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Abstract 

Intimate partner violence and abuse (IPVA) is an established area of research in 

psychology and counselling. However, its application to sexually diverse populations has 

been limited and within these populations, bisexual cisgender women have been further 

marginalised from the discussion. Adopting a feminist poststructural epistemology, this 

research explores how bisexual cisgender women construct their abusive intimate 

relationship(s) and how they can negotiate different relational subject positions. Moreover, it 

aims to investigate how language is used, and how different discursive resources are 

adopted or rejected to construct this relational dynamic. Firstly, a genealogically informed 

analysis of IPVA and bisexual practices from the turn of the twentieth century was 

conducted. This found that a number of significant conceptualisations of IPVA have been 

generated by psychology which are reflected in various knowledges such as psychoanalytic 

theory, feminist thought and sexually diverse theories.  

Following this, nine bisexual cisgender women were interviewed about their 

experiences of one or more previous intimate relationships which they considered to be 

abusive. A feminist poststructural discourse analysis (FPDA) was then conducted which 

demonstrated that these bisexual cisgender women construct their relationships in 

complex, multiple and sometimes contradictory ways, often utilising or distancing themselves 

from dominant discourses. The analysis also suggests that bisexual cisgender women 

subsequently position themselves in relation to their sexuality and sexual practices in the 

relationship in complicated and unstable ways. These findings are discussed in relation to 

counselling psychology practice, especially in terms of the implications of discursive norms 

and the role of the practitioner. Furthermore, the methodology and method employed to 

reach these findings are critiqued. Overall, it is argued that this research increases 

counselling psychologist’s (CoP’s) awareness of the issue and urges them to consider the 

ways in constructions of IPVA are often resourced by various taken-for-granted knowledges 

which may lead to the oversimplification of this complex phenomenon.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

Intimate Partner Violence and Abuse, Bisexuality and Counselling Psychology 

1.1: Introduction to Chapter One 

This research is about the constructive and deconstructive power of language and 

discourse as it relates to the issue of IPVA. Specifically, it focuses on the ways in which 

bisexual cisgender women have come to construct their previous IPVA relationship(s) and 

the various positions which exist within it. To enable this endeavour, this research has 

adopted a feminist poststructural epistemology to address the research question: ‘how do 

bisexual cisgender women construct their abusive relationship(s) and their positions within 

these?’. 

To answer this research question, nine bisexual cisgender women were 

interviewed about their previous relationship(s), which could be considered as having 

features of IPVA. A feminist poststructural philosophy as proposed by Weedon (1997) 

underpinned this project. Feminist poststructuralism facilitated an exploration of how 

language generates meaning in bisexual cisgender women’s relational lives, and how 

these meanings can be multiple, complex and often contradictory. The approach has further 

enabled an analysis of how certain discourses have come into being, are maintained or 

disavowed, and what this all means for how discursive power operates in bisexual 

cisgender women’s abusive relationships (Olssen, 2003; Przybyla-Kuchek, 2021).  

Importantly, this thesis offers a critical genealogically informed analysis of IPVA in the 

psychological literature, tracing some of the important discursive constructs of IPVA over 

time before offering a FPDA of interview transcripts. This method, as outlined by Baxter 

(2003), analyses the ways in which speakers use language and discourse to negotiate 

understandings of phenomena and their positions in relationships and in the world. This 

research and its findings may be of significant use to CoPs when working with people who 

belong to this group.  
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This chapter will first situate the topic in the wider context of counselling psychology. 

Next, it will offer an initial critical discussion of the problems with defining IPVA, gender and 

sexuality, paying particular attention to bisexuality. In the final stages, this chapter will 

discuss the scope of IPVA in bisexual people’s lives before offering an overview of how 

feminist poststructuralism will enable an approach to the overall research question.  

1.2: The Complex World of Counselling Psychology 

Counselling psychology, as introduced by Orlans and van Scoyoc (2009), is a 

discipline which distinguishes itself from other divisions by adopting a humanistic value-

base, focussing on the primacy of the therapeutic relationship, the importance of subjectivity 

and intersubjectivity and the pluralistic nature of the diverse world which we inhabit . 

Reflected on by Cooper (2009), the ‘essence of our profession’ (p4) is the way in which we 

consider individuals and their difficulties as unique, complex and relational, rather than 

‘psychopathological’. This thesis argues that this perspective as it applies to this 

research, enables CoPs to grapple with complexity, in practice and research, without 

needing to lean into the need to operationalise, organise or categorise phenomena 

which are inherently complicated.  

Interestingly, counselling psychology has resisted the urge to align to a distinct 

epistemology and remains inclusive of a diverse range of philosophies and therapeutic 

modalities such as humanistic, psychodynamic and cognitive-behavioural (Blair, 2010). 

Strawbridge and Woolfe (2003) comment that this enables CoPs to be flexible and 

responsive when working with a wide range of difficulties in diverse populations within a 

range of contexts. One such difficulty, in one such diverse population, is that of IPVA 

within lesbian, gay and bisexual (LGB) people’s lives.  

1.3: Problematising Definitions of Intimate Partner Violence and Abuse 

This thesis proposes that IPVA is a complex phenomenon which has evolved in its 

meaning over time and is difficult to define. Furthermore, this study positions such 

terminology as problematic as it embeds within it, powerful socio-historical politics of gender 
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and sexuality (Hamel, 2008). For example, authors have noted that some terms such as 

‘wife-beating’ work to position the man as violent, abhorrent and harmful (Dobash et al., 

1992, 2004; Dobash & Dobash, 2003; Herman, 2015). Whereas other terms such as 

‘domestic abuse’ are associated with familial forms of violence occurring behind the front 

door (Hines et al., 2013). Subsequently, the label given to events of physical or non-physical 

harm being inflicted on a partner in the context of an intimate relationship is problematised 

and left open to further redefinition. 

Currently, as Johnson and Ferraro (2000) note, ‘domestic abuse’ renders common 

assumptions in most social-scientific discourse of men harming women in a heterosexual 

relationship. To broaden the scope, researchers, academics and practitioners have taken up 

the term IPVA more recently to specify the type of abuse to that which happens between 

intimate partners and to include people who perhaps do not live together or are not in a 

heterosexual relationship. The use of language and terminology is potentially important 

to CoP’s as discourse analytic authors such as Avdi and Georgaca (2007) argue that 

the words we use can determine the different ways in which people are able to think, 

feel and speak about a certain issue, often shaping their subjectivity and the 

intersubjective processes which are alive in the therapeutic relationship and research 

process. 

1.3.1: Statutory Frameworks 

A number of legal, psychological and sociological definitions of IPVA can be called 

upon when considering research investigating IPVA. Each carry their own unique means of 

investigation, measurement, and findings, which makes the task of categorising ‘the 

problem’, a problem in itself (Murray et al., 2007; Saltzman, 2004). Most formally within the 

United Kingdom (UK), the recently appointed Domestic Abuse Commissioner, Nicole 

Jacobs, was tasked in 2019 with submitting the Domestic Abuse Act (DAA) which received 

royal assent in 2021 (Crown Prosecution Service [CPS], 2022). The DAA (CPS, 2022) 

established the first ever statutory definition of domestic abuse in 2021, outlined below: 
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I. Behaviour of a person (“A”) towards another person (“B”) is “domestic 

abuse” if— 

a. A and B are each aged 16 or over and are personally 

connected to each other, and 

b. the behaviour is abusive. 

II. Behaviour is “abusive” if it consists of any of the following— 

a. physical or sexual abuse; 

b. violent or threatening behaviour; 

c. controlling or coercive behaviour; 

d. economic abuse; 

e. psychological, emotional or other abuse; 

f. and it does not matter whether the behaviour consists of a 

single incident or a course of conduct.  

Since the 1960’s, IPVA has been conceptualised as involving a growing list of certain 

categories of behaviour as noted above. These categorisations have arguably been useful 

from the perspective of legal frameworks and have enabled the police and criminal justice 

system to translate interpersonal abuse into law. However, when considering these 

categorisations through a more psychologically informed, critical gaze, as Nicolson (2019) 

highlights, it is often the interplay between the different categories in the context of violence, 

power and control which is equally, if not more, important to consider. 

One such factor which was long considered a contextual or interplaying factor within 

IPVA is coercive and controlling behaviour first written about by Stark (2013). For clarity, 

Nicolson (2019) provides us with an overarching definition: 

Controlling behaviour is a range of acts designed to make a person 

subordinate and/or dependent by isolating them from sources of support, exploiting 

their resources and capacities for personal gain, depriving them of the means 

needed for independence, resistance and escape and regulating their everyday 
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behaviour. Coercive behaviour is an act or a pattern of acts of assault, threats, 

humiliation and intimidation or other abuse that is used to harm, punish, or frighten 

their victim. (Nicolson, 2019, p. 15) 

The American Psychiatric Association’s working group on IPVA (APA, 2001) have 

constructed ‘relationship abuse’ using similar categories as those used in statutory 

frameworks but have added the component of gender, constructing IPVA sitting within a 

wider paradigm of violence against women and girls (VAWG): ‘…although relationship 

violence affects both genders, women are victimized more often and sustain more severe 

injuries. For this reason, relationship violence is sometimes viewed within the scope of the 

field of violence against women’ (APA, 2001, p8).  

The APA’s (2001) emphasis on the gendered nature of relational abuse situates 

IPVA within a western socio-cultural discursive field within which other forms of harm are 

commonly perpetrated disproportionately or exclusively towards women and girls such as 

female genital mutilation (FGM) or sexual exploitation, abuse and harassment. Positioning 

IPVA within the VAWG movement suggests that IPVA has taken on a core value of gender 

inequality in its explanation of abuse in intimate relationships.  

It could be viewed that many of the categorisations and definitions of IPVA 

discussed above have given rise to a rigid understanding of abusive categories, and a 

binary understanding of who is involved in an IPVA relationship, namely that of an 

‘abuser/perpetrator’ and that of an ‘abused/victim’. Furthermore, many of these 

definitions and categories include what are now considered to be taken for granted 

knowledges, meaning that CoP’s and researchers may be handicapped by a failure to 

attend to the nature of these distinctions.  

One such taken-for-granted knowledge is that of a heteronormative understanding of 

IPVA of which heterosexual women are assumed to suffer the greatest burden (World Health 

Organisation [WHO], 2012). Skinner et al (2013) highlight that since the 1960’s, investigation 
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into IPVA, within social science research, has been widely dominated by a radical feminist 

perspective, focussed on destabilising the patriarchal agenda which was seen to be ‘fuelling’ 

IPVA. An unintended consequence of this process, as Alhabib et al. (2010) argue, has been 

the construction and maintenance of a discourse which understands IPVA as something 

which occurs in heterosexual relationships where there are clear categorisations between 

‘male-perpetrator’ and ‘female victim’ with much of the evidence base substantiating these 

claims (Flynn & Graham, 2010; Laskey et al., 2019). The question can therefore be asked of 

whether so-called called ‘terminology debates’ have influenced researchers to silence the 

ideological complexities surround contemporary psychological understandings of IPVA 

rendering non-heterosexual, or sexually diverse, forms of IPVA unexamined?   

1.4: Perspectives on Gender and Sexuality 

There are multiple well-documented perspectives which inform the debates of what 

constitutes gender and sexuality ranging from essentialist to radical constructionist (Sanchez 

& Pankey, 2017). Here the focus will be on introducing the reader to a critical poststructural 

understanding of gender and sexuality as one which is inherently embedded in our cultural 

and historical context.  

