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Why Do Female Domestic Violence Victims Remain in or 
Leave Abusive Relationships? A Qualitative Study
Rebecca L. Heron a,b,c, Maarten Eisma b, and Kevin Brownec

aDepartment of Arts and Sciences, University of Houston-Victoria, Victoria, TX, USA; bDepartment of 
Clinical Psychology and Experimental Psychopathology, University of Groningen, Groningen, 
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ABSTRACT
Domestic violence has severe physical and mental health con
sequences, yet many women remain in abusive relationships. 
Domestic violence is generally more prevalent among ethnic 
minorities than among ethnic majorities. Yet, little is known 
about reasons to stay and leave within ethnic minority groups. 
Therefore, we examined reasons for staying in and leaving 
abusive relationships in an ethnically diverse sample of female 
domestic violence victims from the United Kingdom. In-depth 
interviews with 20 intimate partner violence victims (40% iden
tifying as ethnic minority) were analyzed using template the
matic analysis. We identified three main themes for why women 
stayed. The first theme was that of investment, which contained 
the subthemes of marriage, pregnancy, and keeping the family 
together. The second theme was that of entrapment, which 
contained subthemes of economic dependence, physical 
entrapment/social isolation, learned helplessness/coping 
mechanisms, and religious/cultural beliefs. The third theme 
was love (no subthemes). Additionally, we identified three 
main themes for why women left. The first theme was external 
support, encompassing subthemes of professional support and 
informal support. The second main theme was fear of harm, 
which included the subthemes of fear for negative effects on 
mental health and fear of physical harm. The third theme was 
that of protecting the children (no subthemes). Among ethnic 
minority women, some specific reasons to stay appeared more 
prevalent (i.e., religious beliefs). Identified themes are diverse 
and support cost-benefit analyses of domestic violence. 
Applying cost-benefit analyses in practice may enable victims 
to leave abusive relationships.
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Domestic violence is a devastating worldwide problem (Burnette & Cannon, 
2014). The UK government defines domestic violence as: “any incident of 
controlling, coercive or threatening behavior, violence, or abuse between those 
aged 16 or over who are or have been intimate partners or family members, 
regardless of their gender or sexuality” (The Crown Prosecution Service, 
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2021). This definition encompasses intimate partner violence, which may 
entail verbal, sexual, or physical acts that harm a partner (Heyman et al., 
2015). While adults of both sexes are victims of domestic violence, women are 
more likely to be victims than men (UN Women, 2016). An estimated one in 
three women worldwide have been victim of physical or sexual violence by an 
intimate partner at some point in their lifetime (World Health Organization, 
2014). In addition to physical abuse, domestic violence victims are likely to 
experience emotional and economic abuse, which are used to exert control 
over the victim (Gibbs et al., 2019). Ethnic minority women more often 
become victims of domestic violence than ethnic majority women, which 
can be partly attributed to poverty and higher rates of alcohol abuse within 
ethnic minority groups (Field & Caetano, 2004; Grossman & Lundy, 2007).

Domestic violence victims experience mental and physical health problems 
(Dillon et al., 2013). Within the United Kingdom, an average of two women 
a week are killed by their partner or ex-partner (Coleman & Osborne, 2010). 
Despite the severe consequences of domestic violence, women in abusive 
relationships are not always able or willing to leave. Leaving can be both 
practically and emotionally difficult to do and women report feeling trapped 
(Baholo et al., 2015). Since domestic violence victims frequently visit health 
care services, health care professionals are uniquely positioned to help them 
become free from violence (Heron & Eisma, 2021). Understanding what 
reasons domestic violence victims give to decide to stay in or leave abusive 
relationships may help counselors and professionals adequately support vic
tims and empower them to become free from violence (Grossman & Lundy, 
2007). Given the limited amount of research into domestic violence in ethnic 
minority groups (Follingstad et al., 2012; Raj & Silverman, 2002), taken 
together with the aforementioned higher prevalence of domestic violence 
within these groups, charting these reasons within this population appears 
pertinent.

