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Definition

Help-seeking in a domestic violence context is a
multistep process which involves (1) recognizing
and defining the problem, (2) identifying and
engaging with sources of formal or informal sup-
port, (3) disclosing experiences of violence, and
(4) receiving formal or informal help (Goodson &
Hayes, 2021; Liang et al., 2005; Stork, 2008;
Sylaska & Edwards, 2014).

Background

Domestic violence (DV) refers to physical, sex-
ual, emotional, economic, and/or psychological

violence against a partner, child, or family mem-
ber, and can have physical, psychological, and
lethal consequences for survivors (Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). Across
the globe, estimates indicate that anywhere from
10% to 70% of women and girls and approxi-
mately 30% of boys and men will experience
some form of DV in their lifetimes (Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, 2020; Lelaurain
et al., 2017). Despite the high prevalence of DV,
research consistently indicates that the proportion
of DV survivors who seek help in escaping that
violence is disproportionately lower than we
would expect (Fanslow & Robinson, 2010).
Some estimates indicate that as few as 40–75%
of people who experience DV will seek help from
a friend, family member, or other informal source
of support, and even fewer will disclose to formal
support services like police (e.g., Fanslow & Rob-
inson, 2010).

Help-seeking is a complex, multistep process
that the American Psychological Association
defines as “searching for or requesting help from
others via formal or informal mechanisms”
(American Psychological Association, n.d., p. 1).
Scholars have offered several conceptualizations
of help-seeking behavior; however, the most
widely accepted steps include: (1) recognizing
and defining the problem, (2) identifying and
engaging with sources of formal or informal sup-
port, (3) disclosing experiences of violence, and
(4) receiving formal or informal help (Goodson &
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Hayes, 2021; Liang et al., 2005; Stork, 2008;
Sylaska & Edwards, 2014).

Step 1: Recognizing Domestic Violence
For many DV survivors, the process of seeking
help is arduous and nonlinear. While recognition
of a problematic or dangerous situation is typi-
cally the first step towards seeking help, survivors
often miscalculate the risks, leading to a failure to
realize or acknowledge that they need help
(Fanslow & Robinson, 2010). While experiences
are highly situational and unique to each survivor,
abusers often adopt a discernible pattern of behav-
ior, which starts with more innocuous forms of
controlling and abusive behavior aimed at isolat-
ing a partner (Edwards et al., 2015). These behav-
iors often escalate later in the relationship, with
abusers oscillating between physically violent
outbursts and periods of affection coupled with
gifts, gaslighting, and promises that the violence
will end. Survivors are effectively manipulated
into rationalizing and excusing the abusive behav-
ior, making it difficult for them to appreciate the
precariousness of their own situation (Ansara &
Hindin, 2010; Fanslow & Robinson, 2010;
Mosher, 2015).

Further complicating matters, coercive control
and psychological abuse are often perceived as
acceptable and/or harmless behaviors within inti-
mate relationships, especially when contrasted
against physical and sexual violence (Masci &
Sanderson, 2017; Wright et al., 2021). Social
and cultural norms play a significant role in vic-
tims’ perceptions and understandings of violence
risk and escalation. Many coercive or controlling
behaviors (such as when one partner takes execu-
tive control of the household finances and eco-
nomic decisions) are normalized parts of intimate
relationships in some cultures (Lelaurain et al.,
2017; Waller et al., 2021, 2022; Wright et al.,
2021). Moreover, several traditional and religious
ideologies place high importance on the sanctity
of marriage (Lelaurain et al., 2017; Waller et al.,
2021). Consequently, women who endorse reli-
gious beliefs are less likely to seek help for DV
than nonreligious women (e.g., Hassouneh-
Phillips, 2001; Potter, 2007). For these women,
making the decision to leave violent relationships

is made more difficult because the support people
and systems in their lives do not necessarily rec-
ognize the risks associated with controlling or
abusive behavior (Waller et al., 2021).