Broadly, ‘sex’ tends to distinguish male, and female based on differences in 

reproductive organs, whereas ‘gender’ is widely understood to refer to how specific people 

experience identity, sexuality, power, reproduction, masculinity and femininity including the 

boundaries and intersections between these (Holland & Ramazanoglu, 2002). Godman 

(2018) discusses how western society acknowledges two main gender categories, male and 

female, and as such, social norms and practices are widely organised around these two 

categories. However, it is notable that other gender positions, termed here as ‘genderqueer’, 

have become more commonly referred to since the early twenty-first century, and 

encapsulate any type of transgender identity or where people feel a mixture of male or 

female. 
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Essentialist perspectives of gender, as described by Hepburn (2003), have 

constructed the ‘being’ of male or female as an innate, biologically driven process 

underpinned by psychologically organised traits. Whereas this research adopts the 

perspective of other poststructural thinkers such as Holland and Ramazanoglu (2002) that 

our understanding of reality, normality and behaviours as they relate to gender are 

historically and culturally embedded forms of social practice, governed by discursive 

resources which are available to any one gender at any one time. To provide clarity in 

subsequent chapters, the term ‘cisgender’ has been adopted throughout this thesis to 

clarify reference to females whose gender identity matches their biological sex at 

birth. This focus is argued to be important for this research endeavour as this work 

aims to offer analytic commentary on the ways in which cisgender women identify 

various subject positions within their abusive relationships which are assumed to be 

governed by specific discursive norms.  For example, the subject of the ‘cisgender 

woman’ has been argued to be historically reliant on the trappings of certain discourses 

such as that of biological weakness (Blamires, 1997; Fox, 2002), fertility and family (Cooper 

& Cooper, 1999), or as subjugated as a patriarchal objectification (Hoyle, 2012).  

The difficulty with such discursive constructions is that they can tend to simplify 

‘womanhood’ into a single entity. Alternatively, the ‘cisgender woman’ is constructed in this 

thesis in line with Weedon’s (1997) conceptualisation as a subject who is constantly 

becoming, and by leaving her under constant redefinition, it is hoped that her multifaceted, 

complex and shifting selfhood can be realised. Ironically, by narrowing the focus to 

‘cisgender women’, it is argued that the analysis can offer a broader, more complex 

and nuanced commentary about the multifaceted nature of the cisgender woman, 

than would be realised should the subject of the cisgender woman be conflated with 

her genderqueer counterparts which in itself, warrants its own analysis.  

With regards to sexual orientation, as Hicks and Milton (2010) describe, society 

widely accepts that people belong to one of three categories; heterosexual, homosexual or 
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bisexual. Heterosexuality functions as the default norm to which people are assumed to fit 

unless they engage in specific social practices which increase their homo or bi-sexual 

visibility such as ‘coming out’ (Milton, 2014). Sexual orientation has been more 

contemporarily referenced to be constructed of different dimensions such as sexual 

attraction, romantic feelings, behaviours and identities and despite commonly held 

assumptions, is widely considered to be unstable over time and contextually dependent 

(Tolman & Diamond, 2014). Whilst Hicks and Milton (2010) argue that knowing someone’s 

sexual orientation does not automatically correlate to CoP’s ability to ‘know’ anything of the 

person, they do recognised that there are certain social, cultural and political implications to 

aligning oneself to a specific sexual orientation, especially when that group are considered to 

be a minoritised group, which may bear importance to how CoPs understand and work with 

such individuals.  

1.4.1: Bisexuality 

Bisexuality as a historically and culturally mediated category of sexual orientation has 

been noted in the literature as being widely considered ‘rejected’ or ‘silenced’ in comparison 

to heterosexuality and homosexuality (Feinstein & Dyar, 2017). This has generated debate 

in the literature about what we mean by the categorisation of bisexuality or indeed, if 

such categorisation is necessary (Galupo et al., 2017; Swan, 2018). Swan (2018) refers to 

bisexuality as: 

“…a collective term for a sexual orientation that encompasses a continuum of 

relational possibilities including, sexual behaviours and/or feelings toward, emotional 

attachment to, and/or desires…for both men and women” (Swan, 2018, p.55). 

This thesis does not consider bisexuality to be a stand-alone entity, nor does it 

consider the people who align to this orientation to be a homogenous group. Rather this 

work considers bisexuality as a type of social and relational practice which can be thought 

about as being in relation to other sexualities which then become organised into hierarchies 

and regulated by discourses (Friedman et al., 2014). This formulation of bisexuality has 
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bearing on the participants who have been included in this study which will be 

discussed in chapter three. Of note here is the distinction between bisexuality as an 

identity which can be categorised and bisexuality as a relational practice which can 

more fluidly be adopted or rejected at different times and in different contexts.  

One particularly prevalent discourse in the psychological literature which can 

be seen as regulating bisexual practices is the discourse of bisexuality as a 

marginalised sexual orientation held up by discourses of bi-invisibility; how bisexual people 

are rendered invisible under the performance of heterosexual or homosexual relationships 

(Head, 2020) and bi-phobia; a social belief that bisexual people are greedy, indecisive or 

unfaithful or that monosexuality is superior (Ochs, 2011). Indeed, much literature has 

supported the existence of bi-marginalisation in wider populations (Mulick & Wright, 2002, 

2011) and within bisexual intimate partner relationships especially where abuse is a feature 

(Turell et al., 2018).  

Given bisexuality is a largely relational practice, it follows that the psychological 

literature would turn its attention to the way in which bisexual intimate partnerships are 

performed and then mechanisms which underly IPVA in sexual minority samples. Since the 

late twentieth century, an emerging body of theory and research has begun raise the profile 

of IPVA within same-sex relationships or where one or both partners identifies as LGB 

(Burke & Follingstad, 1999; Rothman, 2018). Nevertheless, as Bermea et al., (2018) have 

argued, in comparison to heterosexual studies research in this area remains woefully 

understudied warranting further investigation. 

1.5: Understanding the Scope of Bisexual IVPA  

There is currently a very limited picture of the prevalence of bisexual IPVA within the 

UK population (Musimbe-Rix, 2021). This is likely to relate to what Magic and Kelley (2020) 

describe as a lack of official nationwide statistics, significant under-reporting within the 

lesbian, gay and bisexual (LGB) population and high levels of perceived stigma 
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consciousness amongst these groups. However, smaller scale studies, informal surveys and 

psychological literature from the USA have given researchers approximate ranges.  

At the turn of the millennium, researchers had estimated that IPVA affected around 

25-50% of all same-sex relationships (Alexander, 2002; Burke et al., 2002; McClennen, 

2005). In the early 2010’s, a large national survey conducted in the USA found that lifetime 

victimisation rates were at 61.1% for bisexual cisgender women, 43.8% for lesbian 

women, 37.3% for bisexual men and 26% for gay men compared to 35% for heterosexual 

women and 29% for heterosexual men (Breiding, 2014; Brown & Herman, 2015; Walters 

et al., 2013). In the UK, one more recent survey suggested that bisexual cisgender women 

were nearly twice as likely (10.9%) to have experienced IPVA in the last 12 months 

compared to heterosexual women (6.0%) (Bradley & Potter, 2018). Whereas other surveys 

position gay and bisexual men as being the most at risk of experiencing IPVA as a whole, 

with bisexual cisgender women most at risk of sexual abuse and harassment (Magic & 

Kelley, 2020). Furthermore, a recent SafeLives report indicated that bisexual cisgender 

women were more likely (38%) than heterosexual women (24%) to have experienced all 

categories of IPVA, with differential rates highest in regard to sexual abuse (Stokes, 2021). 

The overall picture is uncertain with most studies discussing difficulties in defining and 

operationalising measures of IPVA as a key limitation to gathering robust and reliable data 

(Edwards et al., 2015). However, it appears research broadly indicates that bisexual 

cisgender women are at the same or at slightly more risk than other groups who encounter 

IPVA.  

Within the literature investigating IPVA in bisexual people’s lives, two specific 

discourses emerge which aim to explain how bisexual people understand, negotiate and 

recover from abusive relationships. The first is the restrictive nature of a heavily publicised 

heteronormative narrative of IPVA. A wealth of evidence has described how LGB people 

struggle in labelling their relational experiences as; ‘abusive’ or involving ‘domestic violence’ 

or ‘intimate partner violence’ due to heteronormative assumptions which appears to be 
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blocking their ability to identify the abuse and seek help (Bacchus et al., 2018; Dickerson-

Amaya & Coston, 2019; Bornstein et al., 2006; Donovan & Barnes, 2019; Head & Milton, 

2014).  

The second is a biphobic socio-cultural discourse which considers bi-sexual specific 

prejudicial views as a key component of abusive practices. Researchers Turell et al. (2018) 

demonstrated that relationships where partners endorsed biphobic views (such as perceiving 

their partner as unfaithful) had the highest level of perpetration and victimisation of IPV in a 

large sample (n=439) of bisexual people. Furthermore, evidence has frequently 

demonstrated how biphobia is transformed into a relationship abuse tactic through ‘identity 

abuse’ (Scheer et al., 2019; Woulfe, 2016; Woulfe & Goodman, 2020). The practice of 

targeting, discrediting, or demeaning a partner’s sexual orientation which includes tactics 

such as threats to disclose a partner’s sexual orientation to others and using slurs or 

derogatory language (Scheer & Baams, 2019). Of the limited research which considered the 

impact of this on bisexual people specifically, the information showed that identity abuse 

undermined survivors’ identity, attacked their sense of self, and impacted on their wellbeing 

(Head & Milton, 2014). Overall, this phenomenon appears to be a significant and complex 

issue implicating different dimensions of bisexual people’s social, psychological and 

relational lives which may have specific ramifications for CoPs and their work with this group.  

1.6: Bisexual IPVA in Counselling Psychology and The Relevance of This Study  

This thesis argues that counselling psychologists are uniquely placed to meet the 

needs of this population due to their wide-reaching skill set and ability to hold multiple 

competing perspectives in mind. However, the literature has proposed that there are several 

issues which may be of interest to CoPs. 

The National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) guidelines recommend 

that when IPVA victimisation is identified at assessment or during psychological treatment, a 

referral should be made to ‘specialist support services which can help to address the 

emotional, psychological, physical and sexual harms arising from domestic violence and 
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abuse’ (NICE, 2016). Nevertheless, huge discrepancies in service provision across England 

and Wales have been evidenced with minority-specific services found to be 5 times less 

likely to receive funding than mainstream services (Donovan et al., 2022). Although socially 

this presents an issue, it also may mean that bisexual cisgender women who are seeking 

help, are likely doing so from a variety of sources. For example, findings have showed that 

one of the most commonly sought-out sources of support was independent psychologists or 

counsellors (Baird et al., 2019; D'Amore et al., 2021; Donovan et al., 2006). There are a 

number of professional contexts within which CoP’s work such as private practice, 

independent or voluntary sectors and within the National Health Service (Woolfe, 2016), 

which therefore is likely to increase the likelihood that CoPs will encounter this 

population in practice.  

Due to its complex interpersonal nature, difficulties with establishing a universal 

definition, and weighty public narratives, bisexual IPVA has found itself excluded from the 

majority of mainstream psychological research (Bogat et al., 2013). Where research has 

been carried out, essentialist methods have purposefully separated ‘perpetrator’ and ‘victim’ 

samples, or focussed on the impact of IPVA through a diagnostic lens (e.g. Alejo, 2014; 

Coker et al., 2002). Furthermore, Head (2020) highlights how in relation to LGB-specific 

research, bisexual participants have often been excluded from same-sex samples, adding to 

the exclusion and erasure of bisexual-specific data and evidence. Where counselling 

psychology adds value here is both in its ability to engage in research philosophies which 

may favour a more flexible, creative and qualitative approach to complex phenomena, and in 

aligning our social justice efforts to critically recognise and examine systemic issues which 

potentially affect the lives of people who find themselves belonging to marginalised groups.  

