
This is a repository copy of The effect of victim attractiveness and type of abuse suffered 
on attributions of victim blame and credibility in intimate partner violence : a vignette-
based online experiment.

White Rose Research Online URL for this paper:
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/187504/

Version: Accepted Version

Article:

Hall, M., Debowska, A. and Hales, G. (Accepted: 2022) The effect of victim attractiveness 
and type of abuse suffered on attributions of victim blame and credibility in intimate partner
violence : a vignette-based online experiment. Violence Against Women. ISSN 1077-8012 
(In Press) 

© 2022 The Author(s). This is an author produced version of a paper accepted for 
publication in Violence Against Women. Uploaded in accordance with the publisher's self-
archiving policy. Article available under the terms of the CC-BY-NC-ND licence 
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/

Reuse 

This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 
(CC BY-NC-ND) licence. This licence only allows you to download this work and share it with others as long 
as you credit the authors, but you can’t change the article in any way or use it commercially. More 
information and the full terms of the licence here: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/ 

Takedown 

If you consider content in White Rose Research Online to be in breach of UK law, please notify us by 
emailing eprints@whiterose.ac.uk including the URL of the record and the reason for the withdrawal request. 



 1 

 

 

The effect of victim attractiveness and type of abuse suffered on attributions of 

victim blame and credibility in intimate partner violence: A vignette-based online 

experiment 

 

Maisie Hall 1, Agata Debowska 1, 2, & George Hales 1 

 

Accepted for publication in Violence Against Women 

 

Author Note: 

1 Department of Psychology, The University of Sheffield, Sheffield, UK 

2 Faculty of Psychology and Law, SWPS University of Social Sciences and Humanities, 

Poznan, Poland 

 

 

Corresponding Author: 

Agata Debowska, SWPS University of Social Sciences and Humanities, Faculty of 

Psychology and Law, ul. gen. Tadeusza Kutrzeby 10, 61-719 Poznan, Poland. Email: 

adebowska@swps.edu.pl  

 

 



 2 

Abstract 

Victims of intimate partner violence (IPV) are frequently blamed and disbelieved, which 

may affect their willingness to report their abuse experiences. This vignette-based online 

experiment examines whether victim attractiveness (attractive vs unattractive) and the 

type of abuse suffered (psychological vs psychological plus physical abuse) may impact 

attributions of victim blame or victim credibility. The final sample included 167 UK 

residents (79% females) aged between 18 and 66 years (M = 33.17, SD = 11.26). Results 

indicated that the attractive victim was judged as being more credible than the 

unattractive victim. Results are discussed in light of societal attitudes towards IPV.  
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1. Introduction 

 Intimate partner violence (IPV) refers to the experience of suffering physical, 

sexual or psychological abuse by a current or former romantic partner and is recognised 

as a major public health issue (Trabold et al., 2020). Psychological abuse can be 

particularly difficult for victims to identify due to its subtle and insidious nature (Spadine 

et al., 2020), and some acts of psychological abuse may even appear affectionate when 

observed or experienced in isolation (Marshall, 1999; Minto et al., 2021). For example, 

Prosman et al. (2013) found that half of those in their sample who had experienced 

psychological abuse did not describe their partner’s behaviour as abusive. 

Due to the complexities of identifying and leaving an IPV relationship, third-party 

perspectives become increasingly important in supporting victims throughout this 

process. However, blaming and disbelieving victims of IPV remains a common problem, 

even in countries with high gender equality indices (Gracia, 2014). Victim blame 

attribution (VBA) refers to blaming a victim for a crime committed against them, which 

devalues the crime itself (Illingworth, 2007). Previous evidence has illustrated that Just 

World Beliefs (JWBs; Lerner & Miller, 1978) – cognitive biases presupposing a general 

belief that the world is fundamentally fair and people therefore deserve any event they 

experience – may predict VBA in IPV scenarios (Valor-Segura et al., 2011). In addition, 

sexist attitudes have been associated with increased victim blame (Pedersen & Strömwall, 

2013; Valor-Segura et al., 2011). This has been observed particularly in relation to cases 

of sexual abuse (Rollero & Tartaglia, 2019). VBA has also been associated with a lack of 

awareness of IPV (Eigenberg & Policastro, 2016), older age (Gracia & Tomás, 2014), 

and male gender (Nguyen et al., 2013). 