For many survivors, their situation often needs
to become dire before they are motivated to seek
support. In some situations, a key motivator or
trigger for seeking help is the explicit belief that
one’s life is in danger (Barrett & St. Pierre, 2011).
In a systematic review of help-seeking behavior,
Lelaurain et al. (2017) reported that survivors who
have endured sexual or psychological DVare less
likely to disclose than those who have experi-
enced physical DV. However, the more severe or
frequent the violence at home, the more likely that
the survivor will report it and seek help.

Step 2: Identifying Sources of Support
The second step in seeking help is to identify a
source of support and then take action to contact
and engage with that support. Most models of
help-seeking differentiate between formal and
informal sources of support for survivors of
DV. Formal sources of support include, but are
not limited to, institutional services (e.g., univer-
sity campus-based supports), health care profes-
sionals (e.g., family doctors, psychologists),
community agencies or organizations (e.g., DV
shelters, crisis centers, helplines), criminal justice
system services (e.g., police, victim service units),
and other government-run awareness programs
(Goodson & Hayes, 2021; Sylaska & Edwards,
2014). Informal sources of support include indi-
viduals who are close to the survivor but are not
associated with any formal system or institution,
such as family members, friends, neighbors, or
coworkers (Ansara & Hindin, 2010). Connection
with either formal or informal sources of support
can help to improve safety and physical and men-
tal health outcomes for DV survivors (Liang et al.,
2005). The decision to contact either formal or
informal sources of support depends on the survi-
vor and their unique context.

Research consistently shows that men and
women are significantly more likely to disclose
instances of violence to informal rather than for-
mal sources of support (Sylaska & Edwards,
2014). For example, Fanslow and Robinson

2 Help-Seeking Behavior and Domestic Violence



(2010) found that nearly 60% of the women sur-
vivors in their sample disclosed their abuse to
family members, while less than 15% sought
help from police or doctors. Similar findings
have been replicated across the globe, including
in developing nations (Goodson & Hayes, 2021).
However, contact with formal versus informal
support services are not mutually exclusive
options, and several studies have found that hav-
ing support from informal sources (e.g., family or
friends) increases the likelihood of later
contacting formal support services (e.g., Fanslow
& Robinson, 2010; Ravi et al., 2021). Some
research has found a positive relationship between
abuse severity and use of formal services, such
that the more severe the violence is at home and
the more controlling the partner becomes, the
more likely survivors are to reach out to police,
lawyers, crisis centers, and shelters (Ansara &
Hindin, 2010).

While both formal and informal sources of
support help to improve safety and physical and
mental health outcomes for DV survivors (Liang
et al., 2005), each source is associated with a
unique set of benefits and drawbacks. Formal
resources are often effective avenues for victims
to gain substantial and immediate support. For
example, contacting police officers can lead to
the arrest of the abuser and increased immediate
safety for the victim, although that immediate
safety does not inherently lead to longer-term
safety if the perpetrator is released (Decker et al.,
2019). In fact, the use of formal services, such as
the police, is positively associated with greater
risk of intimate partner homicide for some
women, given that it increases the chance of per-
petrator retaliation (Koppa & Messing, 2021).
Further, accessing formal supports can be a con-
fusing and time-consuming process (Fugate et al.,
2005). Navigating the bureaucracy of formal sup-
port services might seem overwhelming or intim-
idating to some victims of violence, particularly
those who have previous adverse experiences
with institutions like the police.

Conversely, informal sources, such as friends
or family, are typically easier to access and more
likely to provide emotional support to survivors, a
characteristic of support directly linked to better

mental health outcomes (Flicker et al., 2012).
However, informal supports can initially struggle
with defining their role in providing support to the
victim (Sylaska & Edwards, 2014) and despite
their best intentions, informal supports may also
inadvertently discourage survivors from leaving
their partner, even when health or safety are at risk
(Lelaurain et al., 2017; Waller et al., 2021). More-
over, survivors who disclose victimization expe-
riences to loved ones and receive negative
responses to those disclosures (e.g., minimization,
victim-blaming) are at risk of greater PTSD symp-
toms, emotional distress, and overall impairment
to day-to-day functioning (Ullman, 2010, 2021).

