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Abstract 

Intimate partner violence (IPV) is an extensive public health concern, largely affecting women 

aged 20-24 years. Research suggests that bisexual women are more likely than heterosexual 

and homosexual women to be victims of IPV. Bisexual women are also more likely to be 

blamed for their abuse experiences after disclosing, a phenomenon known as victim blame 

attribution (VBA). However, there is very little VBA research that recognises bisexuality as a 

separate category. Therefore, the main aim of this quasi-experimental study was to investigate 

the role of female victim sexuality (bisexuality, homosexuality, and heterosexuality) and 

observer sex in the attribution of blame to the victim and perpetrator of IPV. Participants (N = 

232; aged 18-24 years, M = 21.05, SD = 1.73) were randomly assigned into one of four 

conditions (heterosexual victim, bisexual victim with same-sex partner, bisexual victim with 

different-sex partner, homosexual victim), each containing a vignette portraying IPV within a 

relationship. Randomisation checks were performed to ensure that participants in the four 

conditions did not differ significantly on underlying attitudes (institutional heterosexism, 

aversive heterosexism, heterosexual privilege, sexist attitudes, just world beliefs) that may have 

affected their responses on outcomes measures. Main analyses demonstrated that bisexual 

victims with a same-sex partner received the highest attribution of blame, whereas perpetrators 

in this condition received the lowest blame attribution. Male participants attributed 

significantly higher blame to victims than did female participants, regardless of victim 

sexuality. These findings substantiate the role of victim sexuality and observer sex in IPV 

blame attribution patterns. This research aimed to promote equality and rightful treatment to 

all victims of IPV regardless of their sexuality. 

Keywords: Intimate partner violence (IPV); Victim blame; Perpetrator blame; Victim 

sexuality; Bisexuality; Observer sex 
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Attribution of blame in an intimate partner violence situation: The effect of 

victim sexuality and observer sex 

Violence against women is largely acknowledged as being both a public health and 

human rights concern (Devries et al., 2013; Garcia-Moreno et al., 2006). One of the most 

pervasive forms of violence experienced by women is intimate partner violence (IPV). IPV 

refers to psychological, physical, and sexual violence, stalking and psychological aggression 

perpetrated against women by an intimate partner (Breiding et al., 2014). It is estimated that 

30% of all women aged 15 and over have experienced at least one form of IPV in their lifetime 

(Devries et al., 2013). In the United Kingdom (UK), an estimated 2.3 million adults aged 16 to 

74 years (1.6 million women and 757,000 men) experienced domestic abuse in the year ending 

March 2020 (Office for National Statistics [ONS], 2020). Women in emerging adulthood (aged 

20-24 years) were significantly more likely to be victims of domestic violence compared with 

women in any other age group (ONS, 2018).  

The prevalence of IPV is contingent on several well-substantiated factors, such as 

victim’s sex, ethnicity, age, as well as societal and cultural norms (Clark et al., 2018; Devries 

et al., 2013). However, there is a considerable lack of empirical research investigating the role 

of victim sexuality in IPV victimisation. The sociocultural system of numerous countries 

systematically privileges majority group characteristics such as being male and heterosexual. 

Those who transgress from this are subject to systematic marginalisation. Systematic 

marginalisation is associated with societal devaluation of sexually marginalised populations, 

which increases the risk of exposure to stress and trauma, including IPV (Dworkin et al., 2019). 

Indeed, the National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey (Breiding et al., 2013) 

highlights differences in the incidence rates of IPV across sexualities. Heterosexual women 

were least likely to experience physical violence, rape, and stalking (35%) when compared to 

lesbian women (44%) and bisexual women (61%). Furthermore, a higher proportion of 
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bisexual women experienced sexual assault (46%) compared to heterosexual (17%) and lesbian 

women (13%). Similarly, self-identifying as bisexual was a significant factor in IPV 

victimisation among a nationally representative sample of women from the United States 

(Coston, 2021). Conversely, Hellemans et al. (2015) found a similar occurrence of physical 

aggression from partners for both sexually marginalised and heterosexual women. However, 

this study clustered both bisexual and homosexual individuals into an all-inclusive sexually 

marginalised sample, which overlooks the unique experiences of bisexual and homosexual 

women. This inattention to sub-populations within sexually marginalised samples may partly 

explain the discrepancies between studies.  

           Victim sexuality may also play a role in how IPV situations are perceived by witnesses. 

Victim blame attribution (VBA) is the act of blaming a victim for a crime committed against 

them (Illingworth, 2007). However, VBA studies tend to group all sexually marginalised 

individuals together and disregard the possibility that victims who identify as bisexual may be 

perceived as more or less blameworthy, compared to lesbian/gay victims (Johnson & Grove, 

2017; Seabrook et al., 2018). Importantly, prior research indicated that bisexual women receive 

more negative social reactions after experiencing sexual assault compared to heterosexual 

women (Dyar et al., 2021; Sigurvinsdottir & Ullman, 2015). This effect may be driven by 

binegativity, i.e., negative attitudes towards bisexual populations. Binegativity refers to 

hostility towards bisexual individuals which fuels beliefs such as bisexuality being an unstable 

sexual orientation and that bisexual individuals are sexually irresponsible (e.g., 

unfaithful/promiscuous in a relationship). Observers’ binegativity has been associated with a 

greater tendency to hold an individual more responsible for their assault and increased 

acceptance of violence against them (Brewster & Moradi, 2010; Dyar et al., 2021; Friedman 

et al., 2019; Johnson & Grove, 2017). In light of the above-cited research, it appears essential 
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to consider bisexual victims as a stand-alone category to account for potential variations in 

observer blame attribution in IPV situations. 