Reasons to stay or leave

Prior qualitative research has demonstrated that victims’ reasons for staying in 
an abusive relationship include economic, social, emotional, cultural, and legal 
factors. For example, victims who are financially dependent on their partners 
often lack resources to be able to leave (Estrellado & Loh, 2014). Domestic 
violence can also lead to job instability and homelessness (Adams et al., 2012) 
and social isolation (Ondicho, 2013). Therefore, even if victims want to leave, 
a lack of social support could make it difficult for them to do so (Coohey, 2007; 
Sichimba et al., 2020).

A victim of intimate partner violence may also stay because they hope that 
their partner will change their behavior (Sichimba et al., 2020) or because they 
are strongly committed to a relationship they have already invested in 
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(Estrellado & Loh, 2014). On the one hand, having children with the abuser 
may be a barrier to leaving as women may fear losing custody (Stephens & 
Melton, 2017). On the other hand, having children can result in some women 
being more motivated to leave, as they are concerned about their child’s 
wellbeing (Estrellado & Loh, 2019). Victims’ concerns for safety may be both 
a facilitator and barrier to leaving. Attempts to leave may lead to spikes of 
violence and, in extreme cases, femicide (Ferrara & Del Vescovo, 2019). 
Moreover, some consequences of domestic abuse, such as depression and 
low self-esteem (Loke et al., 2012), further reduce the odds of leaving 
(Clements et al., 2004).

Pioneering research has demonstrated that an ethnic minority/immigrant 
background may play a unique role in the decision to stay in an abusive 
relationship. For instance, immigrant women are more often socially isolated 
and experience language barriers, making it more difficult for them to leave 
(Oyewuwo-Gassikia, 2016). Additionally, immigrants can be reluctant to 
engage with the police or other legal services as they may fear deportation 
(Voolma, 2018). Ethnic minority women are also more often than ethnic 
majority women part of communities that hold beliefs going against divorce 
and separation (Ondicho, 2013). Therefore, they may choose to stay with their 
abusive partners to avoid bringing shame on their families (Kids new to 
Canada, 2017) and being ostracized (Alaggia & Maiter, 2015). Ethnic minority 
women may further be likely to stay if they perceive that the perpetrator shows 
them some level of respect, e.g., being faithful (Willan et al., 2019).

In summary, there is substantial scope and diversity in victim’s motivations 
to stay in or leave abusive relationships. Moreover, some motivations to stay 
and leave appear unique to ethnic minorities. Considering the variety of 
reasons provided, it becomes clear that the decision to remain in the abusive 
relationship may sometimes be a carefully thought out decision. Johnson 
(1992) proposed that the decision to stay in an abusive relationship will be 
made if the perceived rewards of the relationship significantly outweigh the 
costs of separating. For example, despite the physical harm that a woman 
endures in an abusive relationship, she would be more likely to return to her 
abusive partner if he is the sole financial provider. Victims may thus be more 
likely to make a decision to leave after rationally weighing up the costs against 
benefits of leaving the abusive partner (Browne & Herbert, 1997).

The current study

To better understand the complex set of circumstances that precipitate their 
decision to become free from violence, this qualitative study aimed to further 
explore women’s experiences of leaving abusive relationships and the motiva
tions triggering them to leave. Specifically, we sought to chart the perceived 
benefits and costs of leaving abusive relationships among ethnic minority and 
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ethnic majority female domestic violence victims in the United Kingdom. We 
further explored the differences between reasons to stay and leave provided by 
these two groups of victims, to identify areas of interest that could help health 
professionals respond better to ethnic minority domestic violence victims.

Methods and materials

Participants

Women were recruited through purposeful sampling in the East 
Midlands region of the United Kingdom. To recruit a diverse sample 
of women, including ethnic minority women, we deliberately contacted 
a specialized women’s refuge, which housed black and minority ethnic 
(BME) women. We also recruited from an another women’s refuge and 
a community domestic violence support service, which served victims of 
domestic violence regardless of their ethnic background. Women who 
had experienced domestic violence were identified by the managers of 
the refuges and the community domestic violence support service. They 
asked women if they wanted to participate. They were explicitly 
instructed not to use persuasion or emotional coercion to promote 
study involvement. Ten women were approached at the BME refuge, of 
which seven women agreed to participate (70%). Five women were 
approached from the other women’s refuge, of which all agreed to 
participate (100%). An additional 10 women were approached through 
the community domestic violence support service, of which eight agreed 
to participate (80%). In total, 27 females were approached and 20 (70%) 
agreed to participate. Reasons for not participating included not being 
able to obtain childcare, study or work commitments, or feeling too 
upset to be interviewed.