Step 3: Disclosure
After identifying sources of support, the third and
arguably most difficult step for survivors is to
disclose the abuse (Sylaska & Edwards, 2014).
Disclosure refers to any conversation with formal
or informal supports wherein the individual shares
information about their experiences with victimi-
zation and violence within their relationship
(Hyman et al., 2006). Thus, although the two
processes are often confused or conflated, disclos-
ing violence is only one component of help-
seeking.

Disclosure can be a difficult step for DV sur-
vivors because it means involving another person
in the relationship. Survivors of DV may be hes-
itant to disclose the abuse to another person
because they would prefer to keep personal mat-
ters private, due to feelings of shame and embar-
rassment, or because they fear the person they are
disclosing to will react poorly by, for example,
victim-blaming, pressuring them to end the rela-
tionship, or pressuring them to go to the police
(Sylaska & Edwards, 2014). DV survivors who
are racial or ethnic minorities may face additional
barriers to disclosure related to language barriers
or fears related to deportation (Barrett &
St. Pierre, 2011; Decker et al., 2019). Finally,
DV survivors who are sexual minorities may feel
inhibited from disclosure if they are not “out” to
members of their social network or if they antic-
ipate experiencing homophobia (Robinson et al.,
2021).
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The disclosure of violence does not necessarily
signal an appeal for help. For example, a DV
survivor may self-disclose the abuse in an attempt
to reduce distressing symptoms (Vogel & Wester,
2003). Similarly, some survivors may seek help
from formalized supports such as health care pro-
viders or nonprofit organizations, such as shelters,
without ever explicitly disclosing their experi-
ences with abuse, particularly since those services
are not specific to DV (Krishnan et al., 2001).
Therefore, while there is a substantial overlap
between disclosures and help-seeking, the acts
do not always co-occur. Nevertheless, disclosing
that one has been victimized is an important part
of seeking help, and most models of help-seeking
include disclosing violence in their definitions
(Liang et al., 2005; Sylaska & Edwards, 2014).

Step 4: Receiving Support
Once a survivor has disclosed that they are
experiencing violence and asked for help, the
next steps often involve receiving help from
third parties that are external to the violence they
are experiencing. It is important to recognize that
engagement with formal help and support systems
can be a lengthy process and that asking for help
does not necessarily mean the survivor is ready to
leave the relationship or the home. In some cases,
a survivor might simply be asking for access to
specialized support (e.g., mental or physical
health care) or help with risk reduction and man-
agement to minimize the possibility of the vio-
lence getting worse (Jeffrey et al., 2019; Logan &
Walker, 2018). Safety planning and risk manage-
ment techniques are integral aspects of the help-
seeking process and are especially important for
families experiencing violence (Logan & Walker,
2018). Such techniques may include educating
women about their level of risk, providing emer-
gency services for DV, alerting the police to the
risk, and when needed, planning an escape or
relocating work and home locations (Bader
et al., 2019). Thus, seeking help in leaving and
recovering from violence is not a “one-and-done”
event, it means ongoing engagement with sources
of support until such a time a victim is safe (Logan
& Walker, 2018; Sylaska & Edwards, 2014).

As discussed, seeking help and receiving help
are not the same thing, and survivors do not
always receive the help they had hoped for
(Liang et al., 2005; Ullman, 2010, 2021). For
example, it is common for DV survivors who
seek help from formal resources to be met with
disbelief due to the need to have their victim status
corroborated by another formal source. Fear of
being turned away due to an inability to provide
corroborative evidence, coupled with poor
response to requests for help (e.g., victim-
blaming, disbelief, minimization), leaves those
in need without support and may lead survivors
to avoid contacting formal services (Ullman,
2010). Such negative responses to a disclosure
can be detrimental to the survivor’s well-being
and progress in recovery (Ullman, 2021). DV
survivors who feel they have been failed by for-
mal resources tend to avoid reaching out for help
in the future (Lelaurain et al., 2017). Conversely,
positive responses to disclosures of violence are
integral in facilitating recovery for the survivor,
and individuals who are met with appropriate,
supportive, and trauma-informed responses to dis-
closures of violence are more likely to show more
positive psychological health benefits and fewer
negative symptoms of trauma and stress (Sylaska
& Edwards, 2014; Ullman, 2010, 2021).

