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Public Responses to Intimate Partner Violence Against Women:
The Influence of Perceived Severity and Personal Responsibility
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This paper explored public willingness to act when exposed to cases of intimate partner
violence against women, by analyzing the influence of perceived severity and personal
responsibility on two types of responses: mediating and reporting to the police. Results
(N = 419) yielded main effects of personal responsibility for both types of responses.
No main effects of perceived severity were found. A significant interaction between
perceived severity and personal responsibility was found only for reporting responses.
Results are discussed in light of the helping behavior research tradition. Implications
for public education and advocacy programs are also considered.
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Este trabajo analizé la influencia que la gravedad percibida y el sentimiento personal
de responsabilidad tienen en dos tipos de respuestas publicas ante escenarios
hipotéticos de violencia doméstica contra la mujer: la mediacién y la denuncia. Los
resultados (N = 419) mostraron efectos principales del sentimiento de responsabilidad
personal para ambos tipos de respuesta. No se observaron efectos principales de la
gravedad percibida. Se observé una interaccion significativa entre la gravedad percibida
y la responsabilidad personal Unicamente para las respuestas de denuncia. Los
resultados se discuten en términos de la tradicién investigadora de la conducta de
ayuda. Se consideran las implicaciones de los resultados para la educacion publica y
la intervencion social.
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Despite the high prevalence of intimate partner violence
against women (IPVAW) in western societies, with life time
prevalence ranging between 25% and 30%, and annually
between 2% and 12% (e.g., American Medical Association,
1994; Bachman & Saltzman, 1995; Browne, 1993; Council
of Europe, 2002; Kury, Obergfell-Fuchs & Woessner, 2003;
Nadine, Wathen, Harriet, & MacMillan, 2003; Straus &
Gelles, 1986; Walker, 1999; World Health Organization,
2002), most cases are seldom reported to the authorities
(American Psychological Association Presidential Task Force
on Violence and the Family, 1996; Bachman & Saltzman,
1995; Gracia, 2004; Kaufman-Kantor & Straus, 1990).
Indications are, however, that many of those cases not
reported to the authorities are known within the social circle
of the victim (e.g., relatives, neighbors, friends, co-workers,
acquaintances). For example, in the USA, the Lieberman
Survey found that almost 30% of the respondents reported
that they knew a woman who was currently a victim of
physical abuse (Klein, Campbell, Soler, & Ghez, 1997).
Also, in a survey with a representative sample of 15 countries
of the European Union (European Commission, 1999; Gracia
& Herrero, 2006a), 36% of male and 45% of female
respondents knew a victim of IPVAW in their social circle
of work, studies, family, neighborhood or friends.

Those surrounding the victims of IPVAW tend to respond
in different ways when an incident of IPVAW is known
(Biden, 1993; Jenkins, 1996). Of course, silence (“doing
nothing”) is a potential response to known incidents of IPVAW
(Biden, 1993; Gracia, 2004; Jenkins, 1996; Klein et al., 1997).
For example, in a Spanish national survey (Centro de
Investigaciones Socioldgicas, 2004), the most common
response among those respondents who knew a case of partner
violence against women (22,9%) was not to report it (71,5%)
(see Gracia & Herrero, 2006b for secondary analyses of this
survey). As Jenkins (1996) noted, silence remains a prevalent
community response to IPVAW, and those who know about
the violence but choose to be silent and passive contribute
to “perpetuate a regime of silence, denial, and neglect —a
regime in which survivors assume they will not be believed
and outsiders continue to disbelieve” (Biden, 1993, p. 1060).
Furthermore, responses of silence, passivity and inhibition
sometimes implicitly condone or even support violence against
women (Bennet & Williams, 1999; Biden, 1993; Jenkins,
1996; Klein et al., 1997). In many instances, however, the
social environment surrounding the victim of IPVAW is
willing to act, responding in different ways when an incident
of IPVAW is known. These responses to IPVAW can be
classified broadly into two types (Gracia & Herrero, 2006a;
Mahlstedt & Keeny, 1993; West & Wandrei, 2002): mediating
responses (e.g., offering help, support and understanding,
advising, helping with decision making, talking to the couple,
or reproaching the offender), and reporting responses (i.e.,
responses that set the law enforcement in motion by reporting
the incident to the authorities). Research focusing on public
responses to incidents of IPVAW, however, has been sparse
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compared to the scholarly attention paid to other issues such
as prevalence, consequences or intervention. This paper aims
to contribute to fill this gap by exploring the influence of
perceived severity and sense of personal responsibility on
two types of public responses to incidents of IPVAW:
mediating responses and reporting to the police.

