olds reported exposure to domestic violence in the past year’ 

(Radford et al., 2011:11). ‘This equates to 19,000 children in Northern Ireland being 

exposed to frequent and on-going DV’ (Devaney, 2015:82). In 2017 the NSPCC 

published a report on ‘How safe are our Children?’, the most robust and up-to-date child 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190740915300876#bb0015
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190740915300876#bb0015
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190740915300876#bb0030
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protection data that exists across the four nations in the UK. The report found that by the 

time a young person reaches eighteen, almost one quarter of children will be exposed to 

DV (Bentley et al., 2019).  

The harm caused to children living with DV is widely recognised in the research literature 

today (Devaney, 2015). Children and adolescents living with DV are at an increased risk 

of other forms of maltreatment such as emotional, physical and sexual abuse as well as 

neglect (Radford et al., 2011). In the UK, the NSPCC prevalence study found that young 

people experiencing family violence were between 2.9 and 4.4 times more likely to 

experience physical violence from a caregiver than those young people not exposed to 

family violence (Radford et al., 2011). There is also a common link between DV and child 

abuse. One study in North America found that children who were exposed to DV in the 

home were 15 times more likely to be physically and/or sexually assaulted than the 

national average. This link has been confirmed around the world, with supporting studies 

from a range of countries including China, South Africa, Colombia, India, Egypt, the 

Philippines, and Mexico (UNICEF, 2006). In addition to the obvious physical and health 

consequences, exposure to DV impacts on all aspects of children’s lives, including their 

wellbeing, education, and development.  Research on children exposed to DV indicates 

that they are of increased exposure to the presence of other adversities in their lives which 

include deficits in academic learning, complex psychological problems such as post-

traumatic stress disorder or severe anxiety, as well as debilitating behaviour and 

relationship problems (Holt et al., 2008; Radford et al., 2011; UNICEF, 2006; WHO, 

2013).  

2.9.3.1 INTERGENERATIONAL TRANSMISSION OF VIOLENCE 

Exposure to IPV is associated with a range of maladaptive outcomes in the short and long 

term, including an increased risk of involvement in violent or abusive relationships in 

adolescence (Foshee et al., 1999), young adulthood (Baker and Stith, 2008) and adulthood 

(Smith-Marek et al., 2015). In addition, IPV often co-occurs with child abuse and 

maltreatment. Exposure to both forms of FV, however, is associated with an increased 

risk of maladaptive outcomes over time above and beyond sole IPV exposure. These 

associations are most often explained by the theory of intergenerational transmission of 

violence, stemming from the social learning theory (Kalmuss, 1984). Social learning 
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theory posits that children raised in a violent home, through processes of observational 

learning, modelling, and direct behavioural conditioning, will come to see violence as an 

appropriate response to conflict (e.g., Bandura, 1973; Grych and Fincham, 1990). Thus 

children, who are exposed to violence early in life are likely to reexperience or repeat 

violence as learned or reinforce behaviour in their adult intimate relationships (Bandura 

et al., 1961; Howell and Pugliesi, 1988; Kwong et al., 2003). Early research indicates that 

one of the most consistent findings in the FV literature is the relationship between 

exposure to violence in the family of origin and marital violence. These findings indicate 

that men who grow up in violent homes are more likely to engage in spousal aggression 

than men who do not grow up in violent homes (e.g. O’Leary and Curley, 1986; 

Rosenbaum and O’Leary, 1981).  

The literature on the effects of childhood experiences of FV on adult partner violence has 

grown exponentially (e.g., Ehrensaft et al., 2003; Iverson et al., 2011; Renner and Slack, 

2006). Research over the past decade has explored the mechanisms by which abuse during 

childhood may foster IPV in adulthood (e.g., Fergusson, et al., 2006; Maneta, Cohen et 

al., 2012; Murrell et al., 2007). Researchers, practitioners, and policy makers alike often 

document FV exposure as one of the strongest risk factors or predictors of later IPV 

involvement (Iverson et al., 2011). Overall, this body of literature indicates that growing 

up in a violent home increases the probability of IPV by 2–4 times (Iverson et al., 2011). 

However empirical finings supporting this association (the magnitude of the relationship 

between exposure to family-of-origin violence and adult IPV) are not consistent (Busby 

et al., 2008; Riggs et al., 2009) and suffer from methodological challenges (Iverson et al., 

2011). The mechanisms through which FV exposure is associated with IPV involvement 

during adulthood are not well understood to date (Haselschwerdt et al., 2019). Recent 

syntheses of this literature report only a small-to moderate effect of family of origin 

violence on subsequent IPV (Delsol and Margolin, 2004; Haselschwerdt et al., 2019; 

Smith-Marek et al., 2015; Stith et al., 2000), providing substantial evidence that the 

association is not as strong or linear as is often presumed (Haselschwerdt et al., 2019). 

Smith-Marek and colleagues (2015), for example, in their meta-analysis examined the 

association between being raised in a physically violent home and becoming an adult 

victim or perpetrator of IPV. Consistent with Stith et al. (2000) earlier meta-analysis 

(examining the relationship between being raised in a physically violent home and 
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becoming involved in a violent intimate relationship as an adult), Smith-Marek et al. 

(2015) also found a relationship of small magnitude between growing up in a violent 

home and IPV perpetration (r=.25) and victimisation (r = .21) as an adult. This meta-

analysis, therefore, revealed small effect sizes, with stronger effect sizes for perpetration 

than for victimisation. The relationship between experiencing family-of-origin violence 

and subsequent IPV perpetration was significantly stronger (Qb (1)=4.76, p=.03)  effect 

size for males (r =.25, SE=.006, CI [0.23, 0.28], p<.001) than for females (r =.19, 

SE=.005, CI [0.14, 0.24], p<.001). Further, Smith-Marek et al. (2015:511) also found 

‘family-of-origin violence to be a significantly stronger (Qb (1)=8.45, p<.001) risk 

marker for females (r =.22, SE=.003, CI [0.21, 0.25], p<.001) becoming IPV victims than 

for males (r =.16, SE=.003, CI [0.12, 0.20], p<.001)’. Smith-Marek and colleagues (2015) 

findings suggest there is a small but significant relationship between early experiences of 

witnessing interpersonal violence or experiencing child abuse and adult IPV. ‘Although 

the results are in line with the social learning theory, the small effect size indicates that 

there are other risk markers interacting over the course of an individual’s life that 

contribute to the outcome of adult IPV’ (Smith-Marek et al., 2015:509). It is apparent that 

there is at least some association between exposure to IPV and later IPV involvement, but 

the pathways between these two adverse life events have not been definitively addressed. 

Smith-Marek et al. (2015) provide support for a more nuanced approach in examining 

this association – that emphasises the role of FV exposure, along with additional risk 

factors in various contexts (e.g., peer relationships) to best explain this complex 

phenomenon. An additional or complementary explanation for the weak association and 

contradicting, warranting further exploration, is rooted in methodological critiques from 

the adult IPV literature. Haselschwerdt and colleagues (2019) in their recent review found 

that there was too much methodological variability (to make trustworthy comparisons 

across studies) and yet too little methodological complexity (reliance on the 

measurements of discrete acts of physical acts and the dichotomisation of variables) to 

examine the theory of intergenerational transmission of violence. Thus, indicating that it 

is important to strive for a balance between methodological consistency and complexity 

to continue advancing our empirical understanding associations between family violence 

exposure and later IPV involvement to inform prevention and intervention efforts 

(Haselschwerdt et al., 2019). Nonetheless meta-analysis’s to date has documented a small 
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but significant relationship between early experiences of witnessing interpersonal 

violence and/or experiencing child abuse and adult IPV (e.g., Smith-Marek et al., 2015; 

Stith et al., 2000). This suggests that focusing on preventing violence among young 

people is an important strategy to interrupt intergenerational cycles of violence (Harris et 

al., 2015). Interventions need to be started in adolescence to break cycles of violence 

perpetration and victimization that may otherwise continue into adulthood (Foshee et al., 

2009).  

2.10 ATTITUDES AS A RISK FACTOR TO DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

This following section outlines the importance of understanding and addressing attitudes 

towards DV. 

 

2.10.1 THE CONCEPT OF ATTITUDES 

The construct of attitude is located in the disciplinary field of social psychology. Attitudes 

have been a central component of social psychology since its beginning (Krosnick et al., 

2005) and in fact, the discipline of social psychology has been defined as the scientific 

study of attitudes (Ajzen et al., 2005). Like most constructs in psychology, the attitude 

concept has been defined in many ways throughout its history (Fabrigar et al., 2005; Maio 

and Haddock, 2010). Petty and Cacioppo (1981:7), for example, define an attitude as “a 

general and enduring positive or negative feeling about some person, object, or issue”. 

Although there is no general agreement, attitudes are best considered to be a person’s 

degree of favourableness or unfavourableness with respect to a psychological object, 

attitudes are expected to predict and explain human behaviour (Ajzen and Fishbein, 

2000). Despite the subtle differences across definitions, they all emphasise the notion that 

reporting an attitude involves the expression of an evaluative judgement about an object 

on a scale ranging from positive to negative (Fabrigar et al., 2005). Most attitude theorists 

would argue that evaluation is the predominant aspect of the attitude concept. In other 

words, reporting an attitude involves making a decision about liking or disliking, or 

favouring versus disfavouring a particular issue, object or person. Thus, an attitude is 

defined as “an overall evaluation of an object that is based on cognitive, affective and 

behavioural information” (Maio and Haddock, 2010:4). Several conceptual models of the 

attitude concept have been generated, with the most influential model been the 

multicomponent model (see Figure 3). According to this perspective, attitudes are 
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summary evaluations of an object that have Cognitive, Affective and Behavioural 

components. The cognitive component of attitudes refers to the beliefs, thoughts, and 

attributes we associate with an object. In many cases, a person’s attitude might be based 

primarily upon the positive and negative attributes they associate with an object. The 

affective component of attitudes refers to feelings or emotions linked to an attitude object. 

Affective responses influence attitudes in a number of ways. A primary way in which 

feelings shape attitudes is through feelings that are aroused in response to an attitude 

object. The behavioural component of attitudes refers to past behaviours or experiences 

regarding an attitude object (Maio and Haddock, 2010). According to Bem’s (1972) self-

perception theory, individuals do not always have access to their opinions about different 

objects, and sometimes infer their attitudes by thinking about how they have behaved 

with respect to the attitude object in the past.  

 

Figure 3: The multicomponent model of attitude (Maio and Haddock, 2010) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2.10.2 ATTITUDES INFLUENCE DOMESTIC VIOLENCE PERPETRATION 

AND VICTIMISATION 

Among the fifty more risk factors identified for IPV, it is widely evidenced  that attitudes 

towards DV is one of the most prominent predictors of perpetration and victimisation 

(Ferrer-Perez and Bosch-Fiol, 2014; Flood and Pease, 2006, 2009, 2010; McKinney et 

al., 2009; Wang, 2016; WHO, 2010).  Violence supportive attitudes (attitudes that justify, 

excuse, minimise, or trivialise DV, or blame or hold the victim at least partly responsible 

for violence perpetrated against them) have been consistently demonstrated as one of the 

strongest predictors for its occurrence (Aghtaie and Gangoli, 2015; Eckhardt, et al., 2012; 
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Fincham et al., 2008; Koenig et al., 2006; Leen et al., 2013; Sanchez-Prada et al., 2018; 

Wang, 2016; WHO, 2010) with those who are more accepting of violence in relationships 

being more likely to have perpetrated or experienced it (Barter et al., 2009; Foshee et al., 

2001; O’Keefe, 1998; Pease and Flood, 2008; Sears et al., 2007). For example, men who 

believe that wife beating is acceptable have a higher risk of perpetrating DV, whereas 

women who think DV is justified are connected with an increased danger of experiencing 

DV (WHO, 2010). Studies among men who have been violent to their female partners 

find that they excuse, justify, and rationalise their violence, drawing for example on 

cultural discourses of uncontrollable male aggression, female provocation and weakness, 

and male privilege and ‘rights’ (Anderson and Umberson 2001). Also, men with more 

traditional, rigid, and misogynistic gender-role attitudes are more likely to practise marital 

violence (Adler 1992; Heise 1998; O’Neil and Harway 1997). At the community level, 

rates of VAW are higher in contexts where there is widespread acceptance of violence-

supportive norms (Heise 1998). A wide variety of studies (e.g. Murnen et al., 2002) have 

found a consistent relationship between men’s adherence to sexist, patriarchal, and 

sexually hostile attitudes, and their use of VAW. Such views expressed by influential 

individuals or a substantial number of people can create a culture where DV is not clearly 

condemned and even subtly condoned or encouraged (Harris et al., 2015).  These attitudes 

may be transferred across generations through learning process, the media, peer groups, 

schools, and witnessing and experiencing violence throughout life – and can therefore be 

changed (WHO, 2010). Such views expressed by influential individuals or a substantial 

number of people can create a culture where DV is not clearly condemned and even subtly 

condoned or encouraged (Harris et al., 2015).  These attitudes may be transferred across 

generations through learning process, the media, schools, and witnessing and 

experiencing violence throughout life – and can therefore be changed (WHO, 2010). 

 

2.10.3 ATTITUDES INFLUENCE REPORTING RATES AND HELP-SEEKING 

Attitudes influence how victims respond to DV (Puente et al., 2016; Sanchez-Prada et al., 

2018). Research shows, women who believe DV is acceptable and normative are more 

likely to blame themselves for the violence and less likely to report the problem to civil 

authorities or other family members, and more likely to experience long-term negative 

psychological and emotional effects (Flood and Pease, 2009). Victims also do not report 

http://europepmc.org/articles/PMC5123960/#R27
http://journals.sagepub.com.queens.ezp1.qub.ac.uk/doi/10.1177/0886260518789903
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violence because of their perception of others’ attitudes: their fear that they will be blamed 

by family and friends, stigmatized, and the criminal justice system will not provide 

redress (Felson et al., 2002; Kingsnorth and Macintosh, 2004).  In a survey of high school 

and university students, beliefs, and attitudes towards DV were found to impact their 

willingness to report (Sulak, et al., 2014). Specifically, the more likely the respondents 

disagreed with statements such as, “domestic violence is a private matter and should be 

handled in the home”, the more likely the individual would be to report to police (Sulak 

et al., 2014:170). The Northern Ireland Crime Survey found that ‘while most victims did 

consider their worst incident of partner abuse to be a criminal offence (56.2% in NICS 

2010/11), over two-fifths did not, with around a quarter (28.8%) believing it was ‘wrong, 

but not a crime’ and a further one-in-seven accepting it as ‘just something that happens’ 

(12.6%) (DHSSPS and DOJ, 2016:22). Victims who hold themselves responsible for their 

own victimisation significantly reduces the chances of receiving help (Weiner, 1980), 

which in turn helps maintain a climate of social tolerance for DV (Biden, 1993). Attitudes 

play an influential role in the responses to DV by family members, friends, and bystanders 

(Flood and Pease, 2009; Gracia et al., 2014; Kingsnorth and MacIntosh, 2004; Stark and 

Buzawa, 2009; Tran et al., 2016). People who regard DV as a cultural norm tend to 

respond with less empathy and support to victims (Pavlou and Knowles, 2001; West and 

Wandrei, 2002). The silence and inhibition of those who know, contribute to create a 

climate of tolerance that reduces inhibitions against violence and promotes social 

passivity (Shrader, 2000). This social tolerance not only reduces inhibitions for 

perpetrators but also makes it more difficult for victims to make DV visible, choosing not 

to report or abandon the relationship. Alternatively, a social climate of intolerance 

towards DV may act as an inhibiting force for perpetrators, reducing at the same time 

inhibitions towards reporting for those in the community who may know who the 

perpetrators are, as well as for the victims (Gracia, 2004). Positive attitudes towards 

reporting DV helps strengthen a climate of social intolerance towards DV, thus increasing 

the social costs for perpetrators –e.g. the loss of respect from significant others and 

neighbours in the community, the threat of the violence being reported by someone other 

than the victim, the violence as a “private matter” becoming public- and might act as an 

important deterrent (Gelles, 1983). By breaking this silence, by reducing the social 
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tolerance and inhibition, and by increasing identification and reporting of DV we can 

progressively contribute to the social control of DV. 

 

2.10.4 ATTITUDES SHAPE WIDER COMMUNITY AND INSTITUTIONAL 

(FORMAL AND INFORMAL) RESPONSES 

Attitudes and beliefs concerning DV are related not only to its prevalence and reporting 

rates but also to public and professional responses to the violence (Abeya et al., 2012; 

Carlson and Worden, 2005; Crano and Prislin, 2008; Flood and Pease, 2006, 2009; 

Gracia, et al., 2009; Gracia and Lila, 2015; Harris et al., 2015; Okenwa-Emegwa et al., 

2016; Pease and Flood, 2008; Tran et al., 2016). Attitudes that condone or tolerate 

violence are recognised as playing a central role in shaping the way organisations and 

communities respond to violence (Flood and Pease, 2009). A growing number of scholars 

and international bodies have recognised the important role public attitudes and responses 

regarding DV play in shaping the social climate in which the violence occurs, a social 

climate that can contribute either to perpetration or to reducing levels of DV in our 

societies (Flood and Pease, 2009; Gracia et al., 2015). A social environment that accepts 

or even supports DV in some circumstances contributes to creating a climate of tolerance 

that makes it easier for perpetrators to persist in their violent behaviour and makes it more 

difficult for victims to disclose DV (Flood and Pease, 2009; Gracia and Herrero, 2006a). 

For example, in a study among Queensland police officers, those who allocated greater 

blame to the victim of family violence indicated that they would be less likely to charge 

the assailant (Stewart and Maddren, 1997). Thus, a substantial reduction of the problem 

cannot be achieved without addressing societal attitudes leading to its tolerance or 

justification of DV (Gracia, 2014), and changing attitudes condoning DV is a key factor 

to preventing DV (Aghtaie and Gangoli, 2015).  

2.11 UNDERSTANDING YOUNG PEOPLE’S ATTITUDES FOR DIRECTING 

VIOLENCE-PREVENTION EFFORTS 

There is growing international consensus that DV can be prevented, and understanding 

attitudes is one important step (Gracia and Lila, 2015; Harris et al., 2015; Perez-Jimenez 

et al., 2017). Better understanding of attitudes towards DV is a necessary step to inform, 

develop, and implement effective prevention strategies, policy, practice, and future 
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initiatives (Aghtaie and Gangoli, 2015; Gracia and Lila, 2015; Perez-Jimenez et al., 

2017). Prevention strategies can be strengthened by a sound comprehension of the 

patterns of knowledge and attitudes and the factors shaping them (Harris et al., 2015). It 

also reveals the extent of the work that lies ahead, where to focus our efforts, and the 

messages and approaches likely to be effective (Harris et al., 2015). A better 

understanding of attitudes towards DV and its correlates may add relevant knowledge to 

the social conditions (e.g. school environment) that contribute to its prevalence, as well 

as the social sources of deterrence (e.g. peers) and control of this type of violence (Gracia, 

2014). In this regard attitudes towards DV can be considered not only a central issue for 

understanding those factors that contribute to its maintenance in our societies, but also as 

a main target for intervention and public education (Gracia and Lila, 2015). Without a 

fundamental change in the social attitudes that foster, condone and perpetrate DV we will 

not be able to respond effectively to this problem, by substantially reducing its alarming 

rates (Gracia, 2004). Furthermore, monitoring attitudes over time will guide the 

development and targeting of interventions that can build cultures of non-violence and 

value equal and respectful intimate partner relationships (VicHealth, 2010). Thus, to 

reduce the overall level of DV in a population, such efforts must aim to create a generation 

of men, women and children that view DV as unacceptable (Heise, 2011).   

Young adulthood is a salient developmental period for identity development and romantic 

relationship formation (Arnett, 2000; Haselschwerdt et al., 2019). It is crucial that 

prevention commences with young people before attitudes that are supportive of violence 

start to have an impact on their experiences, as they navigate what is a formative time of 

life. Behaviours learnt, and attitudes developed during adolescence are likely to be carried 

on in adult life (Sanchez, et al., 2012; Sherer, 2010; Smith et al., 2003). Prevention efforts 

need to commence with young people in our communities by understanding their 

attitudes, determinants to violence supportive attitudes, as well as action to address those 

factors which help protect young people from DV (Connolly et al., 2010, Gadd et al., 

2015; Harvey et al., 2007; Humphreys and Stanley, 2015; WHO, 2010). Thus, to 

challenge, prevent and reduce cases of DV, young people must be identified as the main 

‘target’ for change, as well as agents of change (Hester and Westmarland, 2005; McCarry, 

2003, 2009, 2010).   
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2.12 RESEARCH ON YOUNG PEOPLE’S ATTITUDES TOWARDS DOMESTIC 

VIOLENCE 

To date, most research studies have focused on adults attitudes towards DV, particularly 

the attitudes of adult women (Sanchez-Prada et al., 2018; Okenwa-Emegwa et al., 2016), 

much less is known about children and young people’s attitudes towards DV (Wang, 

2016).  However, in the last decade or more, greater attention and increased importance 

has been given to understanding younger people’s attitudes towards DV with most 

research undertaken in Australia (e.g. Harris et al., 2015), Canada (e.g. Lundgren and 

Armin, 2015), the US (e.g. Foshee et al., 2013; O’Leary et al., 2008; Silverman et al., 

2004), and the UK (e.g. Burman and Cartmel, 2005; Burton and Kitzinger, 1998; Gadd 

et al., 2015; Lombard, 2011; McCarry, 2010; Mullender et al., 2002). A consistent finding 

in the literature is that young men typically display attitudes that are more accepting of 

violence in relationships than young women do (Burton et al., 1998; Burman and Cartmel, 

2005; Harris et al., 2015; Mullender et al., 2002). Young males tend to view all forms of 

violence as less serious than females. The nature of young people’s attitudes towards DV 

shows that most young people consider DV to be wrong, suggesting that the weight of 

opinion discourages it, but also that there are expectations to this rule which boys are 

more likely to buy into than girls (Gadd et al., 2015). A survey in Scotland of 14- to 18-

year-olds found that there was a low tolerance for violence among teenagers. However, 

in focus group discussions, it became apparent that many were willing to condone 

violence in certain contexts; for example, “where a man had been pushed too far” 

(Burman and Cartmel, 2005). An earlier survey by Burton, and colleagues (1998) of 14- 

to 21-year-olds in Scotland found that one in two young men and one in three young 

women said that it was acceptable for a man to hit a woman in certain circumstances, 

most notably if a woman had been sexually unfaithful. In 2009, 1,027 secondary school 

pupils took part in Wiltshire’s Young People survey exploring attitudes and views of 

domestic abuse in relationships. The findings of this survey also found evidence of 

attitudes justifying violence whereby a woman sleeping with someone else superseded all 

the other reasons for a man to hit a woman with 23% of male respondents and 19% of 

female respondents believing that it was ‘always’ or ‘sometimes’ OK. Young people also 

held victim blaming attitudes with over half of the respondents believing that people were 

‘sometimes’ to blame for violence they may experience in a relationship and 4% thought 

http://journals.sagepub.com.queens.ezp1.qub.ac.uk/doi/10.1177/0886260518789903
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190740915300876#bb0180
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190740915300876#bb0180
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they were ‘always’ to blame. More recent survey and focus group data gathered from 

1,203 pupils (aged 13-14) in North Staffordshire found that young people’s attitudes 

towards DV to be highly contingent and contradictory (Gadd et al., 2015). In such 

circumstances when a partner has hit them first or cheated on them, retaliatory and 

controlling behaviour is more readily condoned, either as a ‘fair fight’ escalating out of 

heated arguments, or as justifiable given the pain caused by the betrayal. Similarly, the 

2013 National Community Attitudes towards Violence Against Women Survey (NCAS) 

carried out with more than 17,500 Australians aged 16-24 years revealed evidence of 

violence supportive attitudes with up to 26% of young people prepared to excuse partner 

violence (depending on the scenario), for example, nearly a quarter (24%) of young 

people agreed that partner violence can be excused if the person is so angry they lose 

control (Harris et al., 2015).   

Similarities have emerged from previous research in relation to  young people’s attitudes 

towards DV, however, given that conceptions of DV are culturally shaped, and levels of 

gender equality and awareness of DV differ between communities and societies (Buzawa 

and Stark, 2009; Flood and Pease, 2009; Stanley et al., 2015), there is uncertainty over 

the generalisability of the findings of these studies to other contexts. To address the 

problem of DV within a specific country, it is necessary to understand the attitudes of 

people within that context (Stark and Buzawa, 2009; WHO, 2002) to ensure that 

prevention and intervention work is targeted to meet the needs of people within their own 

social networks and communities (Hilder and Bettinson, 2016). There is a consensus in 

the violence prevention field that interventions should be ‘culturally appropriate’ – 

sensitive to cultural diversities, responsive to the character and constitution of violence in 

that cultural context and using culturally appropriate strategies (Menjivar and Salcido 

2002; Kasturirangan et al., 2004).  Like most countries worldwide, Northern Ireland has 

a high rate of DV (see Figure 1), however, little empirical research has been conducted 

with the citizens of Northern Ireland in relation to their beliefs and attitudes regarding 

this issue. There is scarcity of surveys and other sources of data collection as well as 

measurement instruments to specifically address or adequately assess attitudes towards 

DV within a Northern Irish context. To date, research carried out in Northern Ireland with 

young people and their attitudes towards DV has been through quantitative methods (e.g. 

YPBAS). The Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA) commission 
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quality of life surveys provide a range of information about current life and times in 

Northern Ireland (DHSSPS and DOJ, 2016). NISRA collated data in 2007, 2010 and 2013 

on “attitudes towards domestic violence”, which was one of a range of topics asked of 

young people as part of the YPBAS. Each sweep of this large-scale survey collected data 

on over 2,000 post-primary school pupils in Year 11 and 12 (15-17-year olds). These 

Surveys (2007, 2010, 2013) are the only sources of data collated in relation to young 

peoples’ attitudes towards DV in Northern Ireland. These data can help shape the ongoing 

preventative work as understanding societal attitudes can assist in developing and 

targeting clear messages on the issues specific to DV in society (DHSSPS and DOJ, 

2016). However, these surveys have received little attention, which in turn, hampers the 

process and development of DV prevention in Northern Ireland. Also, no attempt has 

been made to explore the understandings and attitudes of Northern Irish young people 

about DV, its definition and the processes through which it occurs. Greater recognition 

regarding young peoples’ attitudes towards DV is required, as this is crucial in 

determining the future public acceptability of DV (Aghtaie and Gangoli, 2015), and 

increasing our knowledge base on attitudes can contribute to better-informed prevention 

efforts aiming to respond to this major challenge in a more effective way (Gracia and 

Lila, 2015). Therefore, there is a need to conduct more research (both quantitative and 

qualitative) in Northern Ireland to try and understand the attitudes of young people to 

develop culturally specific interventions with the goal of seeing more long-standing 

solutions to violence prevention. The current study seeks to close this gap by exploring 

young people’s understandings of and attitudes towards DV in Northern Ireland.  

No single factor is responsible for influencing attitude concerning DV, rather factors 

contribute in interaction with one another to increase the likelihood of violence supportive 

attitudes (Connolly et al., 2010). Research shows that attitudes are shaped by a 

multiplicity of interrelated factors at each of the four levels of attitude formation 

(individual, relationship, community and societal) (Flood and Pease, 2006). According to 

the ecological approach, knowledge about correlates and determinants of violence 

supportive attitudes must take into account a number of factors working at different levels 

of analysis, as attitudes are shaped and can be reshaped by a multitude of factors at all 

levels of the social order (e.g. by exposure to new perspectives through peer groups, 

organisations and social institutions) (Harris et al., 2015). Thus, an understanding of 
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influences on the attitudes and knowledge of young people can help guide prevention, 

ensuring the focus is on factors most strongly associated with violence supportive 

attitudes (Harris et al., 2015). Previous studies have connected attitudes towards DV with 

factors such as gender (Flood and Pease, 2009, Harris et al., 2015); culture (Flood and 

Pease, 2009); experiencing or witnessing violence (Buzawa and Stark, 2009; Flood and 

Pease, 2009); their understanding of violence (Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005; Harris et al., 

2015); exposure to media (e.g. pornography) (Flood and Fergus, 2008);  attitudes towards 

gender equality (Harris et al., 2015); support for traditional roles and identities (Flood and 

Fergus, 2008); acceptance of and exposure to violence and discrimination (e.g. exposure 

to violence as a child) (Flood and Fergus, 2008; Flood and Pease, 2006) and other 

intersecting factors such as age, ethnicity, or disability and contextual factors such as 

limited education or neighbourhood disadvantage (Buzawa and Stark, 2009; Flood and 

Pease, 2006, 2009; Harris et al., 2015; WHO and London School of Hygiene and Tropical 

Medicine, 2010). These factors may account for variations in attitudes towards DV, 

although such elements are complex (Flood and Pease, 2009). Research has demonstrated 

the association between attitudes towards DV and a set of factors, however studies on the 

relationships of the influencing factors are sparse (Flood and Pease, 2009; Perez-Jimenez 

et al., 2017; Wang, 2016). Therefore, a better understanding of young people’s attitudes 

towards DV and its correlates may add relevant knowledge to the social conditions that 

contribute to its prevalence (Gracia, 2014). Provided that DV preventative education is 

an expected part of the Northern Ireland Curriculum through the delivery of  

Relationships and Sexuality Education (RSE) (CCEA, 2015), it is imperative that we 

learn more about the factors that need to be challenged in developing prevention 

initiatives that result in attitudinal and behavioural change. To promote understanding of 

attitude towards DV and to aid the development of violence-prevention efforts, the 

present study focused on the influence of individual and community factors on attitudes 

towards DV among young people. Thus, contributing to further research required of 

specific population-based which might offer clearer insight into factors influencing 

attitude concerning DV (Wang, 2016).  
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2.13 THE POTENTIAL ROLE OF SCHOOLS IN PREVENTING DOMESTIC 

VIOLENCE   

Understanding the attitudes held by young people specifically is important to guide future 

prevention, however many of the factors contributing to the formation of these attitudes 

are likely to be found in broader organisational and community environments (Harris et 

al., 2015; Pease and Flood, 2008). As supported by the ecological model (Krug et al., 

2002), attitudes are influenced by a range of factors, settings, and social forces at different 

levels of the social ecology (Harris et al., 2015). While this is the case for people 

throughout their lives, it is particularly so for young people given the significance of 

influential others (e.g. parents and teachers) and particular environments (e.g. schools) in 

their lives. This suggests that key to strengthening young people’s responses to DV will 

be addressing the attitudes we all hold towards DV, including the broader community and 

organisational cultures and structures responsible for shaping them (Harris et al., 2015). 

Prevention efforts must reach out to young people in settings that are influential in their 

lives and development. Addressing these environments will be important for prevention 

to strengthen people’s attitudes and behaviours (Harris et al., 2015). Among the settings 

holding promise for reaching young people and strengthening the environments 

influencing their attitudes and behaviours are education settings, especially schools 

(Harris et al., 2015). Schools provide a key context where such prevention can be 

delivered on a large scale to a captive audience, as schools offer universal education and 

have repeated contact with a large population of children and young people (Harris et al., 

2015; McKee and Mason, 2015) who have yet to experience or are just embarking on 

their own intimate relationships (Stanley et al., 2015). Moreover, since much of children's 

social learning takes place in school (Sudermann et al., 1995), educational settings offer 

an appropriate, safe and secure environment to provide DV preventative education. 

Such thinking has resulted in the development of a range of preventative domestic abuse 

programmes delivered in schools in mostly high-income countries for a period of about 

25 years (Stanley et al., 2011); in North America, these are usually described as dating 

violence programmes while in the UK, where ‘dating’ is not a term commonly used by 

young people, they go under the label of healthy relationship programmes or DV 

awareness raising programmes (Stanley et al., 2015). The majority of evaluated school 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190740915300876#bb0235
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programmes for dating violence have been conducted in the US and other high-income 

countries, some initiatives have recently been implemented in developing countries such 

as South Africa (WHO, 2009). Evaluations of these programmes suggest they can 

increase knowledge about dating violence and improve attitudes towards it; their 

effectiveness at reducing levels of actual abuse towards females appears promising, 

although it has not been consistently demonstrated and evaluations have largely focused 

on short-term outcomes (Avery-Leaf and Cascardi, 2002; Hickman et al., 2004; Whittaker 

et al., 2007). For instance, a randomized control trial of the Safe Dates programme in the 

US found that adolescents exposed to the intervention reported less perpetration of 

psychological, sexual and moderate physical dating violence, and less victimization 

involving moderate physical dating violence (Foshee et al., 1998, 2004, 2005). However, 

the programme showed no effects on severe physical violence. The effects of the 

programme on behaviour and mediating variables continued at four years’ follow-up 

(Foshee et al., 2004, 2005). The programme needs to be further tested in diverse cultural 

contexts, but the results suggest that school-based interventions with adolescents can shift 

the norms and attitudes that influence violent behaviour in intimate relationships among 

some young people (Harvey et al., 2007). In the UK context, violence within intimate 

partner relationships is not declining, however only few dedicated violence prevention 

programs exist in UK schools (Sundaram, 2016). Over the past decade, a number of 

school based DV prevention programmes have been developed in the UK, but evidence 

as to the effectiveness of such programmes are limited (Fox et al., 2016). Fox and 

colleagues evaluated the effectiveness of a six-week Healthy Relationships and Domestic 

Abuse Prevention Programme called Relationships without Fear (RwF). This was the first 

study in the UK to evaluate the effectiveness of a domestic abuse prevention education 

programme using a pre-test, post-test, control group design. The results were promising 

as boys and girls who had received the intervention became less accepting of DV and 

more likely to seek help from pre- to post-test compared with those in the control group; 

outcomes did not vary by experiences of abuse. There was evidence that the change in 

attitudes for those in the intervention group was maintained at 3-month follow-up. These 

findings suggest that such a programme shows great promise, with both boys and girls 

benefiting from the intervention, and those who have experienced abuse and those who 

have not (yet) experienced abuse showing a similar degree of attitude change (Fox et al., 
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2016). While programmes delivered in schools are only one approach to prevention in 

this field, they are arguably the most widely tested approach and they have been ‘scaled 

up’ with widespread implementation of some programmes in the US (e.g. Safe Dates 

Programme) and Canada  (e.g. Youth Relationship Project) (Lundgren and Armin, 2015). 

However, to date, the evidence for the effectiveness of such programmes has been judged 

to be limited (Fellmeth, et al., 2013) and as much of the evidence base has been generated 

in North America, there is uncertainty about its transferability to other cultures and 

settings (Flood, 2015; Stanley et al., 2015; WHO, 2010).  

While the role of schools in imparting DV prevention education are currently receiving 

more attention in countries like Canada and the UK, school-based preventative work 

remains largely unexplored and under-investigated across the globe (Lloyd, 2018). What 

most UK programmes (e.g. Relationships without Fear) have in common is a commitment 

to raising awareness of abuse in relationships, tackling the underlying attitudes that give 

rise to abusive tendencies, and encouraging more young people to seek help (Fox et al., 

2014:2). Most programmes are empirically based (Fox et al., 2014). For instance, 

acceptance of dating violence has been found repeatedly to be associated with DV 

perpetration among adults and adolescents, which explains the focus on changing the 

acceptance of violence as a component of most DV prevention programmes (Foshee et 

al., 2001). Programs also typically focus on teaching skills to enable young people to 

identify constructive means of handling conflict; this is based on research that highlights 

poor conflict-resolution skills as a risk factor for perpetration for dating violence (Bird et 

al., 1991). Most programmes focus on ways to encourage young people to seek help as 

many studies have shown that young people typically do not seek help for dating violence 

(Ashley and Foshee, 2005). The most controversial aspect in the field has been whether 

or not programmes should focus explicitly on wider gender power inequalities in society 

that are thought to foster violence (Capaldi and Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 2012). Others 

have commented than an approach that positions males as perpetrators and females as 

victims is ill-advised because it misrepresents the nature of DV at this age (Avery-Leaf 

and Cascardi, 2002; O’Leary and Smith Slep, 2012).  The qualitative literature included 

in Stanley and colleagues (2015) systematic review of school-based interventions (Bell 

and Stanley, 2006; Fox et al., 2014) yielded some examples of some boys who reported 

finding the programmes ‘ani-men’ or ‘sexist’ and resisted programme messages. Most of 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190740915300876#bb0180
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190740915300876#bb0075
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190740915300876#bb0080
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0190740915300876#bb0285
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the programmes utilised the ‘bystander approach’ (Katz et al., 2011; Miller et al., 2012), 

which encourages young people to intervene and challenge abusive behaviour when they 

encounter them. Those programmes delivered to children under 10 were less likely to 

address DV directly but rather focused on wider relationship issues such as friendship, 

respect and children’s safety. DV was more likely to be explicitly identified in 

programmes for children aged eight years and over (Stanley et al., 2015). In sum, DV 

prevention education programmes typically recognise the problem as multi-determined 

and this is reflected in their content (Fox et al., 2014).  

The role of schools regarding DV prevention and how it might be best carried out are not 

at all clear, and therefore merits further research and scrutiny (Fox et al., 2016). In 

particular, the perspectives and experiences of those who deliver (e.g. teachers) and 

receive (e.g. pupils) DV education prevention and intervention have typically been 

limited.  Recent research (Fox et al., 2014; Lloyd, 2018; Stanley et al., 2015) argue 

strongly for young people’s concerns to be fully anticipated in DV prevention education, 

as home-grown and culturally specific interventions may be most acceptable for those 

delivering DV preventative education and more meaningful for the audience (Stanley et 

al., 2015). Therefore, if we wish to improve the effectiveness of efforts to reduce the 

prevalence of DV, we need to ensure that young people’s concerns are fully anticipated 

in DV preventative education (Fox et al., 2014; Hilton, 2007; Scottish Executive, 2002; 

Stanley et al., 2011). If we are to respond appropriately and effectively to this social 

problem, we need to ensure our interventions reflect young people’s experiences, 

including their socially constructed meanings and evaluations (Aghtaie and Gangoli, 

2015). Moreover, Lloyd (2018) maintains that future research should usefully ask 

teachers and support staff their views on their professional learning and training needs in 

this important area of work. Given that education is the principal mechanism by which 

society can influence future generations and attitudes are more flexible and open to 

influence when children are younger, an exploration of the potential preventative role of 

schools is an important avenue for research. Thus, the present study approached pupils 

and teachers to explore the potential role of schools in preventing DV with the aim of 

improving prevention and intervention efforts. 
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2.14 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

As seen in the review of the literature, globally, nationally, and locally DV is an endemic 

social problem and an enduring human rights issue within all societies and cultures 

(WHO, 2013). Evidence-based prevention of DV is still in its infancy and much remains 

to be accomplished (WHO, 2010, 2013), not least in better understanding attitudes to DV 

and their social determinants (Wang, 2016). We must address the roots of violence, thus 

ultimately, we need greater recognition to provide a fuller understanding of young 

peoples’ attitudes towards DV, so we can then make intervention recommendations with 

the goal of seeing more long-standing solution to violence prevention (Giordano et al., 

2014). Challenging attitudes that condone violence both at the individual and community 

level (e.g. school) is a key priority to prevention (McCarry and Lombard, 2016). 

Additionally, we need to know more about the role of social environments, particularly 

schools, in preventing DV.  It is increasingly accepted that schools have an important role 

to play in the prevention of DV (Sundaram, 2016) as schools are in an ideal position to 

shape pupils’ attitudes, however what exactly schools can or cannot do to prevent DV is 

under researched and therefore not well understood. Given the prime position of schools 

to reach out to the young person population, schools are undoubtedly deserving of a more 

prominent role.  
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CHAPTER THREE - METHODOLOGY 
3.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter begins by outlining this study’s research objectives and questions, identified 

from the summary of the literature review. An overview of research paradigms and a 

rationale for the approaches adopted in the study will be provided. The procedures 

regarding how the explanatory sequential mixed method (MM) research design was 

shaped will be described, in addition to the considerations which influenced the process 

and methods of data collection and analysis. Triangulation is met by collecting data in 

three ways: (a) secondary analysis of questionnaire survey data from young people, (b) 

focus groups with young people, and (c) in-depth semi-structured interviews with 

teachers. The chapter concludes with a description of the data analysis process along with 

details regarding ethical issues. 

3.2 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES AND QUESTIONS 

This MM study aimed to: 

1) Explore post-primary school pupils’ attitudes concerning domestic violence  

AND 

2) Explore post-primary school pupils and teachers experiences and perceptions of 

the role of schools in preventing domestic violence  

 

Based on the research objectives, the specific research questions that the MM study set 

out to explore were as follows. Phase one of the study included the following research 

questions: 

• What is the nature and prevalence of post-primary school pupils’ attitudes towards 

domestic violence in Northern Ireland?  

• What effect are post-primary schools in Northern Ireland having on pupil’s 

attitudes towards domestic violence?  

Phase two of the study included the following research questions: 
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• What are post-primary school pupils’ understandings of and attitudes towards 

domestic violence?  

• What are the experiences and perceptions of teachers and pupils in relation to 

domestic violence preventative education during post-primary schooling? 

3.3 RESEARCH APPROACH  

3.3.1 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORKS 

Considering the research objectives, this MM study adopted the WHO ecological model 

(see Figure 2, page 40) (Krug et al., 2002) to explore young people’s attitudes towards 

DV. A phenomenological approach was also utilised to gain an in-depth insight into the 

potential preventative role of schools by exploring the experiences and perceptions of 

post-primary school pupils’ and teachers. 

3.3.2 ECOLOGICAL APPROACH 

Family violence researchers often draw upon an ecological perspective to understand DV. 

This approach is known as the ecological model, first introduced in the late 1970s by Urie 

Bronfenbrenner (1979), and still being developed and refined as a conceptual tool today 

as it gains increasing acceptance among violence prevention experts internationally 

(WHO, 2002). DV is not a unitary phenomenon, nor is there a single pathway to 

perpetration (Heise and Fulu, 2014; Morgan and Chadwick, 2009). Rather, as 

conceptualised by the ecological framework, there are multiple contributing factors 

interacting at different levels of the social ecology (individual, relationship, community 

and societal) which lead to a specific male or female perpetrating DV, or one community 

having a higher rate of violence than another (Connolly et al, 2010; Flood and Fergus, 

2008; Flood and Pease, 2006; Harris et al., 2015; Heise, 2011). Building such a model 

offers a framework for understanding the complex interplay of all the factors that 

influence DV and can therefore provide key points for prevention and intervention. The 

ecological model not only addresses an individual’s risk of becoming a victim or 

perpetrator of violence, but also the norms, beliefs and social economic systems that 

create the conditions for DV to occur. To improve our understanding of the determinants 

of DV and to aid the development of violence-prevention efforts we need to offer a 

framework with which to comprehend the complex array of influences on attitudes 
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towards DV. There is no single factor responsible for shaping attitude, rather factors 

contribute in interaction with one another to increase the likelihood of violence supportive 

attitudes (Connolly et al., 2010). The ecological framework takes into account the 

different levels of societal organisation and their role in influencing attitudes towards DV. 

Moving beyond single factor theories, the ecological theory supports a comprehensive 

approach whereby attitudes to DV are shaped and can be reshaped by a multiplicity of 

interrelated factors at each of the four levels of attitude formation (e.g. by exposure to 

new perspectives through peer groups, organisations and social institutions) (Flood and 

Pease, 2006; Harris et al., 2015). To better understand attitudes towards DV as well as 

factors which shape attitudes a multifactorial approach needs to be utilised (Flood and 

Pease, 2009; Gracia, 2014; Heise, 1998; Taylor and Sorenson, 2005; Uthman et al., 2009; 

Waltermaurer, 2012).  