Inclusion criteria were: identifying as female, being 18 years or older, and 
having experienced domestic violence. All participants had been subjected to 
some form of domestic violence (emotional, physical, sexual, or financial) 
resulting in them terminating their relationships with their partners in the 
last year. Fifty-five percent reported their relationship status as single, 45% 
were married, and 70% reported having children. Forty percent of participants 
identified as an ethnic minority (Black British 25% or Asian British 15%), 
whilst 55% of the participants identified as White British. One participant (5%) 
identified as ‘Other’ (White Polish). Fifty-five percent of the women identified 
as religious (either Christian, Catholic, Sikh, or Muslim) and 45% did not. 
Table 1 shows sample characteristics.
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Ethical considerations

The World Health Organization, 2001) highlights the importance of ethics 
when researching violence against women. It advocates that women’s 
identities should be protected through confidentiality and women should 
be made to feel safe. This study abided by such ethical standards. This 
study was approved by the University of Nottingham Medicine and 
Health Sciences Ethics Committee. All the participants were given infor
mation explaining the purpose of the study and they were required to sign 
an informed consent form prior to the interview. Participants were 
explained that they had right to withdraw from the study at any time. 
All interviews were conducted within a private setting, women’s names 
were anonymized, and any identifiable information was changed during 
transcription, to further safeguard the women’s privacy. At the end of the 
study, participants were debriefed and provided with a contact card which 
had telephone numbers of specialist domestic violence services in case 
they required further assistance.

Study design

The study employed a qualitative method using semi-structured inter
views, as this would allow participants to speak freely about their experi
ences. The interviewer had a pre-prepared interview schedule. 
Demographic information was obtained before the interview such as age, 
ethnicity, marital status, and religion. Some women expressed being 
uncomfortable with being recorded, which resulted in the domestic vio
lence support organization not giving permission for the women’s voices 
to be audio-taped. Rubin and Rubin (1995) support that in some cases 
audio-recordings are not appropriate and hand-written interviews can be 
used instead. Thus, for this study all of the women’s interview responses 
were hand-written.

Table 1. Sample characteristics.

Characteristics

Ethnic minority 
(Black or Asian) 

N= 8
Ethnic majority  
(White) N = 12

Total 
N= 20

Single 3 (38%) 8 (67%) 11 (55%)
Married 5 (63%) 4 (33%) 9 (45%)
Has children 7 (88%) 7 (58%) 14 (70%)
Religious 8 (100%) 3 (25%) 11 (55%)
Age in years (M (SD), range) 27 (4.72), 19–33 29.6 (8.70), 19–49 28.6 (7.37), 19–49

Note: One white Polish woman is included within the group of majority women.
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Data collection procedure

Interviews took place in a private office at either one of the refuges or at 
the community support service. All interviewees provided written 
informed consent and only the interviewer and the participant were 
present during the interview. All of the interviews were conducted in 
English. However, for two non-English speaking participants, an inter
preter was required for the languages of Polish and Punjabi. The inter
preters translated the interview questions to the participants’ language and 
the provided answers into English. The importance of confidentiality was 
also explained to the interpreters verbally. All of the interviews were 
conducted by the same person (i.e., a mixed Black and White British 
female researcher, 26 years old, with two years of experience in working 
with domestic violence victims).

After the interview, participants were provided with a copy of the inter
view transcript in note form and were asked to indicate if they felt it had 
accurately reflected what they had said. For those who required an inter
preter, the interpreter was contacted to provide feedback to the notes. None 
of the participants reported that any changes needed to be made to the 
transcripts. At the end of the study, participants were verbally debriefed and 
thanked for participating.