The present study

In this study we draw from the helping behavior research
tradition (Garcia, Weaver, Moskowitz, & Darley, 2002;
Staub, 2003; see Batson, 1998; for a review) to explore
the influence of perceived severity and sense of personal
responsibility on public responses to cases of IPVAW.
According to Latané and Darley’s (1970) model of bystander
intervention, perceived severity and personal responsibility
are preconditions in a decision tree leading to the decision
to intervene. In this model, if they are to intervene,
bystanders must notice the event (a situation of IPVAW),
interpret it as an emergency (is it serious enough?), feel
personally responsible (is it my business?), and posses the
necessary skills and resources to act (e.g., can I mediate,
or pick up the phone to call the police?).

According to this model, if some incidents of IPVAW
are perceived as acceptable or not serious enough (e.g., threats,
non severe physical aggression) is less likely that bystanders
will be willing to intervene. For example, research showed
that a higher level of tolerance (i.e., some levels of violence
are normal or acceptable) is associated with negative attitudes
toward reporting (Gracia & Herrero, 2006b). Research also
showed that when bystanders feel that a particular situation
is “none of my business” (Shotland & Straw, 1976, p. 993)
they tend not to intervene. Darley and Latané, (1970) also
suggested that, in certain circumstances (e.g., married couples),
norms for helping may conflict with norms of not helping.
Bystanders would have to face the potential conflicts between
norms of social responsibility (e.g. report a women in danger),
and social norms concerning “private matters” (e.g. mind
your own business). These social norms “guide both the
interpretation of events and also decisions about the legitimacy
of intervention” (Levine, 1999, p. 1151). In addition, from a
cost-reward perspective (Piliavin, Dovidio, Gaertner, & Clark,
1981) the lower the sense of responsibility to help, the lower
the psychological costs for not helping, and the lower the
probability of help being offered. Also, from this perspective,
the decision to intervene (and how to intervene) will depend
on the result of the evaluation of the probable costs and
rewards of different courses of action (e.g., doing nothing,
mediating between offender and victims, or reporting to the
police a known incident of IPVAW).

Drawing from these ideas, in this paper we will analyze
the influence of perceived severity of incidents of IPVAW
and the sense of personal responsibility on public responses
to cases of [PVAW. Two types of public responses to
incidents of IPVAW will be considered: (1) Mediating
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responses (advising, helping, talking, etc.), and (2) Reporting
responses (reporting incidents of IPVW to the police). The
following hypotheses will be tested:

1. The higher the perceived severity of incidents of
IPAW, the higher the number of both mediating and
reporting responses.

2. The higher the sense of personal responsibility, the
higher the number of both mediating and reporting
responses.

Finally, we used 5 socio-demographic controls (gender,
age, marital status, education, and income), as socio-
demographic variables have been related to helping behavior,
and attitudes toward domestic violence (see Batson, 1998;
Eagly & Crowley, 1986; Latané¢ & Nida, 1981; West &
Wandrei, 2002; Worden & Carlson, 2005, for reviews).

Method
Participants

Adults (aged 18-65 years) were recruited from Spanish
Valencia City neighborhoods (near 800000 inhabitants and
87 neighborhoods) through door-to-door-canvassing. To
enhance the representativeness of selected neighborhoods,
the neighborhoods in the city were stratified by quartile of
average household wealth, and three neighborhoods in each
stratum were randomly selected. We use the Department
of Statistics of the city listing housing-units as a sampling
frame for probability sampling in the twelve neighborhoods.
A quota sampling strategy of gender and age was used to
have similar number of men and women in different age
groups. Trained interviewers carried letters from the
University Department responsible for the research, and
from the Department of Social and Community Services
of the city describing the collaboration with the university
and the possible use of the study’s data as they may orientate
their policies. Anonymity was assured to participants.