Given the breadth of factors, settings, and social forces that shape attitudes concerning 

DV, there is a wide range of possible settings and groups for intervention in such attitudes 

(Flood and Pease, 2009). Schools (community level) are in a prime position to influence 

future generations (Sundaram, 2016), yet the role schools might play in preventing DV is 

not well understood. An exploration of the potential role of schools in this area is an 

important and relatively new area for research (as indicated in Chapter 2). The current 

study focused on post-primary school settings by engaging teachers in semi-structured 

interviews, and pupils’ in focus group discussions to explore their perceptions and 

experiences of DV preventative education. This study presumes that an understanding of 

the social context (schools) will help us to better understand young people’s attitudes 

towards DV as well as the potential role of schools in preventing DV. The goal is to move 

beyond a single level of analysis, as implied by the ecological theory, rather than 

emphasising one level to the exclusion of others. This study explicitly attempts to 

understand young people’s attitudes towards DV, using an ecological theoretical 

framework, specifically focusing on the potential role of post-primary schooling in 

preventing DV.  

3.3.3 PHENOMENOLOGY APPROACH 

The qualitative strand of the present study aimed to explore pupils and teachers 

experiences and perspectives of the role of schools in preventing DV. It was therefore 
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framed using a phenomenology approach which describes the essence of a phenomenon 

by exploring it from the perspective of those who experienced it to understand the 

meaning participants ascribe to that phenomenon (Yanow and Schwartz-Shea 2006). Van 

Manen (1990:10) specifically defined phenomenology as the “systematic attempt to 

uncover and describe the structures, the internal meaning structures, of lived experience”. 

Rossman (2006) and Creswell (2007) explained phenomenology approach as one of the 

most effective ways of interpreting the lived experiences of a person or a group of people 

for in-depth understanding of the phenomenon and express participants' individual 

accounts. In addition, Patton (2002:216) explained that phenomenology “is essentially 

interpretative, but also draws on descriptive phenomenology in allowing the participants 

to give a credible account of a phenomenon from their perspectives. By following this 

approach, an explanation as well as a description of an experience can be achieved”. 

According to Glendinning (2008:47) phenomenology allows readers to “see clearly” what 

is “hard to see” by exposing the researcher to the experiences of the phenomenon. Unlike 

other research methods, phenomenology does not take up an argument or attempt to prove 

a point; rather, it allows the reader to form an understanding from a clear, deep description 

of the phenomenon. Glendinning (2008) further pointed out that the purpose of 

phenomenology is not to create a theory, find a result, or defend a position.  

Phenomenological research goes deeper than narrative, as it attempts to uncover meaning 

not just for one person, but rather for an entire group of people who share the lived 

experience of a particular concept or phenomenon (Creswell, 2007). The qualitative 

inquiry of the present study was to bring a clearer focus on post-primary school pupils 

attitudes towards DV to help illuminate the quantitative results, thus a phenomenological 

approach was the best way to allow for this elucidation (Dukes, 1984). Scholars 

(Creswell, 2007; Denzin and Lincoln, 2005; Glesne, 2006; Marshall and Rossman, 2011; 

Weinberg, 2002) expounded on the essence of the use of qualitative research methods to 

be instrumental in exploring a phenomenon in depth. Given that young people were not 

only asked about their attitudes towards DV but also their (and teachers) experiences and 

perceptions of DV teaching and learning, and development of ideas, the use of 

phenomenological approach was a suitable choice of method (Patton, 2002). 

3.3.4 THE PARADIGM WARS 
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A research paradigm is defined as a “set of common beliefs and agreements” shared by 

researchers regarding “how problems should be understood and addressed” (Kuhn, 1962). 

Therefore, this is a specific way of perceiving the world (a worldview) that shape how 

we seek answers to research questions. Historically, social science researchers have been 

categorised into two major paradigms (also called ‘epistemologies’) – post-positivism 

and interpretivism. For more than a century, the advocates of quantitative and qualitative 

paradigms have engaged in ardent dispute with many viewing the two as polar opposites 

(Gage, 1989). Qualitative research has been criticized for lacking things such as 

objectivity (Nagel, 1986) and generalizability (Gelo et al., 2008), while quantitative 

research has been criticized for lacking participants’ voice and a meaningful 

interpretation (Toomela, 2008). From these debates, pursuits have emerged on both sides 

(Campbell and Stanley, 1963; Lincoln and Guba, 1985) leading people to talk about 

‘paradigm wars’ (Muijs, 2010). Both sets of pursuits view their paradigms as ideal for 

research, and, implicitly if not explicitly, they advocate the incompatibility thesis (Howe, 

1988), which posits that quantitative and qualitative research paradigms, including their 

associated methods, cannot and should not be mixed (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004). 

3.3.5 POST-POSITIVISM   

The positivist ontology believes that the world is external (Carson et al., 2001) and that 

there is a single objective reality to any research phenomenon or situation regardless of 

the researcher’s perspective or belief (Hudson and Ozanne, 1988). Thus, they take a 

controlled and structural approach in conducting research by identifying a clear research 

topic, constructing appropriate hypotheses and by adopting a suitable research 

methodology (Carson et al., 2001; Churchill, 1996). In this respect, understanding the 

phenomenon in reality must be measured and supported by evidence (Hammersley, 

2013). Positivist researchers remain detached from the participants of the research by 

creating a distance, which is important in remaining emotionally neutral to make clear 

distinctions between reason and feeling (Carson et al., 2001). It is also important in 

positivist research to seek objectivity and use consistently rational and logical approaches 

to research (Carson et al., 2001). Statistical and mathematical techniques are central to 

positivist research, which adheres to specifically structured research techniques to 

uncover single and objective reality (Carson et al., 2001; Hudson and Ozanne, 1988). 

Quantitative purists maintain that social science inquiry should be objective. That is, time- 
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and context-free generalizations (Nagel, 1986) are desirable and possible, and real causes 

of social scientific outcomes can be determined reliably and validly. These researchers 

have traditionally called for rhetorical neutrality, involving a formal writing style using 

the impersonal passive voice and technical terminology, in which establishing and 

describing social laws is the major focus (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 1998).  

During the 20th century, post-positivism emerged from positivism, challenging the 

traditional notion of the absolute and objective truth of knowledge in the social sciences 

(Scotland, 2012). One of the most common forms of post-positivism is a philosophy 

called critical realism. Positivists were also realists; the difference is that the post-

positivist critical realist recognises that all observation is fallible and has error and that 

all theory is revisable. In other words, the critical realist is critical of our ability to know 

reality with uncertainty. Positivism contends that there is an objective reality out there to 

be studied, captured and understood, whereas post-positivists argue that reality can never 

be fully apprehended, only approximated (Ernest, 1994); “every scientific statement must 

remain tentative forever” (Popper, 1959:280). Post-positivists seek to understand causal 

relationships; thus, experimentation and correlational studies are used. However more 

than sense-data is collected, participants’ perspectives are often sought. Furthermore, as 

knowledge is tentative, hypotheses are not proved but simply not rejected (Creswell, 

2009). According to Denzin and Lincoln (2011), post-positivism relies on multiple 

methods for capturing as much of reality as possible. At the same time, emphasis is placed 

on the discovery and verification of theories. Traditional evaluation criteria, such as 

internal validity, are stressed, as is the use of qualitative procedures that lend themselves 

to structured (sometimes statistical) analysis. Computer-assisted methods of analysis that 

permit frequency counts, tabulations, and low-level statistical analysis may also be 

employed. 

Even though post-positivism has been a dominant mode of inquiry in social science for 

over a century (Willis, 2007), it also has limitations (Cohen et al., 2011; Creswell, 2007; 

Gage 1989; Mack, 2010). Since positivism aims to generalise the results of the research, 

there is a risk of neglecting individuals whose understandings and interpretations can 

reveal plenty of truths about the reality (Riyami, 2015). Also, the inaccuracy of scientific 

data collected within this paradigm should be carefully reviewed as in some situations 

where the respondents may choose random answers rather than authentic responses or 
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they could not be allowed to have the flexibility to give their answers which more relevant 

to their personal cases (Pham, 2018). 

3.3.6 INTERPRETIVISM  

Qualitative purists (also called constructivists and interpretivists) reject what they call 

positivism. They argue for the superiority of constructivism, idealism, relativism, 

humanism, hermeneutics, and, sometimes, postmodernism (Guba and Lincoln, 1989; 

Lincoln and Guba, 2000; Schwandt, 2000; Smith, 1983, 1984). The knowledge acquired 

in this discipline is socially constructed rather than objectively determined (Carson et al., 

2001) and perceived (Hirschman, 1985). These purists contend that multiple-constructed 

realities abound, that time- and context-free generalizations are neither desirable nor 

possible, that research is value-bound, that it is impossible to differentiate fully causes 

and effects, that logic flows from specific to general (e.g., explanations are generated 

inductively from the data), and that knower and known cannot be separated because the 

subjective knower is the only source of reality (Guba, 1990; Hudson and Ozanne, 1988). 

Therefore, the goal of interpretivist research is to understand and interpret the meanings 

in human behaviour rather than to generalize and predict causes and effects (Hudson and 

Ozanne, 1988; Neuman, 2000). For an interpretivist researcher it is important to 

understand motives, meanings, reasons and other subjective experiences which are time 

and context bound (Neuman, 2000; Hudson and Ozanne, 1988). Interpretivism’s main 

tenet is that research can never be objectively observed from the outside rather it must be 

observed from inside through the direct experience of people. Therefore, the role of the 

scientist in the interpretivist paradigm is to, “understand, explain, and demystify social 

reality through the eyes of different participants” (Cohen et al., 2007:19). Moreover, 

researchers are not detached from the situation under study. They “see themselves as 

participants in the situation they investigate” (Edge and Richards, 1998:336). According 

to interpretivism, it is the involvement that enables researchers to have a thick description 

of the situation (Holliday, 2007) under study. Interpretive methodology is directed at 

understanding phenomenon from an individual’s perspective, investigating interaction 

among individuals as well as the historical and cultural contexts which people inhabit 

(Creswell, 2009). Examples of methodology include: case studies (in-depth study of 

events or processes over a prolonged period), phenomenology (the study of direct 

experience without allowing the interference of existing preconception), hermeneutics 
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(deriving, hidden meaning from language), and ethnography (the study of cultural groups 

over a prolonged period). Qualitative purists also are characterized by a dislike of a 

detached and passive style of writing, preferring, instead, detailed, rich, and thick 

(empathic) description, written directly and somewhat informally. According to 

interpretivism research is deemed good if it: provides rich evidence and offers credible 

and justifiable accounts (internal validity/credibility), can be made use of by someone in 

another situation (external validity/transferability), and the research process and findings 

can be replicated (reliability/dependability) (Cohen et al., 2007; Richie and Lewis, 2003).   

Although the interpretive paradigm has its strength in exploring a given phenomenon and 

providing valuable information, it has some limitations. One of the limitations to 

interpretive research is that it abandons the scientific procedures of verification and 

therefore results cannot be generalised to other people or other contexts (Cohen et al., 

2011; Mack, 2010). Therefore, many positivists question the overall benefit of 

interpretivist research. Another criticism of interpretivism is the ontological assumption 

is subjective rather than objective (Mack, 2010), and thus the results are more easily 

affected by the researcher’s personal biases. The last and the strongest limitation of 

interpretivism is that it does not address the political and ideological impact on knowledge 

and social reality. It neglects the issues of power and agency, which are features of our 

society (Mack, 2010). Interpretivism focuses more on understanding the current situation 

and does not address the issues of empowering individuals and societies (Riyami, 2015). 

3.3.7 MIXED METHODS APPROACH (PRAGMATISM) 

In direct opposition to the quantitative and qualitative approaches are the pragmatists who 

argue against false dichotomy between the qualitative and quantitative research 

paradigms and advocate the efficient use of both approaches. The pragmatist tradition is 

less well known than the quantitative and qualitative traditions, because it was only during 

the 1950s that a move beyond quantitative versus qualitative research arguments and 

practice emerged (Creswell, 2003; Creswell and Plano Clark, 2007, 2011; Dunning et al., 

2008; Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2003, 2009). Pragmatism formally began been practiced 

as a separate orientation in the late 1980s as many researchers rejected the proposition 

that one cannot mix quantitative and qualitative research. Rather, they started advocating 

the pragmatic position that says both quantitative and qualitative research are very 
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important and often should be thoughtfully mixed in single research studies (Johnson and 

Christensen, 2017). Pragmatists hold the belief that when making a decision about the 

method or methods to be adopted, the limitations and opportunities of the context in which 

the research is to be conducted are of primary importance (Greene et al., 2001; Silverman, 

1993). During the late 1980s to early 1990s a number of individuals from different 

disciplines were writing on an approach to research that moved beyond simply using 

qualitative and quantitative methods as distinct, separate strands in a study (Creswell and 

Plano Clark, 2011). This approach became known as mixed methods research (mixed 

research is a synonym), and today, is recognised as one of the three major ‘research 

paradigms’, along with quantitative (positivist) and qualitative (interpretivist) research 

(Denscombe, 2008; Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Johnson et al., 2007; Kuhn, 1962; 

Morgan, 2007). By definition “mixed method research is the type of research in which a 

researcher or team of researchers combines elements of qualitative and quantitative 

research approaches (e.g., use of qualitative and quantitative viewpoints, data collection, 

analysis, inference techniques) for the broad purpose and depth of understanding and 

corroboration. A mixed method study would involve mixing within a single study” 

(Johnson et al., 2007:123). Similarly, Tashakkori and Creswell (2007:4) define mixed 

method research (MMR) as ‘research in which the investigator collects and analyses data, 

integrates the findings, and draws inferences using both qualitative and quantitative 

approaches and methods in a single study or program of inquiry’. Although recent 

writings use the term mixed methods, many different terms are used for this approach, 

such as integrating, synthesis, quantitative and qualitative methods, multimethod, and 

mixing methodology (Bryman, 2006; Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2003). 

The goal of MMR is not to replace either qualitative or quantitative approaches but rather 

to draw from the strengths and minimise the weaknesses of both in single research studies 

(Creswell and Plano Clark, 2007; Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Mixed 

methodologies present an alternative to quantitative and qualitative traditions by 

advocating the use of whatever methodological tools are required to answer the research 

questions under study (Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009). Proponents of MMR such as 

Reichardt and Cook (1979:19) believe ‘there is no reason for researchers to be constrained 

to either one of the traditional, though largely arbitrary, paradigms when they can have 

the best from both’. Similarly, Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) believe that differences 
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in epistemological beliefs should not prevent a qualitative researcher from utilising data 

collection methods more typically associated with quantitative research and vice versa. 

Additionally, Currall and Towler (2003) advocate that quantitative and qualitative 

research methods are complementary rather than opposed approaches: thus, this 

combination of techniques can enhance and enrich current knowledge by “filling the gap” 

that other studies, which only adopt a single approach, are unable to do. Pragmatism does 

not consider that a specific method be adopted although, simultaneously, is not an 

approach where ‘anything goes’ (Denscombe, 2008:274), but one that is flexible in the 

approach to the collection and emergence of data (Feilzer, 2010). MMR is a rapidly 

emerging social science research paradigm that aims to bridge the quantitative-qualitative 

(positivist-interpretivist) divide (Creswell, 2003; Creswell and Plano Clark, 2007; 

Dunning et al., 2008). Throughout the 20th century, social scientists frequently employed 

mixed-methods in their studies, and they continue to do so in the 21st century, as described 

in several sources (e.g., Brewer and Hunter, 1989, 2006; Greene et al., 1989; Maxwel and 

Loomis, 2003; Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2003a). Today’s research world is becoming 

increasingly interdisciplinary, complex and dynamic, therefore many researchers need to 

complement one method with another, all researchers need a solid understanding of 

multiple methods used by other scholars to facilitate communication, to promote 

collaboration and to provide superior research (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004). 

Tashakkori and Creswell (2008) argue for the use of MM along with many other scholars 

(e.g. Creswell and Plano Clark, 2007; Greene 2007; Johnson and Ownuegbuzie, 2004; 

Teddlie and Tashakkori, 2009), thus, in varying degrees, all of them advocate for the 

empowerment of the next generation of researchers to examine issues and research 

problems from multiple perspectives. 

3.3.8 RATIONALE FOR MIXED METHODS APPROACH  

The methodological approach to the present research study was guided by the 

quantitative-qualitative debate (a mixed methods approach) or ‘triangulation’ of data 

(Denzin, 1978, 1989). The basic premise of this methodology is that such integration 

permits a more complete and synergistic utilization of data than do separate quantitative 

and qualitative data collection and analysis (Wisdom and Creswell, 2013).  Quantitative 

research methods alone were inadequate to gain a comprehensive understanding of the 
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study’s research questions. Likewise, neither were qualitative research methods alone 

sufficient by themselves (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011; Ivankova et al., 2006; Morse 

and Niehaus, 2009). To address all research questions, complementary qualitative and 

quantitative evidence and methods were required (Yin, 2006) to allow for a more robust 

analysis, taking advantage of the strengths of each (Greene and Caracelli, 1997; Greene 

et al., 1989; Miles and Huberman, 1994; Onwuegbuzie and Leech, 2004; Tashakkori and 

Teddlie, 1998). 

Quantitative methods such as survey research use measurable quantitative data to provide 

factual information to uncover numeric descriptions of trends, attitudes, opinions and 

other defined variables to produce statistically robust results which can be used to make 

inferences about the wider population of interest (Creswell, 2009). Survey research was 

the most suitable approach to make generalisations about pupils’ attitudes towards DV, 

as well as establishing the effect of post-primary schooling (and other variables) on 

pupils’ attitudes towards DV. Therefore, the quantitative analysis was based on secondary 

data using the 2013 Young Persons Behaviour and Attitudes Survey (YPBAS) collected 

by the Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA). However, as with any 

method, surveys have their strengths and limitations. Surveys may be subject to social 

desirability bias whereby participants give answers they believe to be socially acceptable, 

rather than what they actually believe (Harris et al., 2015). In particular, social desirability 

bias can arise for attitudinal items dealing with sensitive topics such as DV and sexual 

behaviours. Additionally, survey research is unable to provide rich, detailed data, which 

is needed to gain a holistic understanding of attitudes. Therefore, qualitative methods 

(group discussions) were also employed to grasp the underlying meaning, reasons, and 

patterns of pupil’s attitudes towards DV, which go unnoticed in standardised approaches. 

Similarly, to understand better the potential role of schools in preventing DV, qualitative 

approaches were most appropriate as such insights could not be explored through other 

quantitative methods. Eliciting the perceptions and perspectives of participants (pupils 

and teachers) would provide deeper understanding into their experiences of DV teaching 

and learning, than a positivist approach which prohibits such rich descriptions. In this 

way the complementary strengths of qualitative and quantitative approaches were 

effectively deployed to advance understanding of attitudes towards DV as well as 

allowing for the exploration of the potential role of schools in preventing DV (Aghtaie 
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and Gangoli, 2015). In short, to find quantitative differences in young people’s attitudes 

and the effect of school’s on pupils’ attitudes quantitative methods were utilised, but to 

find and illuminate meanings related to these results, qualitative methods were utilised.  

3.4 RESEARCH DESIGN  

This research study utilised a two-phase MM sequential explanatory design (Creswell et 

al., 2003) (see Figure 4), which comprised of three methods to collect. The data collection 

for the MM design was done sequentially, and then triangulated in the interpretation of 

the overall results.  

Figure 4: Sequential Explanatory Design adapted from Creswell et al. (2003) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The MM sequential explanatory design consisted of two distinct phases: quantitative 

followed by qualitative. Explanatory sequential designs are characterised by the 

collection and analysis of quantitative data in a first phase followed by the collection and 

analysis of qualitative data in a second phase that builds upon the results of the initial 

quantitative data within one study (Creswell, 2003, 2009; Creswell and Plano Clark, 

2011; Ivankova et al., 2006). The present MM study was quantitatively driven as it relied 

on a quantitative, postpositivist view of the research process, whilst recognizing that the 

addition of qualitative data and approaches would obtain fuller and richer information to 

help answer the research questions (Johnson et al., 2007). The research activities were 

sequential-dependent as the outcomes of the first research component preceded the 

second component (Johnson and Christensen, 2017; Onwuegbuzie and Johnson, 2006). 

The aim was to explain the quantitative results using the qualitative data, and to explore 

the meaning behind the quantitative results (Creswell, 2009, 2013; Creswell and Plano 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5602001/#CR15
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Clark, 2011; Greene, et al., 1989; Tashakkori and Teddlie, 1998). Thus, the two forms of 

data collection were separate but connected (Hanson et al., 2005). 

Phase one of the study required a secondary analysis of the 2013 YPBAS to document 

the nature and prevalence of post-primary school pupils’ attitudes towards DV, as well to 

explore the influence of other variables on pupils’ attitudes. Given that some unexpected 

results emerged from the quantitative analysis, the qualitative data collection and analysis 

that followed were particularly useful in examining, explaining, and interpreting the 

quantitative results in more detail (Creswell, 2009). Also schools are a key setting where 

young people spend a great deal of time and a place where much of their social learning 

occurs (Sundermann et al., 1995), thus an in-depth exploration was undertaken to better 

understand the potential role of schools in preventing DV. To enhance the depth of 

qualitative analysis, primary data was collected simultaneously from different key 

stakeholders: pupils’ and teachers. Discussions with pupils and teachers were part of the 

triangulation intended to investigate the potential role of schools in preventing DV from 

different viewpoints. 

As discussed above, multiple methods and multiple sources were used to develop a 

comprehensive understanding of pupils’ attitudes towards DV and to explore in depth the 

potential role of schools in preventing DV (Patton 1999).  Two forms of triangulation 

were utilised to strengthen methodology and provide clear evidence: “method 

triangulation” and “data source triangulation” (Carter et al., 2014; Denzin, 1970, 2010; 

Lincoln and Guba, 2000). There were also two points of integration at which the 

qualitative and quantitative components were brought together. The first “point of 

integration” occurred during the data collection (to decide what participants to follow up 

with in the qualitative element and what quantitative results need to be explained). After 

the quantitative and qualitative data were collected and analysed, integration took place 

at the “results point of integration” (Schoonenboom and Johnson, 2017) to gain a better 

understanding of the findings from both phases of the study. Figure 5 provides a visual 

display of this explanatory sequential MM study design procedure guided by the study’s 

research objectives. 
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Figure 5: Visual display of the explanatory sequential mixed-methods study design  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 

 

 

 

 

3.5 JUSTIFICATION OF METHODS  

3.5.1 PHASE 1: QUANTITATIVE STRAND - SURVEY WITH POST-PRIMARY 

SCHOOL PUPILS 

Phase one used existing (secondary) data from the 2013 YPBAS to measure the 

prevalence and distribution of attitudes towards DV among post-primary pupils in 

Northern Ireland. The survey was carried out among 11-16-year olds and covers a wide 

range of topics relevant to the lives of young people today. The main aim of the YPBAS 

is to gain an insight into and understanding of young people’s behaviour and lifestyle. It 

also aims to influence various government policies and practices relating to young people 
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and to facilitate access to research findings and expertise. The YPBAS was introduced in 

2000 (62 post-primary schools, 6297 pupils), with sweeps in 2003 (74 post-primary 

schools, 7223 pupils), 2007 (70 post-primary schools, 6902 pupils), 2010 (77 post-

primary schools, 7616 pupils) and 2013 (75 post-primary schools, 7076 pupils). In 2007, 

2010 and 2013 two versions of the questionnaire were used to accommodate demand for 

topics. In 2013, the Department of Education (DE) provided the Central Survey Unit 

(CSU) of the NISRA with a list of all post-primary schools in Northern Ireland (excluding 

independent schools and those which catered solely for pupils with special needs). A 

stratified random sample of 179 post-primary schools, representative of school size, 

selection type (e.g. Secondary, Grammar), management group (e.g. Controlled, Voluntary 

etc) and Education and Library Board area was then selected. 75 post-primary schools 

agreed to participate in the study, resulting in a response rate of 42%. Schools involved 

in the 2013 YPBAS were selected at random to complete one version (A or B) of the 

questionnaire. One class from each year group (Years 8-12) were then randomly selected 

to take part in the study.  A total of 3174 pupils took part in version A and a total of 3902 

pupils took part in version B. Overall, a total of 7076 pupils aged 11-16 years took part 

in the 2013 YPBAS. Although only one class was randomly selected in each year group 

to participate in survey versions A or B, questions on “attitudes towards domestic 

violence” were only contained within version B of the questionnaire and solely asked of 

pupils in Year 11 (751) and Year 12 (695). Therefore, the secondary analysis of the 2013 

YPBAS was undertaken on attitudinal data from an achieved subsample of 1446 pupils 

in Years 11 and 12 (14-16-year-olds) who completed version B of the questionnaire. 

Given that the 2013 YPBAS is a representative sample, the findings from the analysis 

were generalizable to post-primary school pupils across Northern Ireland.  

Survey methods, using representative samples are ideally suited to investigate the scope, 

breadth and distribution of social phenomena (such as attitudes) within individual 

countries (Aghtaie and Gangoli, 2015). Thus, an analysis of the 2013 YPBAS (version 

B), was considered a suitable method to provide a snapshot of ‘factual’ data on attitudes 

towards DV among post-primary school pupils in Northern Ireland (Gay et al., 2009). 

Survey research can be used in a descriptive manner; however, survey research can also 

be used to investigate relationships between variables (McMillan, 2012). Provided that 

the 2013 YPBAS (version B) included data on a range of topics relevant to the lives of 
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young people today, there was opportunity to explore the predictive role of additional 

variables (gender, deprivation, school type, social support, previous experience of 

bullying, physical and sexual abuse) and how these may contribute to participants’ 

attitudes towards DV. Additionally, examining the predictors of post-primary school 

pupils’ attitudes towards DV can be indispensable to designing effective prevention 

policies and strategies, which in turn could inform (school-based) prevention (Sardinha, 

2013). As well as allowing determination of the extent of agreement or disagreement 

between respondents and relationships between variables, the numerical data obtained 

through survey methods facilitates comparisons between organisations (e.g. schools) or 

groups (Yauch and Steudel, 2003). By solely focusing on pupils (and individual factors) 

as the main unit of analysis only a partial picture of factors which contribute to pupils’ 

attitudes towards DV can be provided. Attitudes are not exclusively formed through 

individual factors but rather a range of factors at the relationship, community, and societal 

levels too (Krug et al., 2002). It was therefore important to consider what is going on 

within and between schools and their relative contribution to pupils’ attitudes towards 

DV. Thus, using the 2013 YPBAS (version B), and applying multilevel modelling 

(MLM) statistical techniques, an insight into the ‘school-effect’ on pupils’ attitudes 

towards DV could also be examined.  

The advantage of legitimate quantitative data, that is data which is collected rigorously, 

using the appropriate methods, and analysed critically, is in its reliability (ACAPS, 2012). 

Whilst quantitative data are often highly reliable and generalizable, their validity (i.e. the 

extent to which they measure what we think they are measuring) has often been called 

into question (Aghtaie and Gangoli, 2015). Although survey data provide standardised 

data which are highly reliable, the social process of attitudes are not revealed. Data from 

surveys cannot explain the differences found between young men and women, and 

between respondents of different ages. This is because the survey measures attitudes of 

people but does not ask why they hold them (Mathers et al., 2007). Thus, survey methods 

are most effectively used in combination with more interpretative qualitative approaches 

such as in-depth interviews or focus groups with sub-samples of survey respondents as 

they are usually better at answering “why” questions. In this way the complementary 

strengths of qualitative and quantitative approaches can be effectively deployed to 

advance understanding (Aghtaie and Gangoli, 2015).  
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3.5.2 PHASE 2: QUALITATIVE STRAND - FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSIONS 

WITH POST-PRIMARY SCHOOL PUPILS 

Using FGs, phase two of the current study explored post-primary school pupils’ attitudes 

towards DV, and the potential role of schools in preventing DV.  A focus group can be 

defined broadly as a ‘type of discussion about a topic under the guidance of a trained 

group moderator’ (Stewart, 2018:687). Agar and MacDonald (1995) suggest that a focus 

group lies somewhere between a meeting (reflecting the fact that it is specifically 

organized in advance and has a structure) and a conversation (reflecting the fact that the 

discussion has nonetheless a degree of spontaneity, with individuals picking up on one 

another’s contributions). Group discussions provided an opportunity to assemble post-

primary school pupils’ to discuss the research questions, aiming to draw from the complex 

personal experiences, beliefs, perceptions and attitudes of pupils through a moderated 

interaction (Cornwall and Jewkes, 1995; Hayward et al., 2004; Israel et al., 1998; 

Kitzinger, 1994; Morgan, 1996). The results of the survey informed the design and 

conduct of the group discussions to provide meaning to reports of attitudes (Bloor et al., 

2002), and given that attitudes and opinions are socially formed, FGs provided a social 

environment in which to articulate attitudes (Breen, 2006). Thus, group discussions were 

considered a suitable method to investigate attitudes towards DV, enhance 

understandings of DV from young people’s perspectives, and contextualise the findings 

of the 2013 YPBAS by allowing respondents the opportunity to speak from their own 

frame of reference (Burman and Cartmel, 2005; Hird, 2000). In comparison to other 

research methods (e.g. individual interviews), an important advantage of FGs is that 

participants can respond to and build on the views expressed by the other participants 

(Litosseliti, 2007). FGs allow access to participants’ attitudes, encourage open 

conversation, facilitate the expression of ideas, and illuminate participant’s perspectives 

through the debate within the group (Kitzinger, 1995). Because of this interaction, FGs 

generate a large variety of opinions and ideas which provide insightful information into 

how respondents interact, concur, and challenge each other, while maintaining a specific 

focus during the discussion (Gibbs, 1997).   

The literature regarding appropriate methods for researching sensitive issues (e.g. DV) is 

ambivalent (Jordan et al., 2007). Researchers have challenged the common 

misconception that FGs are inappropriate for researching sensitive issues, instead 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11135-019-00914-5#ref-CR1
https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/2041-210X.12860#mee312860-bib-0018
https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/2041-210X.12860#mee312860-bib-0033
https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/2041-210X.12860#mee312860-bib-0036
https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/2041-210X.12860#mee312860-bib-0041
https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/2041-210X.12860#mee312860-bib-0059
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stressing that interpersonal dynamics within the group might enable participants to gain 

mutual comfort and reassurance (Kitzinger, 1995, 2000; Lune and Berg, 2017; Mauthner, 

1997; Wilkinson, 2000). Participants may feel more relaxed and less inhibited in the co-

presence of friends, and they may feel more empowered and supported in the co-presence 

of those similarly situated to themselves (Bloor et al., 2002). It can also be easier for an 

interviewee if negative ideas are reported as coming from a group than from one single 

person (Green and Thorogood, 2009). FGs can help stimulate discussion on potentially 

sensitive subjects by removing these from the level of the individual pupil (Sundaram, 

2013a). FGs were chosen as a means to try and mitigate the power differentials between 

an adult interviewer and adolescents, as it is argued that if young people are in a group 

situation with a cohort of friends and acquaintances, they are likely to feel less threatened 

or intimidated by an adult researcher than they would if they were in an individual 

interview situation (Kitzinger and Barbour 1999; Krueger 1994; Wilkinson 1998). Thus, 

young people may more readily express themselves when they are part of a group than 

when they are target of a sole interview (Yin, 2016), and so FGs were appropriate for 

phase two of the current research.  

FGs have been previously employed to elicit information on children and young people’s 

attitudes towards DV (Burman and Cartmel, 2005; Burton and Kitzinger, 1998; Gadd et 

al., 2015).  For example, Gadd and his colleagues in their Boys to Men project found that 

engaging young people in group discussions were powerful in that they exposed the 

dynamic ways in which young men frame DV as acceptable and unacceptable in 

conversation and in ways that shift from moment to moment. They captured how 

malleable young people’s attitudes towards DV are, and the extent to which young people 

contradict themselves or change their positions when they are asked to account for very 

specific examples of violent behaviour or when challenges are made by other group 

participants (Gadd et al., 2015). Also listening to children and young people is 

increasingly inscribed in rights discourses which construct children and young people as 

competent social actors with rights to be listened to, and to have a say in matters that 

affect their lives (Christensen and James, 2000; KjØrholt, 2004). This changing 

perspective on childhood is also increasingly embedded within research practice in a shift 

in emphasis from research on children to research with children (Danby and Farrell, 2005: 

http://processbook.kce.fgov.be/node/419
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Thomas and O’Kane, 1998), including in DV research practice where the unique 

perspectives of children and young people are increasingly acknowledged.  

3.5.3 PHASE 2: QUALITATIVE STRAND - SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS 

WITH POST-PRIMARY SCHOOL TEACHERS 

By conducting SSIs with teachers, phase two of the current study aimed to gain insight 

into teachers lived experiences and perceptions of DV teaching and learning during post-

primary schooling and the meaning they make of that experience (Seidman, 2006). The 

SSI is a qualitative data collection strategy in which the researcher asks informants a 

series of predetermined but open-ended questions (Given, 2008), to understand 

participants on their own terms and how they make meaning of their own experiences, 

perspectives and histories (Brenner, 2006; Ritchie and Lewis, 2003). SSIs using open-

ended questions were employed as they allow for an in-depth exploration of teachers own 

practices, perspectives and opinions (about DV preventative education in schools) 

(Bryman, 2016; Creswell, 2002), rather than structured interviews which follow directly 

the word usage, phrases, and hence meaning of the researchers (Yin, 2011). The SSI is a 

more flexible version of the structured interview as “it allows depth to be achieved by 

providing the opportunity on the part of the interviewer to probe and expand the 

interviewee’s responses” (Rubin and Rubin, 2005:88). This depth of information provides 

much valuable information on teachers’ past and present experiences of DV education in 

schools by enabling interviewees to “speak in their own voice and express their own 

thoughts and feelings” (Berg, 2007:96) rather than pre-empting the issues. Similar to 

SSIs, focus groups encourage respondents to talk by asking questions, exchanging 

anecdotes and commenting on each other’s experiences and points of view (Kitzinger, 

1994). Therefore, this method is also particularly useful for exploring teacher’s 

knowledge and experiences and examining what they think and why they think in that 

way (Kitzinger, 1995). Although FGs are very similar to interviews, the decision to 

complete an interview or focus group was made primarily for logistic reasons (Adams 

and Cox, 2008). Provided that it would be difficult to get teachers from different schools 

across Northern Ireland to agree to attend a focus group, SSIs were chosen to answer the 

research questions and meet the needs of the present study. 

3.6 DATA COLLECTION PROCESS 
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3.6.1 PHASE 1: SECONDARY ANALYSIS OF THE 2013 YOUNG PERSONS 

BEHAVIOUR AND ATTITUDES SURVEY (YPBAS) 

To measure the prevalence and distribution of attitudes towards DV among post-primary 

pupils’ in Northern Ireland, the 2013 YPBAS, an existing instrument developed by the 

NISRA, was used. In 2013 approximately 7,000 pupils’ in 75 post-primary schools across 

Northern Ireland were randomly assigned one version (A or B) of the questionnaire. From 

this, one class was also randomly selected from each year group from Year 8-12. 

Although only one class was randomly selected in each year group to participate in either 

survey versions A or B, questions on ‘attitudes towards domestic violence’ were solely 

asked of pupils in Years 11 (751) and 12 (695), thus the secondary analysis was 

undertaken on attitudinal data from a subsample of 1446 pupils (14-16-year-olds) who 

completed version B of the 2013 YPBAS. The sample was representative of school size, 

selection type (e.g. Non-Grammar, Grammar), management group (e.g. Controlled, 

Voluntary, Roman Catholic Maintained, and Grant Maintained Integrated etc.) and 

Education and Library board area (see Table 3).  

Table 3: Comparisons of the distribution of participating schools with all post-primary 

schools in Northern Ireland using data collected by the Department of Education through 

the 2013/14 School Census: 

Variable Type Achieved 
YPBAS 
Sample  

Population of all NI 
Post Primary 
schools 

Number of Schools 75 215 
Selection Type  Non-Grammar 68.0% 68.4% 

Grammar 32.0% 31.6% 
Management 
Group  

Controlled 32.0% 33.5% 
Voluntary 25.3% 23.7% 
Catholic Maintained 34.7% 33.0%  
Other Maintained 1.3% 0.5% 
Controlled Integrated 0.0% 2.3% 
Grant Maintained 
Integrated 

6.7% 7.0% 

Education and 
Library Board  

Belfast (BELB) 14.7% 16.3% 
Western (WELB) 26.7% 20.0% 
North Eastern (NEELB) 13.3% 22.8% 
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South Eastern (SEELB) 18.7% 16.7% 
Southern (SELB) 26.7% 24.2% 

 

Central Survey Unit (CSU) of the NISRA was commissioned by a consortium of 

government departments and public bodies to design, conduct and report on the 2013 

YPBAS. Some schools requested that the questionnaire be administered to all selected 

pupils at the same time; in these instances, the survey was usually carried out in the school 

gym or assembly hall. Some schools preferred children to be surveyed one or two classes 

at a time. The survey was conducted using laptops. Interviewers liaised with CSU staff in 

advance of the survey day to ensure the correct number of laptops were delivered to the 

school. CSU staff transported the laptops (mice and mouse mats) to the school on the 

morning of the survey and set them up ready for use. CSU staff remained with the 

interviewer throughout the data collection period to help the children with any technical 

issues. The data collection session usually ran over two consecutive school periods. After 

all five classes were surveyed at each school, the laptops were returned immediately to 

CSU, where the data was transferred on to computer for validation and analysis (NISRA, 

2013). 

3.6.2 PHASE 2: FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSIONS WITH POST-PRIMARY 

SCHOOL PUPILS AND SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS WITH 

TEACHERS 

3.6.2.1 CONTEXT 

Data collection for phase two of the study was undertaken in the post-primary schools 

that pupils attended, and teachers were employed. This natural setting was to facilitate 

the process of data collection, so participants felt comfortable, and the quality of the data 

collected could be maximized. 

3.6.2.2 SAMPLING 

Given that it would be impractical to study the whole population of teachers and pupils 

attending post-primary schools in Northern Ireland, a random sample was chosen initially 

so that each school management type had an equal chance of being included in the sample 

(Given, 2008) (see Appendix I for table of number of schools by Management type in 
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Northern Ireland), with the goal of reaching data saturation. However, due to non-

response and subsequent time constraints post-primary schools which were readily 

available and willing to participate were ultimately recruited into the sample. This meant 

the sampling method used for the present study was a convenience sampling, also called 

accidental and availability sampling (Rubin and Babbie, 2014). Convenience sampling is 

a nonprobability technique that a researcher uses to choose a sample of participants from 

a population (Bryman, 2016; Etikan et al., 2016). This sampling method is most 

commonly used for selecting participants in FGs and does not have a purposeful or 

strategic method (Patton, 2002; Stewart and Shamdasani, 2015). A drawback of 

convenience sampling is that it is impossible to generalise the findings, because we do 

not know of what population this sample is representative of (Bryman, 2016). 

Nonetheless, the aim of the qualitative strand of the present study was to gain an in-depth 

exploration of young people’s attitudes towards DV, and gain insights into the potential 

preventative role of schools rather than generalise from the sample of post-primary 

schools in Northern Ireland. Therefore, the results of the present study are only indicative 

of this sample’s attitudes, experiences and perceptions and cannot be construed to be 

representative of pupils’ and teachers outside the sample. Sampling was not a matter of 

representative attitudes, experiences, and perceptions, but a matter of information 

richness (Guetterman, 2015). An achieved convenience sample of 188 pupils’ and 14 

teachers from 14 post-primary schools across Northern Ireland participated in the study. 

From the table of participating schools, Catholic Maintained schools (10) were quickest 

to express interest in the study compared to Controlled (3) and Grant-Maintained 

Integrated (1) post-primary schools. All schools which agreed to participate in the study 

were involved. Of the 11 schools which were approached but did not participate, five of 

them responded outlining that time was a barrier to participation. Of the remaining six 

non-participating schools no explanations were provided as to why they did not partake 

in the research.  

Within the present study, the number of group discussions and interviews conducted was 

an emergent process which operated under the notion of “data saturation” (Saumure and 

Given, 2008). Data saturation refers to the point in the research process when no new 

information is discovered in data analysis, and this redundancy signals to researchers that 

data collection may cease (Faulkner and Trotter, 2017). Saturation is a core principle used 
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to determine when there is adequate data from a study to develop a robust and valid 

understanding of the study phenomenon (Hennink and Kaiser, 2019). In the present study 

schools were added until no new findings were generated, and the collection of more data 

appeared to have no additional interpretive worth (Bryman, 2016; Fusch and Ness, 2015; 

Merriam, 2009; Saumure and Given, 2008). The aim was to get a reliable sense of 

thematic exhaustion and variability within pupil’s and teachers discussions. As noted by 

Onwuegbuzie and Collins (2007) “sample sizes in qualitative research should not be so 

small as to make it difficult to achieve data saturation, theoretical saturation, or 

informational redundancy. At the same time, the sample should not be so large that it is 

difficult to undertake a deep, case-oriented analysis” (p289). Once the researcher was 

reasonably assured that further data collection (groups discussions with pupils and 

interviews with teachers) would yield similar results and serve to confirm emerging 

themes and conclusions, it was felt that enough data had been collected to achieve the 

research purpose.  

Year 13 and Year 14 pupils (aged 16-18) were purposively chosen to explore the potential 

role of schools in preventing DV. This age group is cognitively and emotionally 

competent to discuss complex issues such as DV (Sundaram, 2016). Moreover, given that 

Year 13 and Year 14 pupils had experienced six or seven years of post-primary schooling 

they were well suited to provide insights into their views and experiences of DV teaching 

and learning, and therefore equipped to provide and articulate recommendations for future 

DV preventative education during schooling. Pastoral lead teachers were purposively 

chosen due to their role within post-primary schools in Northern Ireland to provide and 

foster pastoral care support services and activities across the whole school community 

(CCEA, 2015). These participants were recognised as most likely to offer responses 

relevant to the research objectives (to explore the potential role of schools in preventing 

DV). 

3.6.2.3 INSTRUMENTATION - FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSIONS WITH PUPILS 

AND SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS WITH TEACHERS 

A total of 30 group discussions were actively facilitated by the researcher. In total 97 

males and 91 females from either Year 13 or Year 14 participated in the group 

discussions. Given that gender emerged as a key predictor of young people’s attitudes 
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towards DV during the quantitative analysis of the 2013 YPBAS, the FGs were organised 

by gender to further explore the gender gap among young peoples’ attitudes towards DV. 

This also facilitated the analysis to compare and contrast the ways female and male 

participants perceive DV (Patton, 2002). Although some FG researchers have suggested 

that heterogeneous groups foster disagreement and thus encourage richer descriptions as 

participants attempt to explain themselves to other group members (Hollander, 2004), 

same sex focus groups provide a forum in which young people can discuss their views 

openly and honestly (Regan and Kelly, 2001). For these reasons, same sex groupings 

were deemed most appropriate to enable participants to feel as comfortable as possible 

discussing the sensitive topic of DV. The size of FGs can range from as few as four or 

five to as many as a dozen people (Patton, 2002; Stewart and Shamdasani, 2015). The 

rationale of this range of FG size stems from the goal that FGs should include enough 

participants to yield diversity in information provided, yet they should not include too 

many participants because large groups can create an environment where participants do 

not feel comfortable sharing their thoughts, opinions and beliefs (Krueger, 1994; 

Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009). However, smaller groups of five to eight are recommended 

for topics that might be sensitive and involve children or young people (Menter et al., 

2011; Patton, 2002). Thus, given the nature of the topic being discussed most FGs ranged 

from five to nine pupils’ and lasted on average 40–60 minutes to ensure productive use 

of participants’ time.  

All 15 teacher interviews were semi-structured (Cohen et al., 2011; Robson, 2011), which 

is a commonly used method in qualitative research that not only provides a framework 

but also gives the interviewer the flexibility to probe on certain issues with more open 

and follow-up questions. Although the interviews were relatively structured in that there 

were a designated series of main questions that every interviewee was asked to respond 

to, the questions were not necessarily asked in the same order and individuals were also 

encouraged to talk about, and elaborate on, other connected areas if they felt inclined to 

do so. The questions were structured in such a way to allow the interview process to flow 

naturally through the various themes. The responses were enriched using open-ended 

questions to explore ambiguities and themes arising in a more meaningful way (Flick, 

2002). Additional prompting and probing questions were devised to encourage 

participants to talk in more depth and elaborate on points further.  
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3.6.2.4 DATA COLLECTION PROCEDURES AND MATERIALS  

The timing of data collection in the present research study was an important issue for both 

the participants and the researcher. The study had to consider the structure of the school 

year: holidays between terms (October-November), summer holidays (July-August), 

study leave and exams (May-June). The Northern Irish education system is highly marks-

oriented, and examinations can be very stressful parts of the academic year for pupils. 