Theories of Help-Seeking Behavior in
Domestic Violence

Help-seeking is a richly studied interdisciplinary
phenomenon with roots in most social sciences
and humanities related fields (Waller et al., 2022).
Theories on help-seeking and escaping DV, while
limited, largely posit that survivors are actively
engaged in numerous complex decision-making
processes related to violence prevention, violence
management, and leaving violent situations
(Sivitz, 2014; Sylaska & Edwards, 2014; Waller
et al., 2022). Importantly, characteristics of vio-
lence (e.g., type, severity) are a critical component
of help-seeking behavior in most models of
decision-making as a cue of risk (Lelaurain
et al., 2017), which is particularly critical given
that the feeling that one’s life is in danger is one of
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the strongest predictors of help-seeking behavior
(Barrett & St. Pierre, 2011).

Progression of Disclosure and Help-Seeking
One widely cited theory, developed by Liang et al.
(2005), but expanded on by other authors over the
recent years (e.g., Ullman, 2010), focuses directly
on the complexities of help-seeking in DV situa-
tions. Liang et al. (2005) posited that help-seeking
is a three-stage process parallel to the process of
leaving a relationship, wherein the victim must
recognize their situation as DV, decide to seek
help, and make decisions about who to seek help
from based on available resources (Liang et al.,
2005). Building on Liang et al.’s (2005) theoreti-
cal framework, Ullman (2010) introduced an
adaptation of this model by exploring the impact
of disclosure responses on future help-seeking
behaviors. It is well-established that positive
responses (from either formal or informal sources
of support) substantially improve mental and
physical health outcomes for survivors of vio-
lence whereas negative responses to disclosures
and requests for help can be detrimental to the
survivor’s mental health and might shape future
decisions to seek help again (Sylaska & Edwards,
2014; Ullman, 2021). More recent articles (e.g.,
Sylaska & Edwards, 2014) have noted that Liang
et al.’s (2005) model was “promising” but lacked
thorough consideration of the victim’s experi-
ences with disclosure. Scholars in the gender-
based violence sector have recently emphasized
the need for help-seeking to be seen as a fluid,
nonlinear path throughout their suggested stages
of help-seeking, as help-seeking does not take the
same direction for all individuals (Sylaska &
Edwards, 2014). Moreover, it is important to con-
sider the impacts of past disclosure experiences on
the decision to seek-help in the future (Ullman,
2010, 2021).

Victims Make Rational Choices
Research conducted in the social sciences often
aims to understand how and why victimsmake the
difficult decision to seek help. Rational choice
theory suggests that these individuals are not
poor decision-makers, nor are they to blame for
“choosing” a violent and manipulative partner, as

previously suggested (e.g., Hamby & Gray-Little,
1997). Rather, many researchers have argued that
individuals in these situations tend to make ratio-
nal, well-considered decisions given the complex-
ity of the social, economic, and safety decisions
they are forced to make in an unsafe environment
(e.g., Sivitz, 2014; Stork, 2008). Considering the
actions of DV survivors through this lens helps
explain why the path to seeking help is unique for
each survivor and often nonlinear. In a scoping
review examining the variety of interpersonal
environments and existing theories on help-
seeking among DV survivors, Sivitz (2014) con-
cluded that research in DV has always examined
the decision-making process of survivors; there-
fore, those seeking to assist DV survivors would
benefit from the well-documented field of
decision-making, especially in relation to
accessing formal supports (e.g., the criminal jus-
tice system). Importantly, recent authors in the
field have expressed a need for theories that can
be extended beyond heteronormative conceptions
of DV (e.g., help-seeking in same-sex couples,
help-seeking in male victims; Sylaska & Edwards,
2014).