It was estimated that a sample size of 412 would be
required to detect a medium effect size (f = .25) in an F-test
with one-degree-of-freedom (main effect or interaction) with
99.9% power using G*Power 3 (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, &
Buchner, 2007; Garcia, Pascual, Frias, Van Krunckelsven,
& Murgui, 2008). Of all participants contacted, a total of
419 adults completed the instruments, 15% refused to
participate (most of them men, which explains the lower
number of men in our sample). Socio-demographic
characteristics of the sample are presented in Table 1.

Measures

To measure variables of interest, in this study we used
an instrument originally designed to assess police responses
to hypothetical scenarios describing incidents of IPVAW
(Gracia, Garcia, & Lila, 2008). Selection of these
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Table 1
Socio-demographic characteristics of the sample (N = 419)
Characteristic N
Gender
Male 174
Female 245
Marital Status
Single 204
Married/living with a partner 215
Educational Level®
Low 115
Medium 142
High 160
Income
< 10,000 € 102
10,000-20,000 € 102
20,001-30,000 € 67
>30,000 € 63
Average Age (SD) 35.8 (15.38)

? Years of full time education: Low = up to 14; Medium = 15-17;
High = 18 +

hypothetical scenarios was based on items used in the
Spanish National Incidence Survey (Instituto de la Mujer,
2003), and on the advice and experience of community-
based experts dealing with the problem of IPVAW (social
services personnel, and senior police officers) who were
assembled to assist in the development of the instrument
(see Schuller & Stewart, 2000; Sorenson, & Taylor, 2005,
for a similar approach). The Spanish National Incidence
Survey, in addition to questions regarding whether a woman
considers herself to be a victim of partner violence, uses
13 items to “technically” define abused women. These items
were used as the starting point to define the hypothetical
scenarios. With the help of the community-based experts,
8 scenarios were finally developed to reflect situations of
IPVAW that social services and police officers usually come
across in their work. The scenarios were also developed
with the intention that they differ in severity of the violence.
These scenarios included psychological violence (e.g., “A
woman is often verbally abused and humiliated by her
partner”), threats (e.g., “A couple is having a quarrel; he
insults her and threatens to beat her up”), and different
degrees of physical violence (e.g., “While having a quarrel,
he hits her partner and afterwards he asks her for
forgiveness”; “A woman is frequently beaten up by her
partner causing sometimes small injuries and bruises, but
still she does not want to report the maltreatment”).
Perceived severity. To measure the perceived severity
of incidents of IPVAW, participants had to rate on a /0-
point scale the severity of the 8 hypothetical scenarios of
IPVAW. Cronbach’s alpha value for this scale was .88. A
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general index was obtained averaging the 8 raw responses
so that higher scores represent higher perceived severity
of incidents of IPVAW (highest score for the scale = 10).

Personal responsibility. To measure the sense of personal
responsibility to act in cases of IPVAW participants had to
rate on a /0-point scale their sense of personal responsibility
to act in the same 8 hypothetical scenarios of IPVAW.
Cronbach’s alpha value for this scale was .93. A general index
was obtained averaging the 8 raw responses so that higher
scores represent a greater sense of personal responsibility
(highest score for the scale = 10).

Responses to cases of IPVAW. Public responses to cases
of IPVAW were evaluated using a scale in which participants
had to decide whether they would (Yes) or would not (No)
use different responses to 8 hypothetical scenarios of IPVAW
(same as those used in the above scales). Six different responses
to the hypothetical scenarios of IPVAW represented two types
of responses: (1) Mediating: was evaluated with 5 items
representing mediating responses (e.g., “I would talk to

Table 2

relatives”; “I would offer advice to the couple”, “I would
reprimand the man”). Cronbach’s alpha = .79. (2) Reporting,
was evaluated with an item representing a public response
that set the law enforcement in motion by reporting the incident
to the authorities (“I would report it to the police”). Cronbach’s
alpha = .73. Cronbach’s alpha for the overall scale was .81.
For each respondent a score for each type of responses was
computed by summing all “yes” response (mediating: “yes”
= .25, “no” = 0; reporting: “yes” = 1.25, “no” = 0). So that
higher scores represent a greater sense of mediating and
reporting, respectively (highest score for each scale = 10).