Widely, three main issues are present in the field currently; low levels of help-

seeking practices in sexual minorities, insufficient practitioner competency and poor 

engagement in research into this area (Barnes & Donovan, 2016; Donovan et al., 2006). 

What has been introduced in this chapter, and what will be argued throughout this thesis, is 
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that hierarchical gender and sexuality-based discourses which circulate IPVA have likely had 

an impact on the way in which bisexual cisgender women have come to construct and 

interpret their abusive relationships. Instead of further rendering bisexual IPVA an invisible 

and unspoken phenomenon, or regurgitating literature focussed on re-affirming the binary 

positions of those involved, this thesis will aim to generate new knowledge, under a 

deconstructionist framework which will demonstrate the different ways in which bisexual 

cisgender women construct their abusive relationships and their roles within these. The 

main reasons for conducting this research are as follows: 

• It is intended that this study will contribute insight into the different, multiple and 

complex ways in which bisexual cisgender women linguistically construct their 

abusive relationships. 

• It is intended that this piece of research becomes a resource for counselling 

psychologists to become aware of wider, and subsequently their own, constructions 

of IPVA and reconsider what subjectivities are possible within bisexual cisgender 

women’s lives. 

• It is intended that in doing so, the marginalisation, invisibility and invalidation of 

bisexual cisgender women who have come into contact with IPVA, perhaps 

especially in the clinical context, can be noticed, evaluated and critically challenged.  

 

The current area of enquiry is concerned with providing insight into the potential ways 

in which bisexual cisgender women use language to construct their IPVA relationships and 

their positions within these. Thus, it became imperative for the philosophical roots of the 

project to adopt an approach which could hold a critical awareness of how language shapes 

meaning. Furthermore, it became important that any underlying philosophical approach 

would be able to afford the research and the researcher certain ‘freedoms’, as termed by 

Holland and Ramazanoglu (2002), such as freedom from the scientific method and freedom 

from the idea of a unified subject and essential identities. This was in order for the research 
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to be granted the flexibility and framework to shift questioning away from what bisexual 

cisgender women understood as ‘true’ or ‘real’ from their experiences, towards a discovery 

of the potentially different and even contradictory claims to knowledge of IPVA. As such, a 

feminist poststructural epistemology (Weedon, 1997) was adopted which will be 

subsequently introduced.   

1.7: Feminist Poststructuralism and the Proposed Research  

According to Weedon (1997) feminist poststructural methodology, as with the 

majority of poststructural theory, has resisted attempts at operationalised definition and has 

left itself open to multiple interpretations. Epistemological assumptions within the philosophy 

largely abandon the notion of the scientific method which link knowledge and social realities 

to any kind of certainty, truth or reality (Belsey, 2002; Holland & Ramazanoglu, 2002). 

Alternatively, consciousness, and therefore our ‘inner world’, is considered to be brought into 

being by the language we do or don’t adopt, and that linguistic availability is rooted in 

discursive availability (Olssen, 2003). As Paechter (2001) articulates, discourses are 

often presented socially as ‘truths’, they become unchallengeable, or to challenge them, 

means stepping outside of the discourse and invoking rebellion. 

Feminist poststructuralism is positioned as providing particular value to this study as 

it maintains a number of the core ideologies of poststructuralism, such as Derrida’s theory of 

deconstructionism and Foucault’s (1975, 1984) ideas of power and identity whilst also 

holding a critical gaze towards the idea of the unified female subject and essential identities. 

Central to Weedon’s (1997) conceptualisation of the feminist poststructural approach is the 

application of Foucault’s (1984) and Butler’s (2002, 2011) ideas that position that no human 

subject exists across time, culture, age and location and shifts psychology away from the 

study of the ‘human’, or in this case, the woman, towards the study of genealogy and 

performance which will be adopted in this thesis. Authors such as Riley (1988) have asked 

how we retain ‘the woman’ as a focus of feminist investigation, whilst simultaneously 

rejecting the ‘woman’ as a unified identity. In answer to this, Holland and Ramazanoglu 
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(2002) refocus our thinking by advocating that the aim of feminist poststructuralism is not to 

eradicate the subject entirely, but to interrogate it, meaning to question its histories, examine 

the constitution of its boundaries, enable its multiplicities and expose power dynamics 

through methods such as genealogical analyses and FPDA of appropriate texts.  

1.8: Conclusion 

In order to address the research question: how do bisexual cisgender women 

construct their abusive relationship(s) and their positions within these?, this thesis will aim to 

examine the multiple and complex ways which IPVA is understood and practiced by 

bisexual cisgender women. In chapter two, a genealogically informed analysis of the 

knowledges which exist in the psychological literature about IPVA with the aim of making 

sense of how our present understandings have been historically, culturally and politically 

generated. In chapter three, this thesis will further detail the feminist poststructural 

methodology and method employed in the research process. Resourced by the 

understandings of the previous chapter, chapter four will then produce an FPDA as applied 

to participant talk about their previous abusive relationship(s). Finally, chapter five will 

present an evaluative discussion of the findings, potential contributions to counselling 

psychology and suggestions for future research.    
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CHAPTER TWO 

A Genealogically-Informed Analysis of Intimate Partner Violence and Abuse 

and Bisexuality 

2.1: Introduction 

The aim of this chapter is to critically review the available psychological literature 

related to IPVA. This will be facilitated by a genealogical approach (Foucault, 1975), a 

method of analysis which traces how a particular phenomenon has emerged discursively 

over time. In particular this analysis aims to comment on how ideas about IPVA emerged, 

how these developed into beliefs and were later transformed into social, political or legal 

practices. By looking backwards, it is hoped that we can better make sense of how IPVA 

within bisexual cisgender women’s lives has become constituted in the present.  

For the purposes of this chapter, and indeed the overall research, relational abuse is 

approached in terms of the ways in which it has been constructed throughout history. In line 

with Foucault’s (1975) approach, and as discussed by Weedon (1997), each form of social 

structure, such as the legal and political systems, the family, the relationship, and the 

(bisexual) female, are each located within a particular discursive field which consist of the 

competing ways of giving meaning to aspects of human life. Within these discursive fields, 

not all discourses carry equal power, and some discourses will give rise to others over time 

in a type of evolution (Potter, 2012). The evolving nature of discursive power structures over 

time, means that when taking a feminist poststructural approach, it can be important to 

consider how the object of the abusive relationship and the subject of the bisexual woman 

has come under re-definition over the ages (Weedon, 1997). It is intended that exploring 

IPVA’s discursive development through time can provide us with a perspective through 

which we can better understand bisexual cisgender women’s construction of IPVA in the 

present.   
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The phenomenon of IPVA is a contemporary construction which presents 

researchers with a number of challenges when it comes to generating an archaeological 

analysis of the issue. First is the linguistic challenge of accessing information, evidence and 

data about a subjective relational phenomenon which has fundamentally changed in its 

meaning over time. Second of the information which is available, contemporary 

constructions of IPVA have in many ways infiltrated the ways in which accounts of violence 

or abuse in intimate relationships have been historically analysed making it difficult to 

disentangle the contemporary from the pre-contemporary. These challenges culminate in a 

dilemma as it falls upon the researcher to decide whether the lack of historical accounts of 

violence and abuse between intimate partners is due to a lack of the presence of the 

phenomenon or due to the immense normalisation of the phenomenon which has rendered 

its acknowledgement unnecessary.   

Although the social and historical literature has offered some commentary on pre-

contemporary constructions of IPVA (Fox, 2002; Sharpe, 2016; Witzke, 2016), this chapter 

will focus on the development of the psychological understandings of IPVA from 1900 

onwards. The purpose of this focus is to more clearly highlight the various discursive 

influences which have produced, understood, condoned and revoked abusive intimate 

relationships in specific relation to psychological understandings as these relate most 

importantly to CoPs and other psychological professionals. Furthermore, as outlined by 

Hague (2021), this period onwards increasingly provided the social conditions for specific 

categorisations of what is now known as IPVA to be established lending itself to a more 

succinct analysis. This focus is not intended to negate the historical legacy of relationship 

abuse prior to the 20th century but hopes to enable a deeper exploration of the resulting 

impact on the development of psychological perspectives which have rendered bisexual 

IPVA a relatively unspeakable phenomenon.   

This chapter will first offer a brief analysis of the development of bisexual practices 

from the 20th into the 21st century. Subsequently, the majority of the chapter will offer an 
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analysis of key contemporary psychological perspectives of the phenomenon under 

investigation from the early 20th century through to the present day. Although presented as 

separate sections, it is worth noting that developments in sexuality practices evolved in 

tandem with the progress of psychological perspectives on IPVA. Lastly the chapter will 

summarise the various discursive constructions produced by psychology about bisexual 

IPVA considering the current research endeavour.   

2.2: Bisexual Practices as Conceptualised in Psychology during the 20th and 21st 

Centuries 

It has been commentated that western cultures have witnessed a remarkable 

social transformation of sexuality over the past two centuries (Sigusch, 2004). Often termed 

sexual ‘revolutions’, old patterns of sexuality have come under constant redefinition and 

reassembly, especially as they relate to intimate relationships (Cook, 2014). What we now 

consider to be the taken-for-granted categorisations of gay, lesbian or bisexual, used to be 

conceptualised in very different ways.   

Freud’s (1938) theory of psychosexual development marked one of the first 

meaningful references to sex, and sexuality theory, in the history of psychology. According to 

Pettit and Hegarty’s (2014) perspective, psychology had previously confined references to 

non-heterosexual sexual behaviours to footnotes and margins or has neglected such 

references altogether. Despite Freud centring notions of homosexuality in psychological 

discourse, and his refusal to categorise homosexuality as pathological, neurotic or based in 

illness (Abelove, 2016; Lewes, 1988), other theorists have extrapolated Freud’s original 

works in different ways, meaning that a wider perspective on psychoanalysis and sexuality is 

one of stigmatisation and pathologisation (May, 2016). This is not unfounded, with authors 

like Bieber et al. (1962) holding a firm stance that ‘all psychoanalytic theories assume that 

adult homosexuality is psychopathologic’ (p.18). Furthermore, even when sexuality is 

referenced neutrally or with curiosity in much of Freud’s early works, it is frequently 

positioned in sections referencing sexual ‘perversion’ or ‘depravity’ leading to what May 
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(2016) terms a ‘rhetorical pattern’ which has developed. The Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual of Mental Disorders or DSM, (APA, 1952, 1968) in its first and second publications 

further included homosexuality as a mental disorder. This discourse positioned 

homosexuality and perversion as simultaneous, and therefore similar, constructing 

psychology’s early understanding of sexuality as representing wrongdoing or corruption.  

In 1948, Alfred Kinsey went on to reconstruct sexuality by using the Kinsey Scale to 

measure the variability in sexual orientation from 0 being exclusively heterosexual to 6 being 

exclusively homosexual (Drucker, 2012). In using the scale, he arguably demonstrated 

the great variability in people’s alignment to a breadth of sexual practices. The APA 

has retrospectively recognised that the Kinsey Scale, at the time, represented a counter-

narrative to the accumulating evidence that homosexuality was perversive by evidencing a 

normative continuum of sexual practices and orientations (APA 2009). As it relates to 

bisexuality however, some authors such as Worthington & Reynolds (2009) have 

criticised the model for dichotomising sexual orientation implying that an increasing desire 

for one sex represented a reduced desire for the other. This piece of literature provides an 

example of how bisexuality was positioned in the discipline as a split or mixed orientation 

between homosexuality and heterosexuality, rather than existing as a whole or valid practice 

in its own right.  