Although IPV is predominantly understood as a crime committed against women by 

men, some research evidence suggests that women and men abuse their female partners at 

similar rates (Dutton et al., 2005; White & Dutton, 2013). In a study of 1,099 lesbians, Lie and 

Gentlewarrier (1991) found that more than half of the women had been a victim of IPV by their 

female partners. More recently, one-half of lesbian women in the United States reported that 

they had been physically or psychologically abused in a romantic relationship (Breiding et al., 

2013). Women who commit a violent act challenge traditional female gender expectations and, 

in line with the The Double Deviance Theory (DDT; Heidensohn, 1989), may be seen as more 

blameworthy than male perpetrators of similar violent acts. This is because women who 

perpetrate a violent crime are punished not only for their crimes but also for their deviance 

from conventional expectations of female behaviour (Heidensohn, 1989). Consequently, it may 

be expected that female perpetrators of IPV will be blamed more by observers than male IPV 

perpetrators. On the other hand, participants can also deem abuse by female perpetrators as less 

violent, and often male perpetrators are rated as more violent than female perpetrators for the 

same acts of abuse (Rhatigan et al., 2011; Stewart et al., 2012). In considering the above, when 

studying blame attribution in IPV situations, it appears important to consider the sex of the 

victim and the perpetrator as well as the relationship configuration (same- vs. different-sex) as 

all these characteristics can affect blame attribution among observers.  

Another factor that may play a role in victim and perpetrator blaming is observer sex. 

A systematic review of studies found that male observers are significantly more likely to 

engage in victim blaming than female observers (Eigenberg & Policastro, 2015). Men express 

less sympathy for female victims and are found to be more accepting of IPV than women 

(Bryant & Spencer, 2003; Harris & Cook, 1994). Women, in turn, are more likely to identify 
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with female victims and hence assign less blame to them (Kleinke & Meyer, 1990). Although 

victim blaming and perpetrator blaming are not mutually exclusive, research has also found 

that female observers are more likely than male observers to place blame on male perpetrators 

(Bryant & Spencer, 2003; Rhatigan et al., 2011).  

In addition to the factors illustrated above, VBA can be exacerbated by a handful of 

attitudinal factors, including just world beliefs, sexist attitudes, and heterosexism. According 

to the Belief in a Just World (BJW) concept (Lerner, 1980), people tend to believe that good 

things happen to good people and bad things happen to bad people, despite the fact this is 

necessarily not the case. The desire to believe in a just world catalyses actions of justifying the 

crime and acceptance of the offence by favouring the perpetrator. Just world beliefs are 

positively associated with increased victim blaming attitudes, specifically in cases of rape and 

domestic violence (Russell & Hand, 2017; Valor-Segura et al., 2011). In addition, underlying 

sexist attitudes towards women are associated with an increased acceptance of IPV perpetration 

by men and less acceptance of IPV perpetrated by women (Allen et al., 2009). Individuals who 

express highly sexist attitudes also demonstrate less sympathy towards female victims of IPV 

and hold them more accountable for their abuse (Yamawaki et al., 2009).  

The current study  

Despite research demonstrating a considerably higher prevalence of IPV within 

bisexual populations, there is a notable lack of acknowledgement of bisexual victims in VBA 

research. Previous VBA research provides a limited understanding of experiences of sexually 

marginalised populations by focusing predominantly on lesbian or gay individuals, omitting 

other sexually minoritised populations. There are also limited studies in the area with non-U.S. 

samples. Considering the above, it is essential to conduct research that is inclusive of both 

heterosexual and sexually marginalised populations, especially those recruited outside the 
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United States and those for whom IPV is particularly prevalent (such as emerging 

adults). Therefore, the current study was designed to assess how observer sex (female, male) 

and a female victim’s sexuality (bisexual, homosexual, heterosexual) influence the extent to 

which participants attribute blame to both the victim and the perpetrator of IPV. In considering 

the probable importance of relationship configuration in blame attribution, we included two 

conditions in which the victim was portrayed as bisexual– one in a same-sex and one in a 

different-sex relationship. Randomisation checks were planned to verify that there were no 

significant differences between conditions in participant sex distribution, sexist attitudes, 

heterosexism, and just world beliefs. Because the highest IPV prevalence rates are reported for 

women aged 18 to 24 (Garcia-Moreno et al., 2006; Smith et al., 2018), participants recruited 

for this study fall within this age group and vignettes describe a young female victim.  

Hypotheses  

We hypothesised that the sexually marginalised victims, especially those perceived as 

bisexual, will be assigned more blame than the heterosexual victim (H1). In accordance with 

the Double Deviance Theory (DDT; Heidensohn, 1989), it is expected that female perpetrators 

will receive a higher attribution of blame than male perpetrators (H2). This is because they are 

seen as ‘doubly’ wrong for breaking societal norms as well as breaking the law and therefore 

held more accountable than men who commit the same offence (Tillyer et al., 2015). In 

addition, observer sex will be associated with attributions of blame to the victim of IPV. 

Specifically, male participants will attribute more blame to the victims of IPV than female 

participants (H3). Lastly, we predict an interaction effect between condition and observer sex 

on the attribution of blame to the perpetrator of IPV. Specifically, female participants will 

attribute more blame to male perpetrators of IPV than male participants (H4). 
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Methods 

Participants 

A priori sample size calculation in G*Power (Version 3.1.9.7) was chosen for an 

analysis of variance (ANOVA) with 8 conditions, including the main effects of condition, 

participant sex, and their interaction effects. This study applied a 5% risk of a type I error, 80% 

power and a medium effect size. A total sample size of 179 participants was required in order 

to detect the significance of main effects and interactions (F [3, 171] = 2.66).  