Results
Preliminary analyses

First, we tested for differences in the variables of interest
(perceived severity of incidents of IPVAW, sense of personal

Means and (standard deviations) of severity, responsibility and two type of responses. MANOVAs and ANOVAs between

groups of demographics variables

Type of response

Severity Responsibility Mediating Reporting
Gender A = .943; F(4, 387) = 5.827; p < .001
Male {159} 8.75 (1.06) 6.88 (1.92) 6.81 (2.02) 2.82 (1.73)
Female {233} 9.12 (.95) 7.54 (1.79) 7.28 (1.85) 2.72 (1.75)
F(1, 390) 13.63** 12.27** 5.78%* 28
Age A =.927; F(8, 772) = 3.719; p < .001
< 25 years {141} 8.94 (1.01) 7.17 (1.88) 6.99 (1.66) 2.40 (1.41)°
25-45 years {136} 9.20 (.89)a 7.63 (1.72)* 7.26 (1.79) 2.85 (1.71)
> 45 years {115} 8.74 (1.09)b 6.98 (1.99)° 7.00 (2.36) 3.10 (2.04)?
F(2, 389) 6.90%* 4.14* .83 5.65%*
Marital status A = .980; F(4, 387) = 1.972; p = .098
Married {198} 9.01 (.99) 7.30 (1.89) 7.30 (1.95) 2.95 (1.82)
Single {194} 8.93 (1.04) 7.24 (1.86) 6.87 (1.90) 2.57 (1.63)
Education A= 918; F(8, 768) = 4.219; p < .001
Low {105} 8.69 (1.14) 7.05 (1.87) 6.60 (2.34)° 2.77 (1.84)
Medium {125} 9.09 (.92)* 7.14 (1.93) 6.91 (1.84)° 2.89 (1.91)
High {160} 9.05 (.96)* 7.50 (1.81) 7.53 (1.59)2 2.67 (1.52)
F(2, 387) 5.36%* 2.30 8.24%* .54
Income A =.948; F(12, 812.537) = 1.367; p = .176
< 10,000 € {97} 9.04 (1.01) 7.27 (1.91) 6.95 (1.93) 2.64 (1.77)
10,000-20,000 € {94} 8.79 (1.18) 7.09 (1.90) 6.82 (2.04) 2.60 (1.35)
20,001-30,000 € {60} 9.15 (.85) 7.31 (1.81) 7.23 (2.06) 2.89 (1.99)
>30,000 € {63} 9.18 (.85) 7.40 (1.80) 7.60 (2.00) 3.32 (2.05)

Note. {n} of group with listwise deletion. Means with different superscript differ significantly at p < .05 Bonferroni multiple-comparison

procedure.
*p<.05, ** p<.01
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responsibility, and type of responses to incidents of IPVAW
as a function of the socio-demographic variables (gender,
age, marital status, education, and income). Five one-way
multivariate analyses of variance (MANOVAs) revealed
significant multivariate effects of gender, age, and education
(see Table 2). The univariate effects with multiple comparisons
using Bonferroni adjustment indicated that women perceived
the same hypothetical scenarios of IPVAW as more severe,
felt more personal responsible to act, and were more inclined
to use mediating responses than men. Those in the 25-45
age group also perceived the same scenarios as more severe
and felt more personal responsible than those in the >45
years old group, however the youngest were those who felt
less inclined to report the incidents to the police than the
>45 years. In relation to education, the less educated perceived
that the hypothetical scenarios of IPVAW were less severe,
whereas the better educated were more willing to mediate.