Similarly, teachers are under time constraints to complete syllabuses. It would be rather 

intensive to expect participation at these times; therefore, the fieldwork was conducted 

from May 2017 to December 2017, with intervals for term-time holidays (e.g. Halloween) 

and summer holidays.  

Initial contact was made with post-primary school principals via a letter or phone call 

requesting approval to participate in the study (see Appendix II). Principals were provided 

with a general description of the nature of the research, including the fact that the research 

would involve pupils and teacher’s participation. Once approval and consent (see 

Appendix III) were attained from principals, one class from Year 13 and one class from 

Year 14 were selected to recruit participants. More individuals than required were 

recruited as ‘it is generally better to over-recruit slightly than to cancel a group because 

too few individuals are present’ (Stewart and Shamdasani, 2015:64). Also given school 

timetabling constraints and the possibility of absenteeism it was likely that participants 

who were recruited may not show up. Information sheets which detailed the aims and 

procedure pertaining to the current study (see Appendix IV) as well as consent forms (see 

Appendix VI) were distributed to potential participants. Upon reading the information 

sheets participants were required to sign the consent form. Given that pupils were 16 years 

of age or older parental consent was not necessary. However, in some school’s parental 

or guardian consent was essential for pupils to take part in the study. Therefore, an ‘opt-

out’ participation strategy was implemented whereby pupils took part unless they or their 

parent or guardian refused. Thus, for some pupils both parental consent (see Appendix 

VII) and their own personal consent were required to participate. Once appropriate 

consent was attained from pupils, a date and time convenient to the school and pupils to 

conduct the FGDs was discussed and agreed upon. Likewise, the pastoral lead teacher in 

each school was contacted and provided with the information sheets which detailed the 

aims and procedure pertaining to the present study (see Appendix VIII) in addition to 
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consent forms (see Appendix IX). Once consent was attained from the schools’ pastoral 

lead teacher, a date, time, and place to conduct the interview was discussed and selected 

based on convenience and ease for the participants.   

School staff arranged times for group administration of FGs during a regular school day. 

Once dates and times were agreed between the researcher and the school staff for the 

group discussions to take place, the teacher emailed pertinent teachers within the school 

to remind them where the pupils who agreed to participate needed to go on that particular 

day. The school arranged for suitable rooms in which to conduct the FGs. Important in 

assisting qualitative research with young people (Danemark et al., 2002; Vaughn et al., 

1996) each of the rooms were familiar to the pupils, appropriate in dimensions to the 

requirements of the group discussions and free from extraneous distractions. FGs were 

undertaken in school in a quiet room to ensure minimal noise distraction. Also important 

were efforts to ensure participants felt comfortable and able to contribute (Vaughn et al., 

1996). This included making snacks available to the pupils. Snacks were not used as 

incentives to encourage participation, but rather were provided to relax participants, and 

promote conversation and communication within the group (Krueger and Casey, 2015). 

All FGs were conducted around a table in a circular arrangement of reasonable 

approximation to help participants feel more comfortable and provide maximum 

opportunity for eye contact with both the interviewer and the other group members. 

Additionally, to build rapport between the interviewer and the discussants and among 

group members each member was provided with a name tag. Stewart and Shamdasani 

(2015) support the availability of names in FGs as they believe “it allows the interviewer 

to direct questions at group members by name with immediate and simultaneous eye 

contact. It also creates a greater sense of group identity and cohesiveness” (p98). It is 

important to note pseudonyms were used for the presentation of findings instead of real 

names to observe the codes of confidentiality.  

Prior to commencing data collection procedures, the researcher explained the research, 

reminded the pupils that they could leave the group discussion at any time without giving 

a reason and explained that they could refrain from answering questions they preferred 

not to answer. Pupils were asked not to repeat the discussion to others outside the focus 

group, but because confidentiality within the group could not be guaranteed, the 

importance of only sharing information that they were happy for others to know was 
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highlighted. Before the start of the group discussion pupils agreed to adhere to ground 

rules (e.g. only one person speaks at a time; lateral chats should not take place) which 

emphasized the importance of respecting other people’s views and privacy. The pupils 

were reminded that the discussion was about their understanding of and attitudes towards 

DV, their experiences and perceptions of DV education in school, as well as their 

suggestions for improvement. They were informed that they would not be asked about 

their personal experiences of DV. Throughout the group discussions, it was stressed that 

the participants were under no obligation to contribute to the discussion or to disclose any 

personal information about themselves. The FGs were recorded to facilitate later analysis, 

and this was explained to pupils, as suggested by Gibson (2012). Permission to record the 

discussion and use short quotes was gained from pupils prior to the FGs commencing.  

All FGs began with each participant introducing themselves, which served as an 

icebreaker. Within the group discussions, visual approaches were used as discussion aids 

to engage participants, stimulate discussion, trigger responses, and tease out participants 

knowledge, attitudes, experiences and opinions in relation to the research questions 

(Paddam et al., 2010). The same materials were used in all participating post-primary 

schools. Each participant in each group were given a copy of all the materials, so they 

could view each resource easily. Each FG commenced with a mind-map (Wheeldon, 

2011) also known as a “concept map” (Novak and Gowin, 1984) associated with the topic 

of DV, designed by the researcher (see Appendix X). The aim was to provoke initial 

discussion among participants to explore and capture pupils’ understandings of and 

attitudes towards DV. Mind-maps proved to be a useful tool which participants could 

comment and expand upon. During group discussions there is the possibility that 

participants may view the questions as threatening and participants may feel that they are 

being judged by their replies. Thus, commenting on a picture (and imagery ones at that) 

provides protection for participants as distance is created between the researcher and the 

participant, which results in a less threatening context (Barter and Renold, 1999; Finch, 

1987; Hughes and Huby, 2002; Schoenberg and Ravdal, 2000). Participants were 

requested to respond to the mind-map, rather than drawing on their own experiences, 

thereby desensitising the subject matter (Jones et al., 2014). Thus, adding a protective 

layer for participants and were deemed a valuable technique for exploring young people’s 

perceptions, beliefs, and meanings about DV and specific situations, that may not be 



93 
 

readily assessable through other means. Finally, participants were provided with a mind 

map to explore the potential role of schools in preventing DV (see Appendix XI). A mind 

map was used as a visual “thinking tool” to help facilitate discussion and engage 

participants to expand upon their feelings, perceptions, experiences, and opinions as well 

as to generate ideas. At the end of each FG, participants were debriefed and given further 

opportunities to ask questions. Participants were thanked for their contribution and each 

participant was provided with a handout which directed them to sources of support (see 

Appendix XII) should they feel they needed this. The FG data collected were the result 

of interaction with the researcher asking questions. Though semi-structured, the FGs were 

very much participant led: while the researcher introduced the general topic, the overall 

input was minimal as a lively discussion ensued in most groups. In most cases, FG 

participants engaged positively with the discussion. However, there were some reticent 

participants who, despite encouragement from the researcher, did not share as openly as 

others. 

Similar to the group discussions, the interview with teachers commenced with thanking 

the interviewee for their time, introductions and then allowing the interviewee to ask 

questions, as well as informing them that they could withdraw from the interview at any 

time. The average duration of each interview was fifty minutes. This allowed the 

researcher time in between the prepared questions to ask supplementary questions to 

clarify points and ask for more detail where necessary. The opportunity to probe deeper 

helped the researcher to gain valuable information. Before starting the interview process, 

an interview guide was devised as a flexible tool to help guide the discussions in the 

interviews (see Appendix XIII). The purpose of the interview guide was to guide the 

interview process and to ensure the identified issues were discussed. Although it is 

naturally impossible in a conversational interview to offer ready-made questions and 

adhere to them chronologically, these set questions allowed the researcher to be concrete 

in exploring the entire experience to its fullest potential (van Manen, 1990) and to 

maintain a certain consistency between interviews. At the end of each interview the 

interviewee was debriefed, and each interviewee asked if there was anything else, they 

would like to contribute or question. Participants were thanked for their contribution and 

provided with a handout which directed him/her to sources of support (see Appendix 

XIV) should they feel they needed this. All the interviews were audio-recorded and 
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transcribed to aid with analysis and allow for intense listening to understand and hear the 

meaning of what is being said (Rubin and Rubin, 1995). This meant interesting points 

made could be followed up, prompting and probing where necessary, and drawing 

attention to any inconsistencies in the interviewee’s answers rather than being distracted 

by having to concentrate on taking notes on what is said (Bryman, 2016). As a result, it 

was not necessary for the researcher to take extensive notes during the interviews. This 

also helped to promote the development of rapport and a relationship between the 

researcher and the interviewees.  

3.7 DATA PROCESSING  

3.7.1 PHASE 1: QUANTITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS   

Quantitative data management and analysis were facilitated using Statistical Package for 

the Social Sciences (SPSS) Version 22 as well as Stata Version 14.  Data from the 2013 

YPBAS were analysed by performing different methods of data analysis. The three main 

techniques used for the analysis were: descriptive statistical analysis, logistic regression 

analysis and multilevel modelling.  

3.7.1.2 DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS 

Descriptive statistics were run for each variable reported in Chapter four (Tables 6, 7 and 

8), including all predictor variables and the dependent variable. Data were described and 

summarised using frequencies and percentages. The descriptive analysis offered a great 

deal of information that helped the researcher to become familiar with the data in general 

(Pallant, 2013).   

3.7.1.3 VARIABLES AND MEASURES  

Young people’s attitudes towards DV within heterosexual and same sex relationships 

were measured using nine items asking if hitting a partner in three different contexts is 

justifiable, and four items asking if a partner is deserving of a second chance in a marital 

and non-marital relationship after hitting their male or female partner. The participants 

were asked the following questions: 

 S1. Do you think boyfriends who hit girlfriends once deserve a second chance in 

the relationship?  
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 S2. Do you think husbands who hit wives once deserve a second chance in the 

relationship? 

 S3. Do you think girlfriends who hit boyfriends once deserve a second chance in 

the relationship? 

 S4. Do you think wives who hit husbands once deserve a second chance in the 

relationship? 

 S5. Do you think it is okay for a man to hit his girlfriend/wife is she is nagging or 

won’t stop arguing with him? 

 S6. Do you think it is okay for a woman to hit her boyfriend/husband if he is 

nagging or won’t stop arguing with her? 

 S7. Do you think it is okay for a man to hit his girlfriend/wife if she is not treating 

him with respect? 

 S8. Do you think it is okay for a woman to hit her boyfriend/husband if he is not 

treating her with respect? 

 S9. Do you think it is okay for a man to hit his girlfriend/wife if she has slept with 

someone else? 

 S10. Do you think it is okay for a woman to hit her boyfriend/husband if he has 

slept with someone else? 

Thinking about relationships between people of the same sex do you think it is okay for 

one partner to hit the other if: 

• S11. He/she is nagging or won’t stop arguing with their partner? 

He/she is not treating their partner with respect? 

He/she has slept with someone else? 

Respondents were provided with an ordinal, likert response scale of ‘Yes’, ‘No’ or ‘Don’t 

know’ to each of the items (S1-S11) above.  

To identify factors associated with pupils’ attitudes towards DV, other questions on 

questionnaire B were selected based on previous studies that investigated factors 

associated with attitudes towards DV. The range of topics on questionnaire B included (* 

These modules were asked of pupils in Years 11 and 12 only): 

Questionnaire B 

Demographics 
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More about You 

Family Financial Circumstances 

Breastfeeding 

Flu Vaccine 

Organ Donation 

Sun Protection 

Social Support 

Smoking 

Alcohol 

Health and Wellbeing 

Solvents and Drugs 

Firework Safety 

Personal Safety 

Medicines 

Sexual Experience & Knowledge* 

Attitudes towards Sexual Violence* 

Attitudes towards Domestic Violence* 

Long Term Conditions 

More About Your Views* 

 

However, due to the restricted number of possible predictor variables available in the 

2013 YPBAS (version B), other (important) factors (e.g. mass media, family, peer 

relations) could not be explored (to gain a better understanding of the determinants of DV 

and to aid the development of violence prevention efforts). The LRA showed that the 

factors included in the survey only explain some of the factors which shape pupils’ 

attitudes towards DV. SPSS was used to compute LRA, examining the extent of factors 

which may predict attitudes supportive of DV. To assure consistency, predictor variables 

were selected based on existing theory that investigated factors associated with attitudes 

towards DV to ascertain how important these criterion variables were in shaping 

expressed attitudes. The predictor variables included gender, deprivation, school type, 

social support, previous experience of being bullied, previous experience of being 
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physically abused, and previous experience of being sexually abused (see Table 4 for 

breakdown of measurements and recoding).  

For the purpose of analysis, questions on ‘attitudes towards domestic violence’ (S1-11) 

which provided participants with the option of selecting ‘Yes’, ‘No’ or ‘Don’t know’ to 

each item, the ‘Don’t know’ and ‘Yes’ categories were conflated to create a binary 

variable - coded as 0 and 1 where 0 indicated an attitude less accepting of violence (‘No’), 

and 1 indicated an attitude more accepting of violence (‘Don’t know’ or ‘Yes’) - that 

could be used as a criterion variable in a logistic regression. This conflation of two of the 

three categories was undertaken because original (ordinal) coding – in three categories – 

did not allow a binary logistic regression to be conducted, for which a binary dependent 

variable is required. This meant that participants who responded ‘Yes’ to every item was 

grouped together in the same category with participants who responded ‘No’ to every 

item except one, but because they responded ‘Don’t Know’ to one item they were grouped 

together in the same category with participants who responded ‘Yes’ to every item. As 

indicated in Table 4 there were only a small number of participants who responded ‘don’t 

know’ to items S1-S11. Results are presented in Chapter four in the form of ORs with 

significance levels.  

 

Table 4: Description of predictor variables 

Predictor 

Variables 

Questionnaire 

Number 

Description 

Gender  Total sample=1446 

Male n=728 

Female n=718 

Recoded variable so that male=1 and female =0 

Experience of 

being bullied 

N3a Yes n=232 

No n=1203 

Missing=11 

Recode variable so that yes=1, no=0. Refusal 

and Don’t know were set to missing 

Original variable: B_Per_3a 
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Experience of 

being sexually 

abused 

N3b Yes n=25 

No n=1414 

Missing=7 

Recode variable so that yes=1, no=0. Refusal 

and Don’t know were set to missing 

Experience of 

being physically 

abused 

N3c Yes n=48 

No n=1438 

Missing=8 

Recode variable so that yes=1, no=0. Refusal 

and Don’t know were set to missing 

Family financial 

circumstances 

How well off do 

you think your 

family is 

financially? 

B1 Not at all well off = 24 

Not very well off = 90 

Average = 798 

Well off = 406 

Very well off = 69 

Refusal = 27 

Don’t know = 32 

Multiple 

Deprivation 

H2 

MDM_quintile 

1-178=275 

179-356=352 

357-534=288 

535-712=279 

713-890=166 

This is an ordinal variable with five categories 

and measured at the level of the individual 

Social Support H1A – I have 

family/friends 

who do things 

to make me 

happy 

Yes = 1414 

No = 22 

Refusal = 4 

Don’t know = 3 

Missing = 3 

Refusal and don’t know have been set to 

missing and no has been recoded from 2 to 0. 
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 H1B - I have 

family/friends 

who make me 

feel loved 

Yes 1421 

No=19 

Refusal = 3 

Missing = 3 

Refusal and don’t know have been set to 

missing and no has been recoded from 2 to 0. 

 H1C – I have 

family/friends 

who can be 

relied on no 

matter what 

happens 

Yes = 1387 

No = 48 

Refusal = 4 

Don’t know = 4 

Missing = 3 

Refusal and don’t know have been set to 

missing and no has been recoded from 2 to 0. 

 H1D - I have 

family/friends 

who would see 

that am taken 

care of if I 

need to be 

Yes = 1405 

No = 28 

Refusal = 3 

Don’t know = 7 

Missing 3 

Refusal and don’t know have been set to 

missing and no has been recoded from 2 to 0. 

 H1E - I have 

family/ friends 

who accept me 

just as I am 

Yes = 1377 

No = 60 

Refusal = 4 

Don’t know = 2 

Missing = 3 

Refusal and don’t know have been set to 

missing and no has been recoded from 2 to 0. 

 H1F - I have 

family/ friends 

who make me 

feel an 

Yes = 1386 

No = 49 

Refusal = 5 

Don’t know = 3 

Missing = 3 
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important part 

of their lives 

Refusal and don’t know have been set to 

missing and no has been recoded from 2 to 0. 

 H1G - I have 

family/friends 

who give me 

support and 

encouragement 

Yes = 1397 

No = 38 

Refusal = 4 

Don’t know = 4 

Missing = 3 

Refusal and don’t know have been set to 

missing and no has been recoded from 2 to 0. 

 Mean Social 

Support 

A mean score was calculated using questions 

H1a-H1g above (ranging from 0 to 1). The 

mean of this variable was .97 (SD=.11) and it 

was not normally distributed.   

 

As discussed in the chapter two, DV is not a unitary phenomenon and there are different 

types of partner violence (Kelly and Johnson, 2008), thus separate LRA were undertaken 

on the three different forms of violence (male-to-female violence, female-to-male 

violence and same sex violence) expressed throughout the survey items on ‘attitudes 

towards domestic violence’ (S1-S11) (see Table 5). This enabled the importance of these 

predictor variables, in shaping expressed attitudes towards each type of violence, to be 

determined. Male-to-female violence binary dependent variable was created using 

questions S1, S2, S5, S7 and S9. Female-to-male violence variable was created using 

questions S3, S4, S6, S8 and S10. Same sex violence variable was created using questions 

in S11 (see Table 5). The predictor variables were the same for each LRA. 

Table 5: Summary of predictor and criterion variables 

Criterion 

Variables 

Questions in the 

YPBAS (2013) 

Predictor Variables Measurement 

Female-to-

male violence 

S3, S4, S6, S8, 

S10 

Gender Binary: Male (1) or 

Female (0) 
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3.7.1.4 MULTI-LOGISTIC REGRESSION 

To identify determinants of violence supportive attitudes, hierarchical LRA was used as 

it allows multiple explanatory independent variables to be analysed simultaneously, 

meanwhile reducing the effect of confounding factors (Sperandei, 2014). Multiple logistic 

regressions are defined as ‘the statistical methodology for predicting values of one or 

more response (dependent) variables from a collection of predictors (independent) 

variables’ (Johnson and Wichern, 2002:354). In the present study, multiple logistic 

regressions were used to examine factors associated with attitudes towards DV and to 

discover if there were significant statistical associations between the predictor and 

criterion variables as well as to examine the odds ratios (ORs) of these predictor variables 

on pupils’ violence supportive attitudes.  Thus, other variables measured within the 2013 

YPBAS (version B) were identified for inclusion in the analysis to facilitate an 

exploration of the predictive role of additional factors on participants’ attitudes towards 

DV.  The aim of the analysis was to identify factors which increase the likelihood of a 

pupil (or group of pupils’) expressing violence supportive attitudes (the dependent 

variable). These factors are considered ‘risk-factors’ which can be defined as prospective 

Male-to-

female 

violence 

S1, S2, S5, S7 S9 School type Binary: Grammar (1) 

or Non-Grammar (0) 

Same-sex 

violence 

S11 Deprivation (H2) Binary: Deprived (1) or 

Not Deprived (0) 

 Social Support (H1) Binary: Yes (1) or No 

(0) 

Previous subjection to 

bullying (N3a) 

Binary: Yes (1) or No 

(0) 

Previous subjection to 

sexual abuse (N3b) 

Binary: Yes (1) or No 

(0) 

Previous subjection to 

physical abuse (N3c) 

Binary: Yes (1) or No 

(0) 
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(or long-term) predictors identifying the probability that individuals or a particular group 

of individuals will eventually engage in DV.  

3.7.1.5 MULTILEVEL ANALYSIS 

Multilevel models are models specifically geared towards the statistical analysis of data 

that have a hierarchical (or clustered) structure (Gelman and Hill, 2007). The 2013 

YPBAS included data of hierarchal structure: pupils (level 1) nested within schools (level 

2). Failure to model both pupils and school variation simultaneously makes it impossible 

to study the extent to which school and pupil characteristics interact to influence pupils’ 

attitudes towards DV. This can only be done within the context of a multilevel model. 

Multilevel analysis can establish how much of the unexplained variation in pupils’ 

attitudes towards DV is conditioned by individual circumstances and how much is related 

to differences between schools. It is also possible to establish how much of the 

unexplained variation in pupils’ attitudes towards DV can be explained by school level 

factors. Using a multilevel approach permits identifying variability in the outcome on two 

levels (that is, pupil and school level).  Building on the earlier discussion about the nature 

of attitudes and that adolescents spend a considerable amount of their time in school, the 

school environment plays a potentially important role in shaping pupils’ attitudes. Thus, 

the technique of multilevel modelling was used to establish if, and to what extent, pupils 

from the same school share similar attitudes i.e. might school influence attitudes towards 

DV? Using multilevel models also ensures that the violation of the assumption of 

independence of the observations is accounted for. Thus, the standard errors are 

appropriately adjusted and calculated to take this into account.   

3.7.2 PHASE 2: QUALITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS  

 

3.7.2.1 TRANSCRIPTION 

All the qualitative data were recorded using a recording device. All FGs and interviews 

were successfully recorded, and there were no technical issues related to the recording or 

play back. Each interview and group discussion were downloaded onto the researcher’s 

personal computer as soon after they were conducted, and the audio files stored, and 

password protected. After analysis recordings were kept on Sharepoint, the University's 

secure server. Each audio recording was transcribed verbatim. Whilst it was the initial 
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intentions of the researcher to transcribe the interview and FG data, due to time 

constraints, and the fact that data collection and analysis within the study were conducted 

simultaneously, it was necessary to employ a transcriber. In order to ensure that the 

transcriber chosen was rigorous and professional in their approach advice was sought 

from colleagues about who would be suitable. In line with the views of Waitzkin (1990) 

standardised rules of transcription were employed to ensure the participants’ pauses, use 

of slang, notations of emotional content such as whispering were conserved ensuring that 

the transcript reflected as true as possible the views of the participants and that possibility 

of misrepresentation was minimised. Standardised rules also ensured that transcripts 

followed the same presentational format. Schegloff (1997) described this as allowing the 

participants to speak for themselves. The transcriber was paid and signed a statement of 

confidentiality. 

3.8 THE THEMATIC ANALYSIS PROCESSES 

Following transcription of FGDs and SSIs into Microsoft Word, the transcriptions were 

entered into a qualitative data analysis software programme called NVivo-10 to help 

assist with the data analysis process and to enhance the rigour of the qualitative strand of 

the study (Bazeley, 2007). QDA is a process of organising the data that have been 

collected in a way that would derive meaning, reducing it to a more manageable form, 

displaying it in a form to identify trends and patterns, and interpreting it (Patton, 2002). 

In considering the different approaches to qualitative analysis (e.g. discourse analysis, 

grounded theory, interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA)), a social 

constructionist thematic analysis (TA) was employed to theorise the post-primary school 

context and structural conditions, that enable the individual accounts (pupils and teachers) 

that are provided. TA is defined as “a method used for identifying, analysing, and 

reporting patterns of meaning (‘themes’) within data” …it minimally organises and 

describes your data set in (rich) detail (Braun and Clarke, 2006:79; Clarke and Braun, 

2017). This form of analysis was chosen as there is limited research in the literature 

exploring pupils and teachers experiences of DV teaching and learning and how they talk 

about this. Therefore, phase two of the study was exploratory and subsequently sought to 

obtain rich data. TA is an ideal method to deal with such rich data as it is exploratory and 

can be used to structure the data (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Clarke and Braun, 2017). It is 

also an ideal method because it is not linked to any epistemological position and thus can 
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draw on a social constructionist approach which builds a theory based on the experiences 

of research participants (Mills et al., 2006). So, by positioning a TA as independent of 

theory and epistemology, Braun and Clarke (2006) are not suggesting that it can be 

applied theory-less or without an acknowledged epistemological stance but that it can be 

applied across a range of theoretical and epistemological approaches. The qualitative 

inquiry of the present study was not approached with a predetermined hypothesis to test, 

but instead research questions to form the scaffold of the exploration. Thus, data analysis 

was guided by both the study objectives (deductive) and multiple readings and 

interpretations of the raw data (inductive). Inductive logic was used to bring forward the 

essence of the pupils and teachers experiences and perceptions. Given that TA is not 

dictated by a single theoretical position, unlike other analytic methods in qualitative 

research (e.g. grounded theory and IPA), its flexibility provided an ideal method for 

approaching the transcripts to identify patterns within and across individual transcripts in 

relation to participants’ lived experience, views, perspectives, and practices (Clarke and 

Braun, 2017; Daly et al., 1997; Fereday and Muir-Cochrane, 2006), which in turn allowed 

for rich, detailed and complex description of data (Auerbach and Silverstein, 2003; Braun 

and Clarke, 2006; King, 2004). Identifying unique and idiosyncratic meanings and 

experiences found only within a single data item is not the focus of TA. The majority of 

the data collected started with a precise content and then moved to broader generalisations 

and finally to theories rather than fitting the data into pre-defined coding. This ensured 

the themes were effectively linked to the data (Patton, 1990) (specific examples from this 

study will be used to reach themes). Given that the data was analysed without engaging 

pre-existing themes, each statement or idea contributed towards understanding the issues, 

which leads to an appreciation of the whole picture. This is because every statement is 

valid in understanding a single concept or ones shared with other statements. 

Furthermore, presenting similarities and differences between the participants perspectives 

enabled a global view to be obtained (Blacker, 2009; Joffe and Yardley, 2004).  Also, 

given that the qualitative data was collected from different sources, TA was a useful 

method for examining the perspectives of different research participants, highlighting 

similarities and differences, and generating unanticipated insights (Braun and Clarke, 

2006; King, 2004). ‘By using TA it is possible to link the various concepts and opinions 

of participants and compare them with the data that has been gathered in different 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1609406917733847
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situations at different times from other or the same participants during the project. In this 

case, the potential for interpretation becomes infinite’ (Alhojailan, 2012:46). 

3.8.1 STEPS OF ANALYSIS 

The six phases of TA strategies explained by Braun and Clarke (2006) were adopted to 

guide the analysis process (see Table 6) as it is the most influential TA approach, in the 

social sciences at least, because it offers a clear and usable framework for doing TA. The 

analysis of the data set began with the familiarisation phase. Each transcript was read 

several times to ensure familiarity with the data (Creswell, 2007) and notes about initial 

codes were made. Then, the data were systematically coded and similar codes were 

grouped together to initiate a poll of potential themes in the data. Open coding was used, 

there were no pre-set codes, but codes were developed and modified whilst working 

through the coding process, without paying attention to the themes of previous research. 

This process is known as “inductive analysis” whereby the data is coded without trying 

to fit the data into a pre-existing code frame or the researcher’s analytic preconception 

(Braun and Clarke, 2006:12). Inductive coding was chosen as there has been limited 

research carried out on this area, and an aim of the qualitative strand of the present study 

was to develop an understanding of pupils and teachers experiences and perceptions of 

DV preventative education during post-primary schooling. To develop these themes so 

that they reflected the content of the transcripts, themes were reviewed and refined by re-

reading the data extracts relating to each theme, and re-reading all the transcripts in full. 

Researchers (Tobin and Begley, 2004; Lincoln and Guba, 1985) recommend that the 

research team to cross-check the validity and relevance of developed themes, however 

this was not possible within the present single-handed study. Although discussions took 

place between the researcher and supervisors which shaped the analysis and themes 

focused on. The process of reviewing, refining and re-reading the data ensured that 

themes were coherent and captured the meanings of the extracts they contained. After 

that, the phases of checking, reviewing and refining the themes and codes against the data 

set were completed to increase credibility (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).  

Table 6: Phases of thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) 

 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1609406917733847
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1609406917733847
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3.8.2 MIXED METHOD ANALYSIS 

Once all quantitative and qualitative data was collected and analysed separately for each 

component, during the interpretation of the results the findings were combined through a 

process called “triangulation”. Where a combination of different methods and data 

sources are involved triangulation is extremely important. Triangulation refers to the 

convergence, complementarity and dissonance of results on related research questions, 

obtained from multiple methodological approaches, sources, analysis procedures, 

theoretical perspectives, or researchers that occur at the end of the study (Teddlie and 

Tashakkori, 2009). Converging results aim to increase the validity through verification; 

complementary results highlight different aspects of the phenomenon or illustrate 

different phenomenon and divergent findings can lead to new and better explanations for 

the phenomenon under investigation (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2003). Without 

integration, the knowledge yield is equivalent to that from a quantitative study and a 

qualitative study independently, rather than achieving a “whole greater than the sum of 

the parts” (Barbour, 1999). Integration took place in the “results point of integration”. 

Integration of these data involved the integration of quantitative and qualitative data, but 

also the integration of data originating from different data sources (primary and 

secondary) and existing of different levels (individual and school). The findings from 

each component were written down, then the results were integrated to provide an overall 

picture of how the results fit together (Schoonenboom and Johnson, 2017) and to answer 

related aspects of the same research question or related questions. Within the present 

study the integration of different data sources and different methods of data collection 

(survey questionnaire, focus group discussion and semi-structured interview) was 

required to produce a holistic understanding of attitudes towards DV and insight into the 

potential role of schools in preventing DV. While triangulation itself does not ensure 

1. Familiarising yourself with the data 

2. Generating initial codes 

3. Searching for themes 

4. Reviewing themes 

5. Defining and naming themes 

6. Producing the report 
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validity, it is regarded as ‘a way of ensuring comprehensiveness and encouraging a more 

reflexive analysis of the data’ (Mays and Pope 2000:51). Using triangulation in the 

present study was a means to explore similarities between data collected through different 

sources and methods but in addition to identify if any contradictions arose. In 

triangulating the findings an overall interpretation of the findings was developed, this is 

presented in chapter seven. 

3.9 THE RESEARCHER 

As a post-primary school teacher, the researcher had a good understanding of the structure 

of the school system. Being a teacher conducting research into the potential role of 

schools in preventing DV made the researcher an ‘insider’ to a point. Therefore, providing 

an opportunity to develop a relationship of trust with the teachers to explore and 

understand their perspectives and experiences. Teachers freely discussed their 

experiences with the researcher that may have posed difficulties for a researcher that did 

not have a background in teaching. Thus, the researchers position as an ‘insider’ allowed 

an initial degree of familiarity between the researcher and participants. Her personal 

background played a large part in tackling any difficulties during data collection. Most 

respondents trusted and were open with the researcher, however, Oakley (1981) stated 

that to be successful at interviewing, the interviewer should be friendly but not too 

friendly.  

Ribbens (1989) and Ping-Chun (2008) described that some factors, such as gender, 

culture, class, social status, race, age, beliefs, biases, can play a major role in facilitating 

the relationship between researchers and the participants. At 26 years of age, the 

researcher was only slightly older than many of the focus group participants. Despite the 

strongest efforts to ensure participants’ voices were represented, complete removal of 

power differentials between researchers and participants is impossible (Mauthner and 

Doucet, 2000). Unavoidable power differentials exist which place young research 

participants in a less powerful position than the researcher herself (McCarry, 2005). 

Although the researcher made it clear to all participants that they were welcome to ask 

any questions or offer their own views they felt was relevant, there were some participants 

who would offer little beyond direct questions. These group discussions were not 

necessarily problematic, and although these young people were more passive than some 
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of the others, they seemed comfortable and relaxed. The researcher did not feel at any 

time that anyone was taking part reluctantly. Indeed, they had the right to participate in 

whichever way they felt most comfortable. Nonetheless the researcher did not experience 

and major difficulties during data collection and was pleased to gain good levels of co-

operation.  

A further power imbalance between the researcher and the focus group participants exists 

in the period after the data collection, at the point of data analysis and report writing 

(Mauthner and Doucet, 2000). Here, the researcher has sole control over the analysis 

(Siebold, 2000), can interpret the views of the participants through whichever theoretical 

lens they choose, and has the ultimate “power of editorship” (Letherby, 2000:96). The 

researcher’s personal experiences in analysing the data and writing up the research report 

may conflict with the participants own point of view. In the present study, this situation 

occurred in analysing the perspectives of participants who consider physical partner 

violence as acceptable, and in choosing to critique and problematise these perceptions.  

The young people’s interaction with their peers in the group discussions illuminated a 

variety of opinions on DV and DV preventative education in schools. The researcher’s 

presentations in the focus group sessions highlighted some of the key questions to be 

addressed in the research, for example, whether young people believed DV was okay if a 

partner “slept with” someone else. It was important not to stifle the expression of 

participants’ opinions by saying too much about the researchers own beliefs (Par, 1998), 

as it was felt that discussing the researchers own theoretical standpoint would inevitably 

conflict with their honest and open perspectives.  

Brush (1990) argued that the most important factor in producing accurate data through 

interviewing techniques, is the quality of the interaction and the participants, the ability 

of the interviewer to infuse a sense of ‘trust, safety and intimacy’ into the interviewing 

relationship is important (Brush, 1990:56-57). The substantive areas of DV and DV 

preventative education are the researcher’s areas of interest, and not necessarily the 

participants. Some participants may well have perceived the researcher as someone with 

greater level of knowledge of these issues than they had themselves, despite the best 

efforts to underscore the fact that the rationale for the research was to discuss their views 

and experiences, not to ‘test’ their knowledge. At the start of each focus group and 
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interview the researcher reminded the participants (teachers and pupils) that the 

researcher was not here to judge their knowledge or their schools. The researcher 

explained that the objective was for them to describe their experiences and perspectives, 

by assuring them that there would be no consequences on the researcher’s future 

association with them following what was said in the interview or focus group. Teachers 

and pupils appeared comfortable and freely discussed both their negative and positive 

experiences and perceptions of DV preventative education in school.  

3.10 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

This section discusses the main ethical considerations addressed prior to commencing 

data collection. Ethics are described as being ‘general principles of what one ought to do’ 

(Robson, 2002:66). They are often discussed in relation to ‘transgressions’, i.e. whether 

there is harm to participants, whether there is a lack of informed consent, whether there 

is invasion of privacy and whether deception is involved (Bryman, 2008). The 

fundamental ethical concern of social science is how the rights of potential participants 

are balanced against the potential benefits of research to wider society (Smyth and 

Williamson, 2004). Being ethical is essentially an aspect of professional integrity. The 

present study was approved by the Queen’s University Belfast, School of Social Sciences, 

Education and Social Work Ethics Committee on 11th April 2017 (see Appendix XV for 

Approval Letter). Ensuring that the research process was underpinned by a respectful and 

trustworthy approach was of paramount importance during design and implementation, 

and particular regard was paid to ensuring consent, confidentiality and the reduction of 

potential for harm. As significant unsupervised access to young people was involved, the 

researcher undertook a criminal background police check. In addition, a protocol was 

developed with colleagues about appropriate measures to take if a pupil disclosed 

information that placed them at risk of significant harm. It was explained to all 

participants (pupils and teachers) that, while their participation was confidential, should 

they tell the researcher anything that suggested they were at risk of significant harm, the 

researcher had an obligation to inform an appropriate person about this. However, the 

researcher also explained that she would discuss with them, in private, what measures 

would be taken and the implications of so doing. 

3.10.1 CONSENT 
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Given that potential participants were aged 16 or over, parental consent is normally not 

necessary. However, as the present research was undertaken with young people in school, 

due to school policy requirements it was compulsory for parental consent to be attained 

in some schools for the research to be undertaken. Thus, parents or guardians were sent 

an ‘opt-out’ form which they had to sign and return it if they did not want their son or 

daughter to participate (see Appendix VII). Each young person was given an ‘opt-in’ form 

(consent form) which needed to be signed if they were to participate in the study. In effect, 

‘active’ agreement from the child and ‘passive’ agreement on the part of the carers was 

sought (Thomas and O’Kane, 1998:339). Unless the parent or guardian signed and 

returned the dated form, it was assumed that they agreed to their child’s participation. 

Ensuring parents or guardians and young people made their decision with as much 

knowledge as possible, all consent forms had an information sheet attached explaining 

the research aims and objectives and contact details of the researcher. One important step 

to ensure that young people were active participants was to ensure young people’s own 

consent to participate in the research. By reviewing the consent form with the young 

people (before conducting the FG) it was hoped that this would also give them a feeling 

of being involved as they ‘do’ being a research participant (Freebody, 2003). Equally 

important is the possibility of unwillingness to be involved or withdrawal from 

involvement, situations described by Marrow and Richards (1999) as “informed dissent”. 

To overcome the assumption of compliance consent was conceptualised as an ‘ongoing 

process’. Young people were asked, before, during and after the research if there were 

still consenting and their decision to withdraw, at any stage, would be fully and 

unconditionally accepted. An underlying feature in research with young people is that 

they are often expected to do what adults ask or tell them to do and this compromises the 

authenticity of consent. The issue is compounded in research with children exposed to 

DV. Given the power relations between adults and young people, and the sensitive nature 

of the research, the researcher was aware that the participants may find it difficult to 

refuse and needed to watch out for cues and gently check how they feel. All the 

participants gave explicit consent to take part in a group discussion and this was 

undertaken by means of research agreements between the participants and the researcher. 

The consent forms provided information regarding the nature of the research. The 

participants were given opportunities to raise additional questions regarding the research 
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or the researcher before giving consent. The issue of confidentiality was also addressed 

in the research agreements. Prior to the interviews and group discussions, the participants 

were alerted that as part of the consent process the researcher could have to disclose 

information (e.g. to my supervisors or the relevant authorities) if a study participant 

reported being either a victim of violence or an abuser. 

3.10.2 CONFIDENTIALITY 

It was explained to the pupils’ and teachers that their responses would be kept confidential 

and that no reference would be made to their schools or names on the transcripts or in 

future publications. Pseudonyms were applied for the school, pupils’, and teachers. It was 

essential to protect the participants by not releasing their identification. After participating 

in the group discussions, pupils were informed of the need to respect the privacy of others’ 

responses. The limits of confidentiality were also explained to the participants which 

involved liaison with the schools’ pastoral leader if the researcher believed from their 

disclosures that risks to themselves or others was likely.  Participants consent on the basis 

that the information obtained about them would only be used for the purposes of the 

research and disseminated in the manner specified to them at the outset. The participant, 

therefore, voluntarily offers private information to the researcher in confidence (Israel 

and Hay, 2006). The researcher protected the confidentiality of the research participants 

by removing names and other identifying information. Only general identifiers including 

gender and school type were used. To further ensure this, the consent forms were kept 

separately from the interview notes. The name of the schools in which the research took 

place was also not mentioned in reporting the study. The participants were also informed 

that all consent forms and data would be retained and stored in lockable filing cabinets 

and password protected filed as well as encrypted on the Queen’s University secure sever 

(SharePoint). 

3.11 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

The present study employed an explanatory sequential MM approach to fully answer the 

research questions. The overarching aims of this MM study were to explore pupils’ 

attitudes towards DV and to investigate the potential role of schools in preventing DV 

from different viewpoints. Phase one involved a secondary analysis of the 2013 YPBAS 

followed by phase two, FGDs with pupils’ and SSIs with teachers. Chapter three 
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discussed the epistemological and methodological underpinnings of the MM study and 

how it relates to methods employed. The research design, research instruments, 

participants, data collection and analysis procedure were also discussed. Details in 

relation to the ethical issues that need to be covered when researching a sensitive topic in 

general and with young people in particular were emphasised. The following chapters 

discuss the quantitative and qualitative analysis of data from the present research study.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: PHASE 1 QUANTITATAIVE ANALYSIS AND 

DISCUSSION: 

SECONDARY ANALYSIS OF THE 2013 YOUNG PERSONS 

BEHAVIOUR AND ATTITUDES SURVEY 

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter, the findings of the secondary analysis of the 2013 YPBAS (version B) are 

presented and discussed. The survey data described here involved an achieved sample of 

1446 pupils (718 females, 728 males) aged 14-16 attending post-primary schooling in 

Northern Ireland. These data collated by the Northern Ireland Statistics and Research 

Agency (NISRA) were analysed using descriptive statistics and hierarchical multiple 

logistic regressions e.g. multi-level modelling (MLM). Chapter four documents the nature 

and prevalence of post-primary pupil’s attitudes towards DV in addition to the effect of 

post primary school on pupils’ attitudes towards DV (with the aim of directing and 

improving DV prevention efforts in Northern Ireland). 

4.2 DESCRIPTIVE STATISTIC RESULTS 

This following section outlines the descriptive statistics carried out on items S1-S11 of 

the survey by outlining frequencies and percentages of females and males’ responses. 

The results in Table 7 below show some tolerance of physical partner violence among 

pupils’ as many believed that a partner deserves another chance in a relationship after 

hitting has occurred. Some pupils believed that a boyfriend (11%) or husband (14%) 

deserves a second chance in a relationship after hitting his wife or girlfriend. Over a fifth 

of pupils believed that a girlfriend (22%) or wife (23%) deserves a second chance in a 

relationship after hitting her husband or boyfriend. Additionally, the gender of the victim 

and perpetrator was an influential factor on pupils’ perceptions of whom (male or female) 

deserves a second chance in a relationship after hitting has occurred.  There was a much 

lower tolerance of male-perpetrated physical partner violence than female-perpetrated 

physical partner violence among pupils. Over a fifth (22%) of pupils believed that 

girlfriends who hit boyfriends once deserve a second chance, whereas only half this 

number of pupils (11%) believed that boyfriends who hit girlfriends once deserve a 

second chance in a relationship. Likewise, when pupils were asked the same question 
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within a marital relationship, almost a quarter (23%) of pupils believed that wives who 

hit husbands once deserve a second chance in a relationship, yet only 14% of pupils 

believed that husbands who hit wives once deserve a second chance in a relationship. 

Pupils were more likely to give female perpetrators (wives or girlfriends) a second chance 

in a relationship compared to male perpetrators (husbands or boyfriends). Pupils were 

more tolerant of female perpetration than male perpetration, which in turn highlights 

greater tolerance for violence against men than violence against women. The results also 

show a gender gap in pupils’ attitudes towards physical partner violence with males 

consistently more likely than females to give a partner a second chance in a relationship 

(marital or non-marital) after hitting has occurred. 

Table 7: Pupils attitudes towards physical partner violence within a heterosexual 

relationship 

 

Items Response 

Scale 

Male 

 

Female  

 

Total  

  % F % F % F 

S1. Do you think boyfriends who hit 

girlfriends once deserve a second chance in 

the relationship? 

Yes 12 94 10 71 11 165 

No  86 618 89 638 87 1256 

Don’t 

know 

1 9 1 8 2 17 

S2. Do you think husbands who hit wives 

once deserve a second chance in the 

relationship? 

Yes 15 111 12 86 14 197 

No  84 601 86 616 84 1217 

Don’t 

know 

1 8 2 15 2 23 

S3. Do you think girlfriends who hit 

boyfriends once deserve a second chance in 

the relationship? 

Yes 27 191 18 127 22 318 

No  71 515 80 578 76 1093 

Don’t 

know 

2 13 2 12 2 25 

S4. Do you think wives who hit husbands 

once deserve a second chance in the 

relationship? 