Apart from observer-related characteristics, there are also situation- and victim-

related factors which may affect observers’ responses to IPV situations. Firstly, the type 



 4 

of abuse has been found to impact third-party judgments. Specifically, psychological IPV 

is consistently perceived by observers as being the least serious form of violence 

(Hammock et al., 2015), despite research repeatedly showing that it typically results in 

more harmful and longer-lasting negative effects than either physical or sexual IPV 

(Williams et al., 2012). Wilson and Smirles (2020) also found that perpetrators of 

psychological abuse were assigned less blame than those guilty of physical IPV, 

suggesting that the depreciation of the severity of psychological abuse may carry 

implications for attributions of blame. 

As for victim-related factors, physical attractiveness has been cited in rape and 

child sexual abuse research as being influential in the formation of third-party judgments 

(Deitz et al., 1984; Rogers et al., 2007; Tieger, 1981). Gerdes et al. (1988) found that 

both perpetrators and victims of rape were attributed more blame when judged as 

unattractive. More recently, Hand and Scott (2022) found that increased social 

attractiveness was associated with decreased VBA in an online setting. In another study, 

Weber et al. (2013) demonstrated that perceived attractiveness can reduce VBA and lead 

to more social support. Notably, research has identified a link between attractiveness and 

trust (Bascandziev & Harris, 2014; Wilson & Eckel, 2006; Zhao et al., 2015). 

Unattractive victims, compared with attractive victims, were judged more negatively, 

including lower ratings of trust (Shaw, 1972). This phenomenon has been attributed to 

the attractiveness halo effect (Dion et al., 1972); an implicit cognitive bias which results 

in positive traits being attributed to more attractive individuals. However, research 

examining the effects of victim attractiveness upon judgments of victims within the 

context of IPV is lacking. 

1.1.The Current Study 
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 This study aims to contribute to VBA research by positing that the physical 

attractiveness of an IPV victim and type of abuse experienced may influence the degree 

to which they are blamed and perceived as credible by third-party individuals. 

Furthermore, based upon the research outlined, randomisation checks were planned to 

verify that there were no significant differences between conditions in sexist attitudes, 

IPV awareness, just-world beliefs, and participant age. Whilst it is acknowledged that 

experiences of both IPV victimisation and perpetration are not constrained to a particular 

type of person, the current study focuses specifically on male-to-female IPV. This is due 

to the disproportionate frequency at which this dynamic contributes to IPV occurrences 

(Ansara & Hindin, 2010). 

1.2.Hypotheses 

 The hypotheses for this study are as follows: the unattractive victim (vs the 

attractive victim) will be blamed more (H1) and perceived as being less credible (H2). 

The victim who suffers psychological and physical abuse (vs the victim who suffers 

purely psychological abuse) will be blamed less (H3) and perceived as more credible 

(H4). An interaction effect is also hypothesised between victim attractiveness and type of 

abuse on blame and judgments of victim credibility, where the unattractive victim 

subjected only to psychological abuse will be blamed most (H5) and judged as least 

credible (H6) overall.  

2. Method 

2.1.Participants 

An a priori sample size calculation was conducted using G*Power 3.1. In order 

for the study to obtain 80% power and an effect size of .23 (Hockett et al., 2016) at the 

standard .05 alpha error probability, a total sample size of 151 was required to detect a 

significant model (F [1, 139] = 3.91). Thus, the final sample for the study – 167 
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participants – satisfied these requirements. Participants were recruited via the online data 

collection platform Prolific, where the survey was available to any user who fulfilled the 

eligibility criteria of being aged 18 years or older, a current resident of the United 

Kingdom, and fluent in English. The final sample was made up of 132 females (79.04%) 

and 35 males (20.96%) aged between 18 and 66 years (M = 33.17, SD = 11.26). Each 

participant received £2.75 upon completing the study. 

2.2.Experiment Design 

We address our research hypotheses with a 2x2 between-subjects vignette-based 

online experiment. Two categorical independent variables were manipulated, namely 

attractiveness of the IPV victim (attractive vs unattractive) and abuse type (psychological 

abuse vs psychological plus physical abuse). This resulted in four conditions overall: i) an 

attractive victim suffering psychological abuse; ii) an unattractive victim suffering 

psychological abuse; iii) an attractive victim suffering psychological and physical abuse; 

and iv) an unattractive victim suffering psychological and physical abuse. Attractiveness 

was manipulated through two different photographs used to portray the victim, whilst 

abuse type was manipulated through information provided in the vignette. All four 

conditions included the same details of psychological abuse; however the psychological 

plus physical abuse conditions included an additional incident of physical IPV. The 

outcome variables were victim blame and victim credibility. Both outcome variables 

were continuous, with victim blame measured using Likert-scale responses, and a 

semantic differential scale being used to measure judgments of victim credibility. Sexist 

attitudes, just-world beliefs, participant age, and domestic violence myth acceptance 

(DVMA) – as an indicator of IPV awareness – were also included as randomisation check 

variables. 