Adopting a critical, discursive perspective, authors such as Foucault (1984) 

reconsidered sexuality in published works such as ‘The History of Sexuality’. In his writing, 

Foucault (1984) understood sexuality to be conceptualised as a set of social practices, not 

inherently as identities, which could be influenced by culture and society through discursive 

pressures which served to restrict or allow certain intimate rituals to take place. Foucault’s 

(1984) archaeology problematised distinct ‘identities’ used to cohere people together 

positioning sexuality instead as temporally and culturally sensitive. By adopting this 

perspective, Foucault worked hard to de-essentialise sexuality as human nature and re-
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contextualise it as a practice which under the power of legal or medical discourse becomes 

more or less normalised across the ages (Gutting, 2005).  

A real-world example of Foucault’s (1980) notions of regulative power occurred in 

1967 when homosexuality officially became de-criminalised in the UK (Waites, 2013) and 

then later when it was declassified as a ‘mental health disorder’ from the Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual of Mental Health Disorders in (APA, 1980). The 1960’s and 70’s 

represented another era sexual revolution, shifting discourses around diverse sexualities 

from perverse unacceptability to normalised acceptability. Although this meant greater 

tolerability of homosexuality, Robinson Rhodes (2021) writes about how the construction of 

sexual orientation as binary was consistently reproduced to emphasise a position of 

‘different but equal’. Subsequently, the binary in its rigidity struggled to account for bisexual 

practices, rendering them unsatisfactory, messy, ‘too-gay’ or ‘too-straight’ (Shaw, 2022).  

In his analysis, Sigusch (2004) refers to the 1980’s and 90’s as a ‘neosexual’ 

revolution where conceptualisations of sexuality shifted away from a focus on sex drive, 

orgasm and the heterosexual couple towards a focus on gender differences, self-love and 

enjoyment. The unlinking of sexuality from reproduction and its re-alignment with non-

biological aspects of gender set the tone for a discourse of sexuality as culturally 

constructed, devoid of biological or natural foundations and subject to constant redefinition 

(Sigusch, 2004). Accompanying this shift were further changes to legislation in the UK when 

the Civil Partnership Act 2004 was passed. allowing same-sex couples the same rights and 

responsibilities as married heterosexual couples. These changes further strengthened the 

discourse of acceptability of different sexual orientations and positioned them as having the 

same rights, powers and responsibilities as heterosexual couples.  

Nevertheless, the powerful discursive legacy of non-monosexuality as abnormal still 

maintains in our contemporary socio-cultural constructions of bisexuality. Bisexual practices 

today are widely conceptualised as stigmatised, with bisexual people widely reporting a 

double-discrimination from their monosexual counterparts (Friedman et al., 2014). Given that 
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socio-cultural practices in the UK tend to favour a binary form of social organisation which 

favour homosexual or heterosexual categories, bisexual practices are widely constructed in 

the literature as either silenced or oppressed (Bradford, 2004; Todd et al., 2016). The 

silencing of bisexual practices has been reflected in the term ‘bi-invisibility’, which has been 

used to criticise psychological and sociological literature, popular culture and media 

portrayals which include bisexual practices significantly less than heterosexual or 

homosexual practices (Becker & Todd, 2013; Matsuda et al., 2014). Furthermore, powerful 

public narratives of bisexual people have generated stereotypes such as bisexual people 

being more promiscuous, less trustworthy, more unstable and highly indecisive, ideas which 

are collectively termed ‘bi-phobia (Mulick & Wright, 2002; Ochs, 1996). The psychological 

literature has paid particular attention to the linking of bi-negative perceptions to mental 

health outcomes in bisexual people’s lives demonstrating consistently poorer outcomes for 

bisexual people (Diamant & Wold, 2003; Shilo & Mor, 2014). In summary, although 

contemporary psychological literature widely adopts the perspective of marginalisation as a 

lens through which bisexuality is seen, this thesis proposes that in the context of history this 

is but one discursive construction of bisexual practice and thus opens up the possibility that 

there are other lenses through which CoPs can consider bisexuality.  

2.3: Psychological Perspectives on IPVA 

This section will aim to trace and analyse key psychological conceptualisations of 

IPVA from the early 20th century through to the present day. This will be achieved by 

discussing different theoretical and academic perspectives which have influenced and been 

influenced by our current understandings of IPVA in bisexual cisgender women’s lives. 

The intention of this section is to offer important insights into the most significant ways in 

which psychology has come to generate knowledges about IPVA. In turn, it hopes to offer 

analytic commentary about the ways in which these knowledges have shaped certain 

regulatory discourses which continue to have bearing on the way in which individuals, 

institutions and practitioners, such as CoP’s, operate.   
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2.3.1: The Social Landscape of the Early 20th Century 

Social conditions at the start of the 20th century within the UK have been described 

by authors as ‘restless’ as rapid change in the political, economic, social and technological 

landscape generated increasing angst, mobility and changing social norms (Collette, 2003; 

Tanner, 2003). The political backdrop of the early part of the century has been 

documented as being relatively unstable in Europe, leading up to the events of both 

World Wars (Searle, 2003) which brought into social rhetoric ideas around human rights, 

self-determination and decolonisation (Stilz, 2015). Perhaps seen as ‘discourse in action’, 

the late modern period demonstrates much of what Phillips et al. (2004) describe as the 

way in which social opinions ‘gradually acquire the moral and ontological status for taken-for-

granted facts which, in turn, shape future interactions and motivations’ (p 873). Specifically in 

relation to domestic life, heterosexual marriage remained a normative practice as did the 

practice of using physical ‘chastisement’ or ‘punishment’ which was broadly accepted as a 

phenomenon which happened in private (Bloch, 2007; Fox, 2002). Often termed ‘wife-

beating’, this practice was used as a way of maintaining ‘order’ and ‘harmony’ in the family 

home, an institution which functioned to reflect the health, prosperity and status of those who 

resided inside of it (Hague & Wilson, 2000).  

Nevertheless, feminist-led discourses on women’s rights issues had gained 

popularity amongst the upper and middle classes from the mid-19th century onwards (Innes 

& Rendall, 2006). This was thought to be facilitated by a number of factors asserting 

influence over social consciousness of the time such as the increasing popularity of feminist 

groups (Klein, 1984; Offen, 1988) and the increasing profile of pro-suffrage literature and 

movements (Taylor, 1851; Midgley, 2007). Lobbying of parliament during the so-called ‘first 

wave’ feminist movement (Forestell, 2012) culminated in some legal protections for women 

such as the Criminal Procedures Act 1853 which placed a formal limit on the level of 

chastisement a wife can received from her husband. Despite legislative changes, authors 

such as Williams and Walklate (2020) have argued that shifting public policy had limited 
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permeation into the private lives of women and families during this era, as it remained an 

unpopular decision to seek legal protection from abusive husbands due to fears around 

unstable financial resourcing or negative public opinion. Nonetheless, what appears to have 

been brought into question was the acceptability and normality of ‘wife-beating’ as a marital 

practice, rendering it a focus of psychological intrigue from the start of the 20th century.  

2.3.2: Psychoanalysis and The Growth of the ‘Therapeutic Society’  

Psychoanalysis, emerging in the late 19th into the early 20th century, offered one of 

the first psychological conceptualisations of relational abuse (Kirsner, 2004). Although 

constituting multiple ‘schools’ of thought, as Lemma (2015) writes, psychoanalysts broadly 

agree on a number of organising principles. For example, that individuals have both 

conscious and unconscious mental life which affects the way they make meaning from what 

they encounter. Further, that an individual’s early relationships contribute to the development 

of representations of relationships which are affectively toned.  

Interpersonal violence and abuse has been understood differently amongst 

psychoanalytic thinkers (Young & Gerson, 1991). Some analysts aligned with drive-related 

models which addressed the perpetration of abuse as being related to instinctual, 

persecutory, phantasy related drives which offered evidence of key primitive anxieties 

(Klein, 1935, 1946). Whilst others constructed aggression and violence as rising reactively 

from an early environment characterised by a loss of control, fear, protection, separation, 

trauma and deprivation (Fairburn, 1952; Winnicott, 1971). Freud (1914), in his seminal 

work, ‘Remembering, Repeating and Working Through’, theorised the central role of 

certain mental structures which mediated internal and external realities. One such 

structure was the ‘repetition compulsion’, the unconscious tendency of someone to 

repeat an often-traumatic event or circumstance through, for example, placing 

themselves in similar situations or generating similar interpersonal patterns which 

repeat elements of the earlier scenario which are yet to be ‘worked through’ (Garland, 

2018). The repetition compulsion and the ideas which surrounded its development became 
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the foundation of other psychoanalytic theory used to formulate IPVA frequently referred to 

and used in clinical practice today such as object relations theory (Lazar & Erlich, 1996; 

Morehead, 2002), attachment theory (Schwartz & Pollard, 2004) and violence as trauma 

theories (Levy, 2000; Stubley & Young, 2021).  

Crucially, psychoanalytic theory focussed on the individual and the internal psychic 

structures which were thought to generate a need to be abusive or accept abusive 

behaviour. This potentially generated what Foucault (1973) would describe as a ‘power-

knowledge’ relation where the subject becomes constituted by certain discourses (Hancock, 

2018). In this case, the power of the psychoanalytic, or medicalised, discourse of the subject 

places the ‘dis-ease’ within the subject, rendering them as damaged, problematic or perhaps 

even to blame. The proliferation of the discourse was further exacerbated by the relative 

‘craze’ for psychoanalysis from the early 1910’s. Richards (2000) specifically notes that 

‘Freudian language’ had permeated into British common talk by the 1930’s generating the 

emergence of the 20th century ‘therapeutic society’.   

The early synthesis of psychological thinking as predominantly individual (as 

opposed to social, cultural or contextual) as it related to relationship abuse has arguably 

maintained in a number of ways. The ‘gaze’ of the expert has been shown to maintain its 

power and generate self-surveillance behaviours in those who have experienced IPVA (Vaz 

& Bruno, 2003). For example, women have reported to think of themselves as being ‘failures’ 

for not wanting to leave an abusive relationship (Shurman & Rodriguez, 2006) or attend to 

the strength or weaknesses of their ‘case’ when considering how their situation might be 

viewed by professionals (Loseke & Cahill, 1984). Armstrong (1995) built on Foucault’s 

(1973) ideas around surveillance medicine to highlight that the medical ‘gaze’ problematises 

what is normal and in doing so achieves power through discursive practices whereby power 

is the knowledge of the discipline, not the person’s knowledge of themselves (Nicolson, 

2019). Furthermore, authors adopting a feminist perspective have often criticised psychology 

for casting blame onto the transgressions of the woman or the individual psychopathology of 
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the man, discounting the role of institutional, cultural or gender influences (Dobash et al., 

1992; Dobash & Dobash, 2003). This introduces a key dilemma within this particular field of 

research in psychology which will span the remainder of this chapter and beyond.  

2.3.3: The Creation of the ‘Battered Woman’ and The Rise of the Medical Model  

The conceptualisation of the ‘battered woman’ offers another perspective on 

psychology’s medicalisation of the subject within the IPVA literature, this time focussing on 

the psychopathology of ‘the victim’. The diagnostic model in which distress can be 

understood as a set ‘symptoms’ signifying the emergence of a discrete ‘disorder’ which could 

be approached by professionals to assess, diagnose and offer treatment to was, and 

continues to be, pervasive throughout modern western society (Farre & Rapley, 2017). 

Walker’s (1979, 1984) ‘battered women’s syndrome’ (BWS) as an example of this 

‘diagnostification’ was constructed as a set of traits commonly experienced by women who 

have endured repeated cycles of violence and reconciliation.  