The platform Prolific Academic (ProA) was utilised to recruit participants. ProA 

platform was noted to deliver high quality data and offer a diverse population in terms of 

geographical location and ethnicity. The survey was accessible only to participants who met 

the pre-determined selection criteria (aged 18-24 years, currently living in the UK, and fluent 

in English). To ensure compliance, upon completion of the survey participants were given a 

code, which was requested when returning to the ProA platform. Consistent with ProA 

guidelines, participants were declined payment if they had entered the wrong code after 

completion or their time taken to complete the survey was 3 standard deviations below the 

mean (M = 10.02, SD = 5.33). Adhering to these guidelines, one participant was excluded due 

to the wrong code being entered. Those participants who completed the 15-minute survey 

successfully were paid £1.90 for their participation (equating to £7.60 an hour). A total of 232 

participants (M age = 21.05 years, SD = 1.73) completed the survey. Most participants within 

the current sample identified as white and heterosexual women. Sample characteristics are 

presented in Table 1.  

Experimental design 

We addressed our research hypotheses with a 2x4 between-subjects vignette-based 

online quasi-experiment. Two categorical independent variables were included: observer sex 
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(male vs female) and victim sexuality (heterosexual, bisexual with same-sex partner, bisexual 

with different-sex partner, homosexual). The outcome variables were victim culpability and 

perpetrator culpability. Sexist attitudes, heterosexism, and just world beliefs were also included 

as randomisation check variables. 

Vignettes 

Each respondent received a vignette specific to their assigned condition. The vignettes 

were presented as a university blog post that described a relationship between an individual 

named Jessica and her boyfriend, James (in the different-sex conditions) or her girlfriend, 

Rebecca (in the same-sex conditions). The blog described Jessica’s abusive relationship and 

gave examples of past behaviours shown by her partner. Each vignette then outlined a specific 

IPV episode in which Jessica’s partner shows manipulative behaviours and becomes physically 

aggressive because of an outfit Jessica has chosen to wear to a party. Condition one’s vignette 

(Appendix A) describes a heterosexual relationship between Jessica and her boyfriend James. 

Condition two’s vignette (Appendix B) describes a relationship between Jessica and her 

boyfriend James and shows Jessica’s bisexuality and her previous dating history with women 

by mentioning her ex-girlfriend Rebecca. Condition three’s vignette (Appendix C) describes a 

relationship between Jessica and her girlfriend Rebecca and shows Jessica’s bisexuality and 

her previous dating history with men by mentioning her ex-boyfriend James. Condition four’s 

vignette (Appendix D) describes a homosexual relationship between Jessica and her girlfriend 

Rebecca. 

Measures 

Victim culpability was measured using Witte et al.’s (2006) three-item cause, 

responsibility, and blame for the victim (CRB-V) scale. Utilising a 10-point Likert scale (1 = 

not at all, 10 = very much), participants were required to rate the degree to which they deemed 
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the victim (referenced by the name from the vignettes) was the cause (“Please indicate the 

extent to which you believe Jessica was the cause of the situation”), responsible (“Please 

indicate the extent to which you believe Jessica was responsible for the situation”), and to 

blame for (“Please indicate the extent to which you believe Jessica was to blame for the 

situation”) the IPV situation depicted in a vignette. Total scores for the CRB-V scale range 

from 3 to 30, with higher scores indicating higher levels of perceived victim culpability (full 

sample M = 5.31, SD = 4.81; Cronbach’s α = 0.92).   

Perpetrator culpability was measured using the cause, responsibility, and blame for the 

perpetrator (CRB-P) scale (Witte et al., 2006). The CRB-P is identical to the CRB-V apart from 

the insertion of the perpetrator’s name within all three items rather than the victim’s name. 

Scores for the CRB-P scale range between 3 and 30, where higher scores suggest higher levels 

of perceived perpetrator culpability (full sample M = 27.26, SD = 5.07; Cronbach’s α = 0.95).  

Heterosexism were measured using the Evasive Attitudes of Sexual Orientation Scale 

(EASOS; Brownfield et al., 2018). The EASOS is made up of 14 items measured on a 6-point 

Likert scale (1= strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree). References to the United States in the 

scale items were changed to the UK. EASOS contains three subscales. Firstly, institutional 

heterosexism (IH) encompasses attitudes of heterosexism that are observed at an institutional 

level, be that policies or societal attitudes (6 items; sample item: “UK public school teachers 

and staff receive adequate training on challenges faced by LGBQ youth”; range of scores: 6-

36; full sample M = 17.38, SD = 5.45; Cronbach’s α = .79). Secondly, heterosexual privilege 

(HP) refers to the reinforcement of heteronormativity and the acceptance of automatic 

“unearned” benefits that heterosexual individuals receive (4 items; sample item: 

“Heterosexual/Straight people have it easier than LGBQ people”; range of scores: 4-24; full 

sample M = 10.06, SD = 4.24; Cronbach’s α = .84). Finally, aversive heterosexism (AH) refers 

to the dismissal of the existence of heterosexism and captures ideas about how much attention 
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should be given to LGBQ issues (4 items; sample item: “It is important for political leaders to 

address LGBQ issues”; range of scores: 4-24; full sample M = 6.48, SD = 3.00; Cronbach’s α 

= .71).  A higher score on each subscale signifies greater evasive attitudes towards sexual 

orientation.  