Yes 26 190 19 137 23 327 

No  72 518 79 565 75 1083 

Don’t 

know 

2 12 2 15 2 27 
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With respect to attitudes towards DV, pupils were asked six questions in relation to their 

acceptability of physical partner violence in different circumstances within a heterosexual 

relationship (S5-S10). The results in Table 8 below indicate that the majority of pupils 

did not consider hitting acceptable, however in the situation where a partner “slept with” 

someone else, hitting became increasingly acceptable, particularly among males. There 

was a very low percentage of pupils who perceived “nagging or won’t stop arguing”, and 

“not treating your partner with respect” as justifiable reasons to hit a female or male 

partner. 7% of pupils believed it was “okay for a woman to hit her husband if he is nagging 

or won’t stop arguing with her”. Only 3% of pupils believed it was “okay for a man to hit 

his girlfriend or wife if she is nagging or won’t stop arguing with him”.  Almost a tenth 

(9%) of pupils believed it was “okay for a woman to hit her boyfriend or husband if he is 

not treating her with respect” and only 3% of pupils believed it was “okay for a man to 

hit his girlfriend or wife if she is not treating him with respect”. However, many pupils 

perceived “sleeping with someone else” as a more acceptable reason to perpetrate 

physical partner violence, particularly if the perpetrator is male and the victim is female. 

A male “sleeping with someone else” was the most justifiable reason among pupils for a 

partner to inflict physical violence with almost a quarter (23%) of pupils believing it to 

be “okay”. Thus, there was a low tolerance of physical partner violence among pupils 

until sexual infidelity entered the equation. Almost a fifth (19%) of females perceived 

female-to-male partner violence as “okay” in the situation where a partner “slept with” 

someone else, and just over a quarter (26% or one in four) of males believed female-to-

male partner violence as “okay” within the same situation. Although most pupils 

articulated a disapproval of physical partner violence, a substantial proportion 

(particularly males) referred to the situational context with more pessimistic observations 

as the acceptability of physical partner violence depended upon the situational context in 

which the violence occurs.  The results in Table 8 below also show a gender gap in pupils’ 

attitudes towards physical partner violence with males consistently more likely than 

females to endorse pro violence statements regardless of the sex of the victim, or the 

context. 

Table 8: Pupils attitudes towards physical partner violence in different circumstances 

within a heterosexual relationship 
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Items Response 

Scale 

Male  Female Total  

  % F % F % F 

S5. Do you think it is ok for a man to hit his 

girlfriend/wife is she is nagging or won’t stop 

arguing with him? 

Yes 4 27 1 9 3 36 

No  96 692 98 702 96 1394 

Don’t 

know 

0 3 1 5 1 8 

S6. Do you think it is okay for a woman to hit 

her boyfriend/husband if he is nagging or 

won’t stop arguing with her? 

Yes 9 67 4 34 7 101 

No  90 649 95 678 9 1327 

Don’t 

know 

1 5 1 4 1 9 

S7. Do you think it is okay for a man to hit his 

girlfriend/wife if she is not treating him with 

respect? 

Yes 4 25 2 15 3 40 

No  96 694 98 697 96 1391 

Don’t 

know 

0 3 0 5 1 8 

S8. Do you think it is okay for a woman to hit 

her boyfriend/husband if he is not treating her 

with respect? 

Yes 11 80 6 45 9 125 

No  88 635 93 668 90 1303 

Don’t 

know 

1 5 1 4 1 9 

S9. Do you think it is okay for a man to hit his 

girlfriend/wife if she has slept with someone 

else? 

Yes 12 85 8 60 10 145 

No  87 625 91 648 88 1273 

Don’t 

know 

1 12 1 8 2 20 

S10. Do you think it is okay for a woman to 

hit her boyfriend/husband if he has slept with 

someone else? 

Yes 26 190 19 132 23 322 

No  73 523 80 574 76 1097 

Don’t 

know 

1 8 1 10 1 18 

As indicated in Table 9 below, the 2013 YPBAS (version B) included a further three 

questions on attitudes towards same sex physical partner violence in three different 

contexts (where that partner was “nagging” or would not stop arguing; was not treating 

their partner with respect; or had “slept with” someone else). Pupils attitudes towards 

physical partner violence in different circumstances within a same sex relationship 

reflected similar attitudes towards physical partner violence in different circumstances in 
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heterosexual relationships. 15% of pupils believed it was “okay” to hit a partner of the 

same sex if she or he “slept with” someone else, whereas only 5% thought it was “okay” 

if  he or she is nagging or won’t stop arguing with their partner, and only 6% thought it 

was “okay” if he or she is not treating their partner with respect. Thus, the circumstance 

in which physical partner violence occurs influenced pupils’ attitudes towards physical 

partner violence in same sex relationships. There were also gender differences in pupils’ 

attitudes towards physical partner violence in same sex relationships with males 

consistently more likely than females to accept physical partner violence regardless of the 

gender of the victim or the situation in which DV occurred.  

Table 9: Pupils attitudes towards physical partner violence in different circumstances 

within a same sex relationship 

Items Response 

Scale 

Male  Female  Total  

Thinking about relationships between people 

of the same sex (or gender) do you think it is 

okay for one partner to hit the other if: 

 % F % F % F 

 

S11. He/she is nagging or won’t stop arguing 

with their partner 

 

Yes 8 57 3 18 5 72 

No 90 646 96 687 93 1333 

Don’t 

know 

2  16 1 11 2 27 

He/she is not treating their partner with 

respect 

Yes 9 64 3 20 6 84 

No  89  645 96 686 93 1331 

Don’t 

know 

1 9 1 10 1 19 

He/she has slept with someone else 

 

Yes 19 136 12 84 15 220 

No  80  570 87 624 83 1194 

Don’t 

know 

1 11 1 7 2 18 

 

4.3 LOGISTIC REGRESSION ANALYSIS (LRA) RESULTS  

4.3.1 PREDICTOR VARIABLES 
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Once descriptive analysis was carried out on items S1-S11, to further understand pupils 

attitudes towards physical partner violence, other questions in the 2013 YPBAS (version 

B) were considered based on previous research to identify factors which might predict 

pupils’ attitudes towards DV. The survey data were analysed per factors for which there 

is existing empirical evidence of their influence on attitudes towards DV, identifying 

seven key clusters of influence (see Figure 6). Variables which fall into the first level of 

the ecological model are expected to give information on the characteristics of the 

individual, including biological characteristics, personal history, and other individual 

experiences (Krug et al, 2002). Individual level questions on questionnaire B included 

gender of pupils, social support, deprivation, and pupils’ experiences of bullying, physical 

abuse and sexual abuse. The relationship level reflects factors in the immediate context 

in which DV takes place such as patriarchal family structure - that influence the risk of 

DV (Heise, 1998; Krug et al., 2002). There were no questions on questionnaire B related 

to the relationship level. Community level factors encompass the institutions and social 

structures and environmental characteristics that contribute to or protect against DV 

including peer groups, schools, workplaces, neighbourhoods, and other social networks. 

School type was the only question on questionnaire B associated with community level. 

Societal level factors comprise the overarching social cultural values, attitudes and beliefs 

that encourages or inhibits DV (e.g. attitudes that accept men’s violence as a way to 

resolve family conflicts, and provision of inadequate policies and structures to address 

domestic violence) (WHO, 2010). There were no questions on questionnaire B related to 

the societal level of the ecological framework. Due to the restricted number of possible 

predictor variables available in the 2013 YPBAS (version B), other (important) factors 

(e.g. mass media, family, peer relations) could not be explored, potentially increasing the 

risk of omitted variable bias, a common limitation of secondary data analysis. The LRA 

showed that the factors included in the survey only explain some of the variation in pupils’ 

attitudes towards DV, indicating that there are other (omitted) variables, not measured by 

the survey or included in the analysis, which are important predictor of attitudes towards 

DV. Overall, seven variables, representing the individual and community levels of the 

ecological model were assessed (see Figure 6). 

 

 



119 
 

Figure 6: Predictor variables examined in the Logistic Regression Analysis  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The results of the LRA which were conducted to explore the variables associated with 

violence supportive attitudes are discussed next. The data set was used to compute three 

LRA, examining the extent to which the predictor variables (gender, school type, 

deprivation, social support, previous subject to bullying, sexual abuse and/or physical 

abuse) are associated with the criterion variables (female-male violence, male-female 

violence and same sex violence). 

4.3.2 GENDER 

The LRA results in Table 10, 11, and 12 indicate that being “male” was the only 

statistically significant and consistent predictor of attitude towards physical partner 

violence, regardless of relationship type. Males demonstrated a greater tendency than 

females to hold violence supportive attitudes. Given that the “male” variable was 

statistically significant (p<.001) across all three types of partner violence, these results 

are generalisable to the wider population from which this sample was drawn.  Thus, being 

“male” is a significant predictor of violence supportive attitudes among pupils (aged 14-

16) across Northern Ireland.  

Gender 

Previous 
experience 
of bullying 

Previous experience of 
sexual abuse 

Previous experience of 
physical abuse 

Social support 

Deprivation 
School type 
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The odds ratio (OR) represents the odds of males holding violence supportive attitudes 

compared to the odds of females holding violence supportive attitudes. If the OR is greater 

than 1, which it is for each of the three analysis, (male is coded as 1, female is coded as 

0) then the odds of males holding violence supportive attitudes is greater than the odds of 

females holding violence supporting attitudes. In the case of both male to female and 

female to male violence the odds of males holding a violence supporting attitude are 1.6 

times greater than the odds of females holding a violence supporting attitude. In the case 

of same sex partner violence, the odds of males holding a violence supporting attitude are 

1.8 times greater than the odds of females holding a violence supporting attitude.  

Table 10: LRA for pupils’ attitudes toward male-to-female physical partner violence 

 

Table 11: LRA for pupils’ attitudes towards female-to-male physical partner violence 

Variables in the Equation 

 Beta 

coefficient 

Standard 

error 

Wald 

statistic 

Degrees 

of 

freedom 

P 

value 

Odds 

ratio 

Bullied -.200 .179 1.251 1 .263 .818 

Physical Abuse .378 .363 1.085 1 .298 1.459 

Sexual Abuse .887 .469 3.583 1 .058 2.428 

Mean Social Support -.757 .547 1.919 1 .166 .469 

Male .481 .127 14.328 1 .000 1.618 

Grammar .250 .134 3.466 1 .063 1.284 

Deprived .010 .127 .006 1 .939 1.010 

Constant -.579 .551 1.104 1 .293 .561 

Variables in the Equation 

 Beta 

coefficient 

Standard 

error 

Wald 

statistic 

Degrees 

of 

freedom 

P 

value 

Odds 

ratio 

Bullied -.179 .159 1.278 1 .258 .836 

Physical Abuse .717 .350 4.203 1 .040 2.047 

Sexual Abuse .307 .467 .432 1 .511 1.359 

Mean Social Support -.256 .528 .236 1 .627 .774 
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Table 12: LRA for pupils’ attitudes towards same-sex physical partner violence 

 

 

4.3.3 INTERGENERATIONAL TRANSMISSION (IGT) OF VIOLENCE  

Given the debate surrounding the relationship between experiencing DV and adult IPV 

(Haselschwerdt et al., 2019; Smith-Marek et al., 2015) (as discussed in chapter two),  it 

was important to explore the predictive role of pupil’s experiences of physical and sexual 

abuse and their attitudes towards DV. Although only a very small proportion of pupils 

within the total sample (728) indicated that they had experienced sexual or physical abuse 

in the past 12 months (Table 13), the LRA and ORs revealed that pupils who experienced 

physical or sexual violence were more likely to hold violence supportive attitudes 

compared to those who had not. Although the LRA results did not always show statistical 

significance between attitudes towards DV and previous subjection to physical and sexual 

abuse (which may in part be due to the small numbers within the sample), the probabilities 

indicated that pupils’ attitudes towards DV were shaped, to some extent, by previous 

experiences of physical and sexual abuse.  

Male .488 .114 18.211 1 .000 1.629 

Grammar .086 .122 .492 1 .483 1.090 

Deprived .019 .115 .026 1 .872 1.019 

Constant -.353 .531 .441 1 .506 .703 

Variables in the Equation 

 Beta 

coefficient 

Standard 

error 

Wald 

statistic 

Degrees 

of 

freedom 

P 

value 

Odds 

ratio 

Bullied .248 .191 1.686 1 .194 1.281 

Physical Abuse .610 .376 2.633 1 .105 1.841 

Sexual Abuse .426 .502 .721 1 .396 1.532 

Mean Social Support -.272 .636 .183 1 .669 .762 

Male -.592 .147 16.260 1 .000 1.808 

Grammar -.089 .159 .317 1 .574 .915 

Deprived .272 .145 3.522 1 .061 1.313 

Constant -1.694 .642 6.952 1 .008 .184 
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Table: 13: Pupils experiences of physical and sexual abuse 

 Response 

Scale 

Female  Male  

 

Total 

PERSONAL SAFETY  % F % F % F 

N3. In the past 12 months, have you been 

physically abused? 

Yes 3 24 3 24 6 48 

No 96 691 96 699 112 1390 

N3. In the past 12 months, have you been 

sexually abused? 

Yes 2 17 1 8 3 25 

No 97 698 99 716 196 1414 

 

Other than “gender”, “sexual abuse” and “physical abuse” predictor variables, the 

remainder of the predictor variables (bullied, mean social support, grammar and deprived) 

in the LRA (see Tables 10, 11 and 12) were not predictive of pupils’ attitudes towards 

DV (male-female, female-male, same sex) as there were no statistical associations nor 

meaningful probabilities identified. 

4.4 MULTILEVEL LOGISTIC REGRESSION MODELS RESULTS 

As discussed in chapter three, multi-level modelling (MLM) is an extension of simple 

and multiple regression analysis, the difference being that MLM attempts to account for 

the hierarchical nature of the data. There are two reasons to do this. The first is to ensure 

that the standard errors of the coefficients are correctly adjusted, to take into account the 

assumption that all observations are independent, is violated. The second is to explore 

how the unexplained variation in the dependent variable is partitioned i.e. what proportion 

of the unexplained variance in the dependent variable is at the pupil level and what 

proportion is at the school level. MLM enables the researcher to look at each school 

separately and examine the contribution of individual schools (i.e. school effect) on 

pupils’ attitudes towards DV (which schools are contributing a lot or not contributing 

much to their pupils’ attitudes towards DV).  

The MLM results (see Appendix XVI) show that the ORs and p values are unchanged 

from the regular logistic regression model that did not take clustering into account. The 

random effects estimate represents the estimated standard deviation in the intercept on 

the logit scale. It is very small (5.87e-09 means that the actual value is .00000000587 i.e. 

-9 decimal places) suggesting that the unexplained variation at the level of the school is 
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tiny. A likelihood-ratio test comparing the model to ordinary logistic regression is 

provided and is not statistically significant for these data. The MLMs indicate that the 

large majority of unexplained variation is at the individual level. 

4.5 DISCUSSION  

This next section discusses the results of the 2013 YPBAS (version B) secondary analysis 

in line with previous literature in the field.  

4.5.1 CONTRADICTORY ATTITUDES 

As other studies have found (e.g. Burman and Cartmel, 2005), most young men, like most 

young women, perceived physical partner violence as unacceptable behaviour, suggesting 

that the weight of opinion discourages it. There was an overall low tolerance of DV 

among pupils, with attitudes towards physical partner violence being distinctively worse 

among males. Consistent with existing literature on young people’s attitudes towards DV 

(e.g. Burman and Cartmel, 2005; Burton et al, 1998; Gadd et al., 2015; Mullender et al, 

2002) the descriptive analysis in the present study found that most pupils consider DV to 

be wrong, but there are exceptions to this rule (e.g. infidelity) which males are more likely 

to buy into than females. Most pupils articulated a disapproval of physical partner 

violence, however a substantial proportion (particularly males) referred to the situational 

context with more pessimistic observations whereby physical partner violence became 

increasingly acceptable among males if a partner “slept with” someone else (see Table 

7). This finding indicates that young males’ attitudes towards DV can be contingent and 

contradictory as physical partner violence is deemed unacceptable in some circumstances 

yet acceptable in others. Earlier research by Burton and colleagues (1998) reflected 

similar findings on a survey of over 2,000 young people aged 14-21 in Fife, Glasgow, 

and Manchester. In their landmark study around half of the young men and a third of 

young women considered violence or abuse against women to be acceptable in at least 

one circumstance, with hitting a woman who had “slept with” someone else (20%) as a 

commonly cited context. Explaining these findings further, Burton et al. asserted that ‘the 

general message that VAW is not acceptable is recognized but the acceptability of 

violence increases sharply when it is known that the woman has “slept with” someone 

else’ (1998:9). Heise (2011) cautions that such attitudes may lead to a possibility of young 

people perceiving victims of DV within a certain situation as worthy of sympathy, 
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whereas other victims may not deserve sympathy because violence is perceived as 

“tolerable” within that situation. Thus, to summarize so far, young male’s attitudes 

towards DV, much like those of older men, including perpetrators, can be contradictory 

(Gadd, 2002; Hilton, 2000; McCarry, 2009). The findings from the 2013 YPBAS 

secondary analysis illustrate the need to improve, change and challenge contradictory 

attitudes towards DV, particularly among young males.  

4.5.2 GENDER GAP IN PUPILS’ ATTITUDES TOWARDS DOMESTIC 

VIOLENCE 

The current secondary analysis examined the magnitude, direction, and determinants of 

the justification of physical partner violence against women and men among young males 

and females in Northern Ireland. Results show that tolerance for DV is greater among 

males than among females. Results from the descriptive analysis and the LRA indicate 

that being “male” stood out as the most important predictor of more violence supportive 

attitudes. Consistent with previous research carried out with post-primary school pupils 

on their attitudes towards DV in the UK (e.g. Bell, 2008; Burman and Cartmel, 2005; 

Burton et al., 1998; Gadd et al., 2015; McCarry, 2009; Mullender et al., 2002) and 

Australia (e.g. Harris et al., 2015), young males were consistently more likely than young 

females to endorse pro-violence statements, regardless of the sex of the victim, or the 

context (Flood and Pease, 2009). Thus, the gender differences observed in attitudes 

towards physical partner violence suggest a need for gender-tailored interventions to 

change attitudes towards partner violence in Northern Ireland. There are likely to be 

benefits in identifying young men as a group for focus by prioritising them and the 

settings found to have an influence on their lives in addition to developing activities that 

are tailored to their needs (Harris et al., 2015). Although there were differences between 

male and female attitudes towards physical partner violence as males consistently 

justified physical partner violence to a greater extent than females, there were also 

consistent patterns within this. Both male and female adolescents viewed each question 

with similar attitudinal importance; female perpetration was viewed as more acceptable 

than male perpetration on each measure, and a partner “sleeping with” someone else was 

perceived as the most shared reason to justify physical partner violence. Nonetheless, 

being male was the most important predictor of whether more violence supportive 

attitudes were held. Overall, these findings indicate that gender (being male) is an 
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individual factor from the ecological model that is on the causal pathway to a young 

person in Northern Ireland holding violence supportive attitudes. 

4.5.3 GENDERED DISPARITY OF BELIEFS 

The descriptive analysis of items (S1-S11) on pupils “attitudes towards domestic 

violence” in the 2013 YPBAS (version B) reflect significant gender disparity in pupils’ 

attitudes towards DV as female to male partner violence was more readily condoned than 

male to female partner violence on every measure. There was greater tolerance for 

violence against men than VAW as pupils held unequal perceptions of DV based on 

gender. Young people’s pre-conceptions of what is acceptable behaviour for men and 

women differed with female perpetration perceived as more acceptable than male 

perpetration. A finding also reported in an earlier large-scale survey in Northern Ireland 

involving over 2,000 post-primary pupils in Year 11 and 12 (aged 15-17) (Bell, 2008), as 

well as Burman and Cartmel’s (2005) survey of 1,395 young people in Scotland, aged 

14-18. This finding also aligns with more recent survey findings by Gadd and colleagues 

who measured over 1,000 pupils (aged 13-14) attitudes towards and experiences of DV 

from 13 schools in North Staffordshire: ‘A notable feature of the survey data was that 

most young people regard violence from women to men as more socially acceptable than 

violence perpetrated by men against women. 40% of young people reported that it was 

‘okay’ for a woman to hit her partner in at least one of the circumstances listed, compared 

to 25% of young people who thought it was okay for a man to hit his partner’ (Gadd et 

al., 2015:34). The 2013 YPBAS data highlights the shared implicit belief (social norm) 

among Northern Irish post-primary school pupils’ whereby female-perpetrated DV is 

perceived as more socially acceptable than male-perpetrated DV. The data suggests that 

many young people cling to gender stereotypes as they judge the acceptability of DV 

based upon gender. This rigid gender stereotyping promotes inequity between the sexes 

and sets people up to expect and accept power imbalances within relationships later in 

life. These findings illustrate the need to tackle gender stereotypes with this age group 

and develop realistic expectations about future relationships based on mutual respect and 

equity. They also emphasise the need to, and importance of addressing gender relations 

before gender stereotypes become deeply ingrained in young people (Harris et al., 2015; 

WHO, 2009) by engaging both sexes in gender transformative intervention education 

(approaches that seek to promote more gender-equitable relationships between men and 
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women) (WHO, 2009). Therefore, the promotion of gender equality needs to be an 

essential part of future violence prevention by directly addressing the underlying sexist 

pre-conceptions of acceptable and unacceptable behaviour for males and females, which 

assist the justification of DV. Encouragingly, recent research shows (e.g. Brannon, 2011; 

Harris et al., 2015) that efforts to support egalitarian gender relationships and sexual 

identities during adolescence, are likely to reduce the risk of violence, and to provide a 

sound foundation for healthy gender relationships into adulthood as prospects for 

prevention among young people are high. To address these unequal violence supportive 

attitudes among young people within Northern Ireland, efforts must work to provide an 

alternative set of norms and values centred on non-violence and gender equality. 

4.5.4 INTERGENERATIONAL TRANSMISSION (IGT) OF VIOLENCE 

Although not statistically significant, the LRA revealed that pupils’ attitudes towards DV 

were shaped, to some extent, by previous experiences of physical and sexual abuse. These 

findings therefore suggest that exposure to violence in childhood is associated to some 

extent through justifying DV. As discussed in chapter two, these findings support 

Bandura’s social learning theory which suggests that DV is a learned behaviour and 

children who witness or a subjected to DV learn that it is acceptable and come to see such 

violence as normal (Bandura, 1977). They also support previous research which 

evidences that children who are subjected to violence themselves are more likely to 

adhere to violence supportive attitudes (Flood and Pease, 2006, 2009; Stark and Buzawa, 

2009). Similar findings emerged from a recent survey of 1,203 Year nine pupils (aged 

13-14) across 13 schools in North Staffordshire which measured pupil’s attitudes towards 

and experiences of DV using the Attitudes to Domestic Violence Questionnaire (ADV). 

Gadd and his colleagues found that, ‘those who had already experienced domestic abuse- 

whether as victims, witnesses or perpetrators- were more likely to think that hitting a 

partner was okay than those who had not: 44% compared to 37%’ (Gadd et al., 2015:30). 

Thus, these findings along with previous studies highlight the pivotal importance of 

interventions during adolescence to interrupt intergenerational cycles of violence as 

young people who experience violence might grow up with the view that violent 

behaviour in relationships is normal (Flood, 2007; Harris et al., 2015).  
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4.5.5 SCHOOL EFFECT 

Findings from the LRA and MLM revealed that young people in schools do not tend to 

share similar attitudes just because they attend the same school. This suggests that schools 

(community factor) do not play a large role in the formation of these attitudes and 

indicates that it is young people’s own circumstances and contexts (e.g. family 

background, peer groups) which are having more of an influence on their attitudes. 

However, this does not mean that schools cannot influence attitudes, it just means that 

most of the variation in young peoples’ attitudes is due to individual factors rather than 

school factors. Nonetheless, as outlined in chapter two school remains an important 

vehicle through which to educate young people about DV. Therefore, the aim of the 

qualitative inquiry of the present study was to explore how schools are shaping (or not) 

pupils’ attitudes towards DV (by investigating pupils and teachers experiences and 

perceptions of the role of schools in the formation of attitudes as well as preventing DV).  

4.6 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

The secondary analysis of the 2013 YPBAS (version B) sought to examine the magnitude, 

direction, and predictors of DV violence supportive attitudes among post-primary school 

pupils in Northern Ireland. The findings from the present study indicate that Northern 

Ireland does not differ from most other developed countries (DCs) where larger 

proportions of males than females have been found to justify DV (e.g. Burman and 

Cartmel, 2005). The gender differences observed for predictors of attitudes towards 

physical partner violence suggest a need for gender-tailored interventions to improve, 

change and challenge violence supportive attitudes among young males. The analysis 

established that generally pupils had attitudes that were disapproving of physical partner 

violence, however many males were more accepting of physical partner violence when 

the perpetrator was female and, in the situation, where a partner “slept with” someone 

else. Therefore, a key factor in prevention of DV is to change attitudes condoning of DV 

(particularly among young males) and to promote a zero-tolerance approach to DV. 

These findings also indicate the need to understand why males tend to hold more violence 

supportive attitudes than females and why does the context for the violence matter (e.g. 

Why is it that physical partner violence is more tolerable when a partner “slept with” 

someone else?)  Thus, the findings from the secondary analysis informed the design and 
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conduct of subsequent qualitative group discussions with young people which aimed to 

explore in more depth the relationships and patterns observed in the attitudinal data 

analysed and reported above.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: PHASE 2 QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION:  

‘YOUNG PEOPLE’S UNDERSTANDINGS OF AND ATTITUDES TOWARDS 

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE’ 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

A primary aim of phase two was to explore young people’s acceptance towards DV by 

gender as not much is known about the reasons why young people tolerate, and even 

justify violence (McCarry, 2010; Sundaram, 2016).  Moreover, determining how and why 

these opinions are formed, and untangling these underlying causes constitute a 

fundamental step in prevention (Sundaram, 2016). Using thematic analysis as outlined in 

chapter three, this chapter discusses the main themes which emerged from the discussions 

with pupils in relation to their understandings of and attitudes towards DV (gendered 

understanding of DV; DV perceived as a ‘private matter’; naturalisation of men’s 

violence against women; female victimisation is underrepresented in males’ accounts of 

DV; DV can be deserved; individual, situational and societal factors as explanations of 

DV) with the aim of improving prevention and intervention efforts particularly in 

Northern Ireland. 

5.2 WHAT IS DOMESTIC VIOLENCE? YOUNG PEOPLE’S 

UNDERSTANDINGS AND DEFINITIONS  

An important starting point for the current research was obtaining a measure of young 

people’s definitions of DV. Given that previous research has shown that knowledge 

influences the formation of attitudes (influence what is acceptable or is not acceptable 

regarding the use of DV) (Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005; Gracia, 2014; Harris et al., 2015), 

garnering young people’s own definitions and understandings of DV is a further focus of 

the present study. Young people were encouraged to articulate their own beliefs about 

which acts, and behaviours comprise DV, taking care not to stifle their views by imposing 

the researcher’s own definitions. Young people’s own definitions and understandings of 

the issues of DV have rarely been sought (e.g. Burman and Cartmel, 2006; Burton et al., 

1998; McCarry, 2007) and in addressing this limitation, pupils’ perceptions of what 

‘counts’ as DV were explored. For these reasons, the researcher included several 

questions to gain insight into young people’s knowledge and understandings of DV. 
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5.2.1 GENDERED UNDERSTANDING OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

In brainstorms, about the word ‘domestic violence’ (see Appendix X), DV was associated 

with a wide range of behaviours. There was a variation in young people’s definitions of 

DV, although on a whole there was recognition that DV is not restricted to acts of physical 

violence (even though physical violence was the most frequently cited form of DV). 

Physical violence was perceived as only one manifestation of a range of behaviours that 

perpetrators of DV practise. As reflected in the quotes below, most groups acknowledged 

that DV can consist of psychological, physical, coercion, sexual, and economic forms of 

abuse: 

Rachel (FG28): ‘Mistreating people. If you’re physically abusing someone. 

Manipulating them and controlling them in a relationship. And emotionally if you 

curse them and make them feel really low self-esteem and stuff. Financial abuse 

too.’ 

Una (FG9): ‘I think domestic violence is anything that could cause hurt to the 

other person, it could be physical or emotional hurt, it all counts as domestic 

violence’. 

Martin (FG1): ‘There are different types of abuse. Types of physical abuse and 

more mental abuse. Call it torture’.  

Louise (FG25): ‘Violence in relationships. Domestic violence is not just physical, 

but it can be emotional, financial, sexual’. 

Farrah (FG29): ‘Domestic violence is verbal and physical abuse. Mental and 

sexual too’.  

However, there was one group of males who had very little knowledge or understanding 

of DV, and thus found it difficult to identify or describe abusive behaviours. As illustrated 

in the following excerpt, Tom revealed he had no awareness or knowledge of the term 

‘domestic violence’: 

Tom (FG24): ‘I don’t know what domestic violence is, I haven’t a clue what it is 

(laughs)’. 
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Within the same group discussion, Enda showed some understanding of DV by 

considering abusive behaviours as domineering and entailing physical partner violence: 

Enda (FG24): ‘Isn’t that a couple beating each other up? I have a rough idea of 

what it is. Bullying and stuff like that’. 

As emphasised in the following quote, the lack of knowledge about DV among this group 

of young males, meant it was difficult for them to articulate and use the correct 

terminology to identify or describe forms of abuse: 

Sean (FG24): ‘Well, I wouldn’t call it bullying, I’d call it more just (laughs) it’s 

hard to explain. Its more abuse than anything. That’s the way I see it’. 

It is worthy of note, when a young male did not understand what the term DV meant it 

was done so in a way that connoted humour.  

Gender differences emerged in young people’s understandings of DV with several young 

females identifying non-violence tactics of ‘control’ as a form of DV. As illustrated in 

the following quote, Vanessa acknowledged that DV also entails non-physical actions 

such as coercive control: 

Vanessa (FG11): ‘Not necessarily physical violence but really controlling 

behaviour’. 

Furthermore, Katie recognised that DV also includes coercive behaviours such as 

regulating their partner’s everyday lives: 

Katie (FG9): ‘Whenever someone says, ‘domestic violence’ you automatically 

think bruises and cuts and stuff, but there are other forms of domestic violence 

where it is kind of like ‘don’t wear this when you go out’, and ‘don’t talk to that 

person’, and ‘delete them of snapchat’. 

Others, like Kiera understood that control can also be aided through economic abuse and 

regulating your partners actions: 

Kiera (FG18): ‘Not letting them have money. Controlling their money. Not letting 

them see people or, like, go places. Telling them what to wear. Preventing them 



132 
 

from taking promotions in work because they don’t want them to be spending 

more time at work. They want them to be spending time with them’. 

Moreover, as reflected in the quote below, isolation (e.g. the intent to control her/his time 

and isolate her/him from her/his support system of family and friends) was identified as 

a strategy which can be utilised by abusers to exercise power and control over their 

victims:  

Sandra (FG16): ‘Controlling behaviours like say if you wanted to go and see your 

friends or members of your family and your other half was, “No, I don’t want you 

going to see them”, they just want to take you away from everyone– isolation’.  

Some females, as indicated in the following quotes, understood the complex nature of DV 

whereby perpetrators are manipulators who create a climate of fear for the victim and 

blame the victim for their abusive behaviour: 

Ellen (FG20): ‘I think perpetrators of violence are really manipulative people. 

Even if there not being violent towards the person, they always can manipulate 

and deceive that they’re so good, yet they can be really harming the other person. 

They can make it look like it’s the victim’s fault as well. If the victims always 

scared, they won’t say anything. And sometimes they’re made to think that it’s 

their fault. When they’re doing it, they’ll say they’ve done something wrong, so 

they basically deserve it’. 

Others, like Sarah understood that perpetrators use psychological techniques and 

manipulation to control the victims mind into thinking they are to blame for the hurt they 

endure: 

Sarah (FG29): ‘I think there’s a whole big brainwash, kind of thing, going on 

within the relationship as well. Victims have been told, they have been 

brainwashed so much saying, ‘You deserve it, this is what is right, this is what 

needs to be done,’ that they are that far, the victim’s mental health is completely 

broken, and they think, ‘Yeah, I do deserve this, this is the right thing’. 

As indicated in the following quote, Karen recognised that some abusive relationships 

tend to follow a repeated pattern of events over time whereby abusers effectively weave 

together intimacy and abuse to control their partners: 
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Karen (FG25): ‘Domestic violence will always happen again, they’ll turn around 

and say, it was only one time, never going to happen” and then there’s always that 

honeymoon period where it’s fine and everything’s happy but then it’ll always go 

back to – they might hit you again or they might do something again. Yes, the 

paranoia and you’d be tiptoeing around them all the time, not wanting to annoy 

them. You shouldn’t be in a relationship where you’re scared or feared of the 

person that you’re meant to love’.  

Karen describes the cycle of violence (Walker, 1979) whereby three phases are present 

in violent relationships: tension building phase, acute battering episode and the 

honeymoon phase. Karen demonstrates a very good understanding as to how love and 

intimacy precede the abuse, and thus the person affected by DV (victim) continues to face 

a violent situation. Given her robust understanding of the cycle of violence, DV was 

deemed unacceptable with the reasons being that no one should be made to feel 

consistently afraid by their partner. Overall, the references above indicate that many 

females in the current study perceived DV as actively depriving a partner of their basic 

human rights with the clear intention to control and dominate. These females were able 

to identify and describe coercive and controlling behaviours such as economic violence, 

isolation and limitations on autonomy and liberty.  

Fewer males understood the coercive nature of DV in comparison to females, however 

some young males as indicated in the following quotes did understand to some extent the 

controlling element of DV: 

Philip (FG5): ‘There is an aspect of control in it as well, trying to control your 

partner, try to keep them in your range so that you can know what they’re doing, 

and you have a control on them’. 

Oisin (FG7): ‘Sort of one person dominating over another person and making 

them feel smaller, less significant’. 

To summarise so far, it is evident that apart from one focus group (FG24), most young 

people had a good knowledge and understanding that DV includes a range of abusive 

behaviours.  Similar to previous studies (e.g. Burman and Cartmel, 2005; McCarry, 

2010), most young people in the current study were able to put forward a diverse 
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collection of behaviours, practices and orientations as encompassing DV. Thus, signalling 

recognition that many young people are cognizant of the conceptualisation of DV. 

However, gender differences emerged between the group discussions with many females 

illustrating a greater understanding of the correlation between power and control in 

abusive relationships. Many females understood the coercive behaviours abusers use to 

control and manipulate their intimate partners. On the contrary very few males identified 

coercive and controlling behaviours as a form of DV. Although many young males 

identified and described the different manifestations of DV (physical violence, sexual 

violence, and emotional abuse), most males did not recognise that these different 

manifestations are used to control the other partner (Donovan et al., 2006). Similar to 

Roberts and Price’s study (2019) females were more likely than males to consider a wide 

range of behaviours as DV, particularly the controlling behaviours. According to Stark 

(2007) this can be explained by men’s perceived rights to control women’s behaviour and 

bodies because of stereotypes of gender roles and expectations about gendered behaviours 

in intimacy. This lack of understanding between control and power in abusive 

relationships among young males is problematic as research by Stark (2007, 2009) and 

others (see Barter et al., 2009) indicate that controlling behaviour is the most prevalent 

form of abuse which underpins all other forms of physical and sexual abusive behaviour, 

and is often the most hidden form of abuse. Moreover, estimates suggest coercive control 

characterizes the strategy used by up to 80% of abusive men, and it is also the most 

dangerous (Butterworth and Westmarland, 2015/2016; Buzawa and Hotaling, 2003; 

Kennedy et al., 2018; Stark, 2007). Thus, the findings of the present study and previous 

research indicate that it is imperative that young males are provided with an understanding 

of the seriousness of coercive and controlling behaviours, which includes non-violent 

tactics of DV (e.g. intimidation, isolation, exploitation and deprivation of basic 

resources).  

5.2.2 DOMESTIC VIOLENCE PERCEIVED AS ‘A PRIVATE MATTER’ 

The most common type of relationship referred to by young people when discussing DV 

in the groups was abuse between two adults (usually male and female) within an intimate 

relationship (usually living together). Most young people, as reflected in the following 
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quotes, perceived DV as the type of violence which commonly occurs within the private 

sphere of one’s own home between familial relationships or cohabiting couples: 

Patricia (FG13): ‘Domestic violence is the kind of abuse or violence that goes on 

at home’. 

Gerard (FG8): ‘Domestic violence is violence within a home, whether that be 

family or a couple who live together’. 

Ollie (FG4): ‘Violence in the house between relationships or your family. 

Domestic violence is bad, it often happens domestically, probably in a house in a 

relationship’. 

Niamh (FG23): ‘I’d say domestic violence would happen more at home, behind 

closed doors.’ 

As indicated in the following quote, some young people like James considered DV as a 

“private” matter: 

James (FG30) ‘Domestic violence is violence within a relationship usually at 

home. It’s like more private and personal’. 

Given that DV was perceived as abuse which occurs within the private sphere of the home 

and kept hidden, some young people felt it was difficult to intervene in abusive 

relationships compared to other forms of violence which commonly occurs within the 

public domain (e.g. street violence): 

Peter (FG19): ‘Domestic violence is the kind of abuse or violence that goes on in 

the home. It’s always kept quite secretive. You are less inclined to get involved 

with a case of domestic violence rather than if you see someone hitting another 

person on the street. Because you don’t want to get involved in someone else’s 

business, because it is such a private and intimate problem, that it’s quite difficult 

to’.  

Peter felt it was easier to stay aloof from DV than intervene in “someone else’s business” 

given the intimacy and privacy attached to this type of violence. Peter believed 

intervening in other people’s relationships (particularly abusive relationships) as 

problematic and is something he would tend to avoid doing. Similarly, as indicated in the 
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following quote, beliefs surrounding the private nature of DV appeared to be a significant 

barrier to young people taking action where they know or suspect DV is occurring: 

Veronica (FG29): ‘I feel like we tend not to get involved with other people’s 

relationships so me personally I don’t think I would. I feel that it is not my place’. 

Veronica felt that there is a reluctance among community members to play a role in 

supporting others experiencing DV as they feel it is not their responsibility to intervene. 

Most young people considered DV to be a private, hidden matter which occurs within the 

private sphere of the home. Given the perceived privacy attached to this type of violence 

young people were reluctant to intervene or report cases of DV. “Not my business” or “it 

is a private matter” were among the reasons for not intervening. These young people 

considered DV to be a personal matter within the family sphere rather than a social 

problem or an issue of public interest. These findings are considered problematic as 

people who witness violence have an important role to play in both supporting victims to 

avoid harm and preventing further violent behaviour (Harris et al., 2015). Also an 

unwillingness to intervene when one becomes aware of DV facilitates a level of tolerance 

and acceptance (Emery et al., 2011; Gracia and Herrero, 2006a; Jewkes et al., 2015; 

WHO, 2013), which in turn creates a ‘culture of silence’ and enables DV to continue. 

As Voith (2017) noted in her review, “the protective effects of pro-intimate partner 

violence-intervention norms in a community are twofold, in that community members 

will directly intervene if they witness DV and perpetrators are less likely to continue the 

use of violence against their partners as a result of social pressure” (p4). The findings of 

the current study indicate that young people need to be provided with the knowledge that 

the responsibility for DV lies with the perpetrators, however, communities can play an 

active role in ending DV. Young people also need to be supported to understand the 

importance of reporting cases of DV, so there will be a willingness (rather than avoidance) 

to take a vocal stance against exploitive behaviour. DV must be addressed as a public 

concern and not only as a privatised, individualised problem (Lloyd, 2018). A bystander 

approach is therefore an important element of future DV prevention and intervention 

efforts to help young people recognise and prevent possible assaults, by educating 

individuals about DV and encouraging them to take action and speak up against 

aggressive, coercive, or disrespectful conduct (Banyard et al., 2004; McMahon, 2010; 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01146/full#B27
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01146/full#B47
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01146/full#B63
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01146/full#B108
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01146/full#B104
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4270348/#R3
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4270348/#R22
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Powell, 2011, 2012). Young people need to be provided with the capacity and skill set to 

intervene safely and effectively in cases where DV is occurring, and respond to precursors 

to violence (Berkowitz, 2009; Powell, 2011). Being an active bystander sends out a strong 

important message about the inappropriateness of the violent behaviours and the 

appropriateness of challenging such violence behaviours (Fenton and Mott, 2017). Pro-

intervention attitudes among potential informal sources of help, when shared collectively, 

can contribute to shaping local social norms that help deter this type of violence (Powell 

and Webster, 2018; Voith, 2017). If we all view ourselves as potentially active bystanders 

and learn strategies for speaking up against abuse, everyone in the community can be part 

of the solution to end DV and create safer communities (Tabachnick, 2009). 

5.3 WHO ARE THE PERPETRATORS AND VICTIMS OF DOMESTIC 

VIOLENCE? 

This section explores young people’s understanding of DV in terms of perpetration and 

victimisation. There was consensus in all focus groups that “anyone” can be susceptible 

to DV regardless of age, gender or type of relationship: 

Matthew (FG27): ‘Anyone could be a victim of domestic violence regardless of 

gender or age’. 

Karen (FG25): ‘Anyone and everyone can be a victim of domestic violence. 

Anyone in a relationship really’. 

Furthermore, as indicated in the following quotes some young people felt there should be 

no distinction between who can or cannot become victims of DV, rather they believed 

men, women and children alike can experience and be affected by DV: 

Jake (FG7): ‘Domestic violence does not discriminate; it can be a man, a child, or 

a woman’. 

Stephanie (FG28): ‘Anyone really, it could be a man in the relationship, it could 

be the woman in the relationship, or it could be the children; it could be anybody’. 

Although most young people on the surface believed DV to be symmetrical rather than 

asymmetrical, as the discussions in the group developed most young people (particularly 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01146/full#B86
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.01146/full#B86
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females) as indicated in the following quotes, recognised that females are the primary 

victims of DV.  

5.3.1 NATURALISATION OF MEN’S VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN 

Naturalisation describes the process whereby the young people conceived violence as a 

biological (and therefore natural) difference between men and women. Young people’s 

perceptions of DV were naturalised through gender (masculinity), a similar finding also 

found in Lombard’s (2012) qualitative research in Glasgow which explored 11-12-year 

olds understandings of men’s VAW. Most young people in the current study believed 

males were more likely to be perpetrators of DV due to the physical differences between 

the sexes (sexual dimorphism) whereby males were considered to be physically stronger 

and therefore more likely to cause harm than the same actions from females to males. 

These young people looked to the male body as providing a representation of the co-

existence of power and gender, manifesting itself in physicality: 

Thomas (FG27): ‘In most situations, not all, the male is physically stronger. 

There’s a very low percentage of relationships where the female is stronger than 

the male. Usually, when a woman’s angry they couldn’t physically harm to a 

certain point. Whereas I feel like a male could’.  

Lucy (FG20): ‘Because women are perceived as the weaker sex. Men’s physical 

ability, men are physically stronger than women’. 

Frank (FG15): ‘I think women are more likely to be victims of domestic violence 

because women they just seem physically weaker than men’. 

These views concur with the research evidence (e.g. Arriaga and Foshee, 2004; Bennett 

and Fineran, 1998), whereby VAW was widely attributed by the young people, to men’s 

greater physical strength. In terms of biological factors, these young people believed men 

are physically stronger, which in turn explains why they are more likely to be perpetrators 

of DV, a finding also noted in  Perez-Jimenez and colleagues (2017) qualitative study on 

the beliefs and attitudes towards IPV in a group of young Puerto Ricans. As indicated in 

the following quote, violence was naturalised through the abstract binaries of gender 

identity, for example, the physical embodiment of strength: 
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Alanna (FG10): ‘Mostly women. You see it all around social media, women are 

more likely to be victims– Men are more controlling; they’re stronger too 

sometimes and more likely to be more able – more strength.  For women to fight 

back, that doesn’t really happen often’. 

Thus, similar to Lombard’s (2012) qualitative research with 11-12-year olds in 

Glasgow, many young people in the present study believed VAW was naturalised by its 

link to male bodies that were deemed naturally stronger and therefore more able to ‘give’ 

or ‘take’ violence. Additionally, as indicated in the following quotes, given the 

distinctions between males and females physiques, many young females believed it was 

difficult for women to perpetrate DV or protect themselves from male-perpetrated 

partner violence: 

Annie (FG12): ‘Women are most likely to be victims of domestic violence 

because they feel more vulnerable than men. The men kind of feel like they’re 

stronger and they can stand up more’. 