Walker (1984) offered a psychologically informed framework of the abusive 

relationship as something cyclical and repeated involving stages of tension building, acute 

violence, reconciliation and honeymooning which birthed further social psychological 

theories such as the Duluth power and control model (Bohall et al., 2016). She also 

produced the subject of the ‘battered woman’ who could suffer from re-experiencing 

symptoms, attempts to avoid reminders of the abuse, hyperarousal, disturbed interpersonal 

relationships, somatic and body image concerns as well as sexuality or intimacy issues 

(Zepinic, 2021). Due to a lack of standardised definition of BWS, alongside difficulties in 

validating the evidence of BWS as a distinct category, it never entered the DSM with 

categories such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) were considered sufficient 

(Rothenberg, 2002). One particular area of contention was Walker’s (1979) emphasis that 

the ‘battered woman’ suffered from ‘learned helplessness’, an internalisation of helpless and 

passive feelings which occurs under sustained abuse or duress where attempts to leave or 

change the situation are rendered futile.  
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Walker’s (1979, 1984) construction of the ‘battered woman’ could be considered in 

many ways. On the one hand, her theory could be seen as an attempt to engage with a type 

of explanatory power which could address the issue of ‘why women stay’ by arguing against 

notions of agency and choice and replacing them with notions of helplessness and coercion 

(Nicolson, 2019). However, others read that the theory’s location within the medical model 

and as a solely female-applied diagnosis, meant that the theory unwittingly pathologised 

women’s reactions to prolonged, repeated and sustained abuse such that it bordered on 

blaming women for their role in abusive relationships and rendered them participants in their 

abuse (Yllo & Bograd, 1988; Zepinic, 2021).   

Adopting Foucault’s (1965) gaze in relation to his works on ‘madness’ would further 

reinforce this notion. Foucault emphasises that the process of medicalising ‘mad practices’, 

such as remaining with an abusive partner, renders the person as in some way rejecting and 

being excluded from ‘normal’ humanity, rather than offering a reasonable challenge to 

reason. Walker’s (1979) ‘battered woman’ was someone who could be understood and 

perhaps even pardoned, but she would have to be pathologised in the process. This 

discourse perhaps enabled psychology to acknowledge women’s choice in staying with, 

abusing or murdering their spouses but in a way which successfully partitioned them off in a 

separate category of human. Furthermore, when taken in the context of the field at the time, 

the medicalisation of distress related to relational abuse perhaps further fractured 

psychology’s relationship with other disciplines which adopted a more sociological or 

feminist-informed approach.   

2.3.4: Feminism and The Advent of ‘Domestic Violence’  

The 1960’s provided fertile ground for the initiation of new set of intellectual dramas 

and social movements known widely as the ‘postmodern’ turn (Gergen, 1990). Critical 

discussions of the philosophy of science, religion, gender, sexuality and the state of being 

human scattered assumptions of a unified knowable world or society generating cracks 

which enabled new intellectual developments and understanding of the self and others to 
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rise up (Hare-Mustin & Marecek, 2018). In the UK, this was demonstrated through the 

increasing popularity of social campaigns focussing on the emancipation of subordinated 

groups such as the black liberation movements, gay rights movement, anti-class rhetoric and 

the peace movement (Donnelly, 2014). Hague (2021) makes particular note of how 

conservative ideologies of intimate relationships were breaking down, and how the increase 

in access and use of contraception, recreational drugs, music and art, functioned as 

catalysts to open up new possibilities of how men and women could behave relationally.  

2.3.4a: The Women’s Liberation Movement. The 1960’s and 70’s in particular saw 

an acceleration of popularity in ‘women-only’ groups and organisations across the UK such 

as Women’s Aid (Isaac, 2014). What some historians have termed the transition of 

‘housewives to citizens’ (Beaumont, 2016), women began to meet regularly, engaging in 

discussion, debate and activist practices centred around the notion of ‘the personal is 

political’ (Braithwaite, 2002). By engaging in activism and lobbying on a wide-scale, these 

groups transformed themselves into what is now widely termed as the British ‘women’s 

liberation movement’ (Beaumont, 2016). This centred around a common aim of ensuring 

women gained freedom, autonomy and equality, starting at home (Bowstead, 2019). Starting 

with the opening of Chiswick Women’s Aid ‘domestic violence’ shelter for so called ‘abused 

women’ in 1971, the private issue of relationship abuse gained major visibility and publicity 

as refuges, shelters, and other services opened in major cities across the UK (Coy et al., 

2011). The rapidity and power of what is now termed the ‘domestic violence movement’ is 

undeniable and widely cited (Aghtaie & Gangoli, 2015; Hague & Sardinha, 2010).  

Although perhaps radical at the time, it has since has been retrospectively 

constructed in the literature as an emancipatory life-saving movement to which all corners 

of society owe a huge debt to in establishing the physical welfare and safety of generations 

of women and children (Bates & Douglas, 2020; Hague & Mullender, 2006; Harwin, 2006). 

Furthermore, the movement represented a significant shift in how intimate violence and 

abuse was discursively constructed. Firstly, the phenomenon was given the term 
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‘domestic violence’, enabling individuals, organisations and institutions to, perhaps 

for the first time, capture the phenomenon in something of a categorisation. Although 

no terminology functions at a level which can accommodate all perspectives, 

discursively we could argue that the language brought the phenomenon out from 

behind closed doors into the public sphere rendering it a ‘thing’ which could be 

‘done’. Secondly, if domestic violence was now a social practice which could be 

‘done’ it could also involve distinct positions, namely someone who does the ‘doing’, 

the so-called perpetrator, and someone who is being ‘done to’, the so-called victim. 

The shift from a normalised discourse of marital behaviour which a husband commits 

towards his wife, to a criminogenic discourse of harm being committed from a 

perpetrator to a victim maintained its gendered origins whilst evolving into an 

unacceptable and intolerable phenomenon requiring policing by the state. Thirdly, and 

perhaps most influential on the discipline of psychology, was that domestic violence became 

socially and politically positioned as something deeply rooted in misogyny and sexism 

(Hayes, 2014), within which power and control was used to dominate women’s private lives.  

Feminism’s disruption of psychology continued throughout the mid-to-late 20th 

century as the discipline was called upon to consider the institutional nature of misogyny and 

sexism, and to reconsider the object and subject of womanhood beyond biological sex (Fine 

& Gordon, 1989). Psychology’s gaze on issues such as domestic violence perhaps 

responded to feminist pressures by focussing its attentions on the discovery of ‘mechanisms’ 

which ‘caused’ domestic violence to occur. Subsequently research efforts expanded the 

theoretical basis of domestic violence through the application of social learning theory 

(Bandura & Walters, 1977; Hyde-Nolan & Juliao, 2012) and the generation of power-

control theories (Cassidy, 1995; Nye, 1958). Cannon (2020) describes how such theories 

generated knowledge based on assumptions about the universality of patriarchal beliefs and 

how men use violence towards women in an extension of these beliefs and an expression of 

power and control. Indeed, empirical evidence successfully and consistently demonstrated 
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the role of gender inequality in domestic violence relationships by measuring men’s 

internalised misogynist views, adherence to traditional gender roles and level of satisfaction 

with power in the relationship, linking this to the level of perpetration of domestic violence 

(Carr & VanDeusen, 2004; Herrero et al., 2017; Kiss et al., 2012).  

Nevertheless, feminist-oriented discursive constructions of domestic violence were 

resisted, at least marginally, by a more sceptical psychological critique towards the 1980’s 

and 90’s (Nicolson, 2019). This scepticism was rooted in a number of observations about the 

domestic violence movement, for example that a gendered discourse of domestic violence 

was founded in assumptions which over-categorised men as ‘abusive’ and women as 

‘abused’. Foucault (1984) problematised such ‘dividing practices’ arguing that they worked to 

qualify or disqualify people as functioning in accordance to a certain social order (Danaher et 

al., 2000). This subsequently has prejudicial implications for those who might be considered 

‘perpetrator’ and emancipatory implications for those considered a ‘victim’. The movement’s 

reluctance to acknowledge women outside of her position as the ‘female victim’, 

marginalised women whose perceptions did not fit the mould, including lesbian and bisexual 

woman, or heterosexual women who practiced violence towards men (Poon, 2011).  

2.3.4b: Problematising Feminist Approaches. According to Nicolson, a critical 

gaze which went on to challenge the defensive public perceptions of domestic violence and 

which reconsidered immutable ‘truths’ gained some momentum at the turn of the 21st 

century. The increasing popularity of critical approaches in psychology was largely 

associated with the ‘turn to language’ within the fields of psychology, philosophy, and related 

disciplines (Wiggins & Potter, 2008). This ‘turn’ shifted assumptions and emphasis within 

psychology away from observable behaviours towards an examination of the meanings 

and practices of human interaction (Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Van Dijk, 1997). Such 

examinations confronted taken-for-granted knowledges and deconstruction of so-called 

‘truth-claims’ meant that phenomena began to be viewed as dynamic constructions instead 

of static occurrences (Te Molder, 2015). Feminist writers who have adopted this discursive 
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psychology approach have deconstructed ‘deficit’ accounts of women within the realm of 

domestic violence and across a wider range of women’s rights issues (Hunter & Edozien, 

2017; Nicolson, 2019; Stoppard, 2014). However, this enterprise may have also become 

problematic as taken-for-granted assumptions by the domestic violence movement have 

come to dominate the discourse of relationship abuse, holding and using power to regulate 

what can be said by who and when.  

The feminist discourse had maintained its position on domestic violence as 

unacceptable, intolerable and fuelled by gender inequality infiltrating the perspectives of the 

public, policy makers and institutions. However, as Nicolson (2019) notes, this discourse 

also significantly shaped the perspectives health and social care professionals who 

continued to function under the social norm of IPVA as intolerable and in need of 

extinguishing. Therefore, to tolerate it through intimate investigation or analysis without an 

ultimate agenda of relegation went against such social norms, risking outing or ostracising. 

This level of surveillance of practitioners, including CoPs, arguably constricts their ability to 

engage with the topic therapeutically and limits their ability to participate in academic writing 

and research which supports the development of new knowledge in any way which conflicts 

with the knowledge claims of feminist scholars (Romito, 2008). Furthermore, fears of 

destabilising the domestic violence movement and taking attention and funds away from 

services which were already under-resourced influenced many researchers into reinforcing a 

patriarchal and thus heteronormative construction of domestic violence (Cannon & Buttell, 

2016). The impact of the regulatory power of the feminist approach has been the almost 

exclusive focus on heterosexual forms of domestic abuse from the 1970’s to the early 

2010’s, the development of a public discourse of ‘male-perpetrator’ and ‘female-victim’ and 

the exclusion of LGB people from the narrative (Barnes, 2008).  



40 
 

2.3.5: The Transition to ‘Intimate Partner Violence and Abuse’ and the Emergence of 

Sexually-Diverse Theories  

A change in terminology appeared in the psychological literature in the early 2000’s 

as global organisations such as the WHO began to recognise domestic violence as a 

significant issue across locations and cultures (Heise & Garcia-Moreno, 2002). Although the 

change in language from ‘domestic violence and abuse’ to ‘intimate partner violence and 

abuse’ does not appear to have been taken up by authors as a point of discussion, it’s subtle 

evolution likely points to a paradigm shift in the field of IPVA research within which more 

intersectional forms of IPVA were increasingly being recognised (Jewkes, 2002). The shift in 

terminology marks quite a significant pivot away from domestic violence and its feminist 

roots, towards a broader perspective of which feminist theory is just one part of many. It 

could be further argued that shedding the domestic violence label also de-burdened 

practitioners from some of the regulatory mechanisms which accompanied the term, opening 

up new avenues of exploration for those wanting to explore the issue in LGB groups.  