Sexist attitudes towards women were measured using the “Macho” scale (Villemez & 

Touhey, 1977). The Macho scale consists of 28 items assessing the participant’s proclamation 

of sexist beliefs (sample item: “There are some jobs that women simply shouldn’t have”). Items 

are measured on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Scores ranged 

from 28 to 140, where higher scores indicate a stronger demonstration of sexist beliefs against 

women (full sample M = 60.99, SD = 11.71; Cronbach’s α = 0.81).  

Just world beliefs were measured by the 7-item Global Beliefs in a Just World scale 

(GBJW; Lipkus, 1991). Items were assessed on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = strong disagreement, 

6 = strong agreement). Scores ranged from 7 to 42, where a higher score was indicative of a 

greater belief that the world is fair and everyone is justly rewarded with fortune or misfortune 

based on their own actions (sample item: “I feel that people get what they are entitled to”). 

Internal consistency was substantiated by a high Cronbach alpha value (full sample M = 20.17, 

SD = 6.78; Cronbach’s α = 0.89).  

Control questions were included to ensure that participants were correctly engaging 

with the material in the study. Participants were asked two questions that related to the content 

of the vignette they had been presented with. Correct answers were coded as 1 and incorrect 

answers were coded as 2. Participants had to answer both control questions correctly to be 

included in the final sample. 
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Procedure 

The Department of Psychology Research Ethics Committee at the University of 

Sheffield ethically approved this study prior to participant recruitment. Participants were 

presented with the online questionnaire that began by confirming that they met the three 

inclusion criteria followed by a forced response to the informed consent form. Participants were 

then asked to complete the measures of heterosexism, sexist attitudes, and just world beliefs. 

Participants were then presented with a series of socio-demographic questions. Using Qualtrics 

randomizer, participants were then randomly assigned to conditions. To ensure equal 

distribution of male and female participants across the conditions, randomisation was stratified 

by participant sex. Next, participants received a vignette specific to their assigned condition, 

followed by two control questions. Participants were then asked to rate how much blame, cause 

and responsibility should be assigned to the victim and to the perpetrator in the IPV scenarios 

depicted in the vignettes. Participants who successfully completed the questionnaire on ProA 

were rewarded with £1.90 paid via the ProA platform.  

Statistical analysis plan  

Data analysis was performed using IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows, Version 27. 

Descriptive statistics included all sociodemographic information for each participant. Pairwise 

deletion was applied to all applicable analyses if missing data was evident. Randomisation 

checks are crucial to ensure that the randomisation process was successful, therefore a one-way 

between-groups analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to determine the presence of 

underlying attitudes across conditions. In addition, a chi-square test of independence was 

conducted to verify whether participant sex had been equally distributed across conditions. 

Following the randomisation checks, a 2x4 between-participants analysis of variance 

(ANOVA) was conducted to determine the effect of observer sex and victim sexuality on each 
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outcome variable (CRB-V, CRB-P). If a significant main effect for victim sexuality was 

demonstrated within the primary analyses, then follow-up multiple comparison tests were 

conducted (Tukey’s HSD). Effect sizes were reported for all results.  

Results 

Participant flow and attrition 

Figure 1 demonstrates the process of randomisation and how participants progressed 

through the study. A total of 233 participants were assessed for eligibility. Due to the 

computation implemented by the Prolific platform, only those who fulfilled all the eligibility 

criteria had access to the survey. Only one participant failed to enter the correct code on the 

Prolific platform, therefore 232 participants participated in the study. Overall, 232 

participants completed the control variables and sociodemographic questions. Across all 

conditions, 10 participants were excluded from analyses for failing the compliance checks 

(answering control questions incorrectly). Altogether, a total of 222 participants completed 

the compliance checks correctly and were eligible for inclusion in the final analyses. 
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Figure 1. Participant flow and attrition diagram 

 

 

Descriptive Statistics 

Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 1. This includes the mean and standard 

deviations for the continuous variables of age, AH, IH, HP, Macho and GBJW and the 

frequency and sample proportions of all categorical variables including sex, gender identity, 

sexuality, ethnicity, and education. All categorical variables apart from ethnicity had a “not 

listed – please state” option if participants required a response that was not accounted for in 

previous choices. Data from the “not listed - please state” responses were collated for each 

variable, then transformed into numerical responses. Data for ethnicity were collected via an 

open response question.  
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Table 1. Sample Characteristics for all conditions 

Sample 
Characteristics  

Heterosexual 
condition (1) 

Bisexual 
different-sex 

partner 
condition (2) 

Bisexual 
same-sex 
partner 

condition (3) 

Homosexual 
condition (4) 

Continuous 
Variables M (SD) 

  
 

   

Age 21.06 (1.71) 21.09 (1.72) 21.39 (1.66) 20.69 (1.78) 
IH  17.21 (5.87) 18.32 (4.52) 17.19 (5.80) 16.84 (5.51) 
AH 6.72 (3.24) 6.37 (2.78) 6.09 (2.80) 6.74 (3.19) 
HP 9.70 (4.34) 10.75 (3.87) 9.93 (4.33) 9.88 (4.41) 
Macho scale 61.0 (11.26) 62.38 (10.09) 59.57 (11.41) 61.05 (13.80) 
GBJW 20.36 (7.08) 20.45 (5.99) 19.98 (7.71) 19.89 (6.36) 
Categorical 
Variables 

% Heterosexual 
Condition 

(n=54) 

% Bisexual 
different-sex 

partner 
condition (2) 

(n= 54) 

% Bisexual 
same-sex 
partner 

condition (3) 
(n=55) 