Laura (FG14): ‘Women are more vulnerable than men. They can’t stand up for 

themselves, they’re not as strong’.  

Jessica (FG16): ‘The woman. Because they’re seen as more vulnerable and not 

able to fight back sometimes, so it usually ends up being them’. 

It is these rigid expectations and constructions of heterosexuality that underline young 

people’s understandings of violence. These views promote a hegemonic form of 

masculinity supported by notions of male dominance that include power, control, and 

physicality. Women are positioned in opposition to this, in terms of weakness, and 

vulnerability. Many young people in the present study suggested that males have greater 

physical strength than females, which in turn, they felt leaves women lacking the ability 

to enforce as much power in the relationship. These examples highlight the connection 

between strength and power in descriptions of male perpetrators and between weakness 

and protection in descriptions of female perpetrators, thus revealing the stereotype that 

it may be impossible to have a weak male or a strong female. These socially constructed 

ideas have the potential to criminalise men and to see women only as victims (Perez-

Jimenez et al., 2017).  Although males are the primary perpetrators of DV, it is not true 
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that men carry a genetic predisposition towards DV (Perez-Jimenez et al., 2017). 

Constructing male violence as part of this normative form of masculinity is extremely 

concerning because it further problematizes male VAW (Hearn, 1998). McCarry and 

Lombard (2016) caution that for as long as society constructs differences between 

women and men, girls and boys, as natural there is a foundation that enables the 

normalisation and justification of certain forms of DV.  

It is worthy of note when discussing DV perpetration young people tended to focus 

solely on physical violence in their rationalisations and forget about the other important 

forms of DV such as coercive control. It is important that young people understand that 

other forms of abuse can be just as devastating as physical abuse, if not more 

devastating. In many cases, psychological abuse affects inner thoughts and emotions 

more than physical pain (Salamon, 2014). 

5.3.2 FEMALE VICTIMISATION IS UNDERREPRESENTED IN MALE 

ACCOUNTS OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

During the group discussions, many young males ignored male VAW by focusing the 

discussion on the issue of masculine expectations prohibiting help-seeking behaviours 

among male victims of DV. This finding is similar to a recent qualitative study on the 

beliefs and attitudes towards IPV of young people in Puerto Rico. Perez-Jimenez and 

colleagues (2017:2059) reported that ‘when it comes to men, both men and women have 

a lot to say, but when it comes to women, men tend to remain quiet’. It appears that 

males overemphasise their victimisation and underrepresent their own violence (Gadd 

et al., 2002; Hearne, 1996).  

As indicated in the following quote, many young males believed that men are less likely 

to speak out about victimisation in comparison to women. As indicated in the following 

quote, John-James felt there was a stigma attached to victims of DV, especially male 

victims as they are expected to be able to cope with abuse and protect themselves, rather 

than needing to disclose abuse to others or seek support:  

John-James (FG17): ‘There’s sort of a stigma associated with domestic violence, 

if you’re a man, you should be able to put up with it, that it’s not really domestic 

violence if you’re a man, because you should be able to deal with that kind of 
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thing.  There’s kind of a stigma, and there’s a kind of taboo that you wouldn’t talk 

about it, that you wouldn’t feel confident talking about domestic violence with 

people’. 

Many young males in the present study believed there is some form of pressure 

embedded within society to adhere to stereotypical gender identities whereby males are 

expected to deal effectively with, and tolerate DV, whereas females are not. As a result 

of this, many young males asserted that help-seeking behaviours among male victims 

are often uncommon. As highlighted in the following quotes, several males believed 

that men are reluctant to disclose experiences of female-perpetrated partner violence as 

they feel too ashamed for not having met the dominant cultural expectations surrounding 

the constructs of masculinity in heterosexual relationships: 

Eoin (FG15): ‘I think more women come out and say they have been abused 

rather than men, because men kind of feel embarrassed to say, ‘oh my wife is 

doing this,’ but if a woman said, ‘my husband is doing this’. Men like to be 

manly and everything. They want to be the man of the house’.  

Daniel (FG19): ‘It would be embarrassing for a man to get abused by their wife. 

And, if the woman was abusing their husband, it would be like, “Well, stand up 

for yourself.” Like, “Man up.” 

Nigel (FG22): ‘Men have grown up trying to have this macho image, men don’t 

want to speak out, men in particular just don’t want to do it because it’s 

embarrassing, it’s seen as embarrassing’. 

The quotations above indicate that many males believed that maintaining a sense of 

masculinity precedes the importance of help-seeking. Others also believed that male 

victims tend to keep female-perpetuated partner violence hidden rather than disclosing 

it to others due to the fear of being perceived as “weak” or less masculine: 

Jackie (FG1): ‘Both can be abused but men would be least likely to say anything 

because they feel weak if they were being abused, so women are more likely to 

speak up about it’. 
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Daniel (FG26): ‘You hear more about women being victims in domestic violent 

relationships. They speak more about it. Men don’t want to be shown as weak... 

they just don’t want to open up about things, keep it quiet’. 

As the quotes above suggest, some males believed that male victims suffer because of 

dominant constructs of masculinity whereby males feel great pressure to adhere to what 

society considers to be ‘acceptable masculine’ behaviour. Similar to McCarry’s (2010) 

study young people discussed the implications of men’s victimisation in terms of how 

it makes them look which again is “weak” in terms of their masculinity. 

Some males spoke personally as to what they would do if they experienced female-

perpetrated partner violence. As indicated in the following quotes, these young men 

asserted that they would be keen to keep the matter hidden rather than discussing it with 

others or reporting it: 

Thomas (FG27): ‘It’s like if it’s happened to you, you’d try to keep it sort of low 

key and don’t let just anyone know’. 

Dom (FG22): ‘Personally in my opinion, if I was getting beat up, I wouldn’t tell 

anyone because I’d be scared of people laughing at me. I think it all comes from 

being a traditional strong pride. A lot of males would still agree that you shouldn’t 

be telling people if you’re getting hit by a woman’.  

One group of males believed that religious beliefs, practices and values further 

discourages male victims disclosing female-perpetrated partner violence. As explained in 

the following quote, Andrew felt that religion impacts on norms and beliefs around 

masculinity whereby males are expected to showcase strength regardless of difficulties 

encountered in life: 

Andrew (FG21): ‘Most of us have Unionist backgrounds and one of the parts 

that comes with Unionist men is strength – it’s just being able to deal with things 

– It is literally no surrender, it’s drummed into Protestant boys from young ages, 

“We don’t give up, we don’t show weakness, don’t cry, just never give in. 

Personally, although I wouldn’t judge anyone for crying or anything like that, 

although I learned things like that, I personally believe that you shouldn’t cry 
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and personally maybe you shouldn’t show any weakness to anyone but that’s not 

resulting because that’s just my personal beliefs.  

Thus, as the quote above indicates Andrew felt that males who uphold a Protestant faith 

are reluctant to speak out about female-perpetrated partner violence as it refutes their 

religious values.  

To summarise, many young males in the present study believed that men do not and 

would not access help due to the embarrassment for not having met cultural expectations 

surrounding expectations of heterosexual men (machismo) in addition to the fear of 

humiliation by others. Therefore, according to these young males, the consequential 

feelings associated with being a male victim of DV negatively influence males help-

seeking and may contribute to victims feeling unable to escape an abusive relationship 

(Chang et al., 2006; Waldrop and Resick, 2004). As supported by Tsui et al. (2010) the 

findings of the present study indicate a need (for services) to address factors including 

cultural and social expectations, masculinity identity, secretiveness, and shame which 

appear to limit help-seeking behaviours by male victims, as men (like women) in 

abusive relationships need support and understanding, not judgment. However, the 

findings of the current study also suggest that young males do not perceive female 

victimisation as important as women’s experiences of DV were ignored in all male 

group discussions. Instead young males overemphasised male victimisation and 

underrepresented female victimisation. This finding resembles previous research 

whereby men tend to under-report their perpetration of violence and over-report 

victimisation (Gadd et al, 2002; Hearn, 1996). Young males in the present study do not 

have a realistic approach of DV as their discussions did not reflect what research shows, 

whereby women experience higher rates of repeated victimisation and are much more 

likely to be seriously hurt (Carbone-Lopez et al., 2006; Walby and Allen, 2004; Walby 

and Towers, 2017; Whitaker et al., 2007) or killed than male victims of DV (ONS, 

2017); women are more likely to experience higher levels of fear and are more likely to 

be subjected to coercive and controlling behaviours (Archer, 2000; Dobash and Dobash, 

2004; Hester, 2013; Myhill, 2015, 2017; WHO, 2010a). Thus, these findings indicate 

that young males need to be provided with the knowledge that there are important 

differences between male VAW and female violence against men, namely the amount, 

severity and impact (Women’s Aid, 2015). It may be that the young males in the present 



144 
 

study undermined and ignored female victimisation because they did not have a good 

understanding of ‘coercive control’. This postulation coincides with the recent finding 

of Hester and colleagues’ (2017) cross-sectional DV survey of men attending general 

practice in England, whereby only 4.4% of men reported that they experienced coercive 

control, a finding lower than Johnson et al. (2014) findings of 5.4%, and Myhill (2015) 

of 6%.  

5.4 HOW CAN DOMESTIC VIOLENCE BE EXPLAINED? 

 

5.4.1 DOMESTIC VIOLENCE CAN BE DESERVED  

Initially most young people had a very low tolerance of DV. In the circumstances where 

a partner nags or is disrespectful within intimate relationships, all young people were 

intolerant of DV. As indicated in the following quotes, many young people believed that 

inflicting violence to gain respect from an intimate partner was an unsuitable way to attain 

respect: 

Bernice (FG16): ‘You can’t demand respect from someone, if you don’t get it you 

can’t just hit them. You earn respect, you don’t force it’  

Kiera (FG18): ‘Because if you are looking for respect from them, if you harm 

them, then you are not going to get respect’.  

Many young people postulated other alternatives to violence such as negotiation or 

leaving the relationship, as respect was perceived as an imperative element of intimate 

partner relationships: 

Kane (FG5): ‘If you’re not being treated the way you want to be treated in a 

relationship, then it’s your right to say the person, “Listen, I’m not being treated 

right, so I think treat me with a bit more respect.” And, if they don’t then they 

should just walk out of that relationship because it’s not fair on them. Never turn 

to violence because in a way that’s you trying… That's you not being right to you. 

There’s no right way of using violence. In my opinion, you should never turn to 

it’. 

The quote above indicates that, regardless of difficulties encountered within intimate 

relationships DV is never acceptable nor justifiable. Furthermore, as illustrated in the 
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quote below, retaliation was deemed a “stupid” way of dealing with relationship 

problems, as young people believed loving relationships should consist of mutual 

understanding and affection: 

Annmarie (FG18): ‘If somebody else is disrespecting you, or whatever and you 

think that the only way to resolve that is violence, then that’s just stupid because 

there’s room for communication if you truly love someone. You should be able to 

talk to them and express emotion and stuff’. 

 

Regardless of the situational context (e.g. if a partner was nagging, not showing respect, 

and/or slept with someone else) most young people, as reflected in the quotes below, did 

not tolerate DV: 

Zack (FG4): ‘No, I don’t see any exceptions to domestic violence, it’s always 

wrong, violence is always inexcusable’. 

Darren (FG26): ‘Domestic violence is not acceptable in any way.’ 

Overall, as the quotes above indicate, most young people expressed a very low tolerance 

towards DV at a conceptual level. However, as discussions in the groups became more 

focused, some young people (particularly males) displayed a higher tolerance for DV, 

particularly when a partner was unfaithful. Some young people, as highlighted in the 

following quotes, anticipated loud verbalisations in the situation where a partner was 

unfaithful: 

Anita (FG9): ‘If my partner cheated on me?  I don’t know, I’d probably just go 

out. I would be really annoyed. I’m not a very violent person anyway, so I don’t 

think I would hit them, I’d just scream and shout at them (laughter)’. 

Anita believed she would be more likely to verbally violate a partner than physically 

abuse them in a situation where her partner was unfaithful. Moreover, Charlie also 

considered shouting and swearing to be tolerable in a situation where a partner was 

unfaithful: 

Charlie (FG27): ‘I think if you’ve just found out your partner’s been cheating, 

you’re going to be angry with them, you’re going to shout at them and swear at 

them a few times or something. Right? That’s acceptable because they… It’s more 
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so you are getting your point across than you meaning to abuse or hurt them. I 

think that's a lot better than…Physically hitting them’. 

Charlie believed that loud verbalisations and the use of negative language were an 

expected occurrence within the situation where a partner “slept with” someone else. He 

believed that the use of verbal expressions is an acceptable way to express emotions (e.g. 

anger) and convey information (rather than causing intentional hurt). With the tendency 

to minimise the damage caused by verbal abuse (shouting and swearing), Charlie believed 

it was “better” to inflict verbal abuse than physical abuse in the situation where a partner 

was unfaithful. Similarly, as indicated in the following quotes, some young people 

believed verbal abuse to be a suitable response to a partner who “slept with” someone 

else. Victoria believed that, regardless of gender, if someone cheats on their partner, they 

“deserve” to be held accountable for the consequences of their wrong doings, even if it 

leads to inflicting verbal abuse on a partner: 

Victoria (FG16): ‘Yes they deserve to be blamed for what they have done. If my 

boyfriend cheated on me, I’d go mad! I’d probably verbally abuse him (laughs) 

and they’d probably do the same – you would deserve it then.  That’s my feeling 

anyway’.  

Victoria believed that verbal abuse can be justified if a partner is unfaithful, and that the 

victim is responsible for, and deserving of the violence they experience because of their 

infidelity. Likewise, Rodney justified verbal abuse to a certain extent in the situation 

where a partner “slept with” someone else, however he is intolerant to physical violence: 

Rodney (FG15): ‘Well, it wouldn’t be okay to hit, but you would go a little mental. 

You can tell them off, but you can’t hit them. I think they deserve verbal abuse in 

that scenario (laughter). Not like serious, life threatening abuse, I just think, wise 

up’.  

Rodney recognised that verbal abuse can be potentially fatal, yet he still believed that 

verbal abuse is somewhat justifiable in the situation where a partner was unfaithful.  

Regardless of the situational context, all females were intolerant to physical partner 

violence, however some (two) males accepted physical partner violence in the situation 

where a partner “slept with” someone else. As reflected in the quote below, physical 
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retaliation was considered an anticipated consequence of infidelity within intimate partner 

relationships: 

John (FG30): ‘Well, like if was a bitch slap or something like that then … 

(Laughter) I think that’s expected.’  

Joe (FG22): ‘I would hit the other person. I would definitely not want to be with 

that person because I couldn’t trust them in the actions they do’.  

The quotations above illustrate that both males accepted physical partner violence in the 

situation where a partner was unfaithful. 

To summarise, the quotes above show evidence of victim-blaming attitudes among young 

people whereby DV is considered the fault of the victim rather than the perpetrator. Some 

young people, both males and females, believed verbal abuse (e.g. yelling, arguing, 

cursing) was an acceptable response to a partner who “slept with” someone else with the 

reason being that the victims “deserved” the violence inflicted on them because of their 

infidelity. In this sense the violent reactions were viewed as chastisements, as reactions 

to their partner’s actions. Similar to Sundaram’s (2016) study, perpetrators of violence 

were discursively constructed as victims and their use of violence, while not condoned, 

was justified or excused in this way. Problematically, these violence supportive attitudes 

serve to excuse and partly absolve the perpetrators of violence (Waltermaurer, 2012; 

Taylor and Sorenson, 2005). Heise (2011) cautions that these attitudes may lead to the 

possibility of young people perceiving victims of DV within a certain situation as worthy 

of sympathy, whereas other victims may not deserve sympathy because violence is 

perceived as “tolerable” in that situation. Thus, these findings indicate a need to support 

young people to hold perpetrators responsible for their behaviour (Peters et al., 2009; 

Pummell, 2017). It also appears that many young people did not realise that verbal abuse 

can be emotionally abusive, nor were they aware of the harmful consequences which 

manifest from verbal abuse (such as depression, anxiety and fear). Thus, it is important 

that young people are made aware and understand that emotional abuse (e.g. non-violent 

tactics) can be just as painful as physical abuse, if not more (Salamon, 2014). 

Violence was also narrated as a response to pent-up emotions with some young people 

accepting DV as a way of expressing emotions or dealing with difficulties encountered 
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within intimate partner relationships. These beliefs surrounding violence as an 

appropriate strategy or solution to relationship difficulties need to be changed. Although 

it is understandable that partners may feel annoyed in certain circumstances, young people 

need to be provided with the knowledge that there are alternative ways to dealing with 

anger other than verbal (e.g. yelling, arguing, cursing) and physical (e.g. punching, 

hitting) expressions. Children and young people need to be supported to develop 

communication and conflict management skills to help them understand how to manage 

frustration and avoid behaviours that escalate the argument and lead to violence 

(UNICEF, 2006).  

In the group discussions, young people’s perceptions of how and why DV happens was 

explored. As indicated in the following quotes, the group discussions revealed that many 

young people believed that no single factor explains why some people engage in DV 

perpetration, rather young people identified factors at the individual (substance misuse, 

mental health issue, intergenerational transmission of violence, desire to exert power and 

control), relationship (loss of control over behaviour e.g. stress), and societal levels 

(traditional gender norms) that may influence its occurrence. Thus, as supported by the 

“ecological model” (Krug et al., 2002) young people in the present study identified a 

combination of factors (individual, relational, and societal) as risk factors of IPV 

perpetration.  

5.4.2 INDIVIDUAL FACTORS 

5.4.2.1 SUBSTANCE MISUSE 

Congruent with previous research (e.g. Burman and Cartmel, 2005; Burton and Kitzinger, 

1998; Roberts and Price, 2019), the most common cited factor precipitating DV was the 

consumption of alcohol, and often this was linked with drug use: 

Una (FG9): ‘They could be under substance abuse or whatever. So, they act 

violently under the influence of that’. 

Ben (FG21): ‘There can also be drug-incentivised domestic violence’ 

Peter (FG19): Because a lot of domestic violence can happen with alcohol abuse 

and stuff. Because someone will get really bent on drugs and come home and 

batter their families or whatever’. 
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Finn (FG2): ‘It probably could be through drink and drugs as well, so if – they 

could have a problem and it led to perpetrating domestic violence. Drinking and 

being drunk is common in our culture, it’s almost a stereotype’. 

Some young people, like William believed that DV can occur when an individual 

consumes alcohol or drugs as these substances can cause changes in one’s emotions and 

thoughts:  

William (FG22): ‘Sometimes it happens because of drugs as well and alcohol can 

be a massive factor in anger and stuff, and it brings all these bubbling down issue 

up and then some people just lose control and be violent’.  

As the quote above suggests, some young people believed that substance abuse may lead 

to an individual losing control of their temper and thus becoming aggressive and 

perpetrating violence.  

5.4.2.2 MENTAL HEALTH ISSUES 

Similar to participants in Burman and Cartmel’s (2005) research, mental health issues 

were also seen as contributing to DV perpetration. As indicated in the following quotes, 

there was a tendency among young males to assume psychological explanations for the 

use of violence (Burgess and Draper, 1989; Dutton and Starzomski, 1993): 

Gerard (FG8): ‘Mental health’s probably a factor to why domestic violence 

happens’.  

Sean (FG24): ‘The person who causes the violence could be going through some 

things, like depression’. 

5.4.2.3 INTERGENERATIONAL TRANSMISSION (IGT) OF VIOLENCE 

Another set of perceived ‘causes’ of DV cohered around the idea of IGT of violence. 

Beliefs about the IGT of violence were widespread, and there was a consensus in most 

groups that violence produces violence. Several young people believed that DV can be a 

learnt behaviour and that behaviours are often learnt from one’s environment. For 

instance, some young people perceived childhood experiences in the home and parental 

relationships as influences on children’s future relationship trajectories. As indicated in 

the following quotes, many young people believed that children who grow up witnessing 
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violence learn that violence is normal, appropriate and inevitable in intimate partner 

relationships: 

Daniel (FG19): ‘If someone grows up and their parents were abusing each other 

they don’t really see what’s wrong with it because that's what they’ve grown up 

experiencing. It’s normal to them’. 

Eoin (FG15): ‘It could be the way their ma and dad are as well. And think it’s 

(domestic violence) acceptable maybe; they don’t know any different’. 

Many young people believed that children inevitably mimic and learn interpersonal skills 

from their parents. As indicated in the following quotes, they believed that children who 

grow up experiencing DV are likely to perpetrate violence in their own intimate 

relationships: 

Victoria (FG16): ‘It could be at the start, from childhood, the person could see 

his mum or dad physically fighting and then he could then think, “Well that’s 

how I should behave in this relationship” and then start hitting his wife or 

girlfriend or partner’.  

Niamh (FG23): ‘Maybe their parents, like say their father, will have abused their 

mum then they might do that (abuse) to their partner’. 

Louise (FG25): ‘If there are background issues; growing up maybe they’ve had 

experience of domestic violence and then it’s rubbed off on them’.  

The family was deemed the main socialising institution and the main source of childhood 

learning, thus some young people believed that aggression modelled between parents 

teaches children the appropriateness of such behaviour within intimate partner 

relationships. Considering this, as indicated in the following quote, some young people 

believed modelled behaviour is likely to be adopted: 

Philip (FG5): ‘I think it has something to do with people’s backgrounds. If 

someone grows up and their parents were abusing each other they almost don’t 

really see what’s wrong with it because that's what they’ve grown up 

experiencing. Things that happened to you when you were a child, it really 

influences you, so when you’re growing up and you’re just seeing domestic 
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violence in the home, they think it’s normal and they genuinely don’t know that 

there’s anything wrong with it (domestic violence). They resort to violence 

because it’s all they’ve ever known’. 

Others considered DV to be a chronic pattern which is the generational effect whereby 

the legacy of DV is passed on from one generation to the next: 

Michael (FG21): ‘The way I see it is people look up to their parents and they think 

- well you’re told from a young age, “Respect your elders, respect your parents, 

respect older members of the community” but if you’re looking at your older 

members of the community and they’re beating your mum up for example or 

they’re mentally abusing her, you’re going to think, “Well that’s just something 

that’s done” and then you grow up to mirror that with your partner and that’s 

where it keeps going, through the generation to generation to generation, that’s 

how it keeps going.’  

Daniel (FG26): ‘Some people could have some past experiences and then grew 

up with domestic violence and then don’t know how to control their anger and 

stuff’.  

Daniel believed that some people lack the knowledge or ability to control their own 

emotions and they too resort to perpetrating violence in similar situations. Overall, the 

above references indicate that beliefs about children learning behaviour through what 

they see, and experience were strongly supported among many young people. 

5.4.2.4 DESIRE TO EXERT POWER AND CONTROL  

A few young females, as indicated in the quotes below, understood that DV occurs within 

intimate partner relationships due to the desire of one partner to exert power and control 

over another:  

Sarah (FG11): ‘They just want to assert control and power, and to show their 

authority’  

Anita (FG9): ‘The control, because they’re not used to being told “no” or 

something. They just want power’.  



152 
 

Louise (FG25): ‘Because, somebody else feels superior. Or, they want to be 

superior’. 

Wanting to control his or her partner were offered by only a very small minority as 

explanations, yet these are issues that emerge from DV research and practice (Stark, 

2009).  

Despite being unable to cite any quotations, ‘paranoia’ and ‘jealousy’ were also 

commonly referred to by young people as reasons why someone may perpetrate violence 

against their intimate partner.  

5.4.3 SITUATIONAL FACTORS  

5.4.3.1. LOSS OF CONTROL OVER BEHAVIOUR 

As indicated in the following comments, some young males did not recognise DV as a 

partner exerting power and control over another, rather, they believed DV occurs when 

people lack control over their conduct: 

James (FG30): ‘If someone’s stressed or has some emotional vulnerability then 

people in a relationship take out their anger on someone, rather than talking about 

it. I think at that certain time they can’t control it probably.’  

Liam (FG27): ‘I don’t know it’s all depending on the lead up, you don’t know 

what kind of day that person had, he could have had a horrible day and he needs 

something going well and then if something just happens, he’s going to explode, 

you know?’ 

Furthermore, like Burman and Cartmel’s (2005) study, many young people identified 

sources of stress as contributing to DV perpetration, as they believed DV to be the product 

of difficulties in regulating annoyance: 

Dale (FG5): ‘Frustration of something else is taken out on the other person 

through domestic violence’.  

Susan (FG13): ‘Domestic violence might be how they deal with feeling anger; 

they just show it on everyone else’ 
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Laura (FG14): ‘Maybe with jobs and stuff like that, it’s putting more stress on 

relationships and people in the relationship are looking for a way to take out their 

anger because they’re so stressed’.  

Similarly, some young males believed that people sometimes resort to violence when they 

find it difficult to cope with stressful situations (such as financial strain) or use violence 

as a strategy to manage strong feelings of annoyance: 

Eamon (FG2): ‘Just like the pressure in the schools and in work and stuff, people 

take it all out and the first chance they get they’ll blow.  I think they just don’t 

know how to cope with all the stress levels.’  

Derek (FG6): ‘It could be stress from lack of funds in the house or something like 

that. You take it out on your other half’.  

Others, perceived violence as a somewhat expected outcome of an argument that is full 

of anger and excited feelings:  

Jake (FG27): ‘If it was a very heated situation and the woman did turn around and 

slap the man – it’s not a good thing for her to do, but you can understand why she 

did it’.   

Ollie (FG4): ‘I think domestic violence is more understandable when you’re put 

under pressure or something like that happens, it triggers something in your head, 

you go mental’. 

Likewise, Eamon believed DV can be overlooked if a perpetrator was annoyed or irritated 

at the time violence was inflicted: 

Eamon (FG19): ‘If it’s something like that, and one person gets angry one time 

then you can sort of see past it because there was a heated situation going on, but 

if domestic violence is continuously happening, then it’s completely wrong.’  

The frequency of violence influenced Eamon’s tolerance of DV, whereby continuous 

violence was considered unacceptable but an isolated incident of DV could be overlooked 

if the perpetrator was angry at the time violence was inflicted. Thus, violent behaviour 

was framed within an empathetic understanding of the perpetrator’s anger. 
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5.4.4 SOCIETAL FACTORS  

5.4.4.1 TRADITIONAL GENDER ROLES 

A minority of young people referred to more structural explanations (e.g. patriarchal 

society) as to why DV happens. These young people identified the unequal power 

relations (gender roles) between heterosexual couples as an underlying reason for DV.  

These young people felt that stereotypes about the proper roles and responsibilities of 

men and women in the family structure (whereby traditionally women are relegated to 

subordinate positions) reinforce the mentality that men are the leaders of the family and  

have the right to control women’s behaviour by any means necessary: 

Ellen (FG20): ‘I think as well that for hundreds of years the man has always been 

seen as the money-maker and then he’s the one that puts the roof over the head, 

like brings bread to the table, and the woman’s kind of meant to be there at his 

beck and call, really, so that if he’s the one that’s keeping the roof over her head, 

then she should be able to accept what comes with him as well’.  

Niall (FG19): ‘Because kind of between a man and a woman, the man has kind 

of traditionally dominant role where he was the controlling person in the 

relationship’  

These comments support Lombard’s (2016) argument that ‘placing people with existing 

roles of powerful and powerless, the person with control becomes justified in their 

controlling actions’ (p250). Additionally, Niall maintained that religious beliefs and 

values instils and reinforces unequal traditional gender-roles within the family by locating 

men as breadwinners and women as carers: 

Niall (FG19): ‘Another thing is religion though, it takes a very big stance on this 

because religion – or at least in Christianity, it’s focused on a man is the 

breadwinner and a woman – not particularly has to stay in the house and look after 

the children but it’s got that sense – a woman’s never as equal as a man’.  

This comment supports Walby’s (2004) argument that these sexual divisions are 

produced and reproduced through the ideology of separate public and private spheres. 

This in turn perpetrates heterosexuality through an adherence to the ‘gender order’ 
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(Connell, 2000). Furthermore, Niall felt it was difficult to move outside the 

heteronormative boundaries within the family structure: 

Niall (FG19): ‘I think the reason why no-one ever really think about DV is 

because, and also why it’s so common is because Northern Ireland is quite 

attached to the traditional family structure, in that you have certain rules in your 

family and you don’t want to agitate what you’ve been given as your role, whether 

it be as the child, whether it be as the wife or husband’.  

Some young people like Tina believed gender-roles should not impact upon attitudes 

towards DV, rather it was felt important that people are provided with the knowledge that 

regardless of gender-roles no one should be expected to tolerate DV: 

Tina (FG20):’ It is important to educate people that these kind of classic gender 

roles in a relationship: it’s not okay for a man, just because he might be the kind 

of dominant person in a relationship, it’s not okay for him to be perpetrating 

domestic violence. Just because that’s kind of the classic role that we might see 

from the past, that’s not okay’. 

The above quote indicates that some young people challenged the legitimacy of men 

being permitted to use violence as a resource simply because they are men. Tina felt it 

was important to oppose and challenge these divisions which sustain heteronormative 

boundaries and justify men’s violence. This finding concurs with Butler’s (1990) 

contention that as long as biological sex is viewed as a core indicator as an essential self, 

an embodiment on which to base gender identity, heterosexuality will continue to be 

envisaged as a natural progression, with opposition constructed as normative and 

anything outside these heteronormative boundaries an ‘abnormal’ or ‘wrong’ (West and 

Zimmerman, 2009). 

5.5 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This chapter discussed young people’s understandings of and attitudes towards DV, by 

exploring perceptions of different ‘causes’ and examining how DV was justified. 

Regarding young people’s understandings of DV, most young females had a good 

awareness of DV, and the manifestations used to control partners. However, few males 

acknowledged coercive and controlling behaviours as an expression of DV. Furthermore, 
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many young males overemphasised male victimisation and underrepresented female 

victimisation. Thus, there was evidence of a gendered understanding of DV among young 

people in the present study. These findings highlight the importance of educating males 

about the gendered nature of DV, and that DV is the pattern of incidents of controlling, 

coercive, threatening behaviour or abuse which can encompass, but is not limited to 

psychological, physical, sexual, financial, emotional (Home Office, 2013). Moreover, 

many young people identified individual, relational and societal factors as contributing to 

a greater likelihood of IPV perpetration. Thus, indicating that many young people 

understood that factors at the different levels of the social ecology help explain why some 

people may be at risk of DV perpetration. 

While many pupils did not validate excuses for DV whereby no action justifies the actions 

of the abuse, nor should it be used as a rationale for their behaviour, others believed DV 

can be justified in certain circumstances. Similar to Burman and Cartmel’s study (2005) 

some young people (particularly males) tended to ‘shift ground’ as it were and move from 

initial condemnation of violence to more accepting stance in the situation where a partner 

was unfaithful. The type of violence perpetrated and situational context in which incidents 

take place was significant for establishing whether actions are in themselves acceptable. 

Some young people perceived verbal abuse as “deserved”, in instances where they 

consider the victim to have “provoked” the perpetrator (e.g. by cheating). A minority of 

males also accepted physical partner violence in the situation where a partner “slept with” 

someone else. This level of expectation of violence among young men in particular and 

their potential willingness to use violence are a cause for concern and echo findings from 

several other studies with young people (e.g. Burman and Cartmel, 2005). This suggests 

that, at least, a discourse of tolerance regarding DV existed among the young men. These 

violence supportive attitudes indicate the need to provide young males with the 

knowledge that, regardless of the situational context, nobody deserves to be abused 

(manipulated, injured, or to have their self-esteem ruined).  Overall, these qualitative 

findings indicate a need to target, engage and involve males rather than follow gender-

neutral interventions to shift these destructive attitudes among young males and to change 

attitudes towards DV in Northern Ireland.  

Furthermore, many young people considered DV as a private matter within the family 

sphere rather than a social problem or issue of public interest. These findings indicate the 
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need to support young people to understand the importance of reporting cases of DV, so 

their willingness (rather than an avoidance) to take a vocal stance against exploitive 

behaviour. Thus an important element of future prevention and intervention is to 

encourage young people to take action and speak up against aggressive, coercive or 

disrespectful conduct (Banyard et al., 2004; McMahon, 2010; Powell, 2011, 2012) by 

providing young people with the capacity and skill set to intervene effectively in cases 

where DV is occurring, and respond to precursors of violence (Berkowitz, 2009; Powell, 

2011). 

The subsequent, and final, findings chapter reports on pupils and teachers’ experiences 

and perceptions of the role of school in preventing DV. 
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CHAPTER SIX: PHASE 2 QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION: 

‘PUPILS AND TEACHERS EXPERIENCES AND PERCEPTIONS OF THE 

ROLE OF SCHOOLS IN PREVENTING DOMESTIC VIOLENCE’ 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

For this chapter, the researcher was interested in collecting qualitative data to investigate 

teachers and pupils’ experiences and perceptions of school based DV education aimed at 

preventing DV. Obtaining pupils and teachers experiences and perceptions of DV 

education themselves was felt to be of particularly importance in exploring the potential 

role of schools in preventing DV for this audience. During the qualitative interviews, 

teachers and pupils’ views and opinions concerning DV education in schools were 

explored. Semi-structured interviews were carried out with 14 post-primary school 

teachers (see Table 14) and 30 group discussions with 188 post-primary school pupils 

(see Table 15) with the goal of making recommendations for advances in prevention 

education during schooling. Using thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) the 

following themes were identified as barriers to DV preventative education (schools 

‘culture of silence’ prohibits help-seeking behaviours; DV seems at best variable and at 

worst non-existent; lack of teacher knowledge about DV; religious constraints and 

schools’ academic priorities). Moreover, further themes emerged in relation to 

suggestions as to how schools can potentially prevent DV (implement DV as a 

compulsory topic within curricula; additional resources, finances and teacher training to 

support DV preventative education; content needs to be authentic, engaging and 

inclusive; spiral approach to DV education (learning about DV is repeatedly revisited, 

building young people’s learning across their school career); raise awareness of DV 

support services). The themes presented here developed from views expressed by most 

pupils and teachers within each of the discussions, as well as across the entire sample. 

The selected quotes aim to illustrate patterns in views held across gender and school 

settings.  
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Table 14: Teacher Characteristics 

Teacher School 

Management 

Type 

Setting Type School-type Age 

Range 

Gender 

H Catholic 

Maintained 

Grammar Single sex 

(female) 

40-45 Female 

E Catholic 

Maintained 

Grammar Single sex 

(female) 

55-60 Female 

G Catholic 

Maintained 

Non-

Grammar 

Co-

Educational 

45-50 Male 

D Catholic 

Maintained 

Grammar Single sex 

(male) 

45-50 Male 

A Catholic 

Maintained 

Non-

Grammar 

Single sex 

(male) 

45-50 Female 

B Catholic 

Maintained 

Non-

Grammar 

Single sex 

(female) 

60-65 Female 

F Catholic 

Maintained 

Grammar Single sex 

(male) 

45-50 Female 

C Catholic 

Maintained 

Non- 

Grammar 

Single sex 

(male) 

55-60 Female 

I Catholic 

Maintained 

Non-

Grammar 

Co-

Educational 

40-45 Female 

J Catholic 

Maintained 

Grammar Co-

Educational 

40-45 Female 

M Controlled Non-

Grammar 

Co-

Educational 

45-50 Female 

L Controlled Non-

Grammar 

Co-

Educational 

50-55 Female 

K Controlled Non-

Grammar 

Single sex 

(male) 

40-45 Female 
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Small: 0-499 pupils, Medium: 500-999 pupils, Large: 1000 or above pupils 

 

Table 15: Pupil Characteristics 

School 

Management 

Type 

Setting 

Type 

School 

Type 

School 

Size 

Focus 

Group 

Number 

School 

Year 

No. of 

Pupils 

Catholic 

Maintained 

Non-

grammar 

Single sex 

(male) 

Small  1 13 5 

2 14 6 

Catholic 

Maintained 

Non-

grammar 

Single sex 

(male) 

Medium 3 13 5 

4 14 5 

Catholic 

Maintained 

Grammar Single sex 

(male) 

Medium 5 13 7 

6 14 6 

Catholic 

Maintained 

Grammar Single sex 

(male) 

Medium 

 

7 13 5 

8 14 6 

Catholic 

Maintained 

Grammar Single sex 

(female) 

Large 

 

9 13 8 

10 14 8 

Catholic 

Maintained 

Grammar Single sex 

(female) 

Medium 

 

11 13 7 

12 14 6 

Catholic 

Maintained 

Non-

grammar 

Single sex 

(female) 

Small 

 

13 13 9 

14 14 9 

Catholic 

Maintained 

Non-

grammar 

Co-

Educational 

Medium 

 

15 (male) 13 5 

16 (female) 14 6 

Catholic 

Maintained 

Non-

grammar 

Co-

Educational 

Small 17 (male) 13 5 

18 (female) 14 6 

Catholic 

Maintained 

Grammar Co-

Educational 

Medium 19 (male) 13 6 

20 (female) 14 7 

Controlled Non-

grammar 

Single sex 

(male) 

Medium 21 13 6 

22 14 6 

N Grant Maintained 

Integrated 

Non-

Grammar 

Co-

Educational 

40-45 Female 
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Controlled Non-

grammar 

Co-

Educational 

Small 23 (female) 13 7 

24 (male) 14 5 

Controlled Non-

grammar 

Co-

Educational 

Medium 25 (female) 13 6 

26 (male) 14 6 

Grant 

Maintained 

Integrated 

Non-

grammar 

Co-

Educational 

Medium 27 (male) 13 6 

28 (female) 13 6 

29 (female) 14 6 

30 (male) 14 7 

 

6.2 WHAT ARE PUPILS AND TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS AND 

EXPERIENCES OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE EDUCATION DURING POST-

PRIMARY SCHOOLING? 

6.2.1 SCHOOLS ‘CULTURE OF SILENCE’ PROHIBITS HELP-SEEKING 

BEHAVIOURS  

Many pupils perceived DV as a taboo topic within schools as it is rarely talked about 

during teaching and learning or generally within the school environment among pupils 

and teachers: 

Sarah (FG11) ‘Not much, I think domestic violence is a very taboo subject and 

school don’t really want to talk about it’.  

Andrew (FG21): ‘At the minute we’re not really talking about domestic violence 

in school, and it is happening’. 

One pupil provided an insight into a classroom discussion with a teacher in school 

whereby she was informed that it was not appropriate to talk about DV in school and thus 

talking about DV was interrupted and brought to a halt: 

Ann (FG9): ‘One time, in English, we were having a conversation about marriage, 

about gay marriage and things, and it was leading onto domestic violence, and my 

teacher turned around and said, ‘This is inappropriate,’ and we were like, ‘How is 

domestic violence inappropriate? Domestic violence is something that is 

happening,’ and she was just like, ‘No, I don’t want to talk about domestic 
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violence, don’t talk about that’. We were alright talking about gay marriage but 

as soon as it got onto abuse and how that can happen in any relationship, it was 

like, ‘Do not talk about this, we can't talk about that’. 

Many pupils perceived the prohibition of discussion on the topic of DV among teachers 

and pupils as problematic. These pupils felt that the reluctance of teachers to talk about 

DV discourages pupils to speak out about experiencing DV. As indicated in the quotes 

below, pupils believed that if schools and teachers were more open to discussing DV, 

pupils would be more inclined to disclose experiences of abuse in a school setting:  

Kiera (FG18): ‘At the moment, if you were experiencing domestic violence you 

wouldn’t really think to go to the school for help. But, if they talked about 

domestic violence more, then you would feel like you could’. 

Una (FG9): ‘If there are more people talking about domestic violence, there is 

more people going to come out and say, ‘Oh, I think I am being abused,’ or, ‘I 

think I am in a domestic violence relationship’. 

Some pupils felt that, if adults (e.g. teachers) do not talk about DV a rippling effect is 

created whereby pupils learn that they cannot talk about DV either. This in turn, they felt 

produces a culture whereby talking about DV is somewhat unacceptable, and therefore 

creates a reluctance to speak out about, or report experiences of DV: 

Alanna (FG10): ‘If adults don’t talk about domestic violence, how are we 

supposed to know? It’s like teachers and everything, if they can't talk about 

domestic violence, then how are we supposed to, if we are in an abusive 

relationship then we can't talk about it. It’s like they are cutting you off and they 

are saying, ‘Don’t talk about domestic violence,’ then you are like, it is not 

acceptable ever, to talk about domestic violence, so you keep it all in… and you 

think you are not allowed to talk about domestic violence, it’s all hush hush and 

if domestic violence goes on, it goes on, just don’t do anything about it, basically.  

Because, we are not really learning about domestic violence in school at all’.  

Pupils believed that the lack of opportunity to discuss DV within schools exacerbates the 

taboo attached to DV. As the quotes above illustrate, pupils were to some extent frustrated 

by the attitude of teachers to restrict teaching and learning or having conversations about 
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DV in school settings. Many pupils like Eamon felt that if they cannot talk about DV, it 

is even more difficult for pupils who may be experiencing DV to speak out and seek 

support:  

Eamon (FG19): ‘Because there’s absolutely nothing right now on domestic 

violence in schools, so literally doing something and having people talking about 

it can help in some way, even if having people talk about it to you. People giving 

talks or seminars makes people feel more open about talking about it. That can 

help as well. It might make somebody feel like they can talk about domestic 

violence, where they couldn’t before, just because they have other people talking 

to them about it’ 

The references above indicate that pupils felt there was a prevailing “hush hush” culture 

in schools in relation to DV, which in turn, they felt was an impediment to disclosures of 

DV within school settings. This is problematic provided that the Council for the 

Curriculum Examinations and Assessment Council for Curriculum, Examinations and 

Assessment, (CCEA) (2007) confirms that schools in Northern Ireland, a universal 

service to which all children have access, are in a unique position to recognise and 

respond to child protection and safeguarding concerns (which now includes exposure to 

DV). Thus, we would argue that this issue raised by pupils could be considered by schools 

to ensure pupils feel supported by schools in terms of disclosing cases of DV.  

6.2.2 DOMESTIC VIOLENCE EDUCATION SEEMS AT BEST VARIABLE AND 

AT WORST NON-EXISTENT 

In terms of teaching and learning about DV in schools, as indicated in the quotes below, 

several pupils reported that they did not receive any DV education during post-primary 

schooling: 

Dom (FG22): ‘In school it isn’t really talked about; domestic violence isn’t spoken 

about in school so there’s no education behind it, so it’s just what you think 

yourself’.  

Sandra (FG16): ‘Well, we haven’t really been taught about domestic violence in 

school, you don’t really get taught about domestic violence at school much and I 

think you should be. You have to learn about domestic violence yourself’.  
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Thus, these pupils felt it was up to them to learn about DV rather than schools having a 

role to educate pupils about DV. In most schools, young people felt Personal 

Development (PD) classes addressed the core social issues of drugs and alcohol, bullying 

and smoking. However, as reflected in the quotes below, the topic of DV was not dealt 

with explicitly in the curriculum: 

Louise (FG25): ‘In our Personal Development classes, the focus is on smoking 

and drugs and alcohol and yes that’s so important to learn about that and especially 

the bullying talks and stuff, but not much on domestic violence’. 

Katie (FG29): ‘Not much, I think domestic violence is a very taboo subject and 

school don’t really want to talk about it, because they more talk about drugs and 

firework safety’.  

Similarly, when teachers were asked about DV preventative education in their schools, 

as indicated in the following quotes, some teachers revealed that pupils were not receiving 

any teaching and learning on DV throughout their schooling careers:  

Teacher B: ‘I certainly know that domestic violence is not an area that is covered 

in the year 11 and 12 Personal Development programme, it’s not covered in year 

9 and 10, and it is not formally covered in the year 13 and 14 programme either’.  

Teacher I: ‘Domestic violence is not on our Personal Development programme. 

We have reviewed it, but we did not highlight domestic violence, it’s all to do 

with mental health and that sort of thing. Healthy Relationships is on it. There’s 

not much focus on domestic violence now; it’s all to do with the RSE programme 

and sexual relationships but not domestic violence’.  