2.3.5a: Minority Stress Theory. In the early 2000’s, psychiatric epidemiologist 

Meyer (2003) published his account of what he termed ‘minority stress theory’ (MST) which 

addressed some of the socio-cultural and individual-psychopathological splits in the 

discipline by adopting a multi-layered framework. Meyer’s (2003) theory proposes that 

conflict, tension, and stress arise from the act of belonging to any marginalised group and 

that LGB people’s minority status leads them to be at risk of increased exposure to distal 

stressors (bullying at school, being assaulted by a partner) which in turn lead to an increased 

exposure in proximal stressors (fear of rejection, rumination, internalised homophobia). 

Within LGB relationships it is theorised that minority stress may be playing out in intimate 

partnership through tactics such as ‘identity abuse’ (Balsam & Szymanski, 2005). A recent 

systematic review (Longobardi & Badenes-Ribera, 2017) of the literature supported these 

claims, demonstrating that bidirectional IPVA is common amongst LGB relationships and 

that there is a good degree of consensus across studies that internalised homophobia, 
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stigma consciousness, experiences of discrimination based on sexual orientation and 

degree of outness are all related to the likelihood of experiencing IPVA. Minority stress 

theory (Meyer, 2003) has arguably blossomed into a minority-stress discourse (Tan et al. 

2019) which has been incredibly influential in steering contemporary research on IPVA which 

constructs bisexual practices as invisible or oppressed. 

2.3.5b: Bisexual Invisibility. Research demonstrating the invisibility of IPVA has 

largely focussed on the ways in which LGB people struggle under the powerful influence of 

monosexuality in relation to their ability to take up language and therefore benefit from the 

discourse of domestic violence in a broader context. Researchers have broadly 

demonstrated how IPVA appears to go undetected by LGB survivors as many reported 

struggling to attribute language such as; ‘abuse’, ‘domestic violence’ or ‘intimate partner 

violence’ to their experience due to the heteronormative roots of these terms (Bornstein et 

al., 2006; Dickerson-Amaya & Coston, 2019; Donovan & Barnes, 2019; Head & Milton, 

2014). Furthermore, a number of qualitative papers have highlighted in ‘survivor’ accounts 

how a perceived heteronormative public discourse of IPVA means that LGB people have no 

frame of reference for what ‘healthy’ or ‘unhealthy’ relationships within their community are 

constructed (Bornstein et al., 2006; Donovan & Barnes, 2019; Head & Milton, 2014).  

Donovan and Barnes (2019) further demonstrated how participants noted that a lack 

of access to public information can increase relational ‘power’ held by the individual with 

more ‘experience’ shown through their ability to manipulate or coerce their partner. 

Furthermore, a wealth of research has found common experiences of bidirectional violence 

especially in male gay and bisexual relationships (Dickerson-Amaya & Coston, 2019; 

Oringher & Samuelson, 2011; Ronzon-Tirado et al., 2022; Stults et al., 2022). Bidirectional 

violence has often been referred to in the literature as ‘blurred boundaries’ between the 

labels of ‘victim’ and ‘perpetrator’ in the relationship (Kubicek et al. 2016). Oringher and 

Samuelson (2011) concluded their paper by urging practitioners to move away from the goal 
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of finding the true ‘victim’ or ‘perpetrator’ within gay or bisexual relationships and to 

understand the complexity of how various roles are constructed. 

2.3.5c: Bisexual Oppression. When considering the role of oppression or 

oppressive factors, most studies have evidenced how homophobia and biphobia were 

consistently used as a mechanism underlying the process of IVPA in LGB people’s lives 

(Bermea et al., 2018; Brown & Herman, 2015; Callan et al., 2021). Coston (2021) 

demonstrated that females who publicly self-identify with the bisexual label are around three 

to seven times more likely to experience IPVA than women who do not, indicating that the 

practice of openly identifying as bisexual has direct consequences for relational stability. 

Turell, Brown and Herman (2018) argued that IPVA is, at least partly, fuelled by biphobia by 

demonstrating that there was a higher likelihood of IPVA in relationships where both partners 

are bisexual and if one or both partners are heavily involved in the LGBTQ community as 

these both increase jealousy as a motivator for control and abuse tactics within these 

intimate relationships. 

One of the most common experiences which has been reported in the literature by 

LGB participants is ‘identity abuse’ (Bermea et al., 2018; Callan et al., 2021; Gezinski et al., 

2019; Scheer & Baams, 2019; Woulfe & Goodman, 2020). Questioning or challenging 

bisexual identity and asking the partner to ‘prove it’ with certain behaviours, such as specific 

sexual acts or polyamory, were commonly reported as a way to control partners behaviour 

(Bornstein et al., 2006; Head & Milton, 2014). The use of degree of ‘outness’ in identity 

abuse was also reported with partners either threatening to ‘out’ partners to their friends, 

family or colleagues or the opposite with the more-closeted individual tightly controlling their 

partners movements so the couple would not be ‘found out’ (Donovan et al., 2006; Kubicek 

et al., 2016). Identity abuse was viewed as insidious and covert making it hard to spot but 

nevertheless had a cumulative impact over time of undermining survivors’ identity, attacking 

their sense of self and impacting their wellbeing (Head & Milton, 2014).  
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The minority stress discourse has arguably opened up an opportunity for 

practitioners to orientate their research endeavours towards non-heterosexual forms of IPVA 

by providing a framework which legitimises this area of enquiry and highlights the prevalence 

of the issue. Further, Meyer (2003) bridged a number of gaps incorporating the historical 

epidemiology of sexuality, developmental issues and individual experience to highlight the 

prevalence of suffering in LGB people’s lives. However, in its establishment of an 

appropriate avenue of exploration of LGB people’s intimate relationships, the theory could be 

argued to be reliant on sexuality as a minority, depicting LGB people primarily through the 

lens of stigma and discrimination in a way which undermines other ways of thinking or 

speaking about LGB people. Furthermore, what appears consistent is psychology’s 

continued reliance on categorisation, for example into heteronormativity or sexual-minority 

status as the basis for investigation. This may have reduced researchers’ ability to hold in 

mind previous conceptualisations of IPVA which deeply considered the position of the 

woman in relational abuse or the inter and intrapsychic resources which she pulls upon to 

construct her relational experiences. It may also have restricted alternative constructions of 

what it might mean to practice bisexuality within an abusive intimate relationship and the 

various, potentially complex subjectivities which ensue.  

2.4 Conclusion 

The sections above have aimed to trace a number of significant conceptualisations of 

IPVA as understood and generated by psychology and reflected in various 

psychotherapeutic and theoretical knowledges. It is argued that these knowledges influence 

public regulatory systems, in turn reinforcing a shared hegemonic discourse about IPVA 

including who can come into contact with it and in what ways professionals should respond. 

The power of these regulatory discourses is of interest to this thesis, particularly as they 

function to enable or constrain certain alternative discourses, or subjective positions, such as 

within bisexual cisgender women’s abusive intimate relationships.  
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The discursive legacy of the acceptability and appropriateness of relationship abuse 

prior to the 20th century casts a long shadow over the development of psychological 

understandings of IPVA. Nevertheless, as society has evolved, so too have the perspectives 

of IPVA. Psychology’s early engagement with the phenomenon narrowed down the focus 

onto the individual, considering pathology or other deficits generating a discourse of 

individual accountability or damage. Later feminist-oriented social psychological theories 

appeared to create a fracture in the field by working hard to raise the profile of systemic, 

socio-cultural beliefs which centred violence against women and girls and misogyny as the 

centre of the issue. More contemporary critical perspectives functioned to further tread the 

line between psychopathologising and emancipating the individual by highlighting the 

intersections of power and discrimination amongst sexual minority practices.  

Overall, however, there has been a tendency to rely on taken-for-granted 

knowledges in the literature as a whole. The first being the rigid categorisation of victim and 

perpetrator, the former who is constructed largely as non-agentic, helpless and feminine and 

the latter as violent, evil and masculine (Poon, 2011). These knowledges have largely 

generated womanhood within a discourse of victimhood, pathology, instability or 

helplessness. Where these knowledges have acknowledged bisexual-womanhood, they 

have further generated her as silenced or oppressed. Lastly, there has also been an 

overriding reinforcement of the overarching narrative of intolerability and unacceptability of 

IPVA guiding engagement with the topic. This leaves practitioners such as CoPs who are 

working with individuals who come into contact with IPVA potentially unable to tolerate IPVA 

in our clinical and research work beyond the agenda of terminating the relationship.  

According to Butler (2004), these categorisations which function as the foundation of 

social life privilege certain ways of speaking and thinking, rendering other ways excluded 

and unspeakable. Consequently, the phenomenon of IPVA has become regulated by what 

can and what cannot be said, marginalising the notions of what IPVA can ‘not’ be like for 

those who encounter it. Therefore, many theories have neglected to critically reflect upon the 
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discursive powers which have shaped understandings of IPVA and vitally have refused to 

engage with the potential multiplicity of perspectives of those who have come into contact 

with IPVA which may at times prove to be contradictory or conflicting between themselves, 

or with the larger discourses at work. It is these neglected elements of the phenomenon 

which require further investigation and analysis.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

Method and Methodology 

3.1: Introduction to Chapter Three 

This chapter introduces the feminist poststructural method and methodology adopted 

to approach the research question - how do bisexual cisgender women construct their 

abusive relationship(s) and their positions within these? As introduced in chapter one, this 

thesis has taken up a feminist poststructural discourse analysis, informed by a feminist 

poststructural epistemological stance (Baxter, 2003; Weedon, 1997).  

In its first section, this chapter will introduce the feminist poststructural methodology 

before locating discourse theory and analysis and then discussing the rationale for the 

adoption of feminist poststructural discourse analysis as the chosen method. In the second 

section, the chapter will present the methodological design utilised to address the research 

question including details of ethical considerations, recruitment and data collection. The 

chapter will then discuss the analytic steps taken to produce the findings which will be 

presented in chapter four. Finally, the chapter will conclude with a section of methodological 

reflexivity and reference issues of criteria for quality in qualitative research.   

3.2: Feminist Poststructural Methodology and Discursive Psychology 

3.2.1: Understanding Feminist Poststructural Methodology 

Feminist poststructural methodology, as introduced in chapter one, includes a many 

number of assumptions and this account offers just one account of the theory and the 

components most pertinent to this area of enquiry. Broadly the feminist poststructural 

position is grounded in the assumption that our inner subjectivity and our ability to construct 

the world around us is brought into being by language, (Olssen, 2003) and that the language 

we are able to mobilise is often rooted in its discursive availability (Paechter, 2001).  

Crucially, feminist poststructuralism relies on a particular focus on Derrida’s (2020) ideas of 
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deconstructionism and ideologies of subjectivity and identity as proposed by authors like 

Foucault (1980) and Butler (2002) which hold bearing on this study in particular.  

Western philosophical thought widely determines concepts such as sexuality and 

gender as arranged according to the binary; two opposing categories which are organised in 

relationship to each other, for example, heterosexual and homosexual, male and female 

(Stocker, 2006). Deconstructionism takes up the binary and posits that concepts such as 

knowledge and truth are complex, unstable and difficult to determine. Derrida (2020) further 

noted that to expose the binary and make explicit the relations between categories enables 

us to ask the question of whether we can reveal difference in non-oppositional ways to 

expose the multiplicity of differences that cross and re-cross the lines of binary 

categorisations (Holland & Ramazanoglu, 2002). Deconstructionism, from a feminist 

poststructural perspective, transforms our taken for granted assumptions about 

categorisations of gender and sexuality being natural or opposing and creates more freedom 

from oppositional thinking.  