Perceived severity, personal responsibility and
public responses to cases of IPVAW
A repeated-measures ANOVA was computed to examine

the effects of perceived severity (low vs. high) and personal
responsibility (low vs. high) on public responses to incidents

Table 3

of IPVAW (mediating and reporting). For this analysis, groups
of perceived severity (low vs. high) and personal responsibility
(low vs. high) were formed according to the median score
of each scale. The results (see Table 3) yielded main effects
of type of responses, F(1, 388) = 1779.30, p < .001, indicating
that, in general, participants preferred mediating responses
to IPVAW scenarios, M = 7.09, SD = 1.93, than reporting
to the police, M = 2.76, SD = 1.74 (see Table 5). Results
also yielded main effects of sense of personal responsibility,
F(1, 388) = 27.90, p < .001, as well as the interactions
between perceived severity and personal responsibility, F(1,
388) = 6.38, p < .05, and between personal responsibility
and type of public response, F(1, 388) = 15.19, p < .001.
No significant interactions were found between socio-
demographic controls and independent variables (perceived
severity and personal responsibility). We next explored the
effects of sense of personal responsibility and the interaction
between personal responsibility and perceived severity for
each type of responses to incidents of IPVAW (see Table 4).

Effects of perceived severity and personal responsibility
on mediating responses to IPVAW. For mediating responses,
only main effects of personal responsibility yielded
significant differences, F(1, 388) = 40.83, p < .001 (Table
4). This indicates that those participants with greater sense
of personal responsibility are more willing to mediate,

2 x 2 x 2 Factorial design. Effects of perceived severity and personal responsibility on public responses to IPVAW

Source F( 1, 388) p-value partial eta-squared
Within-subjects
Type of response 1779.30 <.001 821
Severity x Type of response 1.96 163 .005
Responsibility x Type of response 15.19 <.001 .038
Severity x Responsibility x Type of response Sl 478 .001
Between-subjects
Severity 2.10 .148 .005
Responsibility 27.90 <.001 .067
Severity x Responsibility 6.38 012 .016
Table 4
2 x 2 Factorial design for each type of public response: mediating and reporting
Source F(l’ 388) p-value partial eta-squared
Mediating
Severity 3.74 .054 .010
Responsibility 40.83 <.001 .095
Severity x Responsibility 2.74 .099 .007
F1 389 p-value partial eta-squared
Reporting
Severity 15 .699 <.001
Responsibility 5.39 .021 .014
Severity x Responsibility 6.84 .009 .017
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Table 5

Means and (standard deviations) for Type of Response (mediating and reporting) by Perceived Severity (low vs. high),
and Type of Response by Personal Responsibility (low vs. high)

Responsibility
Type of response Overall
low high
Mediating 7.09 (1.93)
Severity low 6.40 (1.58) 7.29 (1.87)
high 6.45 (2.01) 7.97 (1.85)
Overall 6.42 (1.76) 7.72 (1.88)
Reporting 2.76 (1.74)
Severity low 2.69 (1.72) 2.64 (1.36)
high 2.29 (1.49) 3.17 (2.00)
Overall 2.53 (1.64) 2.97 (1.74)
M =7.72, SD = 1.88, than those participants with lower Discussion

sense of responsibility, M = 6.42, SD = 1.76 (see Table 5).

Effects of perceived severity and personal responsibility
on reporting responses to IPVAW. For reporting responses,
results yielded main effects of personal responsibility, F(1,
389) = 5.39, p < .05, as well as the interaction between
perceived severity and personal responsibility, (1, 389) =
6.84, p < .01 (Table 4). To examine the interaction between
perceived severity and personal responsibility, all pairwise
comparisons of means using Bonferroni adjustment were
conducted. Significant differences were found between low
and high responsibility groups only in the group of high
perceived severity, F(1, 389) = 12.405, p < .01 (see Figure
1). This indicates that those who feel more personal responsible
and perceive the same incidents of IPVAW as more severe
(high perceived severity group) are more willing to report
them to the police, M = 3.17, SD = 2.00, as compared to
those that perceive the same severity but feel less responsible,
M =229, SD = 1.49 (see Table 5 and Figure 1).

34 -
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Figure 1. Means of reporting responses as a function of perceived
severity by personal responsibility levels.
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In this paper we aimed to explore the influence of
perceived severity and personal responsibility on two types
of responses to cases of IPVAW: mediating responses and
reporting to the police. Hypotheses were partially supported,
and sense of personal responsibility emerged from our results
as a central variable influencing public responses to cases
of IPVAW. The study yielded also some interesting results
concerning the interactive effects of perceived severity,
and sense of personal responsibility for reporting responses.