Data analysis

Interviews were analyzed using a template thematic analysis approach. This 
type of analysis was chosen for the exploration of each woman’s personal 
experience as it enables examining the different perspectives of participants 
and highlighting their similarities and differences (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
This seemed advantageous given that we aimed to evaluate responses of both 
ethnic minority and ethnic majority victims. Braun and Clarke (2006) six 
phases guided our thematic analysis. In Phase 1, researchers familiarized 
themselves with the interviews. In Phase 2, initial codes were generated by 
the researchers which will allow the data to be organized meaningfully. In 
Phase 3, the researchers searched for themes and sub-themes. In Phase 4, the 
themes were reviewed and organized further by each researcher. In Phase 5, 
these themes were named. Lastly, in Phase 6, a report was written discussing 
the themes. The first ten interviews were coded separately by two researchers 
and discussed to ensure interrater reliability. Coding was refined after discus
sion. Since the two researchers had substantial agreement on the coding of the 
first ten interviews, they decided that subsequent interviews would only be 
coded by the main researcher.
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Results

Why women stay

After thematically analyzing the interview transcripts, three broad themes 
were identified for the reasons why women stayed with their abusive partners 
and these were divided into subthemes (see Table 2). The three main themes 
were: (1) investment, (2) entrapment, and (3) love.

Theme 1: Investment
Over two-thirds of women (n= 14; 70% of the sample) indicated that they had 
invested too much, making it difficult for them to ‘just leave.’ Women stated 
they stayed because of ‘pregnancy and young children’ (50%), ‘marriage’ 
(25%), or ‘wanting to keep the family unit together’ (20%).

Pregnancy. Half of the women (n= 10; 50%) stated that domestic violence 
commenced or escalated when they were pregnant and carrying a child made 
it difficult for them to leave. Participant 7 demonstrates this as she stated: “He 
became physically abusive after the first child . . . jealousy perhaps . . . but then 
it was difficult to leave. I had invested so much.” Participant 8 “feared raising 
the baby alone” which resulted in her staying. She later miscarried the baby 
because of physical abuse.

Marriage. A quarter of the women (n= 5; 25%) expressed that their partners 
became abusive shortly after marriage and this made it difficult for them to 
leave because of how much they had invested. For instance, participant 18 

Table 2. Percentages of participants supporting subthemes of barriers and facilitators for dis
closure to health care services.

Why women stay

Theme Percentage Subtheme Percentage

Investment 70% Marriage 25%
Pregnancy 50%
Keeping family together 20%

Entrapment 90% Economic dependence 45%
Physical entrapment/social isolation 60%
Internalized blame 35%
Learned helplessness /passive coping 20%
Cultural and religious beliefs 35%

Love 30%

Why women leave
Theme Percentage Subtheme Percentage
External support 70% Informal support 40%

Professional support 30%
Fear of harm 40% Effects on mental health 

Physical harm
30% 
15%

Protecting children 25%

Note: Responses of some respondents supported multiple subthemes, so percentages under subthemes do not 
always add up to percentages under main themes
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stated “abuse began after a year of being married, not that easy to get up and 
leave” and participant 12 stated: “everything was really good until we were 
married . . . he just changed overnight and that’s when he became violent, but 
by then it wasn’t that easy to just leave, I had invested so much!”

Keeping the Family Together. One in five women (n= 4; 20%) communicated 
that the desire to keep the family together was another reason why they 
stayed. They did not want the family to break up and perceived that it was 
better for their children to have both a mother and a father in the same 
home. Participant 1 stated her reasons for staying were: “Because we had 
a child together and I believe the best way to bring up a child is in marriage 
and with a mother and a father.” This point was further supported by 
participant 7 who said: “My parents split up and I never had a dad. 
I didn’t want that for my son.”

Theme 2: Entrapment
Nearly all women (n = 19; 95%) mentioned that they stayed in an abusive 
relationship due to feeling trapped. Five sub-themes were identified under this 
main theme: ‘physical entrapment/social isolation’ (60%), ‘economic depen
dence’ (45%), ‘internalized blame’ (35%), ‘cultural and religious beliefs’ (35%) 
and ‘learned helplessness and coping mechanisms’ (20%).

Physical Entrapment/Social Isolation. A majority of the women (n= 12; 60%) 
reported that their partners socially isolated them and this made it difficult 
for them to leave. Thus, many of the women felt that they had no choice but 
to stay, due to them having almost no support network and therefore 
nowhere to go. Participant 15 illustrated this: “He didn’t like anyone coming 
round. Like at first he made excuses saying that my friend would flirt with 
him . . . he just wanted it to be me and him.” Social isolation and physical 
entrapment appear to be reciprocally related as social isolation is likely to 
have resulted in physical entrapment and vice versa. Many of the women 
experienced being physically entrapped, which implies that they were phy
sically stopped from leaving the house. For example, participant 8 describes 
how her partner would lock her up in a cupboard when he went to work. 
About the time she escaped, she said: “I snook out one day when he trusted 
not to lock me in.”