% Homosexual 
condition (4) 

(n=58) 

Sex     
Female 63% (34) 68.5% (37) 65.5% (36) 65.5% (38) 
Male 37% (20) 31.5% (17) 34.5% (19) 34.5% (20) 
Gender Identity      
Woman 61.1% (33) 70.4% (38) 67.3% (37) 62.1% (36) 
Man 35.2% (19) 29.6% (16) 30.9% (17) 32.8% (19) 
Non-Binary/third 
gender 

3.7% (2) 0% (0) 0% (0) 3.4% (2) 

Agender 0% (0) 0% (0) 1.8% (1) 0% (0) 
Transsexual 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 1.7% (1) 
Sexuality      
Bisexual 20.4% (11) 13.0% (7) 21.8% (12) 24.1% (14) 
Homosexual 0% (0) 7.4% (4) 5.5% (3) 5.2% (3) 
Pansexual 1.9% (1) 0% (0) 3.6% (2) 3.4% (2) 
Asexual  1.9% (1) 1.9% (1) 0% (0) 0% (0) 
Queer 0% (0) 0% (0) 1.8% (1) 1.7% (1) 
Heterosexual 74.1% (40) 77.8% (42) 67.3% (37) 65.5% (38) 
Ethnicity      
Mixed or multiple 
ethnic groups 

11.1% (6) 7.4% (4) 7.3% (4) 6.9% (4) 

Asian or Asian 
British 

0% (0) 9.3% (5) 5.5% (3) 10.3% (6) 

Black, African, 
Caribbean or black 
British  

7.4% (4) 3.7% (2) 1.8% (1) 3.4% (2) 
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White 81.5% (44) 75.9% (41) 81.8% (45) 72.4% (42) 
Different ethnic 
group 

0% (0) 0% (0) 1.8% (1) 0% (0) 

Education     
GCSE’s 3.7%(2) 5.6% (3) 5.5% (3) 3.4% (2) 
BTEC/A-Levels 42.6% (23) 37.0% (20) 29.1% (16) 37.9% (22) 
Bachelor’s Degree 44.4% (24) 38.9% (21) 45.5% (25) 51.7% (30) 
Master’s degree 5.6% (3) 14.8% (8) 14.5% (8) 6.9% (4) 
Doctorate 1.9% (1) 1.9% (1) 1.8% (1) 0% (0) 
Not listed 1.9% (1) 1.9% (1) 3.6% (2) 0% (0) 
Note. AH = Aversive Heterosexism; GBJW = Global Beliefs in a Just World; HP = Heterosexual 
Privilege; IH = Institutional Heterosexism. 

 
 
Randomisation Checks 

 
A one-way between-groups analysis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to test for 

differences between conditions in the levels of pre-existing attitudes towards sexuality 

(institutional heterosexism, aversive heterosexism, heterosexual privilege), sexist attitudes 

(Macho scale), and just world beliefs (GBJW). There were no significant differences in scores 

on the subscales of the EASOS, including institutional heterosexism (F [3, 214] = 0.75, p = 

0.522, η2 = .01), aversive heterosexism (F [3, 215] = 0.58, p = 0.630, η2 = .008), and 

heterosexual privilege (F [3, 216] = 0.65, p = 0.582, η2 = .009). No significant differences were 

identified for sexist attitudes (F [3, 208] = 0.51, p = 0.679, η2 = .007) or just world beliefs (F 

[3, 213] = 0.89, p = 0.966, η2 = .001). A chi-square test of independence indicated no significant 

association between condition and participant sex (χ2 [3, n = 221] = .37, p = .946, phi = .04). 

These results indicate that the randomisation process was successful and there were no 

significant differences between the conditions prior to completing the outcome variables.  

Main Analyses 

Two 2x4 between-groups analysis of variance (ANOVA) were conducted to assess 

the individual and joint effects of observer sex (female, male) and victim sexuality 

(heterosexual, bisexual different-sex partner, bisexual same-sex partner, homosexual) on the 
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extent to which the participant believed the victim and the perpetrator were culpable in the 

IPV scenarios, as measured by the CRB-V and CRB-P scales respectively (Witte et al., 

2006). ANOVAs assume random sampling and independence of observations which were 

both met by this study. The assumption of normality was tested using Shapiro-Wilk tests. The 

results indicate that the assumption of normal distribution of scores was violated for both the 

CRB-V (W = .55, p < .001) and CRB-P (W = .61, p < .001). However, the pattern of 

distribution was expected due to the nature of the study. More specifically, it was expected 

that CRB-V scores would be positively skewed (i.e., the scores would fall toward the lower 

side of the scale) and that CRB-P scores would be negatively skewed (i.e., the scores would 

fall toward the higher side of the scale). However, the sample size was large and it was 

determined that an ANOVA was robust enough to overcome this violation (Blanca et al., 

2017). Levene’s Test of Equality of Error Variances was significant in both analyses (p < 

.001) so the assumption of homogeneity of variances was also violated, but researchers argue 

that when groups are of similar or equal size the ANOVA is robust enough to overcome this 

violation (Glass et al., 1972). Based on the research listed above it was decided that 

conducting ANOVAs was appropriate for the data. 