First, participants exposed to hypothetical scenarios of
IPVAW, preferred mediating responses (M = 7.09, in a scale
from 1 to 10) than reporting responses (M = 2.76, in a scale
from 1 to 10). This indicates that, in general, reporting to
the police was considered as an appropriate response only
exceptionally, whereas mediating responses were considered
typically as more appropriate. This preference for mediating
responses could indicate that the social circle surrounding
the women victims of IPVAW assume or believe that, in
most instances, they will prefer the help and advice of friends
and family members rather than to involve the law
enforcement system (Rhodes & McKenzie, 1998; Sipsma,
Carrobles, Cerrato, & Everaerd, 2000; West & Wandrei, 2002).
A response such as reporting to the police is probably viewed
as a last resource only to be used for extreme cases of IPVAW
(Gracia & Herrero, 2006b; Loseke, 1989; Loseke & Gelles,
1993; Muehlenhard & Kimes, 1999). Perhaps this kind of
response is considered appropriate only for incidents that
reach an “intolerable” level of violence (i.e., extreme, severe
or repeated violence). Other instances of IPVAW (perhaps
most instances) that are not considered as such, and
consequently do not reach the “intolerable” level (i.e. totally
unacceptable and always punishable by law), would deserve
a more “tolerant” response (i.e., mediative responses). As
Worden and Carlson (2005) noted, it is unlikely to use legal
protections, or to recommend its use to others, if one believes
that some levels of violence are normal or justifiable, or
that women are responsible for managing their partners’
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behavior. Reporting responses may be considered appropriate
only for incidents where the victim is perceived not to be
involved, either in mutual violence or fighting back (Johnson
& Ferraro, 2000). Women were also more willing to mediate
than men, perceived the same hypothetical scenarios of
IPVAW as more severe, and felt more personal responsible
to act than men, which suggest greater empathy for the victims
of IPVAW (West & Wandrei, 2002). This results support
previous research in the European Union showing that women
perceived more severity and accepted [IPVAW less than men
(Gracia & Herrero, 2006a). Also, the older perceived the
same scenarios as less severe and felt less personally
responsible than those in the middle age group, which seems
to support Worden and Carlson’s (2005) findings that older
respondents are more likely to accept violence as normal
and justifiable. However, this may also indicate a shift in
the culture over time. Perhaps the older participants lived in
a time when people did feel less responsible for these issues
more than they do in the present, and our data does not
necessarily suggest that older individuals accept violence as
normal. No significant interactions were found, however,
between these socio-demographic variables and predictor
variables (perceived severity and personal responsibility).
When we explored the influence of perceived severity
and sense of personal responsibility on each type of public
responses to incidents of IPVAW, we found that those
respondents who felt more personally responsible were more
willing to mediate in the same scenarios of IPVAW than
those participants in the group of low personal responsibility.
According to our results, individual differences in perceived
severity appear not to play a role in distinguishing those
more willing to mediate when exposed to incidents of
IPVAW, from those less willing to mediate in the same
scenarios. What seems to matter for this type of response
is the sense of personal responsibility, that is, the sense of
obligation to a situation of IPVAW that, in terms of behavior
management, is an internal reason to act (Watson & Tharp,
1993). These results suggest that for some respondents the
norm for helping is more salient than the norm for not
helping (Darley & Latané, 1970). Accordingly, those who,
for whatever reason, feel that “it is not my business” will
more likely fail to mediate when exposed to the same
scenarios than those who do feel “it is my business”. Also,
according to a cost-reward model of helping behavior
(Piliavin et al., 1981), the lower the sense of responsibility,
the lower the psychological costs for not helping, and the
lower the probability for helping (i.e., mediating responses).
For reporting responses, however, both perceived severity
and sense of personal responsibility appear to play a role in
distinguishing those respondents more willing to report to
the police when exposed to the same scenarios of IPVAW.
Interestingly, we found an interaction effect between perceived
severity and sense of personal responsibility, which indicated
that the effect of sense of personal responsibility on willingness
to report to the police, only takes place for the condition of
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high perceived severity. That is, we observed differences in
reporting responses as a function of sense of personal
responsibility, only for those who tend to perceived the same
scenarios of IPVAW as more severe (high perceived severity
group). For the same hypothetical scenarios of IPVAW, only
those who tend to perceive them as more severe, and feel
more personally responsible will be more likely to report to
the police incidents of IPVAW. These results are in accordance
to a decision model of bystander intervention (Latané &
Darley, 1970; Piliavin et al., 1981) in which to reach a certain
level of perceived severity is a precondition for the next
step in the sequence (i.e. sense of personal responsibility) to
operate. Without reaching a certain level of perceived severity
the probability to report to the police would be lower. Also,
in accordance to a cost-reward analysis of helping (Piliavin
et al., 1981), results suggest that for more demanding and
costly responses is when perceived severity and personal
responsibility would matter the most. As we have seen before,
reporting to the police is not the preferred response to incidents
of IPVAW. For bystanders, reporting to the police is probably
the most costly response to incidents of IPVAW. It may
involve potential reprisals from offenders, fear of negative
consequences for the women, time consuming involvement
or unwanted relationship with the law enforcement system,
or even negative reactions from the victims (Apsler, Cummins,
& Carl, 2003; Klein et al., 1997). According to Piliavin et
al’s. (1981) model of helping behavior, for a bystander to
intervene, the psychological costs of not intervening need
to be higher than the perceived costs of intervening. High
levels of perceived severity and sense of personal responsibility
would increase the perceived psychological costs for not
intervening, making more likely reporting responses. Finally,
our results also suggest that those respondents willing to
report to the police not only perceived the same scenarios
of IPVAW as more severe, but also favor a norm of social
responsibility (e.g. report women in danger), against a social
norm concerning “private matters” (e.g. mind your own
business) (Darley & Latané, 1970). This norm, according to
Levine (1999), not only guides the interpretation of the event
but also the decision about the legitimacy of the intervention.