Other pupils and teachers reported that pupils received some form of teaching and 

learning on DV during post-primary schooling. As reflected in the quotes below, these 

pupils described learning about DV in schools as short-lived as this issue was usually 

delivered on a one-off basis with basic content: 

Eamon (FG19): ‘They went over domestic violence really briefly, like once 

basically saying there’s different types of abuse and if it’s happening say it to 

someone, and that’s kind of like all they’re going say’. 
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Finn (FG2): ‘In the whole five years or so years I’ve been here, I think we’ve had 

a talk about domestic violence once or twice and that would be it’. 

Terry (FG8): ‘Well there wasn’t too much actually talking about domestic 

violence. I don’t think there was any specific lessons. Domestic violence might 

have been mentioned.  We covered over it, you were given a definition of 

domestic violence and that’s it’. 

Likewise, some teachers reported that the term ‘domestic violence’ is not communicated 

explicitly to pupils throughout the curriculum, rather the topic of DV is touched upon and 

vaguely delivered within the PD strand of the curriculum under the ‘relationships’ section 

(and in some schools touched upon in other curricular areas), in addition to external 

agencies delivering ‘one-off’ talks to pupils on DV: 

Teacher N: ‘We have Women’s Aid coming in, they would have covered domestic 

violence with the pupils. Domestic violence would be touched on in the sense that 

we have ‘Love for Life’ the organisation that we would use, and they would kind 

of cover domestic violence in an age appropriate way within the school. I’m just 

even thinking in terms of our PD curriculum, domestic violence probably isn’t 

covered specifically, it’s probably touched on under relationships but maybe not 

explicitly in that sense’. 

Teacher ‘J’ revealed that a ‘one-off’ assembly on DV was delivered to pupils, and an 

external agency delivered some content on DV in school, however it appears that the topic 

of DV was not delivered specifically through the many subject areas within the 

curriculum: 

Teacher J: ‘When I was head of KS4, we did an assembly, there was a week and 

we done a domestic violence day and there was a competition, one class did 

participate, they had to write a story or poem and we did deliver a class assembly 

on domestic violence. We have had NEXUS in, they are excellent, and whilst it 

wasn’t focused exclusively on domestic violence it was covered as part of it, it 

was child sexual exploitation, it had everything, it was encompassing in that 

regard and that was effective.’  
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Additionally, Teacher ‘E’ felt there was a need for further importance given to DV 

education prevention, particularly across the curriculum: 

Teacher E: ‘Our Personal Development, Learning for Life and Work, anything we 

touch in terms of Relationships curriculum work not particularly highlighting 

domestic abuse per say. Women’s Aid did come in. We would also have a 

Relationships and Sexuality Education Policy. Domestic violence is a difficult 

topic and it is not a wide-ranging topic in schools, but it is been hinted at or talked 

about through the guises of general relationships and other issues that are been 

contributory factors such as drug and alcohol abuse etc. Domestic violence is 

probably been touched on but not focused upon. Per say domestic violence is a 

topic which probably needs more emphasis in cross-curricular work’.  

As indicated in the following quote, school based DV prevention education seems to be 

conceptualised as ‘healthy relationships’ with the term ‘domestic violence’ left out rather 

than highlighted to pupils: 

Teacher L: ‘In the Personal Development programmes domestic violence would 

be mentioned, and in the GCSE LLW maybe a wee touch on it. ‘Love for Life’ 

come in and deliver a programme on healthy relationships to the Year 9s, Year 

10s and Year 11s. It’s too young for Year 8. Domestic violence links in but there’s 

nothing actually that says domestic violence, it’d just talk about healthy 

relationships. That sort of falls under that PD programme. There’s not much out 

there on domestic violence. Well, I suppose the clear wording domestic violence’ 

Although these schools (‘E’, ‘L’, ‘N’, ‘J’) implemented more than one delivery method 

for RSE (external agencies and through PD programme), and DV in particular, the topic 

of DV was not delivered explicitly within or across the curriculum. When it comes to the 

facilitation of DV preventative education, schools in Northern Ireland like many other 

countries, engage with an external agency to support delivery of aspects of the RSE 

programme (Keating et al., 2018).  

Some pupils felt there was an avoidance among teachers within school to provide quality 

time or meaningful teaching and learning on DV. These pupils felt teachers were required 

to cover the topic of DV, but in practice it was delivered inadequately.  This in turn meant 
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teachers could “tick-off boxes” to evidence that the topic of DV had been delivered, 

however in reality pupils felt it was neither beneficial nor worthwhile: 

Matthew (FG27): ‘Teachers just try to get it over and done with, so they can say 

they’ve done it essentially’.  

Ann (FG9): ‘Domestic violence education gives you more of a support network 

as well, because in school my teachers just say, ‘Okay, we’re here for you, if you 

want,’ and then they just move on as quick as possible. It’s like, ‘We’re here if 

you want to talk, but let’s get back to…’ whereas if schools talk about domestic 

violence more, and schools were actually there for you, if they bring in people, if 

they took time to do things like this, then you know they are not just saying it so 

they can tick off boxes by saying that they are here for you.  You know that they 

are actually going to sit and talk to you and be helpful’. 

As indicated in the references above, both pupils and teachers revealed DV preventative 

education is both scant and inconsistent during post-primary schooling. The term DV is 

not made explicit to pupils nor expanded upon, rather it is just hinted at through the 

curriculum on a one-off basis. 

Teacher ‘H’ revealed that their school delivered the ‘Healthy Relationships’ strand within 

the school’s PD programme across KS3 and KS4. In conjunction with this, an external 

agency comes to school on an annual basis delivering on the topic of DV to KS3 pupils: 

Teacher H: ‘There is ‘Healthy Relationships’ part of KS3 Personal Development 

programme in the school delivered by form teachers. One part is ‘Love Matters’ 

for all the year groups which is about relationships, healthy relationships between 

them and their friends, parents and family. We do bring Women’s Aid in the ‘Feel 

Good Week’ that has been very successful and has been going for a number of 

years so hopefully by the time a pupil gets to Year 11 they will have had a talk on 

domestic violence. At KS4 we also have Nexus come in too – very good and talk 

about healthy relationships and what would be good and what wouldn’t. ‘Healthy 

Relationships’ is on the PD scheme of work which is delivered during form 

period. We also have Relationships and Sexual Education Policy, which is very 
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much about relationships and sexual health, but the core is about relationships and 

having strong foundations and good attachments with people.  

Although some schools had external agencies come into school to facilitate the delivery 

of DV education, according to some teachers, often schools solely relied on external 

agencies to deliver the topic of DV to pupils through the school’s PD programme: 

Teacher C: ‘We are bringing in external agencies to speak to Key Stage 3 pupils 

about domestic violence, it is part of the Personal Development programme. 

Women’s Aid have come out to the school for a good 10-12 years delivering to 

the pupils. Women’s Aid deliver three different programmes to Years 8, 9 and 10. 

So they would see the pupils three years in a row and they would deliver a 

different programme each year. In Year 9 they come in for maybe 3 periods 

basically per day for 6 weeks, in Year 8 just for a half day. In Year 10 they would 

be in for a full day.’ 

Teacher A: ‘We take in external speakers to speak to the girls. In the PD 

programme they focus on friendship, romance, relationships, healthy 

relationships, and they have Woman’s Aid in to talk. So, specific to domestic 

violence Woman’s Aid show a video clip of teenagers displaying controlling 

behaviour and isolating others. We have Aware NI come in and speak to different 

year groups, which is all about mood and mood matters and how to recognise if 

you’re not being treated adequately if you’re the recipient of any kind of emotional 

abuse’. 

These schools (‘C’, ‘A’) used eternal organisations as substitutes to deliver lessons to 

pupils on the topic of DV. Even though the Department of Education RSE guidance for 

post-primary schools’ states that the PD programme should not be a ‘one-off’ occurrence 

(CCEA, 2015), in practice this is what appears to be happening in some schools in the 

present study. As illustrated in the quotes below, pupils who reported receiving DV 

education from external agencies (e.g. Women’s Aid), these sessions were perceived as 

informative and beneficial: 

Louise (FG25): ‘Women’s Aid had come in and did workshops for us. We went 

out once a week for three weeks and you’d done things from domestic violence to 
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looking at the actual person and who your dream person would be and why they 

would do that and the reasons behind everything’. 

Vanessa (FG11): ‘Well last week we had the Heading for Healthy Relationships 

programme, we had women in from Women’s Aid. They came and talked about 

domestic violence and everything. It was really good. She did all the warning signs 

of unhealthy relationships and who to go to if you needed help and they made us 

all put their number in our phone and everything in case we needed it, or we knew 

someone else that did. It was the first time we learnt about domestic violence in 

schools.’  

However, it was felt that DV education should be delivered on an ongoing basis and 

updated regularly for the retention of up-to-date knowledge on DV:  

Jake (FG7): ‘I think maybe once maybe two years ago I think there was a women’s 

group, they came in and talked to our year. Women’s Aid, I think. Talking about... 

I think domestic violence was a topic. It was good but it was only one day. You 

could forget something. Things change as well’. 

Likewise, as indicated in the following quotes, several teachers valued the use of external 

agencies to deliver lessons to pupils on DV. Teachers felt that the delivery of DV 

education prevention by external agencies adds variety, authenticity, gives schools the 

confidence that the topic of DV is delivered appropriately, which in turn, they believed 

has a long-lasting impact on pupils learning about DV: 

Teacher K: ‘External agencies such as Women’s Aid make domestic violence 

more relevant because they can talk about their experience, they could say, ‘Oh 

we’ve seen that, this is what happened, that happened’, whereas when you’re a 

teacher you tend to be talking a lot more from theory of it. Also, if you think about 

it from pupils’ point of view, like me I’m a Science teacher, so one minute I could 

be teaching Science, and then suddenly I’m talking about healthy relationships 

and I think that’s maybe hard for pupils to square up. Whereas when somebody 

comes in, they talk about experience of it, this is the reality and maybe it has a 

much bigger impact’.  
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Teacher B: ‘Definitely and we as a school would prefer having external agencies 

coming in to school, the girls respond better to that, they like someone coming in. 

It also means that we know it is been covered in a uniform way and it is been 

delivered in the same way, everybody who delivers a unit has their own style of 

delivering it, but when an outside organisation comes in it certainly means that it 

is been covered for all girls in the same way and that is really important’. 

Teacher’s ‘D’ and ‘J’ postulated that having external agencies coming into school 

delivering on DV as well as teachers, DV preventative messages are reinforced to pupils: 

Teacher D: ‘One of the reasons too that it is good for Women’s Aid coming in to 

deliver on domestic violence, you know it is done right , where we as teachers can 

do a certain amount of it,  reinforced by an organisation coming in puts a whole 

different spin on it , and they can tell the wee stories and sometimes students are 

sick looking at the same teachers all the time’. 

Teacher J: ‘Through our pastoral programme, that’s our PSHE at KS3, 4 and 5, 

those issues would be delivered by the form tutor and agencies coming in as 

appropriate to reinforce the message. I think sometimes the children like to hear 

it from somebody else, the build up a relationship with a teacher or form tutor, but 

agencies almost authenticate it, and variety is good, it is a different way of 

presenting’. 

Two teachers (‘D’ and ’E’) acknowledged that the amount of preventative education 

provided by external agencies is dependent upon the availability of funding on a year-to-

year basis. Therefore, although teachers value the work of external agencies, it appears 

that these outside organisations can be an unreliable resource of DV education prevention 

due to funding variations and constraints: 

Teacher D: ‘In the past Women’s Aid came in over a month and the Year 10s 

would get three sessions for an hour. So last year because of funding changed each 

class only got one one-hour session, then this year we were able to go back to two 

one-hour sessions, so it depends on what funding they have available each year’.  

Teacher E: ‘We also had six weeks of a domestic abuse workshop run by the 

Western Health and Social Services Trust and that was with a group of boys from 
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Year 11. It is done most years, but they offered that to us this year and the 

obviously had the funding for it and it would be depending on what is available 

then’. 

Most often funding was the determining factor for DV preventative education in schools 

and these sources of funding, being mainly short-term, rendered the programmes insecure 

and potentially unstable. This is problematic given that some schools in the present study 

solely relied on external agencies to provide DV education to the pupils in their schools.  

Of the 14 schools only three schools (‘D’, ‘F’, ‘M’) indicated that they provided primary 

provision of DV preventative education through a cross-curricular approach using a range 

of delivery methods: 

Teacher F: ‘We have a Pastoral Programme which links in with the Learning for 

Life and Work, the PD strand of the Curriculum and our aim is that it’s seen as 

cross-curricular, cross-subjects. A whole school approach, for example in Science 

they could be looking at the human body and Religious Education looking at the 

moral aspects or in class looking at relationships. So that’s the holistic approach, 

that’s our aim and particularly since the whole area of relationships and sexuality 

has come into the school Curriculum, we do try to blend it in across all subjects, 

where its most appropriate. We also have Women’s Aid who come in to talk to 

the girls about domestic violence during Pastoral Care Week. Women’s Aid 

deliver their programme to the Year 10s each year as we feel it is age appropriate. 

They would do the programme – a three session workshop with each of the three 

Year 10 classes. We also have the Love for Life team who come into Years 8, 9 

and 10, there are obviously speakers that will dip in and talk about hitting and 

harm in an age-appropriate way and dangers resulting from abuse of alcohol and 

domestic violence’. 

Teacher ‘M’ outlined that SRE is mapped across the curriculum alongside agencies 

coming into school and delivering on the topic of DV. Teacher ‘M’ also highlights that 

their school has a good partnership with external agencies: 

Teacher M: ‘Relationships and sex education is part of the curriculum and it's 

delivered in different ways.  Some of it's delivered through Science.  Some of it's 
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delivered through Learning for Life and Work.  And some of it's delivered through 

the pastoral period where it naturally fits rather than kind of tagging it on. The 

local Women's Aid come in and they deliver a series of workshops across Key 

Stages 3 and 4 and across the year groups. They talk about relationships, healthy 

relationships, and it also flags up the issue of domestic violence. The local Men's 

Advisory Project also do a talk about men as victims of domestic violence. We 

also work with Women's Aid at this time of the year. The entire school, all our 

classes, do hampers that go to Women's Aid. And the staff do gifts and things like 

that. So, there’s a kind of partnership there that involves sorts of aspects of the 

work of the school’.  

Similar to School ‘M’, School ‘D’ also aimed to adopt a cross-curricular approach to DV 

education prevention in conjunction with external agencies: 

Teacher D: ‘You can tailor your Pastoral Development programme to suit 

whatever you need, for example we look at RSE, domestic violence comes into 

relationships and sexuality too and we try to map it across the curriculum in 

Science, Home Economics and Religion, making sure that the key things are 

covered and are covered well. Women’s Aid come in and deliver the Healthy 

Relationships Programme with our Year 10s every year and that’s always very 

good.’ 

According to both pupils and teachers, Personal Development (PD) classes were the most 

common place young people learnt about DV within the curriculum., while others  

mentioned learning about DV in other subject areas such as Religious Studies, 

Citizenship, Personal Health and Social Education, Learning for Life and Work, and 

Health and Social Care. Despite this, as the quotes below indicate, DV teaching and 

learning in schools was perceived as both scant and inconsistent among many pupils: 

Jack (FG3): ‘Personal Development classes, yeah.  I suppose that was a topic at 

one stage, but it’s never really been a consistent flow of information’. 

James (FG30): ‘Citizenship. I think maybe we might have touched on it like back 

in the early years of school, but it wouldn’t have been something we would focus 

on. Lightly touched on it’. 
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Karen (FG25): ‘Yes, in R.E. a wee bit but not that much. But, we weren’t really 

taught about domestic violence, it was more the opinions on it, if that makes 

sense? It was all other people’s views, you didn’t get a chance to voice your 

opinion because it was part of the syllabus at the time and – You didn’t really 

learn about domestic violence, you didn’t learn anything – It was, “This is what 

the meaning is”. That was it. It wasn’t in depth’. 

Liam (FG27): ‘I think we’ve covered it once or twice like skimming over in form 

class, like Personal Development sessions. Domestic violence was literally just 

spoke of and that was it’.  

Many pupils perceived all social issues learnt during PD as important, however they 

reported that the same topics and content are repeated annually. Thus, these pupils felt 

there should be greater variation of topics which are applicable to their needs. As 

indicated in the quotes below, many pupils and teachers felt it would be pertinent to 

include DV teaching and learning within school’s PD programme: 

Tina (FG20): ‘We have a lesson like every Wednesday morning in PD, it kind of 

feels like we learn about the same thing every single year, like alcohol, drugs, 

coping with exam stress. It would be better to have something else new and 

something that would be relevant like domestic violence, especially as you are 

getting older and getting into more serious relationships.’ 

Leanne (FG12): ‘PD, every single year it’s alcohol, drugs, don’t bully, don’t throw 

fireworks at Halloween; it’s the same stuff every year.  They should bring in more 

varied stuff. I know all that stuff is important but there’s just so much of it and it’s 

the same thing every year, so if they’d vary it a bit more and brought in different 

issues like domestic violence’. 

Una (FG9): ‘I think people our age should be more informed about domestic 

violence, because no one has really been told about violence in a relationship. 

Even if you just do it (domestic violence education) in form class. The way they 

teach about alcohol and drugs, they should teach about domestic violence as well 

because they teach you about all the dangers of drugs, all the dangers of alcohol’. 
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Teacher B: ‘Including domestic violence in the PD programme would be a step 

forward... Domestic violence is probably very important to the young people, its 

far more important than other areas their looking at during PD.’ 

These quotes above indicate that pupils and teachers alike felt that DV preventative 

education is important and both stakeholders want lessons on DV to be included within 

curricula (e.g. schools’ PD programme).  

Niall believed learning about DV would link very well with teaching and learning about 

alcohol and drugs as sometimes intoxication can be a risk factor to DV perpetration and 

victimisation: 

Niall (FG19): ‘Yeah. Because, a lot of domestic violence can happen with alcohol 

abuse and stuff. Because, someone will get really, really high on drugs and come 

home and like batter their families or whatever’. 

To summarise so far, the qualitative interviews revealed that the education pupils received 

on DV during post-primary schooling was at best variable and at worst non-existent. 

Many schools are doing nothing at all or very little, others rely on external agencies, and 

few deliver DV education through a cross-curricular approach. Although the Department 

of Health, Social Services and Public Safety (DHSSPS) Sexual Health Strategy states that  

through the delivery of RSE, young people can explore sensitive issues such as DV and 

sexual abuse in an age-appropriate way, and develop appropriate behaviour to protect 

themselves (CCEA 2015), the findings of the current study indicate that the issue of DV 

is been taught in Northern Irish post-primary schools on a patchy and inconsistent basis. 

As found in Stanley’s review of school-based initiatives, it is rare for children to receive 

regular exposure to DV prevention initiatives across their school careers (Stanley et al., 

2015). The qualitative interviews with pupils and teachers in the present study reveal an 

overall lack of DV preventative education during post-primary schooling in Northern 

Ireland as most pupils failed to receive ongoing, explicit teaching and learning on DV.  

6.2.3 LACK OF TEACHER KNOWLEDGE ABOUT DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

All teachers in the current study received training in relation to safeguarding (e.g. dealing 

with disclosures), however, as indicated in the following quotes, no teachers received 

specific training on DV preventative education: 
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Teacher C: ‘No I had training in recognition of incidences of domestic violence 

towards children but not in preventative training’. 

Teacher J: ‘Not specifically, in terms of domestic violence preventative education, 

and it is something again that would be on a radar, and we are even very aware of 

the statistics locally. In the context of the staff we haven’t had any training. 

Domestic violence would be an issue on a radar, nexus would potentially be an 

organisation we would be thinking.’  

Teacher A: ‘Not specifically domestic violence preventative education. It would 

be beneficial to have training on that. I’ve been to a lot of child protection training 

courses which would touch on aspects of domestic violence within the home. But 

not specific preventative training’.  

Teacher E: ‘In the context of Child Protection Training because domestic violence 

is now a new category of abuse. But I would not have had specific preventative 

training on domestic violence’.  

This lack of teacher training and knowledge on DV was acknowledged by several pupils 

whom felt the lack of quality and quantity of teaching and learning on DV in schools was 

mainly due to schools and teachers not having an awareness or understanding of the 

importance of embedding DV education within curricula: 

Ollie (FG4): ‘Schools probably just put domestic violence on the backburner and 

think, “Well there’s more serious topics” and they don’t realise how serious it 

actually is to speak about it and teach us about it’.  

Additionally, as indicated in the following quotes, many pupils felt teachers were ill-

equipped to deliver DV teaching and learning with competence and confidence. This 

deficiency was considered problematic as these pupils felt teachers found it difficult to 

provide pupils with accurate information about DV:  

Thomas (FG27): ‘I think it’s because the teachers don’t want to sit down talking 

to a group of students about relationships, they don’t feel it’s something they’re 

qualified to do. It’s down to knowledge really, isn’t it, because if they don’t know 

what they’re talking about they’re obviously not providing their students with the 
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correct information. I suppose they wouldn’t feel confident enough to do that in 

front of us if they don’t know themselves’.  

Some teachers revealed that schools choose to ‘opt out’ of teaching about DV through the 

schools’ PD programme and other subject areas as teachers felt uncomfortable and ill-

equipped to do so. Thus, as indicated in the following quotes, teachers felt they and other 

staff members do not have the skills or appropriate training to teach pupils about DV: 

Teacher B: ‘Teachers don’t feel one hundred per cent comfortable delivering a 

unit on domestic violence, we obviously have to play to our strengths as a staff 

and what we would have. I couldn’t write something into the personal 

development programme that I felt was something that my team had not had the 

training on. Training would be an issue in delivering an education to our pupils 

on domestic violence’.  

Teacher J: ‘So we haven’t focused on domestic violence as an entity on its own, 

we felt it was being addressed in the Relationships programme most definitely but 

in terms of staff we haven’t done anything on domestic violence, staff would not 

feel comfortable in any regard teaching about domestic violence’.  

Also, as illustrated in the quote below, some pupils felt teachers may avoid teaching and 

learning on DV as they may not have the confidence or knowledge to deal with 

disclosures from pupils in a professional manner: 

Tara (FG23): ‘I suppose teachers might not be that confident in it to be able to 

deliver it or know what to say if a child was experiencing domestic violence.  

Teachers don’t know’.  

All teachers interviewed had not received any training on DV preventative education, 

which in turn lead teachers feeling unprepared, ill-equipped and lacking confidence to 

provide DV prevention education through the school’s RSE or PD Programme, and other 

subject areas, (Barter et al., 2015; Hester and Westmarland, 2005; Refuge, 2008). Even 

though the Department of Health, Public Safety and Social Services (DHSSPS) and  

Department of Justice (DoJ) publication Stopping Domestic and Sexual Violence and 

Abuse in Northern Ireland Consultation Strategy 2013-2020 (Department of Health, 

Social Services and Public Safety and Department of Justice, 2014), has a priority action 
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that ‘teachers will have the necessary skills to teach about sensitive subjects, including 

child abuse, and domestic and sexual violence’ (DHSSPS and DoJ, 2014:10), teachers 

responses in the present study reveal they lack the professional confidence and expertise 

to deliver DV preventative education to pupils. This training and preparation gap appear 

to be of international concern (see e.g., Biddulph 2007; Buckley and McGarry, 2011; 

Goldman and Grimbeek, 2015; Hester and Westmarland 2005; Kenny, 2007; McKee and 

Dillenburger, 2009; Refuge, 2008; Walsh and Farrell, 2008). Like teachers, pupils also 

felt there was a lack of education on DV in schools due to teachers not having the 

appropriate skills and training to incorporate DV teaching and learning into the 

curriculum. As found in Stanley et al. PEACH study (2015), pupils felt teachers often 

lacked the necessary expertise to deliver DV teaching and learning with competence and 

or confidence. Overall pupils and teachers alike felt teachers need to be provided with 

better training and skill set if they are to provide DV preventative education to children 

and young people during schooling.  

6.2.4 RELIGIOUS CONSTRAINTS  

Several pupils perceived faith-based schools (particularly CMS) as a barrier to the 

inclusion of DV education during schooling. As indicated in the following quotes, given 

that teaching and learning about DV opposes the school’s religious beliefs and practices, 

these pupils believed that schools ignore the problem of DV by excluding it from teaching 

and learning or providing a vague, unrealistic insight to DV: 

Eamon (FG19): ‘I think schools are a touch out of reality and would rather pretend 

that domestic violence is not happening even though it is. I think society as a 

whole is trying to change it, but schools don’t care. I don’t remember ever learning 

about domestic violence here. We don’t do anything about relationships in school 

because it’s such a religious school. They just don’t’. 

Lucy (FG20): ‘We don’t have anything on relationships and domestic violence 

because it’s a Catholic school. We’re getting taught about it the Catholic way and 

things, but we’re not getting taught about the realistic way. How you should 

approach things like domestic violence. There just telling us what they want to 

tell us. They’re not actually telling us what domestic violence is’.  
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Additionally, as illustrated in the quote below, Daniel gave an example as to how he felt 

Catholic beliefs and practices (that a marital relationship is valued above the well-being 

of your partner and children, and thus victims are expected to remain in an abusive 

relationship no matter what the circumstances or personal cost) challenge teaching and 

learning about DV during schooling: 

Daniel (FG19): ‘If you’re gay and you’re in a domestic violent relationship, 

teachers would just say, “That doesn’t happen. We’re Catholic.”  Because with 

the Catholic church and marriage and the problems of domestic violence you’ll 

be going against what they believe in. They won’t tell you to leave your partner 

because you don’t leave your partner, because marriage is for life. It’s really 

stopping us from getting the sort of education about real life things that we 

actually need as teenagers. I get that religion is really important, but it shouldn’t 

affect education, and same-sex marriages, and what to do in a case of a 

relationship. The church and the school saying, “We’re not going to educate you 

on domestic violence,” is sort of like they’re saying they support it’. 

Daniel perceived religion as important, however Daniel felt that school’s religious values 

and beliefs restrict and deprive pupils from receiving a viable, relevant education about 

social issues which affect their lives. Omitting teaching and learning on DV led Daniel to 

believe DV is supported by school rather than opposed, which in turn may mitigate 

against the disclosure of DV. Similarly, as indicated in the quote below, Tina emphasised 

how religious beliefs influence how Christians respond to DV. In this case, the Church 

teaches that God gives his people challenges, thus postulating that victims of DV are 

receiving a challenge from God rather than DV being a ‘real-life’ problem which needs 

resolved:  

Tina (FG20): ‘The Church in general really stigmatise learning about things like 

domestic violence because they think that “Oh. God gives you challenges,” and 

whatever. I think that’s why domestic violence is still a problem today, because 

nobody talks about it.’ 

The references above indicate that some young people were discontented by the impact 

religion had upon their (lack of) education on DV and the way in which their faith-based 

school prompts pupils to believe DV is somewhat acceptable. These experiences and 
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perspectives from pupils indicate that it is important that CMS acknowledge DV as an 

issue that affects all people and it not acceptable in the name of any faith (Izzidien, 2008). 

As supported by Pentaraki (2018) the religious context of Northern Ireland is a factor that 

needs to be explored further, as its particular specificities may be a potential barrier to 

help-seeking and help-receiving behaviour among young people. 

Providing DV education to pupils in CMS was considered a challenge by some teachers. 

As indicated in the following quote, teacher ‘D’ expressed concern regarding the 

resources produced by the Department of Education to support RSE in CMS:  

Teacher D: ‘Now one big challenge is up-to-date resources, some of the resources 

we have for RSE which were produced particularly for the Catholic schools are 

ACCORD. These resources are out of date and us been a catholic school and 

catholic ethos we use those resources but there out of date, and there is loads out 

there but now it is trying to is get what’s appropriate that fits in with programme 

and the religious values of the school. So, you’ve all those things to consider.’ 

Thus, this teacher felt improved resources are needed to help facilitate the provision of 

appropriate DV education prevention in line with CMS ethos, values and practices.  

6.2.5 SCHOOLS ACADEMIC PRIORITIES  

Some pupils also felt the lack of education on DV in schools is due to school’s priority to 

attain high-achieving results rather than teaching and learning about social issues which 

could affect the safety and well-being of pupils:  

Zack (FG4): ‘I think domestic violence is not taught in schools because schools 

think about what will benefit you for getting a job. They don’t teach you anything 

of benefit how to manage or cope with difficult life situations like this (domestic 

violence victimisation)’. 

A number of pupils acknowledged that some schools invite external agencies to come in 

and deliver one-off programmes to pupils on social issues. As shown in the quote below, 

given the constant academic focus in school, these young people perceived these add-on 

isolated programmes as a “free lesson” rather than taken seriously or perceived as 

beneficial: 
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James (FG3): ‘In this school it’s only academic that they focus on and then they 

have the occasional person who comes in – they come and go and you’re, “Back 

to school”. You see it as a free lesson, you don’t see it as you’re going to learn– 

you’re just happy days, “No work that lesson!” rather than, “Oh, this seems 

important”. 

As indicated in the quote below, one pupil recognised that good qualifications can 

contribute to having a good standard of living, however without an education on DV the 

chances of having a healthy, happy life can be jeopardised: 

Leanne (FG25): ‘At the end of the day, we come out of secondary school learning 

how to do this, that and the other in order to live and get a 9am to 5pm job and 

work and support our families, but we won’t know how to have a healthy family 

and a healthy relationship without learning the basic knowledge of domestic 

violence.  You’re not going to be able to have a career that you’ve worked so 

many years for and studied and put thousands and millions of pounds (laughter) – 

you’re not going to be able to enjoy your life without learning how to.’ 

Thus, the quotes above indicate that some young people believed that schools academic 

focus meant less effort and time was put into educating pupils about social issues such as 

DV. This is problematic given that schools are expected to be a central agent for meeting 

both the academic and pastoral needs of all children internationally (McKee and Mason, 

2015).   

6.3 WHAT ARE TEACHERS AND PUPILS’ PERCEPTIONS OF HOW POST-

PRIMARY SCHOOLS SHOULD PROVIDE DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

PREVENTATIVE EDUCATION? 

For schools to have a preventative role in educating young people about DV, all teachers 

and pupils revealed that many changes are needed within the education system and 

schools to enable this to happen and be beneficial for pupils. Both stakeholders expressed 

many concerns in relation to current DV education prevention in schools. These criticisms 

were reflected in pupils’ and teachers’ suggestions of how to improve DV teaching and 

learning within school settings. The following themes emerged from the discussions. 
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6.3.1 IMPLEMENT DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AS A COMPULSORY TOPIC 

WITHIN CURRICULA 

Most pupils and teachers perceived DV teaching and learning in schools as extremely 

important and therefore felt schools need to take the issue of DV more seriously by 

embedding it within the curriculum on a compulsory basis. As indicated in the following 

quotes, many teachers (e.g. ‘N’, ‘L’) believed there should be additional teaching and 

learning on DV in schools, and that the topic of DV should be delivered to pupils in 

greater detail:  

Teacher N: ‘Domestic violence is covered but it needs to be covered a bit more 

explicitly. I think it’s there; I don’t doubt that it’s there and certainly the likes for 

‘Love for Life’ and things like that would do that in terms of healthy relationships, 

but again it’s maybe being more explicit about domestic violence in an age 

appropriate way’. 

Teacher L: ‘Schools should have a bigger, stronger emphasis on domestic 

violence education. To reach out to everyone it’ll have to be in school. I would 

put domestic violence in the Personal Development programs, I think the personal 

development programme probably needs revamped by putting in more on 

relationships, and more specifically on domestic violence’ 

Teacher ‘E’ also felt there should be greater emphasis on teaching and learning about DV 

with the suggestion of delivering it to pupils as a separate topic: 

 

Teacher E: ‘Domestic violence needs to become more highlighted through the 

LLW programme or through preventative curriculum work in general as a stand-

alone topic. But at the minute it is falling into a band of issues that are concerning 

and hindering young people’ 

 

Teacher ‘B’ recognised the vital importance schools should have in educating young 

people about DV. Upon reflection in the interview, this teacher felt DV education 

prevention was necessary, and in turn articulated numerous potential ways in which 

schools could do this and identify perceived benefits in doing so: 
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Teacher B: ‘The area of domestic violence is not covered as a standalone. There 

isn’t an area on domestic violence. I’m learning from our conversation; I would 

probably now see that domestic violence should be brought in more. Staff would 

probably say that domestic violence should be included, and I do think we as a 

school have a role and a responsibility, I don’t think it’s a formal part yet but 

hopefully it is something that will come about in future years. Including domestic 

violence in the PD programme would be a step forward. Making parents aware 

that we are including it in the programme, that brings home to them the importance 

of it.  Women’s Aid being in the school would be beneficial in terms of getting it 

out there, not just with our girls, but in a public and community. Bringing in 

outside speakers would be something that we should be looking at and something 

we need to improve on maybe. Domestic violence is probably very important to 

the young people, its far more important than other areas their looking at.’ 

Similarly, most pupils were of the opinion that there should be further DV teaching and 

learning in schools as they believed everyone needs to be aware of and have knowledge 

about DV. Thus, these pupils, as reflected in the following quote suggested that teaching 

and learning on DV should be a compulsory topic within curricula, so each young person 

in every school would be expected to have a knowledge of DV: 

Perry (FG25): ‘Schools need to involve more domestic violence teaching – the 

main thing it needs to be taught and it’s something that needs to be done. Make 

domestic violence learning something that’s compulsory. So, it’s not one of those 

options where you can talk about it – it has to be on the curriculum in one of their 

classes, domestic violence has to be spoken about and everyone needs to 

understand and even if a child is off that day or that week that they’re talking 

about it, then they have to be caught up on that. It’s something they need to know 

about.’ 

Both teachers and pupils went further postulating that the topic of DV should be a 

compulsory part of the Northern Ireland Curriculum rather than schools having the 

autonomy to teach about DV. Teacher ‘M’ felt it should be essential that all schools 

provide pupils with an education (preventative messages) on DV on a consistent basis as 

many young people are not being taught about DV in their homes: 
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Teacher M: ‘I think the preventative curriculum should be compulsory in every 

school.  I think we should be teaching domestic violence explicitly too because 

great swathes of our community and the boys certainly that we serve are not being 

taught these things at home. So, I do think those messages being in schools and 

schools consistently across the board would be brilliant. I would be keen for 

domestic violence to be made a compulsory part of the curriculum’.  

Additionally, teacher ‘K’ felt that the PD programme should be reviewed and updated 

regularly to reach the needs of the young people in our society: 

Teacher K: ‘Domestic violence should be a compulsory topic within the Personal 

Development programme. I think that whole remit of what is delivered in the 

Personal Development programme should be reviewed every three, four years and 

look at what are the current issues, what is going on in our society at the moment? 

If you think about the internet and cyber bullying and the use of inappropriate 

language through Instagram, Snapchat, there’s a lot of abuse that can happen 

through social media, yet, three, four years ago that wouldn’t have been really 

have been an issue, wouldn’t have been something you would have come across 

whereas now it is an issue. So, I think the PD programme should reflect our what’s 

currently going on in society.  I think the Education Authority should be the 

leaders in that. You know, they should have people at the top who are looking at 

that and monitoring and picking up statistics and monitoring what’s going on in 

Northern Ireland and addressing those issues.’  

Some pupils found it difficult to understand how the topic of DV had been excluded from 

teaching and learning as DV was perceived as equally important as other social issues 

they learn about in school.  As reflected in the quotes below, both pupils and teachers felt 

that DV preventative education should be a bigger priority within schools: 

Jessica (FG16): ‘They should make domestic violence education a priority in 

school, as part of their learning’. 

Teacher K: ‘I think pupils should be getting to learn more about domestic violence 

in schools than they are at the minute. It needs to be more professionally delivered 

using a range of resources.’ 
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Sheena (FG16): ‘In R.E. we learn about stuff – growing up, puberty and all, 

whereas – why is that more in the Curriculum than domestic violence? They 

should be on the same level, so if that’s compulsory, why is domestic violence not 

compulsory to learn about? They should prioritise this more. Test the pupils on it 

and make it stick in their heads’. 

Sheena believed that measuring outcomes that emphasise the acquisition of learning and 

knowledge may also be more meaningful in the context of DV education.  

One pupil suggested incorporating the topic of DV into a compulsory GCSE subject: 

Niamh (FG23): ‘In Fourth Year, in GCSE, Child Development, there should be 

even a question saying, “Their father or mother treats the other partner like this, 

how does it affect the child?” or stuff like that, so I think it (domestic violence 

education) should be compulsory and even Child Development in Fourth Year’. 

Another suggested learning about DV on a weekly basis through the school’s pastoral 

care programme:  

Sheena (FG16): ‘I haven’t really learnt about domestic violence until this year, so 

if they did it from First to Fifth Year even just in Pastoral Care, just one class a 

week or something’.  

As indicated in the following quotes, pupils and teachers felt that it was the responsibility 

of the Northern Irish Government department to ensure DV teaching and learning is 

undertaken within schools on a compulsory basis. Similar to Refuge (2008), these young 

people felt teaching and learning on the topic of DV should not be left to the discretion 

of individual schools: 

Tanya (FG10): ‘Education on domestic violence should be provided by the 

Department of Education to teach about this stuff, not each school’s self-

autonomy’.  

Andrew (FG21): ‘It not the school’s fault that domestic violence is not been taught 

- that’s the Government’s fault’. 

Thus, as indicated in the quotes above, these pupils were concerned about the lack of 

government support to make DV a compulsory part of the curriculum. As well as pupils, 
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many teachers valued the inclusion of teaching and learning about DV during schooling, 

with some postulating a change in legislation by a governing body may be required to 

ensure all schools provide all pupils with DV preventative education: 

Teacher C: ‘Schools certainly have a role to play, and I think any schools that do 

not take on board the responsibility of educating people about domestic violence 

then they should be, maybe it should be made part of legislation’.   

Teacher I: ‘Schools should have a role to play in relation to preventative education 

on domestic violence. If schools got guidance, or if it was highlighted; it would 

have to come from the Department of Education I suppose’.  

As indicated in the following quotes, teachers believed that DV education in post-primary 

schools is being taught inconsistently due to autonomy coming from school principals 

rather than government. It was felt that the lack of guidance to deliver an education on 

DV education has created uncertainty and therefore deemed problematic: 

Teacher F:’ Guidance hasn’t come from the Department of Education that DV has 

to be covered other than the fact that we know we have to cover ‘Healthy 

Relationships’ in Personal Development and a suppose some schools will have 

events like we have and then other schools that won’t have any events, so some 

schools are addressing it and then some schools just are not. Initiative comes from 

principal’ 

Teacher ‘H’ advised an evaluation of DV preventative education in Northern Irish schools 

to help provide teachers and schools with appropriate guidance: 

Teacher H: ‘It would be good to do an evaluation of schools in Northern Ireland 

to see where all schools are at with the topic of domestic violence and see if some 

schools are further on than others and get ideas. There is PD but I don’t think there 

would be questions on it on DV then there’s Citizenship and Employability. Need 

a whole research approach taken to see if they can be introduced into those other 

areas we talked about earlier to see how better to bring it in to curriculum – maybe 

a more focused approach as in what do you need to cover, and how much detail 

you need to go into. Some classes are getting huge amounts of knowledge about 

it then there are others getting a tiny bit so there is obviously an imbalance there 
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and that’s because it is not statutory. Even drugs and alcohol issues are covered, 

mobile phone, internet safety because such a big issue. Domestic Violence maybe 

take time’. 

As indicted in the references above, many pupils and teachers spoke passionately about 

the importance of schools having a role in educating pupils about DV. Similar to other 

qualitative methods used to explore young people’s perceptions of the education they 

have received (Bell and Stanley, 2005; CRG Research, 2009; Hester and Westmarland, 

2005; Scottish Executive 2002; Stanley et al., 2011) pupils want more lessons and 

information about DV in school. Many teachers in the present study agreed with pupils 

indicating that the PD programme needs to be reviewed and revamped by putting a greater 

emphasis on DV and making the topic of DV more explicit within the curriculum.  For 

this to happen, both stakeholders postulated that DV education should be made a 

compulsory part of curricula by the Department of Education.  

6.3.2 ADDITIONAL RESOURCES, FINANCES, AND TEACHER TRAINING TO 

SUPPORT DOMESTIC VIOLENCE PREVENTATIVE EDUCATION 

If schools are to provide an education to pupils on DV, as indicated in the following 

quotes, both pupils and teachers felt that school staff need to have good subject knowledge 

and appropriate training to deliver high quality teaching and learning on the topic of DV:  

Laura (FG14): ‘Recently teachers have been in training how to use iPads. If they 

could use one of those staff training days that we have and advance safeguarding 

on domestic violence and put that into the Curriculum, so all teachers are aware 

of domestic violence and can teach it’. 

Teacher E: ‘If you’re looking at something particularly focused on domestic 

violence then there possibly could be more staff training made available focusing 

on domestic violence. NSPCC come in a help deliver programmes as well, I think 

if domestic is an issue, teachers and support staff would need to be equipped with 

the knowledge around it, with skills and confidence to deliver a domestic violence 

programme to pupils.’ 
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Teacher F: ‘There’s a lack of teacher training on domestic violence and not been 

comfortable perhaps, and a fear of maybe someone in class who had experienced 

domestic violence to cause further trauma.’ 

Thus, pupils and teachers felt it was important that school staff are provided with 

appropriate training to help them deliver an education on DV confidently and 

competently. Consistent with previous research (Fox et al., 2016), and from the pupils 

and teachers’ perspectives in the current study, if schools are to play a role in providing 

effective DV prevention education, teachers need to be qualified and supported to 

integrate such education into the curriculum. Also as reflected in the quotes below, pupils 

felt it is imperative for teachers to have the expertise and ability to be able to recognise 

pupils experiencing DV: 

Nigel (FG22): ‘I think teachers need to be trained as well, to recognise the signs 

if it’s something that’s happened to their pupil’. 

Matt (FG21): ‘I think if teachers were more aware and trained and how to spot 

people who are affected by domestic violence’.  

According to teachers and pupils, additional engaging, up-to-date, materials and 

resources are needed for teachers or external agencies to provide DV preventative 

education that is relevant and beneficial to pupils: 

Teacher I: ‘You need the resources, you need somebody to deliver the programme, 

you need the resources to help you and to facilitate it’. 

Teacher K: ‘More information would be useful, if there was more information 

available then we would use it in the delivery. And also, I think it’s important to 

keep the content up to date because children nowadays, for any sort of teaching 

we would use a lot more YouTube clips for subject teaching and more the 

language that children use. What you might have used seven or eight years ago 

isn’t really appropriate now because the whole language has changed, the trends 

have changed, and I think for children to engage it’s got to be relevant for them 

here and now, and for them to think that it’s up-to-date and it’s useful for them’ 



188 
 

Finances were identified by many teachers as barriers to DV education prevention in 

schools.  Teachers felt that organisations should be given adequate funding to provide 

schools with DV preventative programs: 

Teacher F: ‘In terms of finance available for the likes of Women’s Aid to do their 

work, so that they can come into schools and do more work in schools, have that 

resource to be able to come into schools and do that’. 

Teacher I: ‘We can’t afford to pay for these programmes. We’re dependent on 

outside agencies to come in and deliver free of charge’. 

According to some pupils when schools lack the professional expertise to deliver an 

education on DV, they engage outside facilitators to undertake this work. However as 

shown in the quote below, due to funding constraints this form of teaching and learning 

on DV can be unreliable: 

Kiera (FG18): ‘Teachers aren’t educated on domestic violence, that’s not their 

fault either but it’s just – they aren’t taught how to teach us about it and other 

people have to come in and then that’s where the problem lies because there’s no 

funding or anything’. 

Given that many schools must pay to have external agencies come into school and deliver 

preventative programmes, additional funding was deemed useful in helping to provide 

DV preventative education in schools:  

Teacher D: ‘You’d do more if you had the time and the money, that’s one of the 

barriers because a lot of organisations need funding to come in and do this for 

you’. 