2.3.Materials 
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2.3.1. Vignettes 

In each of the four conditions, a vignette was presented to participants in the style 

of an online forum post written from the perspective of the victim (see Appendices A to 

D). To our knowledge, this is the first IPV study to present a vignette written in first-

person. Minor spelling errors, informal grammar, and the use of an emoji were included 

to make the post appear as realistic as possible. The content of the vignette portrayed a 

woman, Alesha, expressing confusion over whether her boyfriend’s behaviour constituted 

abuse. The vignette was carefully curated to realistically reflect a victim’s perception of 

their IPV experiences. For example, victims often feel sympathy for the abuser or are 

manipulated into believing that the abuse is their own fault (Lim et al., 2015) and are 

often unable to recognise abuse (“I always feel guilty that I cant affford (sic) to buy him 

presents like he does for me” and “they don’t understand the difficult life hes (sic) had”). 

Furthermore, by entitling the forum post “Is it abuse??” and the victim explicitly asking 

for an opinion, participants are primed to judge for themselves whether the situation is 

abusive.  

All four conditions included the same details of verbal abuse and coercive control. 

However, the psychological abuse and psychological plus physical abuse conditions 

differed in the way in which Alesha’s boyfriend reacted to a specific incident where 

dinner plans were cancelled after Alesha had been late leaving work. In both conditions: 

“when I got home he was really angry. He shouted and swore at me saying that after 

everything he does for me I don’t care enough about him to be there on time”. In the 

physical plus psychological abuse condition, the following information was added: “he 

shoved me hard and I started crying and then he grabbed my wrist really tight and 

wouldn’t let me go whilst he shouted”. 
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Victim attractiveness was manipulated by providing two photographs acquired 

from the Chicago Face Database (CFD) and presented in the format of a user’s profile 

picture. The CFD is an online database providing high-resolution material for use in 

scientific research, along with norming data where each photograph is rated by 1,087 

individuals over several criteria, including attractiveness (Ma et al., 2015). Gender, race, 

eye colour, and hair colour were kept homogenous across both photographs. Weight was 

kept approximately equal across both victims due to research suggesting that the build of 

a victim influences how vulnerable they are perceived to be, and thus how much blame or 

sympathy they receive (Hamby & Jackson, 2010). The photographs rated as most 

attractive (photo BF-002-006-HC) and least attractive (photo BF-007-006-HC) were used 

to portray the victims in the different conditions. 

2.3.2. Questionnaires 

Global Belief in a Just World Scale (GBJWS; Lipkus, 1991). This is a 30-item 

scale used to measure the degree to which respondents believe the world to be fair. The 

scale is made up of three subscales: personal (10 items), interpersonal (10 items), and 

socio-political (10 items). Responses were measured on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = 

strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree). Scores for the total scale ranged from 30 to 180, 

where higher scores indicate a stronger bias towards just-world beliefs. Although 

previous studies have demonstrated acceptable internal reliability for this measure (e.g., 

Lipkus, 1991; Pinciotti & Orcutt, 2021), Cronbach’s alpha for the current sample was .63. 

 Domestic Violence Myth Acceptance Scale (DVMAS; Peters, 2008). The 

DVMAS was included as a measure of the extent to which respondents endorsed 

common myths surrounding domestic violence, used as an indication of IPV awareness. 

This scale is comprised of 18 items and four subscales: blaming the victim’s character, 

blaming the victim’s behaviour, exoneration of the perpetrator, and minimisation of the 
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IPV incident. Items were assessed on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 6 = 

strongly agree). Scores were summed, resulting in a possible final score ranging from 18 

to 108. Higher scores represented greater acceptance of domestic violence myths and thus 

a lower awareness of IPV. Cronbach’s alpha was .89 in the current sample. 

 Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI; Glick & Fiske, 1996). Sexist attitudes 

were measured using the ASI; a 22-item scale consisting of two subscales entitled hostile 

sexism and benevolent sexism. Participants were asked to indicate the extent to which 

they agree with each statement on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 6 = 

strongly agree), meaning that scores on the total scale ranged from 22 to 132. Higher 

scores reflect stronger sexist attitudes (Cronbach’s alpha = .89). 

 Manipulation check. In order to confirm that the photographs of the two victims 

facilitated an effective manipulation of attractiveness, participants were asked to rate the 

victim they saw on a semantic differential scale from 1 (unattractive) to 6 (attractive). To 

ensure that participants remained unaware that attractiveness was being manipulated, 

participants were also asked to rate the victim on a number of other distractor 

characteristics, such as ‘irrational vs rational’ and ‘unfair vs fair’.  

Control question. After reading the forum post, participants were asked: “did 

Alesha describe any instances of physical violence?”. This question checked that 

participants had read the vignette thoroughly and could meaningfully complete the 

remainder of the study. Answers were dichotomous (“yes” or “no”), where the correct 

answer differed depending on the condition. Participants who answered the question 

incorrectly were excluded from analyses. 

 Distractor questions. To reduce the risk of participants determining the purpose 

of the study and affecting their responses, five distractor questions were presented which 

related to the information contained in the vignette. For example, “most couples have 
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arguments behind closed doors similar to the arguments described by Alesha”. Responses 

were recorded on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree), but 

were not included in analyses as their sole purpose was to distract from the true aim of 

the study. 

 Victim culpability (Miller et al., 2012). Three items were taken from Miller et 

al. (2012) which asked participants to indicate the degree to which they believed the 

victim (or her actions) were to blame, were responsible, or were the cause of the incident 

described in the vignette where they did not go for dinner. A 4-point Likert scale was 

used to measure responses (1 = not at all, 4 = completely), meaning that scores ranged 

from a possible 3 to 12. Scores were summed to calculate an overall score of victim 

blame, with higher scores indicating more blame being attributed to the victim. 

Cronbach’s alpha for the current sample was .82. 

Witness Credibility Scale (Brodsky et al., 2010). This is a 20-item semantic 

differential scale used to assess the extent to which participants perceive the victim or 

witness of a crime to be credible. However, one item (scientific vs unscientific) was 

omitted from the scale as it was not relevant to the current study, leaving a total of 19 

items. Each item is comprised of two contradictory adjectives – for example unreliable vs 

reliable – with the negative adjective at point 1 of the scale, and the positive equivalent at 

point 6. Participants were asked to rate where the victim falls for each adjective, based on 

the information provided in the vignette. The measure is made up of four subscales: 

knowledge (4 items), likeability (5 items), trustworthiness (5 items) and confidence (5 

items). Scores were summed to obtain an overall rating of victim credibility, with 

possible scores ranging from 19 to 114, with higher scores reflecting more trust in the 

victim. This scale had a Cronbach’s alpha of .91 for the current sample. 
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 Lie Scale (Eysenck et al., 1985, as used in Debowska et al., 2020). This scale is 

included as a measure of social desirability bias in participant responses and is made up 

of three items from the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire-Revised Lie Scale (Eysenck et 

al., 1985): (1) “Are all your habits good and desirable ones?”; (2) “Have you ever taken 

anything (even a pin or button) that belonged to someone else?”; (3) “Have you ever said 

anything bad or nasty about anyone?”. Responses were “yes” or “no”. Total scores 

ranged from 0 to 3. Any scores of 2 or higher reflected a social bias in responses and 

resulted in exclusion of the participant. 

2.4.Procedure 

 Ethical approval was granted by the Department of Psychology Ethics Committee 

at the University of Sheffield, and the study was pre-registered via Open Science 

Framework (pre-registration DOI: 10.17605/OSF.IO/E95PA). The study was hosted in 

Qualtrics and administered via Prolific where it was visible to any users who fulfilled the 

study’s eligibility criteria (aged 18 or over, a current UK resident, and fluent in English). 

Upon choosing to take part in the study, eligibility was confirmed through a series of 

questions. An information sheet was then presented which outlined the study procedure, 

informed participants that all responses were anonymous, and notified that they were able 

to withdraw from the study at any point. They were also advised that some study content 

related to sensitive topics surrounding dating behaviours and that they should not 

participate if they did not feel comfortable. Informed consent was obtained before 

participants could proceed. Participants were randomly allocated to one of the four 

conditions using Qualtrics randomiser, and randomisation was stratified by sex in order 

to ensure an equal balance of males and females were allocated across conditions. Mean 

completion time of the study was 17 minutes. 