Victim culpability. The interaction between observer sex and victim sexuality was not 

statistically significant; F (3,182) = 0.212, p = 0.888, η2partial = .003. There was a statistically 

significant main effect for observer sex: F (1,182) = 5.58, p = 0.019, with male participants 

(M = 6.52, SD = 5.32) attributing more blame to victims of IPV compared to female 

participants (M = 4.67, SD = 4.41). However, the effect size was small (η2partial = 0.03). The 

main effect for victim sexuality was also statistically significant: F (3, 182) = 3.57, p = 0.015, 

and the effect size identified was medium (η2partial = 0.06). Post-hoc comparisons using the 

Tukey HSD test demonstrated that the mean CRB-V score for the bisexual same-sex partner 

condition was significantly greater than the mean for the heterosexual condition (p = 0.030, 
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M difference = -2.69 [95% CIs: -5.18, -.19], Cohen’s d = 0.47) and the bisexual same-sex 

partner condition (p = 0.016, M difference = -2.91 [95% CIs: -5.43, -.39], Cohen’s d = 0.57). 

There were no significant differences between the heterosexual and bisexual different-sex 

partner conditions (p = .995, M difference = .23 [95% CIs: -2.27, 2.72], Cohen’s d = .07); the 

heterosexual and homosexual conditions (p = .335, M difference = -1.59 [95% CIs: -4.03, 

.86], Cohen’s d = .37); bisexual different-sex partner and homosexual conditions (p = .230, M 

difference = -1.81 [95% CIs: -4.29, .66], Cohen’s d = .52); nor between bisexual same-sex 

partner and homosexual conditions (p = .658, M difference = 1.10 [95% CIs: -1.37, 3.57], 

Cohen’s d = .19). All mean scores of victim culpability for both male and female participants 

and each condition are represented in Table 2.  

 

Table 2.  Mean and standard deviation of each outcome measure for each condition 

 Heterosexual 
condition (1) 

Bisexual -
different-sex 

partner 
condition (2) 

Bisexual – 
same-sex 
partner 

condition (3) 

Homosexual 
condition (4) 

Victim culpability 
M (SD) 

    

Females  3.50 (1.34) 3.81 (1.60) 6.18 (7.29) 5.36 (4.66) 
Males 5.88 (6.63) 4.64 (2.31) 8.22 (6.31) 6.88 (4.28) 
Overall  4.29 (4.06) 4.07 (1.85) 6.98 (6.93) 5.88 (4.55) 

Perpetrator 
culpability 

M (SD) 

    

Females 28.65 (3.06) 28.30 (3.93) 26.11 (7.45) 27.03 (4.57) 
Males 28.95 (1.50) 28.65 (2.12) 24.68 (6.94) 26.60 (4.13) 
Overall 28.76 (2.58) 28.41 (3.45) 25.62 (7.25) 26.88 (4.39) 
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Perpetrator culpability. The interaction between victim sexuality and observer sex 

was not statistically significant; F (3, 213) = 0.37, p = 0.775, η2partial = .005. The main effect 

for observer sex was not statistically significant; F (1, 213) = 0.20, p = 0.659, η2partial = .001 

(females: M = 27.50, SD = 5.09; males: M = 27.20, SD = 4.52). There was a statistically 

significant main effect for victim sexuality: F (3, 213) = 5.36, p = 0.001 and the effect size 

was medium (η2partial = 0.07). Post-hoc analyses revealed that participants in the bisexual 

same-sex partner condition assigned less blame to the perpetrator compared with the 

heterosexual (p = 0.004, M difference = 3.14 [95% CIs: .76, 5.52], Cohen’s d = 0.58) and 

bisexual different-sex partner conditions (p = 0.014, M difference = 2.79 [95% CIs: .41, 

5.17], Cohen’s d = 0.49). There were no significant differences between the heterosexual and 

bisexual different-sex partner conditions (p = .981, M difference = .35 [95% CIs: -2.04, 2.74], 

Cohen’s d = .12); heterosexual and homosexual conditions (p = .165, M difference = 1.88 

[95% CIs: -.47, 4.23], Cohen’s d = .52); bisexual different-sex partner and homosexual 

conditions (p = .333, M difference = 1.53 [95% CIs: -.82, 3.87], Cohen’s d = .39); nor 

between bisexual same-sex partner and homosexual conditions (p = .501, M difference = -

1.26 [95% CIs: -3.60, 1.07], Cohen’s d = .21) (see Table 2 for mean scores in each 

condition). 

Discussion 

This study aimed to investigate how a female victim’s sexuality (while also considering 

the gender of her intimate partner) and the sex of the observer are associated with attributions 

of blame to victims and perpetrators in the context of IPV. In line with H1, it was found that a 

bisexual victim in a same-sex relationship with another woman was seen as more culpable for 

her abuse than women of other sexualities and relationship contexts. Contrary to our 

predictions, female perpetrators were not assigned more blame than male perpetrators (H2). 

The hypothesis that male participants would engage in more victim blaming than women (H3) 
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was fully supported. However, contrary to prediction, women did not attribute more blame to 

male perpetrators than men did (H4).  

Effect of victim sexuality 

We found that bisexual victims with a same-sex partner were seen as more to blame for 

their abuse than other victims, which partially supports the binegativity phenomenon. We 

originally hypothesised that bisexual victims with partners of any sex would be seen as 

especially blameworthy (H1). However, we noted significantly higher victim blaming scores 

for the bisexual victim with a same-sex partner condition than the bisexual victim with a 

different-sex partner. In addition, there was no significant difference between bisexual 

different-sex and heterosexual conditions in the levels of victim blaming. These are interesting 

findings suggesting an intersecting impact of victim sexuality and gender of perpetrator. It 

appears that biphobic attitudes may affect observers’ perception of an IPV event to a greater 

degree if the abuse happened within a relationship not conforming to traditional gender roles. 