Barriers and Facilitators to Help-Seeking

Extensive scientific literature has explored bar-
riers to help-seeking for survivors of DV and
significant advances have been made in measur-
ing such barriers (Thorvaldsdottir et al., 2022).
Although dozens of measures of help-seeking
exist (Clement et al., 2012), only a handful of
tools have been validated to explore barriers to
help-seeking specifically and many of these tools
still require additional examination and develop-
ment (Thorvaldsdottir et al., 2022). Nevertheless,
research has identified several commonly occur-
ring barriers to help-seeking across contexts. Most
commonly, survivors of DV cite fear of their
abuser, fear of not being believed, lack of aware-
ness of services, lack of accessibility, and negative
social stigma as social barriers to seeking out
assistance (Lelaurain et al., 2017; Mosher, 2015;
Robinson et al., 2021; Wolf et al., 2003). While
barriers can impede individuals from seeking
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help, facilitators increase access to services and
other helpful resources. Often barriers and facili-
tators are two sides of the same coin. For example,
a lack of social and cultural awareness of DVand
DV services acts as a systemic barrier to help
seeking. Consequently, increasing social aware-
ness of DV and the services available can aid in
increasing accessibility and reducing stigma,
making survivors feel more supported when seek-
ing out resources. Further, barriers for some sur-
vivors may be facilitators for others. For example,
while fear may make it difficult for some to dis-
close the harms done to them (e.g., Fugate et al.,
2005), it can also motivate others to find support
(Lelaurain et al., 2017).

Fear of Retaliation
One of the most cited barriers to help-seeking is
fear (Fugate et al., 2005; Robinson et al., 2021;
Wolf et al., 2003). Of course, fear is a complex
phenomenon that can take several forms. Fear of
retaliation from the perpetrator is one example of
how fear might prevent someone who is
experiencing violence from reaching out for
help. Many survivors of violence report a fear of
retaliation should the perpetrator find out that the
survivor had contacted support services
(Robinson et al., 2021); this fear is often legiti-
mate as limits on confidentiality can alert the
abuser to their attempts to leave the relationship
(Huntley et al., 2019).

While fear for oneself can deter survivors from
seeking help, the desire to protect others (e.g.,
children, pets, elderly) can motivate survivors to
take steps to prevent loved ones from seeing,
hearing, or otherwise experiencing the same vio-
lence they have suffered (Lelaurain et al., 2017;
Newberry, 2017; Ravi et al., 2021). Many authors
have noted that survivors of violence have stated
that the decision to contact formal services was
directly motivated by a need to protect the well-
being and needs of their loved ones (Newberry,
2017; Rasool, 2016). Equally, however, fear of
one’s children being taken away by child protec-
tive services deters some women from calling the
police for help (Wolf et al., 2003). This fear is
particularly salient for individuals in vulnerable
social positions (e.g., low socioeconomic status,

immigrants, people of color). Authors such as
Mosher (2015) have pointed out that some
abusers will go so far as to use factors such as
immigration status to leverage their power over
their partners and children.

Fear of Not Being Believed
DV survivors have also reported apprehension
about disclosing abuse due to fears that they
would not be taken seriously, especially by those
in the criminal justice system (Lelaurain et al.,
2017; Mosher, 2015; Wolf et al., 2003). Further-
more, survivors who have had adverse experi-
ences with formal resources are more likely to
avoid reaching out for help in the future (Wolf
et al., 2003). This fear stems from a general dis-
trust of service providers, especially for marginal-
ized groups seeking help from sources which have
historically been sources of further systemic vio-
lence (Reina et al., 2014). Survivors who do seek
police support have reported multiple issues with
the responding officers including trivialization of
the situation, misattribution of abuser/victim, and
failure to reprimand or arrest abuser (Mosher,
2015). A negative perception of police officers
reduces a victim’s willingness to consider the
police as a helpful resource and therefore they
do not call police when in danger or cooperate
when responders are called by a third party (e.g.,
neighbor or concerned family member) to engage
victims. Individuals from marginalized back-
grounds, such as Black or Indigenous DV survi-
vors, are even less likely to willingly contact or
engage with police services given histories of
colonialism, systemic prejudice, and institutional
abuse (Lelaurain et al., 2017; Mosher, 2015);
however, marginalized groups are more likely to
live in communities which are lacking resources
and the police are often their only option for
support (Lelaurain et al., 2017).