Economic Dependence. Just under half of the women (n= 9; 45%) disclosed 
that they were economically dependent on their partners and that this con
tributed to them staying in their abusive relationship, as they were unable to 
provide for themselves or their children and having no money made it difficult 
for them to leave. Participant 8 illustrates this as she stated, “I stopped work
ing, he didn’t like me working, would change the clocks made me late . . . left 
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my job and came dependent on him, which made it even more difficult to 
leave.” Participant 20 stated: “I was financially dependent on him . . . had no 
money of my own.”

Internalized Blame. About a third of women (n= 7; 35%) stated that they felt 
they were to blame for the abuse and this contributed to their decision to stay 
with their abusers. For example, this is illustrated by participants 2 and 12, 
who both stated: “Everything was my fault.”

Learned Helplessness /Coping Mechanisms. A fifth of women (n = 4; 20%) also 
demonstrated learned helplessness/coping mechanisms as a reason for staying 
with their abusive partners. For instance, women shared giving up due to 
finding services unhelpful and this reduced their motivation to contact ser
vices in future. Participant 2 communicated abuse “escalated” after she 
informed the police and she describes how she got into “double trouble,” 
which resulted in her “giving up” in the end, because there was “nothing” she 
could do.

The women reflected that they had adopted coping mechanisms, which 
helped them to stay in their abusive relationships. For instance, participant 7 
described how she “numbed” her “emotions” and participant 2 described how 
she self-harmed to cope with the abuse: “cutting with razors or Stanley knives 
to relieve the pain.” Furthermore, participant 6 described how alcohol helped 
her to cope: “Started to drink alcohol to cope with the abuse . . . helped me to 
block it all out.”

Cultural and Religious Beliefs. More than a third of women (n= 7; 35%) stated 
that their cultural or their religious beliefs influenced their decision to stay 
with their abuser. Participant 12 illustrates this as she said, “I didn’t want to get 
a divorce because I have very strong Christian beliefs . . . in African culture 
they take marriage very seriously. You stay and work it out. Till death do you 
part.” This point was further emphasized by participant 13 who commented, “ 
I felt I couldn’t leave, in our culture and religion it’s frowned upon if a woman 
leaves her husband and gets a divorce . . . my mum and older generations 
wouldn’t understand.” Women were also concerned that leaving would bring 
shame on their family. For example, participant 10 communicated, “I would 
be bringing shame on the family if I left and I wanted to avoid this.”

Theme 3: Love
Just under a third of the women (n = 6; 30%) stated that their reasons for 
staying with their partner was because they loved their partner. Participant 12 
remarked, “I felt trapped because I loved him” and participant 14 further 
supports this as she stated, “I stayed because I loved him; I thought he would 
change.” Thus, women may stay because of the love which they have for their 
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partners and the hope that they will change. The love which these women have 
for their partners can be quite passionate and intense. Participant 18 described 
how despite leaving her partner she still had feelings for him: “I still love him 
even though he tried to kill me . . . we had a very passionate love.”

Why Women Leave

Three main categories were identified for reasons why women leave, namely: 
(1) ‘external support,’ (2) ‘fear of harm’ and (3) ‘protecting children.’

Theme 1: External Support
Over two-thirds of women (n= 14; 70%) reported being able to leave as a result 
of receiving external support, either personally (40%) or professionally (30%).

Informal Support. Two out of five women (n= 8; 40%) communicated that 
their family, friends or neighbors helped them to leave and they reflected that 
they would not have been able to do so without this support. Participant 19 
illustrates this as she states, “I’m so grateful to my family I wouldn’t have been 
able to leave or get through it without them.” Participant 9 also states how her 
extended family helped her to leave, “My cousins and an uncle, they were the 
ones who persuaded me to go.”