2.5.Statistical Analysis Plan 
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 All data were analysed using R version 4.1.1, and the R code used to prepare and 

analyse the data can be found at osf.io/vq5u2. Descriptive statistics were calculated for 

all variables, where the mean (M) and standard deviation (SD) were calculated for all 

continuous variables (victim blame, victim credibility, DVMA, just-world beliefs, sexist 

attitudes and participant age), whilst the number of participants and sample percentages 

were provided for all categorical variables (abuse type and victim attractiveness). 

Randomisation checks were conducted by performing four analyses of variance 

(ANOVA) to compare scores on DVMA, just-world beliefs, sexist attitudes, and 

participant age in each of the four conditions. A chi-square test was also conducted to 

verify that participant sex had been equally distributed across conditions, and a Mann-

Whitney U test was conducted to check that ratings of victim attractiveness (measured on 

an ordinal scale) were statistically significantly different between conditions. To assess 

the effect of abuse type and victim attractiveness on victim blame and victim credibility, 

two 2x2 ANOVAs were conducted. Effect sizes (partial eta squared) were reported for 

statistically significant results. 

3. Results 

3.1.Participant Attrition 

Two hundred and sixteen participants accessed the study link. Forty-nine 

participants were excluded from analyses or did not complete the full survey. Details of 

participant attrition are provided in Figure 1. 

3.2.Descriptive Statistics 

Descriptive statistics, including mean and SD, were obtained for all variables for 

the total sample and across four conditions (see Table 1). In considering the possible 

range of scores, victim blame scores were low and victim credibility scores were 
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relatively high. The sample size and percentage of participants allocated to each 

condition was calculated for each categorical variable (see Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1 

Participant attrition from recruitment to the final sample. 
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Table 1 

Descriptive statistics of all continuous variables across four conditions and overall. 

Sample  
Characteristics 

Psychological, 
attractive victim 

Psychological, 
unattractive 

victim 

Physical 
abuse, 

attractive 

victim 

Physical 
abuse, 

unattractive 

victim 

Overall 

Victim blame      

Mean 3.82 3.37 3.51 3.55 3.56 

SD 1.48 1.00 1.10 1.19 1.20 

Victim credibility      

Mean 78.28 71.72 79.30 75.57 76.17 

SD 10.32 13.86 13.45 10.65 12.47 

Just world beliefs      

Mean 111.31 106.79 110.88 107.02 108.96 

SD 9.10 8.21 9.83 11.69 9.93 

Sexist attitudes      

Mean 52.15 57.26 57.56 58.57 56.47 

SD 11.58 17.36 16.48 15.57 15.54 

DVMA      

Mean 33.59 34.86 34.77 39.55 35.72 

SD 8.20 11.18 11.80 12.64 11.27 

Participant age      

Mean 32.87 30.98 36.05 32.76 33.17 

SD 11.22 8.85 11.25 13.15 11.26 

 

Note. DVMA = Domestic Violence Myth Acceptance. 
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3.3.Randomisation Checks 

The IV for all four ANOVAs was ‘condition’, and the dependent variables were 

DVMA, sexist attitudes, just-world beliefs, and participant age. All four ANOVAs were 

non-significant (DVMA, F(3, 163) = 2.32, p = .077; sexist attitudes, F(3, 163) = 1.38, p = 

.252; just-world beliefs, F(3, 163) = 2.55, p = .058; age, F(3, 163) = 1.52, p = .211), 

indicating that these characteristics were equally balanced and thus successfully 

randomised across all four conditions. The distribution of participant sex throughout 

conditions was tested by conducting a chi-square test. Results indicated no significant 

difference between participant sex across conditions, χ2(3, n = 167) = 1.29, p = .73, 

therefore suggesting that participant sex was randomised effectively. 

3.4.Manipulation Check 

Attractiveness ratings for the victim presented in the attractive condition (Mdn = 

5) were higher than attractiveness scores for the unattractive victim (Mdn = 4). A Mann-

Whitney test indicated that this difference was statistically significant, U(Nattractive= 82, 

Nunattractive= 85) = 4434.50, p = .001, indicating that the manipulation was successful. 