Teacher ‘N’ felt that in general much more funding is needed in terms of teacher training 

and programming in relation to DV education prevention in school: 

Teacher N: ‘We’re talking about access to programmes, training, staff training, 

money it’s just not there, there’s just not enough money to go around. And I would 

say the money for programmes that maybe had previously run is just not there 

anymore. Because I think most of the schools would probably take anything on if 

it doesn’t cost them money, they’d be willing to do those things. if there’s no cost 
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implications and it’s to the benefit of the child, most schools will welcome it with 

open arms but if it’s something they’re going to have to pay for’  

The references above indicate that if schools are to play a role in preventing DV additional 

teacher training and resources are required in addition to greater finances to enable 

external agencies to deliver preventative programs to pupils in schools.  

6.3.3 CONTENT NEEDS TO BE AUTHENTIC, ENGAGING, AND INCLUSIVE 

Authenticity was perceived as a key ingredient to DV preventative education among 

pupils and teachers. As reflected in the quote below, some pupils believed it would be 

beneficial to include and incorporate ‘real-life’ case studies into teaching and learning to 

help pupils realise that they may experience DV: 

Philip (FG5): ‘We should probably be told examples of what domestic violence 

actually is because people might not always realise if they’re experiencing it or 

not. Even examples just to show people that domestic violence has happened. 

Examples of past domestic violence, because it shows in the real world and not 

just made-up situations.’ 

To contribute to authenticity, several pupils suggested including talks and workshops 

delivered by former victims of DV. Given their first-hand experience of the issue, these 

pupils felt they would have a better chance of understanding DV, and in turn have a 

longer-lasting impact on pupils learning: 

Mary (FG10): ‘We should have talks from people who have experienced domestic 

violence, who are wanting to talk about it. Because, then you would know and 

understand better where they were coming from because they have experienced 

it. If someone comes in and reads off a bit of paper and says, ‘This is how someone 

feels,’ you are kind of, sitting there like, ‘Is it really?’ because you don’t know. 

But if someone comes in and says, ‘This is how I felt,’ then you are like, ‘Right, 

okay’.   

As reflected in the following quotes, several pupils believed that victims discussing their 

experiences of DV would provide pupils with deeper insights and understandings of the 

seriousness and complexities encountered within abusive relationships (e.g. effects of 

domestic violence, leaving an abusive relationship safely):  
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Philip (FG4): ‘Have a guest speaker. Somebody who’s experienced domestic 

violence and how it’s affected them. How it completely changed their life and 

how it was one of the most serious events of their life’. 

Perry (FG25): ‘I think they should bring in someone who has the courage to come 

and speak about being abused and talk about it and tell their experience. How they 

could have changed it’. 

Una (FG9): ‘Maybe bring in someone that it’s actually happened to, but not going 

into the personal details but just say that they were in an abusive relationship and 

this is how they got out without being hurt’.   

Several teachers and pupils valued the use of external agencies to deliver lessons to pupils 

on DV.  As indicated in the following quotes, both stakeholders felt that the delivery of 

DV education prevention by external agencies adds authenticity, which they believed may 

have a long-lasting impact on pupils learning about DV: 

Teacher K: ‘External agencies such as Women’s Aid make domestic violence 

more relevant because they can talk about their experience, they could say, ‘Oh 

we’ve seen that, this is what happened, that happened’… when somebody comes 

in, they talk about experience of it, this is the reality and maybe it has a much 

bigger impact’.  

Niamh (FG23): ‘Guest speakers that are specialised in the area of domestic 

violence; they can share – they’re not stories but they can tell us how common it 

is and make people realise how bad domestic violence is’. 

As reflected in the quotes below, visual aids and interactive activities were often 

perceived as more engaging and having the potential to deliver emotional charge, 

contribute to authenticity and promote learning: 

Veronica (FG29): ‘I think they should show videos the way you see the way they 

go on about alcohol and drugs, they do a thing every year about alcohol and drugs 

and I think they should do something with domestic violence every year as well, 

make it fun so you know what it is, even though it’s not a fun topic but – do you 

know what I mean? Interactive stuff’. 
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Patricia (FG13): ‘I think in school, if we have talks, more people listen to ones 

that are roleplays and stuff like that. More visual. It makes you more interested 

and it’s more real if you watch it as a role play. We had a car crash talk the other 

week and they brought a car and the police and everything and they had to take 

the car apart and that really set into everybody that – what could happen to any of 

us’.  

Engagement and stimulation were perceived as important to grasping pupils’ attention 

and obtaining information: 

Nigel (FG22): ‘I think we should be educated but don’t have it be an assembly, 

something else, something more engaging, because most assemblies boring so you 

don’t really take in the information’. 

Both pupils and teachers perceived opportunities to discuss and debate an issue and form 

opinions as beneficial to learning about DV. As illustrated in following quote, Victoria 

provided an example of how learning about DV could be achieved through drama: 

Victoria (FG16) ‘Drama, there could be a play where someone could act out a 

domestic violence scene and the teacher could be, “Oh, so what do you think the 

problem is?  And, how do you think this could have went differently?” and then 

saying how that behaviour was wrong and how it could be improved’.  

Likewise teacher ‘B’ highlighted drama as an effective teaching and learning strategy for 

DV preventative education, a finding also noted by group members in Stanley et al. 

(2015:122) PEACH study whereby drama was perceived as a ‘valuable interactive 

programme component which offered children and young people a creative means of 

engaging with the material’: 

Teacher B: ‘Very recently, we were contacted by a production company in Derry 

called Soul Purpose Productions and they use drama to highlight a number of 

issues that youngsters are dealing with.  They contacted me about another play 

called Every Move You Make, and it was about a teenage girl and her abusive 

relationship.  So, they came in and it was one person, one girl doing the show to 

200 of our Seniors and the impact that had was tremendous.  Some of the girls 

were very disturbed by – I think even the recognition and the type of things that 
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were going on – controlling relationships, going through your phone and who 

you’re texting and all the rest, so the recognition of – as a consciousness-raising 

exercise about what was going on and this was happening to me but they wouldn’t 

have termed it as absolutely, so that was a fantastic thing and one that you’d be 

keen to promote. The message that was coming across was fantastic and very 

powerful. It was extremely useful and definitely a worthwhile technique. I think 

drama is one way that’s a good way of talking about those taboo topics like 

domestic violence– it’s not taboo but it’s difficult.’ 

In the present study, authenticity was perceived as a key ingredient to DV teaching and 

learning in school among both teachers and pupils. Similar to Stanley’s PEACH study 

(2015) a key theme running throughout all groups with young people was the importance 

of authenticity or making ‘it real’ in investing a message with potency and achieving 

impact. Some pupils suggested including talks and workshops by former victims of DV 

to add authenticity. Similarly, teachers valued the use of external agencies (e.g. Women’s 

Aid) coming into schools delivering lessons to pupils on DV. They felt that the delivery 

of DV education prevention by external agencies adds authenticity and gives schools the 

confidence that the topic of DV is delivered appropriately, which in turn, they believed 

has a long-lasting impact on pupils learning about DV. Congruent with previous studies 

in the field (e.g. Bell and Stanley, 2005; Harris et al., 2015; Noonan and Charles, 2009; 

Scottish Executive, 2002; Sundaram, 2016; Weisz and Black, 2013), a consistent opinion 

amongst young people appeared to be their preference for more practical and interactive 

approaches such as drama, videos and role-play. This finding is similar to Fox and 

colleagues (2014) research on pupils’ suggestions for how to improve education on DV, 

with pupils reporting that ‘the content should be more varied and include activities that 

require active student participation’ (Fox et al., 2014:33). As indicated in the references 

above teachers and pupils alike valued visual input such as drama as a medium for 

learning about DV. 

The content of teaching and learning about DV was deemed important among some 

pupils. One male identified a need to tailor DV preventative education to the needs of 

Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) young people. William felt that all 

types of relationships should be perceived as equally important and nobody should be 

discriminated against because of their sexual orientation through teaching and learning in 



193 
 

school. William emphasised the importance of addressing DV in same-sex relationships 

as he felt this group was neglected through other aspects of the current education system: 

William (FG22): ‘Every time they teach sex education it’s between a man and a 

woman; They don’t even explain sexual orientation. They never even explained 

that you actually can like men or you can be bi and that’s why I think gays are 

discriminated against in here, which isn’t right because everyone should be equal 

as anyone in this room. It’s all set in the perfect male/female And, if they say to 

you, “Pick your dream female” and then you’re sitting there questioning, “Do I 

like female?” and then you have to get up and tell people that you like females 

and stuff because if you told them anything different, you’re going to get laughed 

at. You’d be bullied for the rest of your life. Gay people within this school are 

welcome, no problem, it’s just when it comes to the education side of it, it’s not 

explained.  

William highlighted that education programmes in school tend to be heterosexual focused 

and that interventions should recognise and speak to LGBT young people and promote 

talking about the different relationships that we can have, a similar point highlighted by 

young people in Stanley et al. (2015) PEACH study. It is important that schools discuss 

the extent of abuse in all relationships (Donovan and Hester, 2008), as schools should be 

one of the institutions aiming to protect pupils from DV, otherwise they could be 

potentially held accountable for not fulfilling their duty of care (Pentaraki, 2018). Thus, 

these findings support the need for the development of LGBT- inclusive curricula about 

which there is growing research evidence (Snapp et al., 2015). 

As reflected in the following quotes, there were some gender differences among pupils’ 

perceptions on how the content of DV should be delivered in schools. Given their 

understanding of the gendered nature of DV, some females felt that males need to be 

educated more than females with the reason being that males are more likely to perpetrate 

DV than females. Some young females believed that males should be the primary target 

for change rather than encouraging girls to recognise and avoid victimhood: 

Anita (FG9): ‘No, the boys’ schools should get more education on domestic 

violence. They always aim it towards females because stereotypically they are 

more likely to be victims. But boys should be taught how to see it and how– if 
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they were developing this behaviour, that they should get help. And, if you take it 

stereotypically, girls are taught to avoid it, whereas boys aren’t taught not to do 

it’.  

Susan (FG13): ‘I think boys need to be educated more about this, as well.  Bring 

more of those programmes to boys’ schools, because they don’t. They do target 

us mostly, I think, but I think boys should be targeted as well. Well, women are 

the victims most of the time.  I’m not saying, generally, all the time, but most of 

the time it’s the woman, so men should get the education, so then they make better 

choices in the future’. 

On the other hand, some young males believed that a gendered approach to teaching and 

learning about DV is inappropriate and biased. As reflected in the quotes below, these 

young males felt that DV education needs to refer to ‘anyone’ when speaking about DV 

victimisation and perpetration rather than males being identified as the primary 

perpetrators of DV: 

Michael (FG21): ‘How it’s being taught as well, it needs to be clear that it’s not 

always just an angry drunk man hurting his wife. It can happen to anybody’.  

Nigel (FG22): ‘Actually, we did get a talk once about domestic violence and it 

was teaching men how to not rape women.  That was the only domestic abuse 

learning we got in school. It was all about consent, but it was more targeted at 

men. I think it was slightly touched about how, “Oh yes and a woman can rape a 

man” – But, it was more focused – Basically, a woman can rape a man, “This is 

how you don’t rape someone”. “You’re going to rape someone” essentially.  I 

don’t think it was completely based on domestic abuse; it was relationship - But 

it was very directed towards men.  It wasn’t 50:50. Stigmatise men. If it’s not 

biased, then I don’t have a problem. Because I am sick of hearing that, that men 

put their hand on women, men shouldn’t rape women, I’m sick of hearing that’.  

As indicated in the quotes above, many young males felt that prevention messages for 

males should not frame males as the primary perpetrators of DV as this can provoke 

resistance to learning about DV. A similar finding emerged from Fox et al. (2014) 

whereby ‘boys were unhappy with the programme’s greater emphasis on male 
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perpetrators than on female perpetrators’ (p35). Similarly, research by CRG Research 

(2009), Hester and Westmarland (2005) and Suderman et al. (1995) found that the 

programme’s focus on male perpetration and female victimisation was construed by some 

pupils as being ‘sexist’ and ‘male bashing’. The findings of the present study in addition 

to existing research evidence highlights the risk with explicitly feminist approaches, of 

alienating boys, who can perceive such material as one-sided or anti-men (e.g. Bell and 

Stanley, 2006; CRG Research 2009; Fox et al., 2014; Hester and Westmarland 2005). 

Others have commented that an approach that positions males as perpetrators and females 

as victims is ill-advised because it misrepresents the nature of DV at this age (Avery-Leaf 

and Cascardi, 2002; O’Leary and Smith Slep, 2012). Gadd and colleagues (2015) point 

out that adopting a gendered approach to DV preventative education may be problematic 

if males have experiences of women or girls being aggressive to them, as boys who cannot 

see themselves represented in the programme material are liable to reject the 

programme’s messages and become disengaged with the lessons simply because it 

contradicts their own experiences (Gadd et al., 2015).  

While it is important to raise young people’s awareness of the gendered nature of DV, the 

findings of the current study lend support to Stanley, Ellis, and Bell’s (2011) assertion 

that material pertaining to gender needs to be delivered thoughtfully (Worcester, 2002). 

A complex task lies with designing DV preventative education that young men will accept 

and engage with, while acknowledging that most DV is perpetrated by men with severe 

consequences relative to violence by women (Macnab, 2010). As supported by Fox et al. 

(2014), to enhance pupil engagement the content and the manner in which schools deliver 

DV education requires careful consideration.  

6.3.4 ‘SPIRAL’ APPROACH TO DOMESTIC VIOLENCE EDUCATION 

Most young people advocated a ‘spiral’ approach which extended across time and 

throughout a child’s educational experience so that learning about relationships and DV 

is reinforced by different parts of the curriculum at different times. A point also noted by 

a number of group members in Stanley et al. (2015) PEACH study whom ‘identified the 

need for layered or ‘spiral’ approaches to delivering preventative programmes so that 

appropriately adjusted material on DV or healthy relationships was encountered across a 

child’s school career as well as through the curriculum’ (p117). As reflected in the 
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following quotes, some pupils felt that learning about DV could commence during 

primary schooling provided that the content is gauged appropriately to the age and stage 

of the pupils: 

Dom (FG22): ‘In primary school you’d think. As young as possible sort of but it 

has to be taught in the right way, like you say, “Oh, if you have a problem you 

can talk it,” you know?  You don’t want to say to like a five-year-old, like, “If 

someone abuses you, ring this number”.  A gentle way of sort of following it 

along’.   

Patricia (FG 13): ‘Yeah, so in first year, kind of just brief but they’re still aware, 

and then the higher up, the more in detail it gets because domestic violence is 

becoming more relevant to them’. 

Similar to previous studies (Stanley et al., 2015) the need to vary both content and 

language according to developmental stage was emphasised. As illustrated in the 

references below some pupils provided examples and detailed descriptions of how 

teaching and learning on DV could be implemented within both primary and secondary 

schooling: 

James (FG3): ‘In junior school it should only really be taught what domestic 

violence is, what the cause is and what you can do but maybe in senior school 

they should be taught more in depth about it, what it can cause, the depression and 

stuff and what it could lead to. And, then maybe in Lower Sixth and Upper Sixth, 

you should be taught a lot more detail about it and stuff like that there, since most 

people in Upper Sixth and Lower Sixth are 16/17/18’ 

John-James (FG17): ‘I don’t think it should be as serious in First Year but it should 

be basic level and then Drip-fed. - First Year to our year, our year would be this 

sort of talk whereas First Year should be more -  What should you not do in 

relationships in First Year and then up here it’s rape, murder – you need to come 

up gradually, you can’t just drop it in, “Don’t rape anybody”, they’re going to be, 

“What are you talking about?” “Don’t kill people. It doesn’t need to be full on 

domestic violence in primary school.  If it’s something that gives them the notion 

in their head – P5 / P6, it should just – all they should be saying is, “No one should 
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hit anyone, no one should control anyone”, that’s all they should know. When you 

come here (secondary school), it should be more specific – how to prevent it – 

More a subliminal type thing.  A subliminal message at primary school, just then 

add on to that a wee bit. And, that’s how they remember, that’s how kids would 

remember’.  

Additionally, as reflected in the quotes below, some pupils believed that undertaking DV 

education in the early years, children and young people would be exposed to regular, 

repetitive, prevention messages over a prolonged period, which in turn, they believed 

would help them to retain this knowledge in the longer term: 

Ben (FG21): ‘Primary school. If it’s drip-fed into them and then you have it in 

your head by the time you’re our age. They’re more likely to remember it’.   

Enda (FG24): ‘It’s better to teach someone when they’re young because they’re 

more likely to remember it when they’re older’. 

Thus, as indicated in the references above some pupils felt that teaching and learning 

about DV gradually and in small amounts on an ongoing basis is key to address the issue 

of long-term sustainability.   

Pupils identified a wide range of benefits to implementing a ‘spiral approach’ to DV 

education. As reflected in the following quotes, young people felt an increased knowledge 

and understanding of DV across children and young peoples’ educational careers would 

help them to distinguish between appropriate and inappropriate behaviours, and thus 

enable them to identify DV in their own and others’ relationships: 

Jack (FG3): Yes, because if you learn about domestic violence from first year, the 

whole way up, you’ll be more open about it and you know more about it, so if it 

does happen to you, you could speak up about it and go, “Well this is wrong”, so 

if you’re being taught about domestic violence from a young age, it’s probably 

better because it means you know about it’. 

Laura (FG14): ‘Domestic violence should be taught in first year, so people know 

the signs. Even if domestic violence is not happening to them, if it’s happening to 

someone at home, they can recognise it and know that it’s not right’. 
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Ollie (FG4): ‘Maybe try and bring the topic of domestic violence into the 

classroom even from a young age, because if it’s drilled into their heads from a 

young age, then they will sit maybe and think, “Well this is wrong, I can’t do 

this”. 

Also, as illustrate in the quote below, pupils felt a ‘spiral approach’ was most appropriate 

given that prevention is more beneficial than intervention: 

Dermot (FG4): ‘If they know about domestic violence from a young age and they 

keep being told it from a young age, they know what they’re talking about, so they 

can talk to older people. If everyone’s learning about it, it’s not like they’re the 

only person that’s learning about it, so they might talk about it because a lot of 

people might be talking about it as well. I think we should be taught it from a 

young age. Before the damage is done. Prevention is better than cure.’ 

Pupils perceptions on when DV education should be initiated was influenced (to some 

extent) by their perceptions and understandings of when intimate partner relationships 

generally commence. As indicated in the following quotes, these pupils felt it was 

important to learn about DV at an early age and prior to the formation of intimate partner 

relationships: 

Joe (FG22): ‘Do it at a younger age, First or Second Year, before you actually go 

into relationships with people’.  

Perry (FG25): ‘Yes, at a young age. Yes, I think also the reason they don’t do it 

in First Year and the reason they waited until Fifth Year is because they think it’s 

too sensitive for the First Years but teachers need to understand that First Years 

do start relationships and they might only last a week or so but – But, it’s still 

some sort of a relationship’. 

Most pupils felt that learning about DV should commence, at the latest, during first year 

of secondary schooling (11-12 years old) as this was considered  most beneficial in terms 

of having a long-term impact on reducing incidences of DV and preventing violence from 

being a feature of future intimate relationships: 

Vanessa (FG25): ‘I think first year would probably be the most reasonable age to 

start learning about domestic violence. There’d be the puppy love in primary 
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school, but they wouldn’t understand it. When you’re a first year you’re starting 

to understand those relationships and – Maybe not the first thing to tell them as 

soon as they come in the door but – Maybe now that we’re after Christmas – so 

they’re comfortable with the people in their class and their school environment 

and they’ve started making relationships even if it’s with a boy or a girl or just 

friendship and then once they have that relationship they can know how to keep it 

and have a healthy version of it. They understand – before just ending up in a 

place where they don’t want to be and then not knowing any different until fifth 

year when they get taught about it. They might think that’s a normal relationship, 

that’s how you should be treated’. 

Leanne (FG12): ‘Children from first year need to know what domestic violence 

is in relationships, instead of older generations just knowing, because it mostly 

happens around our age basically when we start getting in to relationships, so if 

people know before they get in to relationships what domestic violence is, they 

can prevent it from happening’.  

However, there were mixed views among pupils in relation to when DV education should 

commence. Some pupils did not think primary school nor early years of secondary school 

as a suitable period to learn about DV.  These young people felt pupils at this age would 

not take the issue of DV “seriously” as they were considered “too immature”, and they 

felt such content would be too emotionally difficult for them to cope with. Thus, as 

reflected in the following quotes some young people suggested that upper secondary 

school (15-17 years old) was the most appropriate age to be learning about DV: 

Charlie (FG27): ‘That’s too heavy going into the first year with domestic violence. 

By third or fourth year.  Third year, you’re mature enough to really understand 

the topic. In first year they wouldn’t care. It would be just something they do 

because they have to’. 

Katie (FG29): ‘I think though, if they were going to teach about domestic 

violence, it would have to be further up in the school, because if you were doing 

it when you were young, everyone would just be laughing and giggling about it, 

they wouldn’t take it seriously.  So, I think maybe the first or second year of 
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GCSEs, so that everyone still gets it, but they are at their most mature in the 

school’. 

Farrah (FG29): ‘First Years and Second Years, I don’t really think they should 

know what it is because to me they’re still really young and they’d probably get 

upset about it but say Fourth Year Fifth Years, they should know because that’s 

when they do start getting in to relationships and that’s when they do start to get 

out more and see more people so I think they should know about domestic 

violence’.  

Pupils who postulated commencing DV education in upper secondary school rather than 

lower secondary school or primary school did not refer to primary prevention reasons in 

doing so, rather maturity levels were perceived as important to their reasoning. 

6.3.5 RAISE AWARENESS OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE SUPPORT SERVICES  

Several young people in the present study felt that they lacked awareness of DV support 

services and thus believed schools should educate and inform pupils of the availability of 

support services so if they or others are experiencing DV either now or in the future, they 

know how to access appropriate support: 

Dermot (FG4): ‘That’s why domestic violence needs to be taught more in schools 

because even us eight sitting here didn’t know what Women’s Aid was to go to, 

whereas if it was, maybe we would have known, if it was taught more about the 

services that we can go to, to get help if domestic violence does happen’. 

Ellen (FG20): ‘Not until, like, I’ve experienced a friend in this situation where I 

had to, speak to my mummy about it.  It was like, ‘Where can I get this person 

help?’ and she was like, ‘Well, do you know about the Well Woman Centre?’ and 

I was like, ‘No, I’ve never heard of it.’ That would be a very easy thing for schools 

to do.  It wouldn’t require much effort at all. They wouldn’t have to have a whole 

discussion about it, you know, if teachers didn’t feel comfortable with that 

situation.  It would be very easy for them to put out information about support 

services available, but it’s just not been done’. 

Laura (FG14): ‘I wouldn’t know the services to go to but I’d know – me myself 

I’d probably go to my mum or I’d go to a close friend but I wouldn’t know the 
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services to go to. If there are support service available, you should know about it 

otherwise it’s just pointless having them. All around schools, they do have posters 

up for Child Line and all them, but they don’t have any for violence in a 

relationship’. 

Additionally, as illustrated in the following quotes, some pupils presumed teaching and 

learning about DV in schools would include providing information to pupils about DV 

support services, which subsequently would equip pupils with the knowledge of how to 

seek help and attain appropriate support if they ever experience DV: 

Oisin (FG1): ‘I’d say you should learn about domestic violence in schools because 

then they’d be like if it’s happening, they know who to go to, to resolve the 

situation’.   

Sheena (FG16): ‘To be able to sit in class and talk about it and how to cope with 

it and stuff and where to turn to and who to talk to’. 

Alongside teachers and schools informing pupils and raising awareness of DV support 

services, some pupils suggested inviting external organisations such as Women’s Aid into 

schools to raise further awareness of the extensive support available to those who 

experience DV: 

Katie (FG10): ‘Introducing support networks, like talking about the NSPCC and 

Women’s Aid and all those different things. And, talking about if you have 

experienced it, or if you know someone, that there are people that are 

professionally trained to help victims of domestic violence. Just bringing people 

in generally, to just talk about it’.  

Additionally, as reflected in the quotes below, others felt that schools are in a prime 

position to provide support services to pupils who experience DV: 

Annie (FG12) ‘And if domestic violence is happening at home you couldn’t tell 

anyone there so you’d need... like school’s somewhere you could talk to someone 

about it’. 
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Derek (FG6): ‘I think if it was possible schools should make domestic violence 

more easily discussed, it should be more open and there should be like a safe place 

to go in school, to like support someone going through it, and to help them’.  

Overall, the above quotes indicate that many young people felt schools should have a role 

in educating, informing and providing pupils with information about DV support services 

with the aim of encouraging help-seeking behaviours. 

6.4 CHAPTER SUMMARY  

The ecological model offered a framework to explore the potential role of schools in 

preventing DV as each level of influence (individual, relational, community, societal) can 

also be a key point for prevention (Krug et al., 2002). Phase two of the present study 

focused on an exploration of the potential role of schools (community level) in preventing 

DV. The 30 group discussions with pupils and 14 interviews with teachers provided 

insight into their experiences and perceptions of DV preventative education during post-

primary schooling. DV education in post-primary schools was viewed negatively and 

deemed “unfit for purpose” among most pupils and teachers. Both stakeholders identified 

many barriers within schools which prohibit schools from having a role in preventing DV. 

Nonetheless, both teachers and pupils felt schools should and can have a role in 

preventing DV, with many suggesting ways to enable schools to potentially prevent DV. 

Thus, the findings outlined in chapter six can help schools to focus prevention as barriers 

that need addressed and suggestions to improve DV preventative education in schools 

have been identified.  

Both the quantitative and qualitative data have been analysed and discussed for each 

phase of the research. We are now at the reporting stage of the study and this next chapter 

integrates the quantitative and qualitative findings for the purpose of enlarging and 

deepening the understanding of the study’s research enquiries. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

 

7.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter concludes the thesis, which begins by reflecting on the study’s research 

objectives, integrating the research findings, and discussing the findings within the 

context of the existing theoretical and empirical literature. The limitations and strengths 

of each phase of the MM study are then identified. The chapter concludes by developing 

some key messages that can be used to inform avenues for policy, practice and future 

research inquiry. 

7.2 RESEARCH FINDINGS 

Chapters four, five, and six presented the study’s research findings and related the 

findings to the existing empirical and theoretical literature. The subsequent paragraphs 

offer a broader discussion and analysis of the main findings of the quantitative and 

qualitative studies in relation to the main research questions. The qualitative and 

quantitative findings are integrated in a mutually informative manner using a (contiguous) 

narrative approach (Fetters et al., 2013). Fielding (2012) emphasises that ‘integration is 

at the heart of the whole mixed methods exercise because the purpose of mixing methods 

is to get information from multiple sources and so the issues in bringing together the 

information are crucial’ (p127). 

7.2.1 WHAT IS THE NATURE AND PREVALENCE OF POST-PRIMARY 

SCHOOL PUPILS’ UNDERSTANDINGS OF AND ATTITUDES TOWARDS 

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE IN NORTHERN IRELAND? 

One of the major goals of the present study was to provide data on the understandings 

and attitudes of young people with regards to DV. The findings profiled in chapter four 

and five present such data. This first section integrates findings from phase one, the 

secondary analysis of the 2013 YPBAS (version B), in addition to the qualitative analysis 

of the group discussions with pupils undertaken in phase two. The secondary analysis 

examined young people’s attitudes towards DV. To build upon these analyses, the 

contingencies through which young people deem DV acceptable were explored using 

group discussions with post-primary school pupils (aged 16-18). Thus, this following 
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summary represents the fulfilment of the objective that was intended to: Explore post-

primary school pupils’ attitudes concerning domestic violence. 

The focus group data revealed that most young people had a good knowledge and 

understanding that DV includes a range of abusive behaviours. Similar to previous studies 

(e.g. Burman and Cartmel, 2005; McCarry, 2010) most young people were able to put 

forward a diverse collection of behaviours, practices and orientations as encompassing 

DV. Thus, signalling recognition that many young people are cognizant of the 

conceptualisation of DV. However, gender differences emerged between the group 

discussions with many females illustrating a greater understanding of the correlation 

between power and control in abusive relationships. Many females understood the 

coercive behaviours that abusers use to control and manipulate their intimate partners. On 

the contrary, very few males identified coercive and controlling behaviours as a form of 

DV. Although many young males identified and described the different manifestations of 

DV (physical violence, sexual violence and emotional abuse), most males did not 

recognise that these different manifestations are used to control the other partner 

(Donovan et al., 2006). Similar to Roberts and Price’s study (2019) females were more 

likely than males to consider a wide range of behaviours as DV, particularly the 

controlling behaviours. According to Stark (2007) this can be explained by men’s 

perceived rights to control women’s behaviour and bodies because of stereotypes of 

gender roles and expectations about gendered behaviours in intimacy. This lack of 

understanding between control and power in abusive relationships among young males is 

problematic as research by Stark (2007, 2009) and others (see Barter et al., 2009) indicate 

that controlling behaviour is the most prevalent form of abuse which underpins all other 

forms of physical and sexual abusive behaviour, and is often the most hidden form of 

abuse. Moreover, estimates suggest coercive control characterizes the strategy used by up 

to 80 per cent of abusive men, and it is also the most dangerous (Butterworth and 

Westmarland, 2015/2016; Buzawa and Hotaling, 2003; Kennedy et al., 2018; Stark, 

2007). Thus, the findings of the present study and previous research indicate that it is 

imperative that young males are provided with an understanding of the seriousness of 

coercive and controlling behaviours, which includes non-violent tactics of DV (e.g. 

intimidation, isolation, exploitation and deprivation of basic resources).  
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Many young people in the present study recognised that DV is a complex issue to which 

many factors interact at different levels of the social ecology to influence behaviour 

(Harris et al., 2015; Krug et al., 2002). Persons with certain ‘risk factors’ were identified 

as being more likely to become perpetrators of DV, or one community having a higher 

rate of violence than another (Connolly et al., 2010; Flood and Fergus, 2008; Harris et al., 

2015; Heise, 2011).  Discussions with young people indicate that DV was understood as 

a multifaced phenomenon grounded in an interplay of individual (substance misuse, 

mental health issues, intergenerational transmission of violence, desire to exert power and 

control), relationship (loss of control over behaviour e.g. stress), and societal factors 

(traditional gender norms). Thus, as supported by the “ecological model” (Krug et al., 

2002) young people in the present study identified interconnected factors (individual, 

relational, and societal) as increasing the likelihood of abuse occurring. This ecological 

thinking indicates that many young people conceptualise the causes of violence as 

probabilistic rather than deterministic.  

Both types of data revealed that the weight of opinion discourages DV, most young people 

consider DV to be wrong, but there are exceptions to this rule (e.g. infidelity) which boys 

are more likely to buy into than girls. The secondary analysis of the 2013 YPBAS 

revealed that most pupils articulated a disapproval of physical partner violence, however 

a notable proportion (particularly males) referred to the situational context with more 

pessimistic observations whereby physical partner violence became increasingly 

acceptable among males if a partner “slept with” someone else (see Table 8). This finding 

indicates that young males’ attitudes towards DV can be contingent and contradictory as 

physical partner violence is deemed unacceptable in some circumstances yet acceptable 

in others. Likewise, many young people in the group discussions did not validate excuses 

for DV as they believed no action justifies the actions of the abuser, nor should it be used 

as a rationale for their behaviour, yet others (particularly  males) believed DV can be 

justified in certain situations. Congruent with previous studies on young people’s views 

about DV (Burman and Cartmel, 2005; Burton et al., 1998; Hilton, 2000; McCarry, 2009; 

Mullender et al., 2002; Sundaram, 2013b), males’ attitudes towards DV were more 

contradictory than young females. In some discussion’s males would argue fervently 

against DV, but then considered DV as “deserving” and “expected” in the situation where 

a partner was unfaithful. This level of expectation of violence among young men and their 
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potential willingness to use violence are a cause for concern and echo findings from 

several other studies with young people (e.g. Burman and Cartmel, 2005). 

Although the numbers overall expressing violence supportive attitudes was small, the 

secondary analysis of the 2013 YPBAS revealed a gender gap in young people’s attitudes 

towards DV. Both the LRA and descriptive analysis indicate that the gender of the 

respondent stood out as the most important predictor of attitudes towards DV. Being 

“male” was the only statistically significant variable, and consistent predictor of attitude 

towards DV, regardless of relationship type and context. This finding is consistent with 

previous survey research on young people’s attitudes towards DV whereby young men 

typically display attitudes that are more accepting of violence in relationships than young 

women do (Burman and Cartmel, 2005; Burton et al., 1998; Mullender et al., 2002). In 

essence, these findings along with previous attitudinal research is broadly consistent with 

what is known about DV perpetration, namely that young men are the group most likely 

to perpetrate it, although they are by no means the only offenders (Gadd et al., 2015). 

Similar to the analysis of the 2013 YPBAS, the focus group data revealed gender 

differences among young people’s attitudes, with males expressing greater tolerance 

towards DV than females.  

 To summarise, both findings from the questionnaire and focus-group discussions 

revealed that a number of young males referred to the situational context with pessimistic 

observations whereby DV became increasingly acceptable, and perhaps justifiable in 

certain circumstances. Young men’s attitudes towards DV are rarely clear cut, sometimes 

contradictory and often unpredictable. Young males rarely see DV in dichotomous terms 

as wholly “right” or “wrong”, rather their views about the use of violence ‘exist on a 

continuum of acceptability’ (Sundaram, 2014, 2018:24). Overall, these data indicate a 

need to target, engage and involve males rather than follow gender-neutral interventions 

to shift these destructive attitudes among young males and to change attitudes towards 

DV in Northern Ireland.  

The pupils in the current study paid particular attention to the perceived danger of men’s 

physical bodies, the relative strength that they have over women and their ability to cause 

harm. These findings brought out in the focus group data (males have the potential to 

cause more harm and damage when they use violence than women do when they use 
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violence)  may explain the quantitative findings of the present study whereby pupils in 

the 2013 YPBAS viewed male VAW as less acceptable than female violence against men. 

Although males are the primary perpetrators of DV, it is not true that men carry a genetic 

predisposition towards DV (Perez-Jimenez et al., 2017). Constructing male violence as 

part of this normative form of masculinity is extremely concerning because it further 

problematizes male VAW (Hearn, 1998). Lessons need to challenge the normalisation of 

violence as an expression of masculinity, and that violence is not simply a pervasive 

aspect of the human condition (Sundaram, 2016; WHO, 2002). Thus, a vital aspect of 

effective anti-DV education is the inclusion of gender education which enables young 

people to recognise and reject restrictive gender expectations and identities which enable 

males VAW to continue. According to Flood (2015) prevention work should break down 

narrow constructions of manhood and powerful gender binaries.  In the global crises that 

is male VAW (WHO, 2013), we need to disentangle doing violence from being masculine 

and this is an achievable goal. There is the possibility to re-envision ways to be women 

and men, and if being violent has become an integral facet of normative masculinity then 

it is perfectly possible to reject this (Aghtaie and Gangoli, 2015). If prevention efforts 

could direct themselves towards that goal, then the cessation of male control of women 

through violence and abuse really could become a reality. McCarry and Lombard (2016), 

caution that for as long as society constructs differences between women and men, girls 

and boys, as natural there is a foundation that enables the normalisation and justification 

of certain forms of DV. Roberts and Price (2019) argue that challenging gendered 

expectations about behaviour should create more equal intimate relationships, and in 

doing so, less DV. 

7.2.2 WHAT ARE PUPILS AND TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS AND 

EXPERIENCES OF THE ROLE OF SCHOOLS IN PREVENTING DOMESTIC 

VIOLENCE? 

This summary represents the fulfilment of the objective that was intended to: Explore 

post-primary school pupils and teachers experiences and perceptions of the role of 

schools in preventing domestic violence. 

DV preventative education is an expected part of the Northern Ireland post-primary 

curriculum through the delivery of Relationships and Sexuality Education (RSE) (CCEA, 
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2015), however discussions with pupils and teachers in the present study reveal it is rare 

for pupils to receive exposure to DV education across their school careers. According to 

both stakeholders’, pupils at most receive “one-off” lessons on DV during post-primary 

schooling in Northern Ireland. Thus, the findings of the present study are no different to 

previous studies carried out in other parts of the UK (Refuge, 2008; Stanley et al., 2015; 

Sundaram, 2016) whereby most pupils did not receive any teaching and learning on DV 

during post-primary schooling. This lack of education during schooling is problematic as 

program evaluations show that while one-off education initiatives have some value in 

raising awareness of DV, attitudinal change is better sustained when learning is revisited 

and reinforced in subsequent years (Harne and Radford, 2008). Also, more than a one-off 

program is required to persuade young people of the benefits of seeking help for abuse 

(Fox et al., 2016; Hester and Westmarland, 2005). Due to the lack of DV teaching and 

learning in schools, the findings of the present study indicate that schools create a culture 

of silence which inhibits help seeking behaviours among young people. Hence, the 

findings of this study support the argument that schools in Northern Ireland need to do 

much more if they are to play a role in protecting and preventing young people against 

DV. 

As echoed in previous research (Hester and Westmarland, 2005; Lloyd, 2018; Mullender 

et al., 2002; Refuge 2008; Stanley et al., 2015), very few pupils learned about DV while 

at school, yet most pupils welcomed such lessons. Both pupils and teachers believed the 

topic of DV should be a bigger priority in the curriculum by delivering it on an on-going 

basis and updated regularly for the retention of relevant knowledge. Young people want 

to be exposed to DV education in schools and argue that schools should allow time and a 

place for it within the curriculum, introducing this to young people before they start to 

form intimate relationships, and on a continuous basis. Like  a number of group members 

in Stanley et al. (2015) PEACH study, most pupils in the present study advocated a 

“spiral” approach which extends across time and throughout a child’s educational 

experience so that learning about relationships and DV is reinforced by different parts of 

the curriculum at different times. It is suggested therefore that in order to be most 

effective, DV prevention needs to be ongoing throughout the post-primary years. Both 

stakeholders went further and postulated that DV should be a compulsory topic within 

the Northern Ireland Curriculum rather than being left to the discretion of individual 
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schools (Refuge, 2008). If DV preventative education in schools is to be taken seriously 

and delivered professionally through the education system, both teachers and pupils 

believe the Department of Education should consider making DV a compulsory part of 

curricula.  

Due to the lack of DV during schooling and the “culture of silence” identified by many 

pupils in the present study, pupils felt unsupported by schools to speak out or disclose 

experiences of DV in school settings. In particular, pupils in CMS felt their faith-based 

school prompted pupils to believe DV is acceptable, and therefore potentially acted as a 

barrier to help-seeking among pupils. Provided that the Council for the Curriculum 

Examinations and Assessment Council for Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment, 

(CCEA) (2007) confirms that schools in Northern Ireland, a universal service to which 

all children have access, are in a unique position to recognise and respond to child 

protection and safeguarding concerns (which now includes exposure to DV), these 

findings of the present research indicate a need to shift the climate and ‘create 

conversations’ around DV in schools, so pupils are encouraged and feel supported to 

seek-help in school settings. As supported by Pentaraki (2018), the religious context of 

Northern Ireland (particularly CMS) is a factor that needs to be explored further, as its 

particular specificities may be a potential barrier to help-seeking and help-receiving 

behaviour among young people. Additionally, many pupils recognised that they lack the 

knowledge of how to seek help (e.g. support services) and thus want to be provided with 

this information during schooling, so they will know how to intervene in cases of DV 

(within their own and other people’s relationships). These findings indicate the need to 

improve DV preventative education in schools, so pupils no longer feel prohibited to 

speak out against DV and they know where to turn for help and advice. 

According to both stakeholders, teachers lack knowledge about DV is a major barrier to 

DV preventative education during schooling. They recognised that school staff are 

unqualified and ill-equipped to deliver an education on DV confidently and competently. 

The shortage of teachers who feel competent and confident teaching this subject is a major 

factor. It seems unlikely that teachers will have the knowledge and confidence to deliver 

DV education without appropriate preparation and training. Thus, the findings of the 

present study indicate that, if schools are to have a role in preventing DV and teachers 

continue to be the key channel for implementation of DV education prevention, then the 
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training of teachers warrants review. According to McKee and Mason (2015), progress 

has been made within Northern Ireland to integrate DV and preventative education into 

the undergraduate curriculum with pre-service teachers and childcare professionals 

(McKee and Dillenburger, 2012; McKee and Holt, 2012). Nonetheless, the findings of 

the present study indicate that if schools are taking responsibility to implement DV 

preventative education, improved preparation into national curricula and teacher training 

is required to locate DV preventative education more centrally into the education agenda. 

A recent evaluation of a UK school based DV prevention programme undertaken by Fox 

et al. (2016) also found that to help ensure the sustainability and effectiveness of DV 

prevention education, teachers need to be trained and supported to integrate such 

education into school curricula.  

Teachers and pupils alike valued the use of external agencies delivering lessons to pupils 

in schools on DV. However, a barrier identified by both pupils and teachers is the 

sustainability of DV education through external agencies due to funding constraints. If 

schools are to use external agencies in the facilitation of DV education or external 

agencies are to have a role in educating pupils about DV during schooling, there needs to 

be consistent funding in this area to enable other sectors (e.g. Women’s Aid) to deliver 

DV preventative education programs in schools. Provided that both stakeholders valued 

the use of external agencies (particularly Women’s Aid) to facilitate DV preventative 

education during schooling, the Department of Education could consider investing money 

into external agencies to support schools in the delivery of DV preventative education.  

For DV preventative education to be effective, the content and manner in which schools 

deliver DV education requires careful consideration (Fox et al., 2014). Congruent with 

previous studies in the field (e.g. Bell and Stanley, 2006; Harris et al., 2015; Noonan and 

Charles, 2009; Scottish Executive, 2002; Stanley et al., 2015; Sundaram, 2016; Weisz 

and Black, 2010), the content and materials need to be both authentic and engaging for 

pupils, including talks and workshops by former victims of DV or those working with 

victims of DV, in addition to practical and interactive approaches such as drama, videos 

and role-play. Also, if schools are to protect pupils from DV, there is the need for the 

development of LGBT- inclusive DV preventative education about which there is 

growing research evidence (Snapp et al., 2015).  
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These data are explicitly drawn on below (7.5 implications for policy and practice) to 

provide recommendations for future DV prevention programmes. 

7.3 LIMITATIONS AND STRENGTHS  

The following section outlines both the strengths and limitations of each phase of the 

current MM study. 

7.3.1 QUANTITATIVE LIMITATIONS AND STRENGTHS  

The quantitative analysis had certain limitations. Firstly, the researcher acknowledged the 

lack of operationalisation of what DV is in relation to the questions on pupils ‘attitudes 

towards domestic violence’ in the 2013 YPBAS. DV is narrowly defined with a sole focus 

on one physically aggressive act against a partner (hitting) and does not enquire into 

attitudes about other forms of DV (e.g. emotional abuse, coercive control). This definition 

hides important variations in the meaning, consequences, and the context of violent 

behaviours in relationships (Flood and Fergus, 2008). Therefore, the findings are 

probably an underestimate of attitudes (accepting) of DV. Future studies should consider 

measurements of DV which encompass a broader spectrum of DV, and in particular non-

violent tactics of DV such as ‘coercive control’ (Stark, 2007). Secondly, the researcher 

recognised that attitudes towards DV cannot be reduced to a single factor, but rather are 

shaped by a multitude of factors at all levels of the social order (Flood and Pease, 2009; 

Worden and Carlson, 2005). Due to the restricted number of possible predictor variables 

available in the 2013 YPBAS (version B), other (important) factors (e.g. mass media, 

family, peer relations) could not be explored. The LRA showed that the factors included 

in the survey only explain some of the factors which shape pupils’ attitudes towards DV. 