A lack of corroborating evidence of the abuse
can make it difficult to follow through with
contacting and engaging with formal support ser-
vices, particularly since acts of gender-based vio-
lence are among the most underreported crimes
(Cotter & Savage, 2019). A detailed history of
abuse is often sparse or nonexistent due to fears
of disclosure, fears of their abuser, and the failure
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of formal resources to store and coordinate such
information. Moreover, DV does not always
involve physical violence, and emotional abuse
can be more difficult to formally identify and
prove (Mosher, 2015).

Lack of Awareness
Another critical barrier to help-seeking is lack of
awareness of services available specific to their
situation, community, or demographic (Fugate
et al., 2005; Goodson & Hayes, 2021; Robinson
et al., 2021). For example, in a qualitative study,
Fugate et al. (2005) reported that a large propor-
tion of their sample of DV survivors indicated that
they were not aware of any agencies or people
who could help, did not know where to go, or did
not know how to contact an agency or counselor.
Such findings have been replicated across con-
texts (e.g., Goodson & Hayes, 2021) and there is
evidence that DV services are simply not well-
known to members of the general
public. Significant efforts have been made in
recent years by government and nonprofit organi-
zations to increase awareness of available
resources for victims and survivors of DV
(Government of Canada, 2020; The National
Resource Centre on Domestic Violence, 2021).

The community level gaps in knowledge of
available services speaks to a larger need to high-
light community-based education to promote cul-
tural understandings of gender-based violence,
including risk factors, response options, available
services, how to access services, and what will
and will not happen after engaging with services
(Robinson et al., 2021). It is important to share
information with community members, particu-
larly youth who are learning to develop healthy
relationships, about what DV is, what healthy
relationships look like, and how to identify red
flags. However, it is equally important to share
knowledge about what resources are available for
risk prevention, management, and response. In
turn, improving community-level knowledge of
available tools and services, thus increasing
awareness of DV risks and resources, may
improve help-seeking behaviors and contribute
to reducing incidence of violence (Sylaska &
Edwards, 2014).

Accessibility
Another commonly identified barrier to help-
seeking is rooted in the inaccessibility of services
(Robinson et al., 2021). Access to resources plays
an important role in the ultimate decision to seek
help, and accessibility looks different for each
survivor. Problems with accessibility are due to a
lack of tangible resources which prevent survivors
from making use of existing services. Issues such
as financial insecurity often prevent survivors
from leaving their homes, from accessing trans-
portation to get to and from services, or from
accessing childcare necessary for being out of
the house. For other survivors, inaccessibility of
services speaks to the lack of services available to
them at all. Such financial, transportation, and
availability issues are exacerbated for individuals
living in rural areas who typically only have a
single central location to accommodate a large
geographic area (Jeffrey et al., 2019; Krishnan
et al., 2001). For individuals without access to a
vehicle, getting to and from formal resources
might be impossible. The act of seeking help in
violent situations necessitates, by design, a source
of support to seek help from. For survivors who
do not have access to sources of formal support,
the decision is made for them.

Moreover, when survivors are able to use the
services available in their region, those services
might not perfectly match the individual and com-
plex needs of every kind of survivor (e.g., they
might lack culturally informed services or are not
able to offer particular kinds of mental health
support due to limited resources; Krishnan et al.,
2001). Many immigrant victims of abuse will be
unable to make use of local DV resources because
those resources are not available in their primary
language. Accordingly, the accessibility issues,
which are exacerbated by low economic status,
also frequently co-occur in rural, immigrant, and
minority groups.

Informed and deliberate systemic changes to
service provision can improve accessibility, in
turn increasing the prevalence of help-seeking in
previously limited communities. Improvements to
accessibility have been made through the use of
technology, such as apps, call-lines, websites, and
other online resource options. Online tools are not
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only easy to access, particularly for youth and
young adults, but the increased potential for ano-
nymity may also encourage greater self-disclosure
than in-person resources (Voth Schrag et al.,
2022). Additionally, the accessibility of services
ought to be enhanced through the inclusion of
culturally relevant services, culturally informed
care, and diversity in the resource material pro-
vided to survivors of violence (e.g., the creation of
resource material in a wide range of languages;
Satyen et al., 2019; Waller et al., 2021).