Professional Support. Just under a third of women (n = 6; 30%) mentioned that 
they were able to leave as a result of professional help they received. The six 
victims noted they received professional support from one or more of the 
following: the police, their general practitioner, a woman’s aid support worker, 
their health visitor or their child’s teacher. For example, participant 3 states: “I 
was relieved when my child told school because felt like I had no choice then 
over leaving and I had the support to do it.” Participant 18 also reflects how the 
professional support was helpful: “Professional help was good – women’s aid 
were really helpful and the police as well.”

Theme 2: Fear of harm
A number of women (n= 8; 40%) stated their reason for eventually leaving 
were that they feared the harm caused by the abuse. They noted fear of effects 
on mental health (30%) and fear of physical harm (15%).

Fear of Effects on Mental Health. Just under a third women (n= 6; 30%) stated 
that they left when they realized that the abuse was having a negative effect on 
their mental health. Participant 14 highlights this as she said: “enough was 
enough . . . couldn’t take it anymore . . . my depression was getting very bad.” 
Participant 20 stated: “It got to the point where I just didn’t want to wake up in 
the morning . . . what I experienced with him was hell.”
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Fear of Physical Harm. Three women (n= 3; 15%) stated their reason for 
eventually leaving were that they feared the physical harm caused by the 
abuse. Many participants felt that the violence was so extreme that they had 
no choice but to leave in order to stay alive. Participant 9 highlights this, by 
describing how the severity of violence pushed her to leave, “he pulled my hair 
out and broke one of my ribs . . . I knew then I had to go.” As a result of the 
abuse escalating participants told that they knew they had to leave, as they 
feared that if they didn’t they would die. Participants 13 and 20 both stated: “I 
could have died.”

Theme 3: Protecting Children

A quarter of the women (n= 5; 25%) from the sample stated their reasons for 
leaving were to protect their children. Victims communicated deciding to 
leave after witnessing the negative effects the abuse was having on their 
children. Participants were concerned about their children imitating their 
abusive partner and this was what helped them to leave. Participant 13 stated: 
“My son started to copy his dad’s behavior . . . becoming aggressive and 
impatient.” Participant 7 reflected: “I wanted to give my child a better life, 
she deserved more and did not need to see that.”

Victims also communicated their concerns about what their children were 
witnessing. Participant 7 described how her 7-year old daughter reacted when 
witnessing her father hitting her: “It’s alright for dad to hit you because dad’s 
the boss.” She then went on to say: “I knew I had to get out, I didn’t want her to 
grow up and be in my position thinking that it was normal.”

Reasons to Stay and Leave Specific to Ethnic Minority Women

To identify reasons to stay and leave that are specific to ethnic minority 
women, we compared reasons to stay and leave for ethnic minority and ethnic 
majority women. Ethnic minority women’s reasons appeared different to 
majority women for the following reasons to stay: marriage (n = 3, 37.5% of 
ethnic minority women vs n = 1, 9.1% of ethnic majority women) and social 
isolation/physical entrapment (n = 4, 50% of ethnic minority women vs n = 8, 
72.7% of ethnic majority women). Yet, only religious or cultural beliefs (n = 5, 
52.5% of ethnic minority women vs. n = 2, 18.2% of ethnic majority women) 
was significantly different: Fisher’s exact tests indicated that ethnic minority 
women more often reported staying due to religious and cultural beliefs 
(p = .03). Ethnic minority women who reported staying for religious or 
cultural reasons appeared to have very strong views on this topic (see the 
transcripts provided for the theme ‘culture and religious beliefs’).

JOURNAL OF AGGRESSION, MALTREATMENT & TRAUMA 687



Discussion

The aim of the present study was to shed light on ethnic majority and minority 
UK women’s reasons for staying with or leaving their abusive partners. 
Turning to reasons for staying first, entrapment was most commonly reported 
by the participants (95%). Consistent with previous research, women felt 
trapped due to economic reasons (Estrellado & Loh, 2014). This suggests 
that government policies should enable abuse victims to leave by covering 
the monetary costs of doing so, such as providing transportation and tempor
ary accommodation. Additionally, employment opportunities could be pro
vided to help women to become financially independent after leaving an 
abusive relationship. This decreases the likelihood of re-abuse (Estrellado & 
Loh, 2014). Physical entrapment and social isolation were also reported by 
women as reasons to stay and this appears related to our finding that social 
support helped women to leave abusive relationships. Victims mentioned 
finding it difficult to leave because of being physically stopped or socially 
isolated. This corroborates prior research showing that abused women to 
have less contact with their friends as a result of abuser’s attempts to isolate 
them socially (Coohey, 2007). Social support from friends and professionals 
can help in confirming the idea that domestic violence is unacceptable and 
increase the odds of leaving an abusive relationship.