In this sense, a quantitative study which includes a range of factors from each level of the 

ecological model would have undoubtedly enriched the understanding of young people’s 

attitudes towards DV and allowed for a more in-depth exploration of factors which predict 

attitudes towards DV among young people. Also, provided that secondary data was used, 

all requisite variables were not accessible (i.e., the average SES of pupils within a school), 

and there was danger of omitted variable bias. Thirdly, given that secondary data was 

used (2013 YPBAS) to explore young people’s attitudes towards DV it was impossible 

to choose the questions asked of respondents. For instance, there was relatively low 

numbers of pupils who experienced abuse, which may be a product of the question only 
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covering the last twelve months. Nonetheless, the strength of the present study lies in its 

large, nationally representative data set based on good sampling procedures. There has 

been a valuable contribution towards understanding pupils’ attitudes towards DV as the 

findings are generalizable to the wider population of pupils (aged 14-16) in Northern 

Ireland. By undertaking the current research, the researcher hopes that a greater awareness 

of young people’s attitudes towards DV have been provided and enabled young people’s 

own views to inform age-appropriate policy and practice developments in relation to DV 

prevention interventions (to prevent the formation or reinforcement of violence 

supportive attitudes and behaviour).  

7.3.2 QUALITATIVE LIMITATIONS AND STRENGTHS 

The main limitation of the qualitative interviews is that some of the answers from 

participants may have been influenced in one of the following three ways: by perceived 

social desirability; by the tendency of the interviewee and young people to give the 

answer that he/she thinks the researcher expects; or by a lack of trust. Moreover, as 

highlighted in chapter three, sampling did not go as planned and a convenience sample 

was utilised rather than a random sample. Therefore, we cannot infer from the findings to 

the wider post-primary school pupil and teacher population from which the participants 

were drawn from. Nonetheless, given that the researcher spoke to a large amount of post-

primary school pupils and teachers across Northern Ireland, the qualitative data 

highlighted some of the challenges and barriers in terms of DV preventative education 

and suggestions for good practice. Also, the qualitative research which used SSIs with 

teachers and FGDs with pupils helped to better understand and explain the preliminary 

findings from the 2013 YPBAS to answer the study’s research questions. 

7.4 IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY AND PRACTICE 

The study’s findings enable some recommendations to be made for future policy and 

practice. The perspectives of pupils and teachers provide important areas for developing 

preventative education and interventions for young people in schools. The current study 

has identified a range of areas where developing young people’s understanding of DV 

could prove beneficial to themselves and others. To address this issue and to work towards 

preventing DV, DV preventative education in schools needs to improve to enable young 

people to enter healthy and fulfilling relationships and recognise unacceptable behaviour. 
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7.4.1 IMPROVE DOMESTIC VIOLENCE PREVENTATIVE EDUCATION IN 

SCHOOLS  

The urgent need for DV prevention education during schooling was highlighted in the 

secondary analysis of the 2013 YPBAS and group discussions where some young people 

(mostly males) demonstrated a lack of understanding about what constitutes violence and 

consider violence as acceptable in some circumstances. These findings indicate a 

desperate need to focus on educating young people about healthy relationships by 

challenging attitudes that view violence as acceptable, in addition to the implementation 

of strategies to support key messages that DV is always wrong (Gadd et al., 2014). No 

form of violence is justifiable, therefore, preventative education should be packaged or 

delivered within the context of peace messages or, “no to violence” messages.  

Key recommendations that emerged from the data of the current study that should be used 

to inform the development of future school based DV programmes include: 

Planful inclusion of DV prevention programming in school strategy 

The findings of the present study indicate that DV preventative education in many 

Northern Irish post-primary schools has tended to be ad-hoc and on a one-off basis with 

basic content. This lack of teaching and learning on DV has been problematic in creating 

a “hush hush” culture in schools and prohibiting help-seeking and help-receiving 

behaviours among many young people. In particular, CMS through their Catholic ethos 

and lack of education on DV have prompted some pupils to believe DV is acceptable and 

somewhat supported rather than opposed. Considering this, both stakeholders believe it 

is pertinent for DV preventative education to be included within curricula, particularly 

through the school’s PD programme. It is suggested therefore, to be most effective, 

prevention needs to be ongoing throughout the post-primary school years and become 

one of the core social issues (alongside alcohol, bulling, smoking etc) delivered explicitly 

through the curriculum. If schools are expected to be a central agent for meeting the 

pastoral needs of all children internationally (McKee and Mason, 2015), post-primary 

schools in Northern Ireland need to allow enough time within the curriculum to provide 

DV preventative education. As identified by many young people there is a need for a 

‘spiral curriculum’ whereby learning about DV is repeatedly revisited, building young 

people’s learning across their school career. Furthermore, several pupils and teachers in 
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the present study felt it was the responsibility of the Department of Education to authorise 

DV preventative education as a compulsory part of curricula so each young person 

attending post-primary school in Northern Ireland has access to an education on DV, 

rather than the responsibility being left to the discretion of individual schools. Teachers 

and pupils consistently noted that framing the delivery of DV preventive education as a 

statutory requirement from the Department of Education would lead to a wider and 

consistent implementation of DV preventative education in post-primary schools.  

Programme delivery 

As supported by both stakeholders in the present study, if schools are to play a role in 

preventing DV as well as recognising DV, and teachers are to deliver DV preventative 

education, teachers need to be equipped with the relevant DV knowledge to provide 

pupils with accurate information confidently and competently. These findings, therefore, 

indicate that improved preparation into national curricula and teacher training is required 

to locate DV preventative education more centrally into the education agenda. Also, 

provided that both pupils and teachers valued lessons and workshops delivered by 

external DV specialist agencies (most notable Women’s Aid), increased funding is 

required to enable such organisations to support DV preventative programs in schools. 

The Department of Education should consider investing money into DV agencies (such 

as Women’s Aid) to support schools in delivering DV prevention education so young 

people are provided with accurate information and promote attitudes that do not condone 

or unintentionally collude with DV.   

The findings of the present study indicate that gender was the most important factor in 

shaping young people’s understanding of and attitudes towards DV. Therefore, there are 

likely to be benefits in identifying young men as a group for focus by prioritising them 

and the settings found to have an influence on their lives in addition to developing 

activities that are tailored to their needs (Harris et al., 2015). Prevention efforts need to 

target, engage and involve males rather than follow gender-neutral preventions to shift 

these destructive attitudes among young males as such attitudes would inform their future 

relationships. The focus group data in the present data indicate that a complex task lies 

with designing DV preventative education that young men will accept and engage with, 

while acknowledging that most DV is perpetrated by males with severe consequences 
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relative to violence by women (Macnab, 2010). Thus, the findings of the present study 

indicate that future research and future programming should consider investigating how 

to provide DV preventative education to young males that is engaging, accepting and an 

education that reflects the reality of men’s VAW. This recommendation is also supported 

recently by Burrell (2018) whom recently argued that ‘given the scale of men’s violence 

against women, and the potential significance and complexity of engaging men and boys 

in its prevention, there remains an urgent need for much more research in this area’ (p6). 

Encouragingly, Flood (2017) postulated that while engaging men and boys to prevent 

VAW is currently a relative small-scale endeavour in most contexts, developments such 

as the ‘#MeToo’ suggest that it may be on the cusp of becoming more mainstream and 

widespread. Additionally such interventions and preventative work should begin at least 

in post-primary school, or even back in primary school, if schools are to stand any chance 

of influencing boys’ thinking about relationships between the sexes (Mullender et al., 

2002), as illustrated in the present study, some young males already have an expectation 

and acceptance of DV. 

Programme content 

Gender education 

The 2013 YPBAS data highlights the shared implicit belief (social norm) among Northern 

Irish post-primary school pupils’ whereby female-perpetrated DV is perceived as more 

socially acceptable than male-perpetrated DV. The data suggests that many young people 

cling to gender stereotypes as they judge the acceptability of DV based upon gender. 

Likewise, the qualitative findings show how some young people draw upon stereotypical 

gender traits to explain (and in some cases justify) who does what to whom and why. The 

qualitative data revealed that many young people considered female-perpetrated DV as 

more acceptable than male-perpetrated DV because they believed that males are 

physically stronger than females and therefore more likely to cause harm than the same 

actions from females to males, thus revealing the stereotype that it may be impossible to 

have a weak male or a strong female. This rigid gender stereotyping promotes inequity 

between the sexes and sets people up to expect and accept power imbalances within 

relationships later in life. These findings indicate the need to tackle gender stereotypes 

with this age group and develop realistic expectations about future relationships based on 
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mutual respect and equity. They also emphasise the need to, and importance of addressing 

gender relations before gender stereotypes become deeply ingrained in young people 

(Harris et al., 2015; WHO, 2009) by engaging both sexes in gender transformative 

intervention education (approaches that seek to promote more gender-equitable 

relationships between men and women) (WHO, 2009). The promotion of gender equality 

needs to be an essential part of future violence prevention by directly addressing the 

underlying sexist pre-conceptions of acceptable and unacceptable behaviour for males 

and females, which assist the justification of DV. Encouragingly, recent research shows 

(e.g. Brannon, 2011; Harris et al., 2015) that efforts to support egalitarian gender 

relationships and sexual identities during adolescence, are likely to reduce the risk of 

violence, and to provide a sound foundation for healthy gender relationships into 

adulthood as prospects for prevention among young people are high. To address these 

unequal violence supportive attitudes among young people in Northern Ireland, efforts 

must work to provide an alternative set of norms and values centred on non-violence and 

gender equality. 

The present study suggests it is not enough to tell young people that violence is wrong, 

because that will not stop them from accepting it. The findings presented here suggest 

that prevention programmes for young people must tackle gender norms and expectations 

to challenge young people’s acceptance of DV. Future violence prevention must therefore 

challenge strongly held and closely policed expectations among young people in order to 

change their attitudes towards DV. DV intervention programmes should intervene early 

to disrupt the development and reinforcement of gender stereotypes and promote positive 

masculinities and femininities. McCarry and Lombard (2016), caution that for as long as 

society constructs differences between women and men, girls and boys, as natural there 

is a foundation that enables the normalisation and justification of DV. Thus, a vital aspect 

of effective anti-DV education is the inclusion of gender education which enables young 

people to recognise and reject restrictive gender expectations and identities which enable 

DV to continue.  

Teachers and pupils alike revealed that DV preventative education can be improved if it 

is both authentic and engaging. To promote learning and achieve impact schools should 

consider incorporating “real life” case studies into teaching and learning, inviting former 
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victims of DV and support workers to deliver lessons and workshops. Additionally, visual 

aids, interactive and practical activities such as drama that require pupil participation 

could be included and varied to help pupils engage with the material.  

Content should be tailored for each specific year group to ensure that it is age and 

developmentally appropriate. Also, if schools are to help protect pupils from DV, there is 

the need for the development of LGBT- inclusive DV preventative education about which 

there is growing research evidence (Snapp et al., 2015).  

Emotion and anger regulation 

Some young people in the present study narrated violence as a way to pent-up emotions 

and accepted DV as a way of expressing emotions or dealing with difficulties encountered 

within intimate partner relationships. These beliefs surrounding violence as an 

appropriate strategy or solution to relationship difficulties need to be changed. Young 

people need to be provided with the knowledge that there are alternative ways to deal 

with anger other than verbal (e.g. yelling, arguing, cursing) and physical (e.g. punching, 

hitting) expressions. Young people need to be supported to develop communication and 

conflict management skills to help them understand how to manage frustration and avoid 

behaviours that escalate the argument and lead to violence (Unicef, 2006).  

Taking action 

The perceived privacy attached to DV and reluctance to intervene or report cases of DV 

was highlighted by many young people in the present study. Thus indicating that 

informing young people about the important role witnesses of violence play in both 

supporting victims to avoid further harm and preventing further violent behaviour (Harris 

et al., 2015) is important to encourage young people to take action and speak up against 

aggressive, coercive, or disrespectful conduct (Banyard et al., 2004; McMahon, 2010; 

Powell, 2011, 2012). Young people need to be supported to understand the importance of 

reporting cases of DV, so there will be a willingness (rather than avoidance) to take a 

vocal stance against exploitive behaviour.  Also, providing young people with the 

capacity and skill set of how to intervene safely and effectively in DV cases, and respond 

to precursors of violence, is important to assist young people to be part of the solution to 

end DV and create safer communities (Tabachnick, 2009). Thus, for prevention and 
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intervention to be effective it is important that schools empower, educate and encourage 

young people to “stand up” against DV.   

Accessing support 

As identified by many pupils in the present study, to improve DV preventative education 

in schools young people need to be provided with information about how to seek help and 

access appropriate support (e.g. Women’s Aid and/or Men’s Advisory Project), if they or 

others they know experience DV, either now or in the future. 

Overall, as advocated by both stakeholders and alongside the findings of the present study 

these data would suggest that the Department of Education in Northern Ireland considers 

supporting the widespread implementation of DV preventative education and resourcing 

for schools to improve and  increase their ability to embed DV preventative education 

into post-primary schools. 

7.5 CONTRIBUTION OF KNOWLEDGE 

The findings of the current study increase our understanding of young people’s attitudes 

towards DV within a Northern Irish context, where very little work on the issue of DV 

has been undertaken. Most research conducted in Northern Ireland has been quantitative 

and received little attention. No attempt has been made to explore attitudes of Northern 

Irish young people about DV, its definition and the processes through which it occurs. 

The present MM study advances our understanding of young people’s attitudes towards 

DV to help develop contextually specific interventions with the goal of seeing more long-

standing solution to violence prevention (Giordano et al., 2014). This is particularly 

important given the current DV incidence rates in Northern Ireland (see Figure 1). The 

present study also contributes to further research required to provide clearer insight into 

factors influencing attitudes concerning DV (Wang, 2016). The secondary analysis of the 

2013 YPBAS revealed that pupils in post-primary schools in Northern Ireland do not 

share similar attitudes just because they attend the same school. Thus, suggesting that 

schools do not currently play a large role in the formation of these attitudes and indicates 

that it is young people’s own circumstances and contexts (such as family background, 

peer groups) which are having more of an influence on their attitudes. However, this does 

not mean that schools cannot influence attitudes, it just means that most of the variation 
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in young people’s attitudes is due to individual factors rather than school factors. 

Moreover, based on the quantitative and qualitative findings of the present study, gender 

is the most important factor influencing young people’s attitudes towards DV. Therefore, 

indicating a need for gender-tailored interventions to change attitudes towards partner 

violence (in Northern Ireland), and to work towards shifting violence-supportive attitudes 

among young males. 

Provided that the perspectives and experiences of those who deliver and receive DV 

education prevention and intervention have typically been limited (Fox et al., 2016; 

Stanley et al., 2015), the present study extends the current body of research on the 

potential role of schools in preventing DV. By approaching teachers and pupils an 

exploration of how schools can work towards preventing DV was carried out. According 

to both stakeholders, if post-primary schools in Northern Ireland are to play a role in 

preventing DV, improved and increased education on DV in schools is needed, barriers 

need addressing and many changes are necessary. The readiness of a school to deliver 

and implement an education on DV was identified as important by both pupils and 

teachers. More attention should be given to the readiness of schools to deliver DV 

preventative education, including the availability of specialist teacher training and 

authentic resourcing, to provide practitioners with the necessary expertise, materials and 

confidence. The lack of committed funding for prevention programs delivered by external 

agencies such as Women’s Aid has contributed to short-term DV preventative education 

provision, which limits the sustainability of DV education for young people. More 

predictable and committed funding for DV specialist sectors from outside schools to 

deliver programmes would help enable schools to embed DV preventative education in 

schools. As identified by many young people there is a need for a ‘spiral’ curriculum 

whereby learning about DV is repeatedly revisited, building young people’s learning 

across their school career. Both pupils and teachers argued for the use of participative and 

interactive approaches (such as drama), and genuine messages from those with relevant 

expertise and experience, to engage young people, infuse messages with authenticity, and 

have the capacity to deliver an emotional charge. Teachers and pupils consistently noted 

that framing the delivery of DV preventive education as a statutory requirement from the 

Department of Education would lead to a wider and consistent implementation of DV 

preventative education in post-primary schools.  
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The findings of the present MM study established many key messages and important 

information that should be included within a DV curriculum for post-primary pupils in 

Northern Ireland. The data revealed that young people should learn strategies for speaking 

up against aggressive, coercive or disrespectful conduct with the aim of helping to create 

safer communities, and provide young people with the capacity and skill set to intervene 

safely and effectively in cases where DV is occurring (Berkowitz, 2009; Powell, 2011). 

The findings emphasised a need for information on the services available to survivors 

with the intention of enabling young people to seek help and support safely. DV education 

should incorporate teaching of skills such as conflict resolution and communication to 

help young people understand how to manage frustration and avoid behaviours that 

escalate and lead to violence.  Affective education, in the form of learning to identify and 

express emotions through non-violent means, raise the self-esteem of young people so 

they are confident in protecting themselves. DV preventative education should consider 

the inclusion of topics on gender equality and gender stereotyping, promoting a zero-

tolerance approach to DV, supporting young people to hold perpetrators responsible for 

their behaviour, and develop pro-intervention attitudes to DV. The findings of the present 

study revealed that boys are the primary target for change and that DV messages for boys 

should be positively framed and avoid a blaming approach that could provoke resistance, 

while acknowledging that most DV is perpetrated by males with severe consequences 

relative to violence by women (Macnab, 2010).  

Overall, the findings of the present study support the call for young people to be exposed 

to DV prevention education in schools. Some of the key elements that may contribute 

towards making DV preventative education in post-primary schools successful have been 

identified to help establish how best to deliver effective and acceptable DV preventative 

education for young people attending post-primary schools. 

7.6 CONCLUSION 

The current study has contributed to understanding the ways that young people perceive 

DV in addition to their attitudes towards DV. Through seeking the perspectives of young 

people, a number of important lessons for the future development of DV prevention and 

interventions in Northern Ireland and beyond have been provided. Based on the 

quantitative and qualitative findings, the present study recommends that there is a need 
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for gender-tailored interventions to change attitudes towards partner violence in Northern 

Ireland.  Moreover, one particularly urgently needed step is the substantially increased 

provision of opportunities for young people to have explicit and compulsory DV 

education during schooling to help protect and prevent young people against DV. 
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APPENDIX I: ANNUAL ENROLMENTS AT GRANT-AIDED SCHOOLS IN 

NORTHERN IRELAND 2016/17 (DE, 2016:4) 
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Dear Principal, 
 
I am a Doctoral Student at the School of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work at 
Queens University, Belfast. As part of my research project funded by the Department 
of Education and Learning (DEL), I am exploring young peoples’ attitudes towards 
domestic violence in addition to their experiences and perceptions of domestic violence 
preventative education. I am also exploring teachers’ experiences and perceptions of the 
role of schools in preventing domestic violence. The project aims to develop a greater 
understanding young peoples’ attitudes towards domestic violence and help suggest 
ways that schools can contribute to the prevention of domestic violence within Northern 
Ireland. I am writing to enquire whether you would give me permission to recruit 
participants from among the pupils currently enrolled at your school as well as teachers 
(particularly the pastoral lead teacher) employed by your school. I hope to recruit two 
focus groups altogether, one from year 13 and one from year 14. I also hope to recruit 
the pastoral lead teacher within your school or maybe you could help suggest some other 
teacher in your school which could contribute to this study. 
 
I would need you to identify a suitable time and location for me to come into the school 
to explain the research to potential participants and distribute appropriate forms if they 
would be willing to take part in my study.  Please find enclosed information sheets and 
consent forms for participants which explains the exact details of the study. I would 
need permission to complete the group discussions with pupils during school hours and 
teacher interview/s at a time convenient to the teacher/s. I would also need to have 
access to an appropriate quiet space in which to conduct the group discussions and 
interviews.  
 
While some of the questions asked may be sensitive, the participating pupils and 
teachers would not be required to answer any question they do not wish to. The 
information they do give would be kept confidential and stored on the researcher’s 
computer with a protected password. This research has been approved by the Queen’s 
University Ethics Committee. If you have any comments or questions about this 
research please could you contact my supervisor, Dr Sarah Miller by email 
(s.j.miller@qub.ac.uk) or by telephone (02890975944). 
 
If you would be willing to give me permission, I would appreciate it if you could sign 
the enclosed form and return it in the envelope provided. Many thanks in advance for 
your consideration of this project. Please let me know if you require further information 
by email (smaguire35@qub.ac.uk) or by telephone (07938961015). 
 
Thank you for your time and consideration,  
Stephanie Maguire 
 

APPENDIX II: PRINCIPAL LETTER 
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APPENDIX III: PRINCIPAL CONSENT FORM 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX VI: RECRUITMENT LETTER FOR YOUNG PEOPLE                                        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I understand that my schools’ participation in this project will involve: 

• Assisting Miss Stephanie Maguire to identify a suitable time and location for 
Miss Maguire to come into the school to explain the research to potential 
participants and distribute appropriate forms 

• Form teachers of potential participants keeping consent forms safe until collected 
by the researcher at a convenient time for the school  

• Allowing Miss Stephanie Maguire the use of a suitable location in which to 
conduct the focus group discussions and interviews 

• Allowing Miss Stephanie Maguire to conduct focus group discussions with 
pupils during school hours. These focus group discussions should be at least 30 
minutes but no longer than 60 minutes. 

• Allowing Miss Stephanie Maguire to conduct semi-structured interviews with 
teachers at a time convenient to them. These interviews should last no longer 
than 60 minutes. 

I understand that my schools’ participation in this study is entirely voluntary. I 
understand that the pupils and teachers taking part in Miss Maguire’s discussions will 
be free to withdraw themselves from the study at any time and without giving a reason. 

I understand that I must keep the identity of all students who participate confidential. 

I understand the identity of pupils and teachers will be treated confidentially by Miss 
Maguire and all information will be stored anonymously and securely. All information 
appearing in the final report will be anonymous. All pupils and teachers will have the 
option of withdrawing their data from the study, up until their transcript has been 
anonymised. 

I understand that I am free to discuss any questions or comments I might have with Dr 
S Miller. 

I understand that I am free to contact Dr S Miller to discuss any complaints I might have. 

I ………………………………………… (NAME) consent to Miss Stephanie Maguire 
proceeding with this study with the supervision of Dr S Miller. 

 

Signature of Principal………………………………………………………………… 

Date 
………………………………………………………………………………………… 
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APPENDIX IV: RECRUITMENT LETTER FOR YOUNG PEOPLE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dear <insert name> 

My name is Stephanie Maguire and I am a doctoral student at Queen’s University 
Belfast. I am studying young peoples’ attitudes towards domestic violence and the role 
of schools in preventing domestic violence. I would like to talk to you about: 

• Your attitudes toward and beliefs about domestic violence 
• Your experiences and views of domestic violence education in school 
• Your views on how schools can help with the problem of domestic violence  

What does the study involve? You would be asked to take part in a group discussion 
with other pupils (a minimum of three and a maximum of nine) in the same year group 
and school as yourself at a time convenient for you and the school. The group discussion 
will last about one hour, and I will ask questions about your views and opinions about 
domestic violence. What you talk about in the group discussion will be confidential – 
that means that I will not tell anyone what you say. 

The information sheet attached provides more detail about the study. Please take the 
time to read this. If after reading the information you are interested in helping me then 
please return the completed form to your form teacher before next week.  

If you would like more information on the study before agreeing to take part, please 
contact me (Stephanie Maguire) by email at smaguire35@qub.ac.uk . 

This research has been approved by the Queen’s University Ethics Committee. If you 
wish you can contact my supervisor Dr Sarah Miller at Queen's University Belfast by 
telephone (02890975944) or by email (s.j.miller@qub.ac.uk) if you have any 
complaints about this research. 

Thank you, 

Stephanie Maguire 

 

mailto:smaguire35@qub.ac.uk
mailto:s.j.miller@qub.ac.uk


226 
 

APPENDIX V: RESEARCH INFORMATION SHEET FOR YOUNG PEOPLE 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

My name is Stephanie Maguire, and I am a doctoral student at Queen’s University, Belfast. 
I am undertaking a research project to understand young peoples’ attitudes towards domestic 
violence within an intimate relationship as well as young peoples’ views and opinions on 
how schools can help address the problem of domestic violence. I have prepared this 
information sheet to tell you more about me and my research, to help you decide whether 
you would be willing to take part in a group discussion in relation to this topic. 

About the study 

The aim of my study is to understand how young people perceive domestic violence, and to 
hear your views on violence in intimate relationships. In a group discussion I will ask you 
about your opinion and beliefs of domestic violence, what you think causes this type of 
violence, and what you think schools can do to address the problem of domestic violence.   

Who else will be taking part in a group discussion? 

A group discussion will consist of other young people in your year group in your school. A 
group will consist of a minimum of three and a maximum of nine young people. 

How long will a group discussion last? 

A group discussion will last no longer than one hour but if you want to leave the group 
discussion at any time you can without any consequences. 

Do I have to take part?  

No. You are under no obligation to take part in a group discussion. Taking part in this 
research is not a demand or requirement from your school, rather taking part is completely 
voluntary. 

Who will ask the questions in the group discussion?  

All group discussions will be with Stephanie. 

Do I have to answer all the questions?  

No. I have a list of topics that I am interested in discussing with young people. If I ask a 
question that you do not want to answer, you do not need to do so. You can let me know and 
we will move on to speak about something else.  

Can I ask questions?  

Absolutely, I would be more than happy answer questions about myself and the research 
topic, and you can suggest topics that you feel are relevant to young people and domestic 
violence. 

Where will the group discussion take place?  

All group discussions will take place in your school, in a private room at a time convenient 
to you and your school.  
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APPENDIX VIII: YOUNG PERSON’S CONSENT FORM  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What if I change my mind?  

If you agree to take part in the focus group discussion you can change your mind at any time, and 
you do not have to explain your reasons. If you decide during the group discussion that you would 
like to withdraw from the research, please let me know and you can stop taking part without any 
consequences.  

Will you tell other people what I said?  

No. All group discussions are confidential, and I will not discuss the content of the group 
discussion with anyone. The only time that I would ever disclose anything that is said in a group 
discussion is where someone revealed that they or someone else is at risk of harm. If you agree 
to take part in a group discussion, I will remind you of this before we start.  

Sometimes after the group discussion, when researchers write their reports, they include quotes 
from the group discussion. These reports are often read by other people. To make sure that you 
cannot be identified, I will give you a made-up name in my report in the event that I quote 
something you have said. My report will not include details of where you are from, or the name 
of your school. The readers will not be able to connect any material to any young person. 

How will the information be recorded? 

If you agree I will audio record the interview so that I have a record of what was said, and so that 
I can concentrate properly on what said during the group discussion, without having to write it 
all down. Electronic data will be stored on a password protected computer and will only be 
accessed by me. 

Will those involved in the group discussion tell other people what I say? 

Although I ask everyone in the group to respect everyone’s privacy and confidentiality, and not 
to identify anyone in the group or repeat what is said during the group discussion, please 
remember that other participants in the group may accidentally repeat what was said. 

Can you offer me help and support? 

I would be more than happy to direct anyone to support organisations. Everyone who takes part 
a group discussion with me is provided with a contacts sheet which contains the details of a 
variety of organisations where you can access some support and guidance. If you feel you require 
support from an organisation not detailed on the list, please contact me and I will try my best to 
locate appropriate support for you. 

Please be aware that I am a researcher and cannot provide counselling. However, if you do feel 
that you require help I will direct you to some expert advice. 

What if I have questions afterwards? 

If you would like more information on the study before agreeing to take part, please contact me 
(Stephanie Maguire) by email at smaguire35@qub.ac.uk.  Equally, if you have any questions 
after our interview, I would be more than happy to answer them.  

This research has been approved by the Queen’s University Ethics Committee. If you wish you 
can contact my supervisor Dr Sarah Miller at Queen's University Belfast by telephone 
(02890975944) or by email (s.j.miller@qub.ac.uk) if you have any complaints about this 
research. 

 

 

mailto:smaguire35@qub.ac.uk
mailto:s.j.miller@qub.ac.uk


228 
 

I have read and understood the information sheet 

 

I understand that I do not need to answer any questions 
that I do not want to and that I can withdraw from the study at 
any time. 

 

If I choose not to answer the questions or withdraw from 
the study, I understand that I do not have to tell you why. 

 

I understand that the things I say may be used in reports, 
articles and talks by the researcher but that my name will be 
changed so that no comments can be traced back to me. 

 

I agree to take part in a group discussion for the 
research project. 

 

I am happy for the group discussion to be audio 
recorded 

Name ……………………………………………………………............ 

Signature ………………………………………………........................... 

Male/Female (please circle) 

School…………………………………………………………………… 

Age ………………………………………………………………………. 

Date…………………………...................................................................... 
 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX VI: YOUNG PERSONS CONSENT FORM 
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APPENDIX VII: “OPT-OUT” CONSENT FORM FOR YOUNG PEOPLE 

Dear Parent/Guardian, 

My name is Stephanie Maguire and I am a doctoral student at Queen’s University Belfast. 

For my research project I am exploring: 

 ‘Young people’s attitudes towards domestic violence and the role of schools in 
prevention’  

I have already completed interviews with staff from many schools in Northern Ireland. 
The next stage of my research involves seeking the views, opinions and understanding of 
my topic from a range of pupils currently attending post-primary school. 

This involves conducting a discussion with pupils of the same age and same gender. The 
research information will be gathered in complete confidence and pupils will not be asked 
for their identity in any way other than to confirm their age bracket and gender. 

This is a topic that I am very passionate about but without information from pupils I will 
be unable to complete my research.  

Please complete the consent form below if you DO NOT wish your child to assist me in 
my research.  

Many thanks, 

Stephanie Maguire 

 

 

 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
----- 

I DO NOT want my child taking part in research for Miss Stephanie Maguire for 
research on ‘Young people’s attitudes towards domestic violence and the role of schools 
in prevention’.  

 

_____________________________  _____________________________ 

Print Name     Signed Parent / Guardian 
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APPENDIX VIII: RECRUITMENT LETTER AND INFORMATION SHEET FOR 

TEACHERS  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dear <insert name> 

My name is Stephanie Maguire and I am a doctoral student at Queen’s University, 
Belfast. I am studying young peoples’ attitudes towards domestic violence as well as 
pupils and teachers’ experiences and perceptions of the role of schools in preventing 
domestic violence. I would like to talk to you about: 

• Your experiences and perceptions of domestic violence education in your school 
• How your role in school impacts upon young peoples’ attitudes towards domestic 

violence 
• Your views on domestic violence education 
• What your school is doing (or not doing) to help prevent domestic violence being 

a feature in the lives of pupils in your school 

What does the study involve? You would be asked to take part in a confidential interview 
in your school at a time convenient for you. The interview will last no longer than one 
hour, and I will ask questions about your experiences, views and opinions on the role 
schools play in preventing domestic violence. What you talk about in the interview will 
be confidential. 

The information sheet attached provides more detail about the study. Please take the 
time to read this. If after reading the information you are interested in helping me then 
please return the completed form to the principal of your school.  

If you would like more information on the study before agreeing to take part, please 
contact me (Stephanie Maguire) by email at smaguire35@qub.ac.uk . 

This research has been approved by the Queen’s University Ethics Committee. If you 
wish you can contact my supervisor Dr Sarah Miller at Queen's University Belfast by 
telephone (02890975944) or by email (s.j.miller@qub.ac.uk) if you have any complaints 
about this research. 

Thank you for your time, 

Stephanie Maguire 

 

mailto:smaguire35@qub.ac.uk
mailto:s.j.miller@qub.ac.uk
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My name is Stephanie Maguire, and I am a doctoral student at Queen’s University, Belfast. I 
am undertaking a research project to explore teachers’ experiences and perceptions of the role 
of schools in preventing domestic violence.  I have prepared this information sheet to tell you 
more about me and my research, to help you decide whether you would be willing to speak to 
me in a confidential interview. 

About the study 

The aim of my study is to understand how teachers perceive the role of schools in preventing 
domestic violence. I would like to find out more about how your school contributes (or not) to 
young peoples’ attitudes towards domestic violence. I will ask you about how your role in 
school impacts upon young peoples’ attitudes towards domestic violence and your thoughts on 
how schools can (or cannot) prevent domestic violence. 

Do I have to take part?  

No. You are under no obligation to be interviewed. Taking part in this research is not a demand 
or requirement from your school, rather taking part is completely voluntary. 

Who will interview me?  

All interviews will be with me, Stephanie. 

Do I have to answer all the questions?  

No. I have a list of topics that I am interested in discussing with teachers. If I ask a question 
that you do not want to answer, you do not need to do so. You can let me know and we will 
move on to speak about something else.  

Can I ask questions?  

Absolutely, I would be more than happy answer questions about myself and the research topic, 
and you can suggest topics that you feel are relevant to young people, education and domestic 
violence. 

Where will the interview take place?  

All interviews will take place in your school, in a private room at a time convenient to you and 
your school.  

What is the duration of the interview? 

The interview will last no longer than one hour.  

What if I change my mind?  

You can change your mind at any time, and you do not have to explain your reasons. If you 
decide during the interview that you would like to withdraw from the research, please let me 
know and you can stop taking part without any consequences.  
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 Will you tell other people what I said?  

No. All interviews are confidential, and I will not discuss the content of the interview with 
anyone. The only time that I would ever disclose anything that is said in an interview is 
where someone revealed that they or someone else is at risk of harm. If you agree to take 
part in an interview, I will remind you of this before we start.  

Sometimes after the discussion, when researchers write their reports, they include quotes 
from the interview. These reports are often read by other people. To make sure that you 
cannot be identified, I will give you a made-up name in my report if I quote something you 
have said. My report will not include details of where you are from, or the name of your 
school. The readers will not be able to connect any material to you. 

How will the information I provide be recorded? 

If you agree I will audio record the interview so that I have a record of what we said, and 
so that I can concentrate properly on what you say during the interview, without having to 
write it all down. Electronic data will be encrypted and stored on a password protected 
computer at Queen’s University, Belfast. Raw data will only be accessed by the researcher 
or if necessary research supervisors. After the study has been concluded, all data collected 
during the course of the research will be destroyed after a period of 5 years post viva. At 
all times, Data Protection Guidelines will be adhered to. 

Can you offer me help and support? 

I would be more than happy to direct anyone to support organisations. Everyone who takes 
part in an interview with me is provided with a contacts sheet which contains the details of 
a variety of organisations where you can access some support and guidance. If you feel 
you require support from an organisation not detailed on the list, please contact me and I 
will try my best to locate appropriate support for you 

Please be aware that I am a researcher and cannot provide counselling. However, if you do 
feel that you require help I will direct you to some expert advice. 

What if I have questions afterwards? 

If you have any questions after our interview, I would be more than happy to answer them. 
If you would like more information on the study before agreeing to take part, please contact 
me (Stephanie Maguire) by email on smaguire35@qub.ac.uk. 

This research has been approved by the Queen’s University Ethics Committee. If you wish 
you can contact my supervisor Dr Sarah Miller at Queen's University Belfast by telephone 
(02890975944) or by email (s.j.miller@qub.ac.uk) if you have any complaints about this. 

 

mailto:smaguire35@qub.ac.uk
mailto:s.j.miller@qub.ac.uk
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APPENDIX IX: TEACHERS CONSENT FORM  

  

 

 

 I have read and understood the information sheet 

 

 I understand that I do not need to answer any questions that I    do not 
want to and that I can withdraw from the study at any time. 

 

 If I choose not to answer the questions or withdraw from the study I 
understand that I do not have to tell you why. 

 

 I understand that the things I say may be used in reports, articles and 
talks by the researcher but that my name will be changed so that no comments 
can be traced back to me. 

 

 I agree to be interviewed for the research project. 

 

 I am happy for the interview to be audio recorded. 

 

Name……………………………………………………………… 

Signature ………………………………………………................ 

Male/Female (please circle)  

School……………………………………………………………… 

Age………………………… Date………………………………. 
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APPENDIX X: MIND MAP 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX XI: MIND MAP 
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APPENDIX XII: LIST OF USEFUL CONTACTS FOR YOUNG PEOPLE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This is a list of organisations which provide support for young people. If you require help 
for an issue not covered by the organisations below, please contact me (Stephanie 
Maguire) and I will do my best to direct you towards appropriate support. I can be 
contacted at by telephone on 07938961015 or by email at smaguire35@qub.ac.uk 

 
1) Women's Aid Federation Northern Ireland 

129 University Street 
BT7 1HP 
Northern Ireland 
Call for free on 0808 802 1414 
Text support to 07797805839  
Email: 24hrsupport@dvhelpline.org 
The 24-Hour Domestic Violence Helpline is open to anyone affected by 
domestic violence regardless of gender, sexuality, disability, age or ethnicity.  
Website - https://www.womensaidni.org  
 

 
 
 

 
2) NSPCC Helpline 

Contact ChildLine for free on 0800 1111 
Email help@nspcc.org.uk 
ChildLine offers free, confidential advice and support whatever your worry, 
whenever you need help.  
Website - https://www.childline.org.uk/  
 
 
 
 
 

 

mailto:smaguire35@qub.ac.uk
https://www.womensaidni.org/
mailto:help@nspcc.org.uk
https://www.childline.org.uk/
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APPENDIX XIII: INTERVIEW GUIDE 

  

Aim: Explore teachers’ perceptions and experiences of the role of schools in shaping 

young peoples’ attitudes towards domestic violence (with the aim of preventing domestic 

violence) 

• So, you are the pastoral lead teacher in the school – how long have you been in 

this role? What does this role entail in terms of DV preventative education? 

 

• What do you think the role of the school is in addressing the issue of domestic 

violence as it affects your pupils? 

 

• How does teaching and learning in school impact upon pupils’ attitudes towards 

domestic violence and/or help prevent domestic violence been a future feature in 

the lives of the pupils in your school? 

 

• What is it that your school is doing (or not doing) in contributing to young 

peoples’ attitudes towards domestic violence and helping to prevent domestic 

violence?  

 

• Are there any challenges you feel you and/or your school experience in addressing 

pro-violent attitudes towards domestic violence or addressing the problem of 

domestic violence?  

 

• What support (i.e. training) have you and/or other teachers faced with in providing 

DV preventative education? 

 

• Given your knowledge of the school system, do you have any suggestions as to 

how DV preventative education could be done (maybe similarly and/or differently 

to the way/what your school is currently doing)?  
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APPENDIX XIV: LIST OF USEFUL CONTACTS FOR TEACHERS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This is a list of organisations within Northern Ireland which provide support for adults. If 
you require help for an issue not covered by the organisations below, please contact me 
(Stephanie Maguire) and I will do my best to direct you towards appropriate support. I can 
be contacted at by telephone on 07938961015 or by email at smaguire35@qub.ac.uk. 
 

1) Women's Aid Federation Northern Ireland 
129 University Street 
BT7 1HP 
Northern Ireland 
Call for free on 0808 802 1414 
Text support to 07797805839  
Email 24hrsupport@dvhelpline.org 
The 24 Hour Domestic and Sexual Violence Helpline is open to anyone affected by 
domestic violence regardless of gender, sexuality, disability, age or ethnicity. 
Website - https://www.womensaidni.org   
 

2) NSPCC 
 
If you’re worried about a child, even if you’re unsure, contact our professional 
counsellors 24/7 for help, advice and support. 
Call 0808 800 5000 
Email help@nspcc.org.uk 
 

3) Men’s Advisory Project 
 
Provides confidential support and information for men experiencing domestic 
violence 
Call Belfast on (028) 9092 1929  
Email: INFO@MAPNI.CO.UK 
Website - http://www.mapni.co.uk  
 

4) Nexus NI 
Nexus NI offer counselling and support to survivors of sexual abuse, victims of 
sexual violence including those who have experienced rape and sexual assault. 
Nexus NI have 30 years of experience in providing a professional counselling 
service helping people to survive sexual violence, rape and abuse. Counselling is 
available for anyone aged 16+ in all regions of NI.  Counselling is offered in 25 
centres across Northern Ireland including Belfast, Derry/Londonderry, Portadown 
and Enniskillen.    

 
Email info@nexusni.org 
Belfast 028 9032 6803  
Derry 028 7126 0566  
Enniskillen 028 6632 0046 
Website - http://www.nexusni.org  
 

 

mailto:smaguire35@qub.ac.uk
https://www.womensaidni.org/
mailto:help@nspcc.org.uk
mailto:INFO@MAPNI.CO.UK
http://www.mapni.co.uk/
mailto:info@nexusni.org
http://www.nexusni.org/
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APPENDIX XV: LETTER OF ETHICS APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX XVI: MLM RESULTS 

Pupils’ attitudes towards male-female partner violence 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

DVAttitude_M2F_~y | Odds Ratio   Std. Err.      z    P>|z|    [95% Conf. Interval] 

------------------+---------------------------------------------------------------- 

          Bullied |   .8183753   .1466382    -1.12   0.263     .5760131    1.162713 

    Physical Abuse |   1.458967   .5291739     1.04   0.298     .7166561    2.970162 

      Sexual Abuse |   2.428185    1.13796     1.89   0.058     .9691018    6.084072 

MeanSocialSupport |   .4688972   .2563755    -1.39   0.166     .1605729     1.36925 

             Male |   1.618037   .2057029     3.79   0.000     1.261172    2.075882 

          Grammar |   1.283856   .1723049     1.86   0.063     .9869099    1.670149 

         Deprived |   1.009807   .1286926     0.08   0.939     .7866085    1.296336 

            _cons |   .5605389   .3087723    -1.05   0.293     .1904242     1.65002 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

  Random-effects Parameters |   Estimate   Std. Err.     [95% Conf. Interval] 

-----------------------------+------------------------------------------------ 

SchoolID: Identity           | 

                   sd(_cons) |   5.87e-09   .1502436             0           . 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

LR test vs. logistic model: chibar2(01) = 5.0e-12     Prob >= chibar2 = 1.0000 

 

Pupils attitudes towards female-male partner violence 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

DVAttitude_F2M_~y | Odds Ratio   Std. Err.      z    P>|z|    [95% Conf. Interval] 

------------------+---------------------------------------------------------------- 

          Bullied |   .8359272   .1325152    -1.13   0.258     .6126774    1.140526 

    PhysicalAbuse |   2.047439   .7156148     2.05   0.040     1.032052    4.061818 

      SexualAbuse |   1.359121   .6341868     0.66   0.511     .5445956    3.391891 

MeanSocialSupport |   .7738176   .4087133    -0.49   0.627     .2748229    2.178835 

             Male |   1.628512   .1861023     4.27   0.000      1.30172    2.037343 

          Grammar |   1.089547   .1332545     0.70   0.483     .8573172    1.384682 

         Deprived |   1.018776   .1172952     0.16   0.872     .8129744    1.276675 

            _cons |   .7025876   .3733247    -0.66   0.506     .2479755    1.990638 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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  Random-effects Parameters |   Estimate   Std. Err.     [95% Conf. Interval] 

-----------------------------+------------------------------------------------ 

SchoolID: Identity           | 

                   sd(_cons) |   1.19e-08    .358062             0         . 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

LR test vs. logistic model: chibar2(01) = 0.00        Prob >= chibar2 = 1.0000 

Pupils attitudes towards same-sex partner violence 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

DVAttitude_SS_b~y | Odds Ratio   Std. Err.      z    P>|z|     [95% Conf. Interval] 

------------------+---------------------------------------------------------------- 

          Bullied |   1.281407   .2446787     1.30   0.194      .881362    1.863031 

    PhysicalAbuse |   1.841038    .692516     1.62   0.105     .8808028    3.848102 

      SexualAbuse |   1.531622   .7691625     0.85   0.396     .5723853    4.098406 

MeanSocialSupport |    .762015   .4843819    -0.43   0.669     .2192247     2.64873 

             Male |   1.807765   .2654401     4.03   0.000      1.35568    2.410609 

          Grammar |   .9146701   .1450061    -0.56   0.574     .6703788    1.247983 

         Deprived |   1.312857   .1904113     1.88   0.061     .9880126    1.744504 

            _cons |   .1837914   .1180814    -2.64   0.008     .0521734    .6474424 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Random-effects Parameters |   Estimate   Std. Err.     [95% Conf. Interval] 

-----------------------------+------------------------------------------------ 

SchoolID: Identity           | 

                   sd(_cons) |   3.06e-09   .1389188             0           . 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

LR test vs. logistic model: chibar2(01) = 0.00        Prob >= chibar2 = 1.0000 
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