Stigmatization and Shame
Stigmatization, another common barrier to help-
seeking, occurs when power is exerted to identify,
stereotype, and label differentness in socially
devalued individuals, which ultimately leads to
disapproval, rejection, exclusion, and discrimina-
tion (Link & Phelan, 2001). In the case of DV,
many survivors face victim-blaming, stigmatiza-
tion, and other types of adverse social responses
as a result of seeking help within their communi-
ties. These factors play an important role in a
survivor’s ability to process emotions, experi-
ences, and trauma, and can impact behavior and
decision-making, such as in the case of help-
seeking (Kennedy & Prock, 2018). Importantly,
stigma occurs at various levels of the social ecol-
ogy, such as individually or internalized stigma,
group or local level stigma, as well as structural or
cultural level stigma that perpetuates ideologies
that delegitimize the experiences of DV survivors,
in turn impacting survivors’ willingness and
availability to participate in help-seeking behav-
iors (Overstreet & Quinn, 2013). In many cases,
negative attitudes about those who perpetuate and
experience DV, and the individual and social
impacts of DV, can harm survivors in both direct
and indirect ways (Overstreet & Quinn, 2013).

Help-Seeking Through an
Intersectional Lens

As described, innumerable barriers to DV help-
seeking have been identified in scientific litera-
ture. However, scholars (e.g., Overstreet &Quinn,
2013; Robinson et al., 2021) have highlighted the

importance of distinguishing between personal/
individual level barriers (e.g., self-blame, embar-
rassment) compared to barriers at the systemic
level (e.g., structural inaccessibility of services,
systemic marginalization, minimization, or dis-
crimination). Many feminist and intersectional
scholars have pointed out that not all barriers to
help-seeking will apply in every situation, and
systemic barriers might impact some individuals
more than others (Robinson et al., 2021; Waller
et al., 2021). That is, help-seeking will look dif-
ferent for every survivor. Many individual, social,
and cultural factors, including factors beyond
what are discussed in this entry, shape someone’s
willingness and ability to ask for help when faced
with DV.

Gender
DV is considered a highly gendered social issue in
society. Compared to men, women are at a greater
risk of severe and fatal outcomes. Women, specif-
ically women of color, those in rural or remote
areas, transgender women, women who are poor,
or women who are otherwise vulnerable (e.g.,
seniors, children, those with physical or mental
disabilities) are at significantly higher risk of vio-
lence than individuals who are not in those social
positions (e.g., Bader et al., 2019; Jeffrey et al.,
2019). Accordingly, the ways women interact
with formal and informal sources of support may
be directly impacted by their gender identity. For
example, trans women may be reluctant to
approach police or psychologists due to histories
of discrimination and may therefore reach out to
informal or trusted community members for sup-
port. Additionally, while women face the barriers
discussed above, many men also struggle to find
anyone who is willing to take their concerns
seriously.

On the other end, an estimated one in three men
experience physical and psychological violence at
the hands of an intimate partner (Lelaurain et al.,
2017); however, evidence consistently demon-
strates that men are less likely to seek help for
their victimization compared to women (e.g.,
Ansara & Hindin, 2010). For men, barriers to
help-seeking are generally rooted in societal con-
cepts of masculinity and gender roles (Huntley
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et al., 2019). Seeking help is often in conflict with
stereotypical views that men should be emotion-
ally muted, not exhibit weakness, and be self-
reliant. Thus, men may find it more difficult than
women to consciously identify as a “victim” of
DV (Walker et al., 2020). In addition, the fact that
most perpetrators of severe violence are male has
led to a focus on providing resources to women
which are hidden from men, and few resources
have been developed to support men living with
DV. Given the many intersecting systems of
power that convey victimhood to be in stark con-
trast to the predominant masculine narrative in
contemporary western culture, many men may
struggle to find resources which are available to
them and which meet their needs (Lelaurain et al.,
2017).