Some women stayed due to ‘learned helplessness’ as they appeared to have 
given up on the idea of leaving, after one or more previous unsuccessful 
attempts to stop the abuse. This is consistent with research illustrating that 
women felt unable to leave after repeated failed attempts (Walker, 1979). 
Therefore, agencies supporting domestic violence victims should respond 
adequately and timely to victims efforts to seek help.

Furthermore, victims also stayed due to internalized blame. This is notable, 
as prior researchers have found this to be a strong internal barrier for victims 
who want to leave their abusive relationships (Pokharel et al., 2020). Victims 
often have the perception that they are to blame for the abuse and this is likely 
to be reinforced by abusers (Harsey et al., 2017). Professionals therefore need 
to be trained on how to sensitively intervene and respond to domestic violence 
victims to reduce self-blame. This includes validating victim disclosures and 
not blaming the victim for the abuse they experience or not being able to leave 
their abuser.

Women in our study also stayed due to cultural and religious factors, which 
supports previous research showing that abused women may feel trapped by 
their religion and other’s social expectations (Estrellado & Loh, 2014). It is 
important that religious leaders are educated more about the issue of domestic 
violence so that they can aid women who may choose to stay to uphold their 
religious values. Religious communities often provide informational support 
for couples such as marriage counseling and, as such, they are in a good 
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position to be able to influence people’s opinions on domestic violence. Health 
care professionals could also be educated regarding the different cultural issues 
surrounding domestic violence (e.g., forced marriage), so that they may be 
more understanding and sympathetic when working with victims who have 
had such experiences. More generally, it is important that people of all back
grounds are educated about victim-blaming, since most societies engage in it 
(Waltermaurer, 2012). Worldwide, and across cultural backgrounds, we 
should make an effort to empower victims.

Additionally, our study supported previous studies reporting that women to 
stay with their abusive partners due to love (Sichimba et al., 2020). Within our 
study just under one third (30%) of participants mentioned love as a reason to 
stay. Victims are likely to weigh up the disadvantages of leaving and, even if 
they do leave, they may return to their partners with the hope of working 
things out. Returning to an abusive relationship may become positively rein
forced over time, as returning after fleeing could result in more intimacy and 
affection from the perpetrator. However, research has also shown that return
ing to the relationship can result in an escalation of violence (Anderson & 
Saunders, 2003).

Reasons for leaving included receiving external support, fearing the harm 
which was being caused by the abuse, and wanting to protect one’s children. 
Out of these three reasons, receiving external support was most commonly 
mentioned (70%). While family and friends can be a primary source of support 
for women, victims may sometimes be reluctant to share their experiences 
with them, due to feeling shame or embarrassment about the abuse (Evans & 
Feder, 2014; Sichimba et al., 2020). This is another reason why professionals 
may be better positioned to domestic violence. It may also be useful for 
professionals to set up online support groups wherein victims can remain 
anonymous and discuss their experiences without feeling embarrassed or 
ashamed (Clark, 2016). Moreover, since women indicated being more likely 
to leave when their life was threatened and prior research has demonstrated 
that victims may be more likely to rely on professionals when violence 
escalates (Ansara & Hindin, 2010), the timing of support appears critical to 
effectively intervene.

Lastly, we found that ethnic minority women were relatively more likely to 
stay with their abusers due to cultural or religious reasons. This is in line with 
the fact that ethnic minorities are generally more religious (Taylor et al., 2004). 
Thus, they may be more likely to stay in abusive relationships due to wanting 
to uphold their religious values, which teach that marriage is sacred and that 
divorce is not an option (Brown, 2018). Ethnic minority women may also 
experience cultural barriers to leaving; they may worry about what their 
community will say when they find out about the abuse and their decision 
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to leave (Alaggia & Maiter, 2015). Culturally sensitive interventions to help 
ethnic minority victims become free from violence should take such consid
erations into account.