Furthermore, feminist poststructuralism opens up questions of the unified subject and 

essential identities. Both Foucault (1980) and Butler (2002) adopted a position that no 

human subject exists across time, culture, age and location and shifts psychology away from 

the study of the ‘human’ towards the study of genealogy and performance. Foucault (1980) 

asks us how we become particular kinds of subjects who produce particular 

knowledges and how we exercise or submit to different power relations. Whereas 

Butler (2002) focusses more on how gender comes into existence through performance of 

roles produced by discursive material. These positions create somewhat of a paradox for 

feminist poststructural researchers as outlined by Riley (1988) who asks how we retain ‘the 

woman’, or in this case, ‘the bisexual woman’, as a focus of feminist investigation, whilst 

simultaneously rejecting the ‘woman’ as a unified identity. In answer to this, Holland and  

Ramazanoglu (2002) refocus our thinking by advocating that the aim of feminist 

poststructuralism is not to eradicate the subject entirely, but to interrogate it, meaning to 
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question its histories, examine the constitution of its boundaries, enable its multiplicities and 

expose power dynamics.  

3.2.2: Discourse Theory and Analysis 

As discussed in chapter one and two, this field of research has previously been led 

by a materialist feminist perspective which has largely negated the role of discursive 

constructions of experience and subjectivity preferring to focus on the ‘reality’ of women’s 

lack of material power and circumstances in society (Nightingale & Cromby, 1999). The 

research question for this project specifically endeavour to open up curiosities about how 

bisexual cisgender women are ‘doing’ the ‘material’ within discursive contexts of IPVA 

(Nicolson, 2019). Furthermore, the research question asks about how bisexual cisgender 

women (the subject of enquiry) construct their abusive relationship(s) (the object of enquiry) 

and their positions (the subject positioning) within these. Thus, the approach used requires a 

methodology which can account for what is meant by the object, the subject and subject 

positioning.  

Discursive approaches have enabled researchers to think about the ways in which 

people are active participants in their production of social and psychological life (Potter & 

Wetherell, 1987). Discursive practices produce both the object and the subject of enquiry, 

however, as Wiggins and Potter (2008) identify, the object is the target of an attitude, 

whereas a subject is the attitudinal stance of the person. A subject’s positioning, according 

to Davies and Harre’s (1990) ‘positioning theory’ refers to the multiple ways in which 

someone can discursively position themselves in talk, which affects the development of a 

sense of self and how the world is to be interpreted from the perspective which we position 

ourselves as being at certain times and in certain contexts. This can involve a process of 

learning social categories, participating in discursive practices through which meanings are 

allocated to those categories, and positioning the self as belonging or not to a category and 

thus seeing the world from that position (Davies & Harre, 1990). Subject positions, unlike 
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‘roles’, are not viewed in the current study as being static or formal but are believed to 

be relatively unintentional, interactive, and multiple. 

When researching IPVA, Nicolson (2019) advocates for a critical stance and 

discusses the work of Danziger (1997) who locates discursive approaches within ‘light’ or 

‘dark’ epistemologies. So called, ‘light’ approaches may focus more on conversation, speech 

and discourse analysis on a micro-level within a passage, text or transcript, compared to 

‘dark’ approaches which may more widely consider power and subjectivity as rooted in 

Foucault’s work on a macro level. In adopting a ‘darker’ discursive analysis such as FPDA, it 

is hoped that this method will enable the research to have something to say both about how 

bisexual cisgender women are ‘doing’ the ‘material’ within their relationships in potentially 

multiple and contrasting ways as well as speaking to the wider discursive context of IPVA.   

3.2.3: Feminist Poststructural Discourse Analysis 

Feminist poststructural discourse analysis (FPDA), as conceptualised by Baxter 

(2003, 2008) is an approach to analysing textual discourses which acknowledges that 

gender differentiation is a dominant discourse among competing discourses when analysing 

all types of talk or text. FPDA has been chosen as the analytic method for this research 

question for three key reasons.  

Firstly, FPDA aligns with the overall direction of the research process in holding at its 

heart a transformative quest rather than an emancipatory agenda, ensuring that the research 

resembles an epistemological pursuit rather than an ideological one (Baxter, 2003). As 

Przybla-Kuchek (2021) notes in her use of FPDA, emancipation becomes problematic at 

times as it re-churns a story of ‘us’ and ‘them’ with the responsibility of marginalised groups, 

such as bisexual cisgender women or victims of abuse having to rise up through acts of 

opposition which can be seen as maintaining the binary or creating new ones.  

Secondly, the analysis of participant talk required an approach which could grapple 

with complexity rather than relying on the polarisation of objects and subjects. As Baxter 
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(2003) conceptualises it, FPDA aims to step outside of oppositional categories and 

hierarchies to examine the relationships between these categories or discourses. In relation 

to this research, FPDA will locate the bisexual female subject position is complex, shifting 

and multiply located meaning that the bisexual woman will fluctuate ceaselessly amongst 

multiple potential matrices of identity and experience (Baxter, 2008).  

Thirdly, FPDA enables the research and researcher to step outside of certain 

dominating discourses of IPVA such as the discourse of intolerance of violence and abuse. 

FPDA’s anti-materialist approach, that is approaching realities as discursively produced, was 

considered to offer the analysis certain freedoms, as described by Holland and 

Ramazanoglu (2002) which could open up more discursive possibilities for the ways in which 

participants might discuss their relationship(s). It is recognised that this is a potentially 

contentious issue and has provided breeding ground for much debate within discursive 

psychology about how far an anti-materialist approach can go in ignoring or invalidating 

something of the material. Especially in relation to IPVA, Nicolson (2019) takes great care in 

articulating this debate and advocates for a fundamental assumption that social realities are 

always discursively produced and that speakers do not exist outside of discourse. However, 

that of course a kind of material reality can co-exist. For example, the physical, observable 

movement of a fist colliding with a face is a material reality. But also, that this experience can 

be processed, understood and shaped through complex, discursive process which 

culminates in meanings of the phenomenon as punishment, proportionate, painful, normal, 

outrageous, deserved, criminal and so on.   

3.3: Methodological Design 

In order to address the research question; ‘how do bisexual cisgender women 

construct their abusive relationship(s) and their positions within these?’, nine participants 

were interviewed about their experiences of one or more previous IPVA relationship(s). Their 

accounts were gathered through semi-structured interviews with participants who were 

recruited using opportunity sampling. Semi-structured interviewing is commonly 
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recognised as an appropriate way of gathering qualitative data which is relevant to a 

particular topic where participant talk can be analysed using discursive approaches (Arribas-

Ayllon & Walkerdine, 2017; Willig, 2003).  

FPDA as an analytic approach is growing with international interest but largely 

remains in its infancy since the publication of Baxter’s (2003) original work. It appears that 

researchers have tended to apply this approach to data collected in multiple settings and 

have included unstructured and semi-structured interview data, real-life classroom 

observations and video recordings, and through qualitative survey responses (Baxter, 2002; 

Blaise, 2005; Dekelaita-Mullet et al., 2021; Przybla-Kuchek, 2021). In relation to sample 

size, the aforementioned papers used different sample sizing especially in relation to the use 

of semi-structured interviewing. For example, Przybla -Kuchek (2021) interviewed one 

classroom teacher and then two ‘small groups’ of students, whereas Dekelaita-Mullet et al. 

(2021) interviewed eight participants in total. Other approaches such as CDA and FDA 

further offer relatively indeterminate guidelines on sample size (Sandelowski, 1998). 

However, Wells (2011) has proposed that exploratory qualities studies should aim to recruit 

more than five participants with Willig and Stainton-Rogers (2017) suggesting that discursive 

analytic approaches utilising interview data could reach an optimal sample size of ten for 

analysis whilst recognising that with more rich and detailed accounts this number could be 

lower. Given the richness of the data collected after nine interviews, recruitment was halted 

at this point as it was decided that these accounts were sufficiently detailed to provide the 

analysis with enough material to depict multiple constructions of the abusive relationship, the 

various positions adopted and the links to wider discursive practices.   

3.3.1: Ethics 

Ethical approval was sought from the University of Roehampton Ethics Committee 

and was granted on 10th March 2021 (reference: PSYC 21/379). This research was 

conducted in accordance with the relevant BPS Guidelines such as the BPS Code of Ethics 

and Conduct (2018) and the BPS Code of Human Research Ethics (2014). All data has been 
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and will continue to be stored confidentially in accordance with the General Data Protection 

Regulation and Data Protection Act 2018, the Data Protection and Storage guidance for 

Researchers (University of Roehampton, 2018). and the University Record Retention Policy 

(University of Roehampton, 2019). As such, pseudonyms were adopted in the storage of 

interview data, through the analysis and in the presentation of results. Any identifiable 

information in the transcripts has been removed or pseudonymised.  

Intimate partner violence (IPV) is widely considered a significant public health issue 

which NICE (2016) recognizes as having a detrimental impact on the mental wellbeing of 

those affected. The BPS Code of Human Research Ethics (2014) defines vulnerable 

populations as those ‘under the age of 16, people with learning or communication difficulties, 

patients in care, people in custody or on probation, and people engaged in illegal activities, 

such as drug abuse (BPS, 2014, p. 31). Nevertheless, this participant group could be 

considered as vulnerable and particular considerations needed when carrying out research 

with this population. This was addressed in two ways. Firstly, the researcher is a trainee CoP 

and has considerable clinical experience working psychotherapeutically with people who 

have experienced IPVA as children and adults and as such the supervisory team was 

confident that during the interview process, participants emotional state and any subsequent 

distress could be appropriately and ethically contained and managed. Secondly, in the 

design of the study, the main researcher consulted more widely with research guidelines, 

including those developed by the WHO (Ellsberg & Heise, 2005) on researching violence 

against women and girls and those developed by Barker et al. (2012) for researching 

and writing about bisexuality in order to make the below considerations. 

3.3.2: Recruitment, Design and Materials 

Prior to commencing recruitment, considerable time was spent thoughtfully curating a 

method which would, as much as possible, enable the researcher to engage with the 

population with dignity, respect and openness (BPS, 2014). This was achieved by ensuring 

the researcher was appropriately trained in risk assessment and management by attending 
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the Domestic Abuse, Stalking and Harassment and Honour Based Violence training 

(Richards, 2009). Secondly, the researcher reviewed all linguistic elements of participants 

facing materials to ensure they were appropriate for bisexual cisgender women who had 

experience of IPVA given the evidence which has shown negative effects of an over-reliance 

on heterosexual terms (Bacchus et al., 2018; Bornstein et al., 2006; Dickerson-Amaya & 

Coston, 2019). In doing so, a consultation was held with a representative from SafeLives, 

one of the UK ‘s leading IPVA charities, to review key participant facing documents. The 

outcome from the consultation was that alternative terms such as ‘unhealthy relationships’, 

‘relationship challenges’ or ‘toxic relationships’ were used to be more inclusive and to 

minimise perceived discrimination.  

Participants were then recruited via opportunity sampling. The researcher contacted 

53 agencies, charities and organisations who worked with individuals who were involved in 

offering support to people who had experienced IPVA and/or who were LGBT. Organisations 

were asked if they would use their communication platforms to advertise the project using 

the advertisement poster (Appendix A) and information form (Appendix B). All nine 

participants were recruited via this method.  

A participant experience flow-chart was developed to document participants 

movements through the research process (Appendix C). In order to assess whether 

participants met the inclusion criteria for the study (Appendix D), participants were invited to 

input their personal and demographic details onto an online screening questionnaire 

(facilitated by Qualtrics), and answer some screening questions (Appendix E). Participants 

were then contacted within twenty-four hours of completing the screening questionnaire to 

be advised whether they would be invited to attend a subsequent interview. A total of twenty-

four participants filled in the questionnaire, four were screened as not meeting the inclusion 

criteria and were subsequently offered alternative signposting and support. Twenty 

participants were invited to interview and sent the participant information (Appendix B) and 
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informed consent form (Appendix F). Nine participants in total responded and were 

subsequently interviewed.   