3.5.Main Analyses 

 Analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was considered to include DVMA, sexist 

attitudes, just-world beliefs, and participant age as covariates. However, this could not be 

performed due to the assumption of homogeneity of regression slopes being violated. 

Instead, two 2x2 between-subjects ANOVAs were conducted due to the data meeting the 

assumption of homogeneity of variances, and ANOVA being robust to violations of 

normality (Blanca Mena et al., 2017; Schmider et al., 2010). The first ANOVA was 

conducted to examine the effects of abuse type (psychological vs psychological plus 

physical) and victim attractiveness (attractive vs unattractive) on attributions of victim 
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blame, whilst the second examined the effects of abuse type and victim attractiveness on 

judgments of victim credibility. 

 Victim blame. The interaction between abuse type and victim attractiveness was 

non-significant F(1, 163) = 1.70, p = .195. The main effect of abuse type was also non-

significant, F(1, 163) = 0.01,  p = .739, as was the main effect for victim attractiveness, 

F(1, 163) = 1.16, p = .284, suggesting that neither the type of abuse, nor the 

attractiveness of the victim, impacted attributions of blame. 

Victim credibility. The interaction effect between abuse type and victim 

attractiveness on judgments of victim credibility was non-significant, F(1, 163) = 0.56, p 

= .455. The main effect of abuse type was also non-significant, F(1, 163) = 1.69, p = 

.195. However there was a significant main effect of victim attractiveness, F(1, 163) = 

7.53, p = .008, ηp
2 = 0.043, although the effect size was small (Cohen, 1988), with victim 

attractiveness explaining 4.3% of the variance in victim credibility scores. This suggests 

that the attractive victim was judged as being more credible than the unattractive victim. 

4. Discussion 

 The aim of the present study was to examine the effects of victim attractiveness 

and type of abuse upon third-party judgments of IPV victim blame and credibility. Whilst 

results showed that the attractive victim was judged as being more credible than the 

unattractive victim, this was the only hypothesis (H2) that was supported. It was also 

found that victim attractiveness did not influence attributions of victim blame (H1), the 

type of abuse did not impact judgments of blame (H3) or credibility (H4), and the 

unattractive victim subjected only to psychological abuse was not blamed most (H5) and 

judged as least credible (H6). 

Whilst the victim’s appearance did not affect attributions of blame, it did impact 

judgments of credibility. By definition, IPV suggests the victim has (or had) a romantic 
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partner, and previous research has highlighted how the impact of the attractiveness halo 

effect on attributions of trust can be affected by context (McGloin & Denes, 2018). Thus, 

considering that the context of the current study relates to IPV, some participants may 

question whether an unattractive individual would experience abuse within a context that 

they felt would require a notable level of attraction to act as a sufficient catalyst for 

abusive behaviour, especially if participants are not informed about the reasons for abuse 

and may misinterpret, for example, coercive controlling behaviours as a sign of 

infatuation. This interpretation is also informed by early sexual assault research which 

found that some individuals believed rape to be a sexually motivated crime (Tieger, 

1981), rather than an act of aggression and power (Miller, 2014). Whilst the 

understanding of rape has improved in recent years (McMahon & Baker, 2011), a fuller 

understanding of IPV has been delayed by the absence of an established operational 

definition (Ansara & Hindin, 2010; Podaná, 2021), and the lingering perception that 

appearance could affect whether abuse may be suffered in a romantic relationship reflects 

this lack of understanding. 

 The finding that the type of abuse suffered did not affect judgments of blame or 

credibility should be considered within the context of the current social climate which, 

through movements such as #MeToo (https://metoomvmt.org), seeks to emphasise the 

importance of supporting victims, highlighting inequalities within social structures and 

increasing awareness of previously neglected or misunderstood topics, including abuse 

(Lang, 2019). Thus, the lack of victim blame observed in the current study - which 

reflects reduced negative judgments towards IPV victims when compared to previous 

studies (e.g., Meyer, 2016; Nguyen et al., 2013; Witte et al., 2006) - could be a positive 

consequence of this social narrative, as society becomes increasingly aware of the signs 

of IPV and now understands that victims should not be subjected to blame, regardless of 
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the type of abuse. However, the majority of participants in the current study were women, 

who might be more sensitive to campaigns such as #MeToo. Future studies should aim to 

recruit more men and include participant sex as a factor in analyses. It is also advisable 

that future studies evaluating the impact of similar social campaigns consider if effects 

differ for women and men.  