Overall, our study illustrated that domestic violence victims’ reasons for 
leaving their partners are multi-faceted, varied, and complex. Browne and 
Herbert’s (1997) theory of cost benefit analysis can help explain victims’ 
decision-making process. For example, the need to protect one’s children 
may outweigh the love felt for one’s partner and as a result may heighten the 
odds of a woman to leave her abusive relationship. Our results also suggest 
that there are specific ‘turning points’ at which women come to get help. For 
instance, two participants explained that a crucial turning point for them were 
a desire to prevent their children from thinking that the abuse was “normal” or 
the experience that the abuse had “escalated,” respectively. This aligns with 
other qualitative studies, such as one by Secco et al. (2016) who identified 
a desire to protect one’s children as a key turning point. For each woman who 
decides to leave, the turning point may be different, but that feeling of the costs 
outweighing the benefits of staying, will likely be similar. Knowing each 
victim’s personal reasons to stay and leave may aid in providing each victim 
the help they need to become free from violence. For example, women who 
experience financial entrapment should be offered financial support and 
victims who struggle with internalized blame or maladaptive coping, may 
benefit from counseling.

More generally, it appears worthwhile to adapt and tailor interventions to 
become free from domestic violence to incorporate cost benefit analysis about 
the abusive relationship. This could be achieved using a visual illustration of 
a weighing scale, showing victims that if the balance between reasons to stay 
and leave shifts, they may become more motivated to leave. This type of 
intervention is similar to a decisional balance sheet procedure. The idea of 
this procedure is that the individual focusses on the weight of the pros and 
cons, which makes their decision easier and reduces the likelihood of post- 
decisional regret (Janis & Mann, 1976). Victims of domestic violence often feel 
trapped in their situations and may be ambivalent about leaving. Specific 
techniques, such as motivational interviewing, are effective in reducing 
ambivalence in domestic violence victims (Hohman et al., 2012). Typically, 
this would involve collaborative goal-oriented communication, focusing on 
a particular behavior which the victim wishes to change and then exploring the 
victim’s reasons for wanting that change, whilst keeping a compassionate and 
accepting attitude (Miller & Rollnick, 2013, p. 29)

There were a number of limitations to the study. Firstly, this study had 
a relatively small sample size of 20 participants from one geographical area of 
the UK. While many of our findings are compatible with earlier research, it 
remains to be established to what extent our results can be generalized to the 
broader population of domestic violence victims, such as those from other 
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regions or countries. Relatedly, we only interviewed victims who had actually 
left their abusive relationships. Therefore, future research should establish if 
results generalize to victims who do not leave their abusive partners. Secondly, 
while forty percent of our sample was from an ethnic minority background, 
this subsample was still relatively small and diverse. It would be worthwhile to 
focus on establishing differences between different types of ethnic minorities 
(e.g., Muslim vs. Christian, Asian vs. Black) in their reasons to stay or leave in 
a larger future study. Thirdly, our study was cross-sectional and qualitative. 
While it provided in-depth information, it could not be assessed if women who 
provided specific reasons to stay or leave returned to their abuser or subse
quently had another abusive relationship. Our interview schedule also did not 
include questions specifically on whether victims returned to their abuser 
prior to leaving. It could be that reasons to stay and leave differ over time. 
Future research should thus also focus on clarifying why victims return to their 
abusers. Additionally, conducting longitudinal studies may help predict what 
factors predict whether victims return to their abusers or have another abusive 
relationship (Anderson & Saunders, 2003).

To conclude, this investigation provided further understanding into vic
tims’ personal reasons for leaving and staying with their abusive partners. In 
summary, victims may stay for a number of reasons, with the majority being 
related to their entrapment, investment, and love for their abuser. 
Additionally, victims may leave due to accessing external support, fearing 
the harm that the abuse can cause and wanting to protect their children. 
This study also provided a preliminary understanding into what determines 
the choice to leave an abusive relationship in ethnic minority versus ethnic 
majority women, showing that religious and cultural beliefs may be more 
relevant to ethnic minority women, when deciding to leave an abusive 
relationship. This study contributes to a growing knowledge base on the 
reasons that may underlie the difficult decision to become free from 
violence.
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