As for implications for public education and advocacy
programs, our results point to the importance of increasing
the levels of perceived severity of “all” forms of IPVAW,
as well as the sense of personal responsibility to act in “all”
cases of IPVAW. To increase feelings of social and personal
responsibility towards IPVAW, public education efforts need
to promote attitudes that reinforce the helping role of the
social circle that surrounds the victim (Gracia, 2004). As
Klein et al. (1997) suggested, “we need to educate people
to recognize that they have a role in helping battered women
and to teach them that their behavior matters, and showed
them how to get involved” (p. 90). Community-based
policies and interventions need also to address potential
conflicts between individual norms of responsibility towards
IPVAW and community and social norms about the “private
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matter” that domestic violence still represents (e. g. “mind
your own business”).

Finally, the study presents some potential limitations.
First, the inclusion of other relevant correlates of public
responses to cases of IPVAW would help to further
understand the processes involved in decision making leading
to different types of responses to incidents of IPVAW. The
inclusion of other possible predictors of public responses
to IPVAW such as the influence of emotional factors,
attitudes towards family privacy, victim-blaming attitudes,
trust in the authorities’ effectiveness, perception of the
support available to victims, or contextual effects such as
neighborhood social disorder would also help to better
understand public responses to incidents of IPVAW (Christy
& Voigt, 1994; Gracia & Herrero, 2007; Gracia, Herrero,
Lila, & Fuente, 2009; Hadeed & El-Bassel, 2006; James,
Johnson, & Raghavan, 2004; Levine, 1999; Raghavan,
Mennerich, Sexton, & James, 2006; Weiner, 1980). Another
potential limitation is that we used hypothetical scenarios
as a stimulus rather than actual situations, and it is possible
that public responses might differ from what they actually
would do in a real situation (Fritzsche, Finkelstein, & Penner,
2000; Robinson & Chandek, 2000).

In conclusion, public concern and awareness of the
pervasiveness of domestic violence against women (DVAW)
has significantly increased over the last decades. But this
growing public concern and awareness needs to translate into
a greater personal and collective sense of responsibility to
end IPVAW (Klein et al., 1997). Public education campaigns
aiming to promote the idea of social responsibility in issues
of domestic violence would be better informed through research
examining some of the issues explored in this study.
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