 Despite it being hypothesised that the attractiveness halo effect would result in the 

attractive victim being blamed less, this was not the case here. Thus, it appears that the 

effect of attractiveness on blame may be influenced by other factors. For example, 

attractive individuals are commonly perceived as more socially and professionally 

competent (Dion et al., 1972; Verhulst et al., 2010; Wilson et al., 2010), which may result 

in the misconception that someone displaying such competencies would be more able to 

recognise - and leave - an abusive relationship. Thus, if a ‘competent’ victim is unable to 

leave, it could be misconstrued as ‘choosing’ to stay, which is a common reason that IPV 

victims experience blame (Eigenberg & Policastro, 2016; Meyer, 2016). 

Notably, the first-person narrative used throughout each vignette differs from the 

usual third-person narration format employed in former studies. This may have 

contributed to a reduction in victim blame given that research has highlighted the 

importance of the relationship between IPV victims and the onlooker in determining 

reactions to IPV disclosures, where those who feel a closer connection to the victim react 

more positively (Edwards & Dardis, 2020). Thus, having the victim directly disclose 

personal feelings and experiences to the participant within the realistic setting of an 

online post, is likely to produce some level of empathy towards the victim, opposed to a 

distanced and objective description of an IPV scenario narrated independently. If this 

interpretation is supported by future studies comparing participants’ evaluations of IPV 
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events written in first- and third-person, there may be implications for educational efforts 

as hearing victim experiences first-hand elicits a more positive and sympathetic reaction. 

The way in which details of the abuse were presented in the vignette may have 

contributed to the formation of judgments about the victim, and thus could be considered 

limitations of the study design. Specifically, participants were asked to evaluate how 

much blame they attributed to the victim in reference to one specific event, described 

towards the end of the vignette. However, prior to mentioning this event, the victim also 

detailed a number of other IPV incidents which catalogued a pattern of abuse. Thus, it 

could be argued that being presented with a pattern rather than a single abusive incident 

would suggest to participants that the relationship was abusive, which in turn may 

decrease the likelihood of blaming the victim. Had the final event been presented in 

isolation, judgments of blame in the conditions of psychological abuse may have 

increased as participants may not have interpreted the incident as part of an abusive 

relationship - it may, for instance, have been interpreted as nothing more than an 

argument. However, it is probable that participants exposed to the physically abusive 

incident in isolation of the wider context would remain likely to interpret the situation as 

abusive, based upon previous research which has found that participants consistently 

perceive physical abuse as being the most serious form (Hammock et al., 2015; Wilson & 

Smirles, 2020). Therefore, it appears that perceptions of whether an incident is abusive 

contributes towards attributions of blame. Future studies should include a control 

question to verify whether participants construe the described situation as abusive. 

Another limitation of the current study is that victim blame was measured directly and so 

participants may have answered the questions in a socially desirable manner. Future 

research should consider using implicit measures of blame or a joint-blame question 
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(used to examine whether the victim and abuser are perceived to share blame for the 

situation).  

5. Conclusion 

 The results of the present study replicate prior research by demonstrating that 

attractive individuals are judged as more credible victims when compared to unattractive 

individuals. Victim attractiveness did not, however, significantly impact attributions of 

blame although on average, the attractive victim received the most blame. Type of abuse 

suffered had no effect on judgments of victim blame or credibility. However, the method 

of first-person presentation of information detailing a pattern of abuse rather than a single 

incident may have enabled participants to feel a degree of empathy towards the victim 

and removed doubt as to whether the relationship was abusive. Thus, the results of this 

study suggest that negative judgments towards victims may arise when situations are 

ambiguous, which emphasises the need for public education in recognising signs of abuse 

and knowing how to respond effectively. Finally, the null results reported here may be 

reflective of increased awareness and a changing social conscience with regard to 

violence against women, which could have been partly affected by some high-profile, 

social media-fuelled movements, such as #MeToo.    
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Appendix A 

Vignette portraying an attractive victim suffering psychological abuse (condition 1) 
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Appendix B 

Vignette portraying an unattractive victim suffering psychological abuse (condition 

2) 
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Appendix C 

Vignette portraying an attractive victim suffering psychological plus physical abuse 

(condition 3) 
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Appendix D 

Vignette portraying an attractive victim suffering psychological plus physical abuse 

(condition 4) 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