Although unpredicted, the particularly harsh judgment of bisexual victims with a same-

sex partner may reflect the heteronormative framework upheld by society that fabricates a 

hierarchy, specifically related to gender and sexuality, that encourages heteronormative 

judgements in the context of IPV (Workman & Dune, 2019). Indeed, some research suggests 

that if a victim, especially a female victim, deviates from what is regarded as a social norm 

(i.e., being heterosexual), or from the stereotype of a victim (i.e., being abused by a man), this 

can increase victim-blaming attitudes towards them (Taylor & Sorenson, 2005). A study of 

police perceptions of IPV victims and perpetrators found that lesbian victims and heterosexual 

male victims were seen as most responsible for their own abuse (Russell, 2016). The 

researchers suggested this was due to gender stereotypes and the role of masculinity in abuse. 

Heterosexual males are rated as more masculine and so participants rate that their capacity to 
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cause bodily harm is more serious than that of female perpetrators. Therefore, heterosexual 

male victims abused by women are deemed more responsible for their abuse as stereotyped 

gender roles suggest they are facing less violent abuse. Russell’s research relates to the results 

of the current study as the author explains that lesbians are often viewed as ‘masculine’ and 

therefore lesbian victims may be blamed and categorised in the same way as heterosexual male 

victims.  

Surprisingly, female perpetrators were not blamed more than male perpetrators. In fact, 

the same-sex perpetrator of the bisexual victim was blamed less than the different-sex 

perpetrators. These findings are interesting as they do not support the Double Deviance Theory 

(DDT) (Heidensohn, 1989). The DDT would suggest that female abusers would be held most 

culpable for IPV (H2). This is because they are seen as ‘doubly’ wrong for breaking societal 

norms as well as breaking the law and therefore held more accountable than men who commit 

the same offence (Tillyer et al., 2015). Much like there is a lack of research into female sexually 

marginalized victims, there is also a lack of research on female sexually marginalized 

perpetrators. However, there are a small handful of studies that may help to explain these 

findings. For example, a study by Harris and Cook (1994), which compared the perception of 

female abusers to male abusers, found that violence perpetrated by women was seen as less 

serious than violence perpetrated by men. Participants also found female perpetrators to be less 

responsible and were less likely to suggest that the female perpetrators should be convicted for 

their crime. However, these findings were in a study in which the female perpetrators were 

abusing a male victim, not a female victim. Future research should consider replicating these 

studies with same-sex couples of both bisexual and homosexual orientations to investigate how 

observer perceptions of female abusers may differ when the victims are female or male.  
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The role of observer sex  

The current study also aimed to investigate the effect of participant sex on the 

attribution of blame to victims and perpetrators in IPV scenarios. The results showed that male 

participants consistently blamed victims more than female participants in all four conditions. 

This was in line with predictions (H3) and previous research which has shown that males are 

more likely than females to display victim-blaming attitudes (Eigenberg & Policastro, 2015; 

Sylaska & Edwards, 2014). This can be explained as men often display more traditional views 

on gender roles, express more negative views of women, and sexist beliefs than females and 

are more likely to be accepting of IPV and find it justifiable (Stewart et al., 2012; Yamawaki 

et al., 2009). These are all predictors of increased victim blaming and less sympathy for female 

victims (Bryant & Spencer, 2003; Harris & Cook, 1994). Female participants in other studies 

have also expressed more awareness and direct experiences with IPV which could also be a 

contributing factor to the gender differences in assigning culpability of IPV, as similar patterns 

have been found in studies on sexual victimisation (Miller et al., 2011). This should be explored 

further in future studies together with the manipulation of victim sexuality, as it relates to 

bisexual individuals disproportionately experiencing abuse (Breiding et al., 2013). 

 Interestingly, the prediction that female participants would blame male perpetrators 

more than the male participants would (H4) was not supported by the results of this study. 

Research shows that participants assign less blame to perpetrators with whom they share 

characteristics, and more to the victim (Sylaska & Edwards, 2014). This would suggest that 

male participants in this study would assign less culpability to male perpetrators in those 

conditions, but this was not supported by the results. Weingarten (2016) suggests that men and 

women only differ in the attribution of victim blame, but not in perpetrator blame. This prior 

study found, similar to ours, that men endorsed victim blaming more than women, however, 

there were no gender differences in perpetrator blame.  
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The null result of the interaction between observer sex and victim sexuality (as 

presented in H4) seems particularly relevant to the overall interpretation of the results. Since 

2017, the global #MeToo movement aimed to raise awareness of the severity and omnipresent 

prevalence of sexual harassment (Lucarini et al., 2020). This viral movement has been 

associated with a decreased dismissal of assault cases and has encouraged individuals to hold 

perpetrators more accountable (Szekeres et al., 2020). This positive social movement promotes 

bystander intervention and minimises wrongful blame attribution (Fairbairn, 2020). Therefore, 

the non-significant effect could arguably be a positive outcome of the campaign. 

Limitations and future directions 

The findings of this study should be considered together with the following limitations. 