Sexual Identity
Emerging research on survivors of same-sex inti-
mate partner violence has begun to address a long-
neglected proportion of the population who face
unique barriers to help-seeking. Prior to the
2010s, the sparsity of research in this field was
largely rooted in a lack of understanding of
LGBTQ+ relationship dynamics (Edwards et al.,
2016; St Pierre & Senn, 2010). While there are
many important factors that contribute to the deci-
sion to seek help, LGB survivors of violence have
identified several barriers specific to their personal
identities that fundamentally impact how they use
and access support services. Commonly identified
factors faced by this population include: a lack of
services tailored to the needs of same-sex couples
(or a lack of knowledge about whether such ser-
vices exist at all), service providers who lack
awareness of and sensitivity to LGB issues, con-
cerns, and relationship dynamics, silencing within
the LGB community about the prevalence and
impact of DV, not being out about one’s sexual
(or gender) orientation, distrust in providers, con-
cerns that self-defense would be mistaken for
violence perpetration, and overall shame related
to same-sex DV (Oswald et al., 2010; St. Pierre &
Senn, 2010; Walters & Lippy, 2016).

Ethnicity and Race
In their systematic review of help-seeking for DV,
Lelaurain et al. (2017) identified non-White eth-
nicity as an inhibiting factor to seeking help. They
attributed this to a variety of factors from the help-
seeking literature, including social isolation due to
immigration, language barriers, and fear of nega-
tive consequences, such as repercussions related
to immigration status. Interestingly, some studies
have identified discrepancies in help-seeking
behavior according to race, where African-
American and Latina women have been more
likely to seek help from the police than White
women, while White women are more likely
than racial minorities to seek help related to their
mental health (Flicker et al., 2011; Lipsky et al.,
2006).

Poverty, Class, and Housing Stability
Finally, poverty, class, and housing instability
have been directly linked to difficulty in escaping
and recovering from DV (Goodman et al., 2009).
The difficulties associated with poverty
(homelessness in particular) make leaving an
emotionally or physically abusive relationship
more complicated, particularly for individuals
who are reliant on their partners for financial or
economic support. Especially as safety measures
taken when leaving DV situations such as
relocating, changing workplaces, and traveling
to seek support all require the victim to have
extra time and money which can be used without
detection from their abuser. Surviving homeless-
ness or extreme poverty at the same time as DV
has been described as a “juggling act” that pre-
vents the individual from having time to find,
access, and reliably use any kind of support ser-
vice, given that these survivors are often primarily
focused on immediate basic health and safety
needs (Goodman et al., 2009).

Conclusion

Although many definitions of help-seeking exist,
which vary in detail and generalizability, we have
broadly defined help-seeking in a DV as a multi-
step process which involves (1) recognizing and
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defining the problem, (2) identifying and engag-
ing with sources of formal or informal support,
(3) disclosing experiences of violence, and
(4) receiving formal or informal help (Goodson
& Hayes, 2021; Liang et al., 2005; Stork, 2008;
Sylaska & Edwards, 2014).

Survivors are the experts of their own situa-
tions. Every individual who has been victimized
in this way will make the decisions that they feel
are right for them. The decision to seek help in
escaping, minimizing, or preventing DV in one’s
life will be informed by individual, community,
and system level considerations. The route one
survivor takes in seeking help will look different
than the route taken by another survivor; while
most individuals choose to seek help from family,
friends, or other informal sources of support,
others will feel compelled to contact the police
or health care providers. Still others may decide
not to seek help at all. While the decision to seek
help for DV is an individual one, the community
can assist by minimizing the barriers faced by
those who wish to seek help. For example, gov-
ernments and communities should provide
resources for DV survivors and, importantly,
ensure that members of the community are
aware of what these resources are and how to
access them. Moreover, those working in organi-
zations that provide formal help-seeking should
be educated in appropriate responses to avoid
victim-blaming and stigmatization. Minimizing
barriers to help-seeking for DV would likely
improve help-seeking behaviors and contribute
to reducing incidence of violence.
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