Firstly, this study was conducted among UK residents aged between 18-24 years as this is the 

age at which IPV is most prevalent. However, the findings cannot be accurately applied to the 

wider population outside of this age range or outside of the UK. More studies are also needed 

among samples who are not predominantly white, female, and heterosexual and have access to 

the Internet. A second limitation of this study is that all the measures and scales used in the 

questionnaire were self-reported. This can be a weakness as participants may be less inclined 

to answer honestly or tend to answer in a socially desirable way, especially around the topic of 

IPV (Conroy, 2014). This issue was minimised by ensuring anonymous submissions from 

participants to encourage honest answers, and the true aims of the study were withheld until 

after the participants had completed the questionnaire. Future research could use a ‘multi-

model’ method of data-collection (Althubaiti, 2016) and implicit measures of IPV attitudes and 

other harmful stereotypes (Ferrer-Perez et al., 2020) to improve the accuracy of findings. Third, 

we used sex, which is a binary biological category, rather than gender identity, which is a 

psychological construct, to stratify random assignment into conditions and in the main 

analyses. Because perception of victim and perpetrator culpability may be affected by 
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individuals’ social roles, which may clash with their biological sex, future research should be 

expanded by including gender identity in the analyses. Fourth, although we tried to make victim 

sexuality clear in the way the vignettes were written, for the sake of ecological validity we did 

not explicitly state their sexual orientation to the readers. As such, we cannot be sure that the 

vignettes were read as intended by all study participants. It is recommended that future research 

includes a manipulation check to verify whether characters’ sexualities were interpreted as 

expected. Finally, some of the assumptions of ANOVAs were violated and, although a 

justification was provided as to why ANOVAs were still appropriate, studies conducted using 

similar methods are needed to verify whether results of the current study can be replicated.  

Practice implications 

The results of this study have important public health implications. By delving into 

this trajectory of research, the current investigation has promoted a greater understanding of 

factors that influence the observers’ likelihood to assign blame in IPV. Potential action steps 

of those working with victims and perpetrators of IPV would be to encourage self-awareness 

of their beliefs and dismantle their own attributions of blame. It would be valuable for 

professionals to take corrective steps to reduce the influence of such factors by paying special 

attention to the unique risk factors faced by bisexual individuals (especially those in same-sex 

relationships) and acknowledging the increasing rate of biphobic harassment after abuse. For 

instance, the acceptance of biphobic stereotypes should be considered by the criminal justice 

sector, particularly in jury selection at trials for IPV and potentially for emergency service 

first responders. This may reduce the negative social reactions experienced by bisexual 

individuals when disclosing abuse to professionals, therefore lessening the adverse impacts of 

these reactions. Finally, findings of this study can inform the development of bystander 

intervention modules of dating violence prevention programmes. This research can serve to 
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promote greater inclusiveness of sexually marginalised populations in such programmes and 

to ensure that the specific challenges faced by those individuals are understood.  

Conclusion 

In closing, victim sexuality significantly influenced the attribution of blame assigned 

to both the perpetrator and victim of IPV, such that a bisexual victim in a same-sex relationship 

was blamed the most and the perpetrator blamed the least. In addition, observer sex, particularly 

being male, was associated with greater attribution of blame towards the victim. This research 

adds to the limited research on bisexuality and its role in VBA, specifically by accounting for 

the distinct sub-groups in sexually marginalised populations, all of whom experience IPV at 

different rates and in various configurations. In addressing the public health concern of IPV, 

this research aimed to promote equality and rightful treatment to all victims of IPV regardless 

of their sexuality. Despite limitations, this research provides a strong foundation for future 

investigation. Researchers should not ignore the unique blame attribution targeted at bisexual 

individuals, which may be particularly strong for those in same-sex relationships. 
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Appendix A 

Vignette portraying a heterosexual victim (condition 1) 

Please read the following blog post: 
 
This student submission to The University Press blog describes a scenario between a couple, 
Jessica and James. The extract outlines their relationship and a situation that occurs between 
the two, it also includes descriptions of intimate partner violence. 
 
You will be asked questions on the content afterwards so read carefully. 
 

 

Control questions:  

1. Which year is Jessica currently in at university? 
a. 1st year 
b. 2nd year  
c. 3rd year  

 

2. James tried to stop her from leaving by grabbing her arms. True or false? 
a. True 
b. False 
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Appendix B 

Vignette portraying a bisexual victim with a different-sex partner (condition 2) 

Please read the following blog post: 
 
This student submission to The University Press blog describes a scenario between a couple, 
Jessica and James. The extract outlines their relationship and a situation that occurs between 
the two, it also includes descriptions of intimate partner violence. 
 
You will be asked questions on the content afterwards so read carefully. 
 

 

Control questions: 

1. Which year is Jessica currently in at university? 
a. 1st year 
b. 2nd year  
c. 3rd year  

 

2. James tried to stop her from leaving by grabbing her arms. True or false? 
a. True 
b. False 
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Appendix C 

Vignette portraying a bisexual victim with a same-sex partner (condition 3) 

Please read the following blog post: 
 
This student submission to The University Press blog describes a scenario between a couple, 
Jessica and Rebecca. The extract outlines their relationship and a situation that occurs 
between the two, it also includes descriptions of intimate partner violence. 
 
 You will be asked questions on the content afterwards so read carefully. 

 

 

Control questions: 

1. Which year is Jessica currently in at university? 
a. 1st year  
b. 2nd year  
c. 3rd year 

 

2. Rebecca tried to stop her from leaving by grabbing her arms. True or false? 
a. True  
b. False 
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Appendix D 

Vignette portraying a homosexual victim (condition 4) 

Please read the following blog post: 
 
This student submission to The University Press blog describes a scenario between a couple, 
Jessica and Rebecca. The extract outlines their relationship and a situation that occurs 
between the two, it also includes descriptions of intimate partner violence. 
 
You will be asked questions on the content afterwards so read carefully. 
 

 

Control Questions: 

1. Which year is Jessica currently in at university? 
a. 1st year  
b. 2nd year  
c. 3rd year 

 

2. Rebecca tried to stop her from leaving by grabbing her arms. True or false? 
a. True  
b. False 

 