3.3.3: Interview Process 

Once participants had time to review, sign and send back the informed consent form, 

a mutually agreeable time and date was arranged to attend the interview via Zoom due to 

the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic and in line with the BPS Guidelines for Conducting 

Research with Human Participants during COVID-19 (2020). A robust pre-interview briefing 

was developed (Appendix C) to remind the participant of their right to provide informed 

consent, their right to withdraw, the limits of confidentiality, the purpose and aims of the 

research, as well as some of the steps which could be taken should the material become 

emotionally distressing such as skipping questions, coming back to a previous question, 

pausing, taking a break or stopping the interview at any time with no need to provide a 

reason. Once participants were happy to continue, the audio-recording function on Zoom 

was enabled and the interviews audio-recorded.  

Interviews followed the proposed semi-structured interview schedule (Appendix G). 

Interview lengths varied between forty-five minutes at the shortest and eighty-four minutes at 

the longest. During the course of the interview, the researcher was watchful for any signs of 

participant distress. At times where participants became distressed during the course of the 

interview, they were reminded of their rights to move to another question, pause, postpone 

or suspend the interview or completely withdraw from the process. If participants wished to 

carry on, the researcher used their clinical experience to offer containment and support 

through verbal and non-verbal communication as participants continued. At the end of the 

interview a full de-briefing was provided verbally as well as in the manner of a participant 

debrief form (Appendix H) which had details of resources and support services should 

participants need these. 

In relation to the interview schedule itself (Appendix G), the scope of the 

questions was purposefully left broad and a specific question about the interaction 
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between the participants sexuality at the time of the relationship and the IPVA 

experienced was omitted. The breadth of the questions asked was engineered in 

order to leave open, as much as possible, a space for participant talk about 

themselves and their relationship(s) to evolve, explore, contradict and conflate in a 

way that was as unguided by the interviewer as a semi-structured interview would 

allow. This was particularly important as the analysis, outlined subsequently in 

section 3.4, enables a particular focus on an inquiry into the simultaneous 

acknowledgement of multiple voices or perspectives and the recognition of 

competing voices and accounts even when these are in the minority of a text. By 

remaining as unintrusive as possible through non-directive questioning, it was hoped 

that participants could speak about the relationship in such a way that could 

encompass tangents, confusions, contradictions and complexities without being 

restricted by the specific nature of the questions.  

However, disadvantages of this could have been that some of the data 

collected could be deemed irrelevant or superficial or that participants felt too 

unguided or unstructured in their responses leading to a sense of rambling or 

pointlessness. Nevertheless, the researcher would argue that all data generated in 

these accounts was of potentially important value to answering the research question 

even if tangential or unclear on the ‘surface’ because the talk was analysed using a 

poststructural discursive approach which can analyse ‘underneath’ the talk to offer 

potential commentaries on meaning.  

A further reason to not include a specific question about the potential 

interaction of participant sexuality at the time of the relationship and the relational 

abuse was made to not put words into the mouths of the participants or to generate 

links which were un-organic. By asking a question about ‘whether’ or ‘how’ the 

abusive relationship was potentially shaped by participant sexuality, it was believed 

that the researcher may be pushing participants to generate talk on an object-subject 
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relationship which they may or may not have felt existed. This may have marginalised 

perspectives of participants who felt there was no interaction. Therefore, the scope of 

question two, ‘looking back, what do you think might have contributed to what 

happened during the relationship?’, was thought to be sufficient to cover this area of 

enquiry. Again, as with the overall broad nature of the interview questions, a potential 

weakness of this decision is that an opportunity was missed to identify specific ways 

in which participants discussed the sexuality and relationship nexus which could 

have extended the findings further. However, this pay-off was deemed to be 

worthwhile in the endeavour of attending to more natural or organic talk in participant 

accounts.   

Lastly, in acknowledgement of the significant time-contribution to the research that 

participants offered to discuss potentially distressing experiences, a reimbursement of a £20 

Amazon voucher each for participating was offered. To reduce any perceived pressure of 

this, participants were informed that should they wish to stop or withdraw from the interview 

at any time, they would still receive this reimbursement.  Reimbursement was offered in line 

with the BPS Code of Human Research Ethics which states; ‘If appropriate, a statement that 

recompense for time and inconvenience associate with participation will be given, without 

specifying the amount or nature of such recompense beyond the reimbursement of incurred 

expenses’ (BPS, 2014, p.19). All participants accepted reimbursement.   

3.3.4: Participants 

Participants were screened as mentioned above in line with the inclusion criteria. A 

full docket of the criteria is provided in appendix D, however, five particular criteria warrant 

comment here.  

Inclusion criteria one notes: ‘participants who are cis-gender females’. The 

decision to only include cisgender females and exclude, for example, transgender 

females was made after ongoing discussion and exploration within the research team. 

As discussed in chapter one, the subject of the ‘cisgender woman’ is considered in 
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this work to be embedded in historical and cultural forms of social practice, governed 

by discursive resources which are available to any one gender at any one time. Thus, 

it can be deduced that the forms of social practice available for bisexual cisgender 

women and bisexual transgender women may have differed given the changing social 

landscape of the 20th and 21st centuries in relation to attitudes towards gender diverse 

people.  

Therefore, the subsequent focus of chapter two was to offer an analysis of 

IPVA’s discursive development through time to provide the reader with a perspective 

through which bisexual cisgender women’s construction of IPVA in the present can 

be understood. If the focus of the research question and the analysis in chapter two 

and four was to include transgender women, it was decided that the scope of the 

analysis would be too broad to do justice to the development of the phenomenon for 

this sample over time. Importantly, this decision was not made to invalidate or further 

marginalise bisexual transgender women, but to acknowledge that a focus on 

bisexual transgender women would warrant a thesis of its own to allow enough space 

and analytic commentary to do justice to the variety or complexity of IPVA 

constructions and subject positionings that this group may have available or 

unavailable to them. Nevertheless, it is acknowledged that marginalisation may be a 

likely unintended consequence of this decision.  

Inclusion criteria eight notes: ‘participants who have been ‘out of’ any previous 

controlling, coercive or abusive relationship for a minimum of 6 months’. This was an ethical 

decision made to ensure, as much as possible, the privacy and safety of participants 

engaging with the research process. The WHO (Ellsberg & Heise, 2005) guidance on 

carrying out research with participants states that engagement in research when the abusive 

relationship is ongoing can pose significant risks to participants physical or emotional safety 

should the partner not see research involvement as favourable. Previous qualitative 

research carried out using bisexual survivor samples (Donovan et al., 2006; Hardesty et al., 
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2011; Head & Milton, 2014) has not explicitly prescribed time-lapse in how long participants 

would be required to have been ‘out of’ the relationship in published papers and there is 

limited in-depth evidence within the bisexual literature on this process. However, research 

carried out with female heterosexual samples (Khaw & Hardesty, 2015) outlines that a more 

permanent ending of a relationship is usually marked by an ending which has lasted a 

minimum of 6 months. Therefore, this is the timeframe which research team agreed upon.  

Criteria nine states; ‘participants who have experienced at least one intimate 

relationship in their lifetime which participants would consider to be in some way controlling, 

coercive or abusive’. Similarly, criteria ten states; ‘participants who, defined themselves as 

bisexual or attracted to more than one gender, at least to their partner, during the time of the 

abusive relationship’. The specificity of these criteria in enabling participants to self-

categorise their sexual orientation and relationship in this way aligns with the poststructural 

epistemology of this project which enables individuals to consider for themselves their own 

constructions and meanings of language rather than relying on arbitrary tools or criteria to 

define experiences on behalf of participants.  

Criteria ten states; ‘participants who, defined themselves as bisexual or 

attracted to more than one gender, at least to their partner, during the time of the 

abusive relationship’. As can be seen in the table below, the study included 

participants who, after the abusive relationship discussed in the interview, had gone 

on to define their sexual orientation differently to ‘bisexual’. Similarly, the study 

included participants who before their abusive relationship, identified themselves as 

belonging to a different sexual orientation than ‘bisexual’. The decision to approach 

participant sexual orientation in this way was made largely based on the research 

epistemology discussed in chapter one. This thesis considers bisexuality to be a type 

of social and relational practice rather than a stand-alone entity or discrete category. 

Therefore, the relational practice of ‘being bisexual’ during the time of the abusive 

relationship, even if previous or subsequent sexual orientation or categorisations 
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differ, has been considered sufficient to satisfy the focus of the research question. 

Furthermore, by not excluding individuals who previously or subsequently have 

chosen to categorise themselves differently, it is hoped that the analysis can include 

these transitions or recategorisations as a point of analysis in chapter four rather 

than using it as a reason for exclusion.  

This thesis does not consider bisexuality to be a stand-alone entity, nor does it 

consider the people who align to this orientation to be a homogenous group. Rather this 

work considers bisexuality as a type of social and relational practice which can be thought 

about as being in relation to other sexualities which then become organised into hierarchies 

and regulated by discourses. 

Demographic information was collected from each participant and a summary is 

reproduced in Table 1, below: 

Table 1: Demographic details of participants 

Participant 

Number 

Age Current Sexual 

Orientation 

Any Previous 

Sexual 

Orientation 

Ethnicity Religion 

1 35-44 Heterosexual Bisexual White: 

British 

Non-

Religious 

2 25-34 Bisexual Heterosexual White: 

British 

Non-

Religious 

3  25-34 Bisexual Heterosexual White: 

British 

Non-

Religious 

4  25-34 Bisexual Heterosexual White: 

British 

Non-

Religious 

5  35-44 Bisexual N/A White: Irish 

and British 

Buddhism 
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6  25-34 Queer Bisexual White: Irish Non-

Religious 

7  45-54 Bisexual N/A White: 

British 

Non-

Religious 

8 35-44 Bisexual Queer White: 

British 

Non-

Religious 

9  45-54 Bisexual Heterosexual White: 

British 

Christianity 

  

3.3.5: Data Collection  

The interview schedule was developed in accordance with the research questions 

and in collaboration with the research team. A final working interview schedule was drawn 

up to facilitate the elicitation of talk from participants in accordance with the research 

questions as well as to provide consistency across participant interviews. Contemporary 

critical discourse literature emphasises a ‘cautious’ and non-intrusive approach to 

interviewing (Fadyl et al., 2013) thus it was decided that 5 core questions (Appendix G) 

would be asked alongside any prompting questions as appropriate and in line with semi-

structured interviewing conventions (Whiting, 2008). The audio-recorded data from the 

interviews was transcribed manually by the researcher including appropriate omissions and 

anonymisations wherever required in line with data protection regulations.  

3.4: Analysis and Analytic Steps 

The discursive constructions of IPVA and the relational subject positions of 

participants in these nine accounts were central to the FPDA (Baxter, 2002). There are no 

formal or operationalised ‘analytic steps’ as noted in any of Baxter’s (2002) writings on the 

method of FPDA however she did highlight a number of ways in which an FPDA method 

could be applied to research without a constrained list of duties. In line with many discursive 

qualitative methods (Arribas-Ayllon & Walkerdine, 2017; Parker, 1999; Willig, 2003), the 
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initial phase of analysis often involves an immersion in the data achieved by reading through 

each transcript several times, making notes of emerging ideas, thoughts and content related 

to the research question.   

Once this immersion in the data was achieved, analysis became informed by the 

guiding principles of ‘polyphony’; the simultaneous acknowledgement of multiple voices or 

perspectives and ‘heteroglossia’; the recognition of competing voices and accounts even 

when these are in the minority of a text (Baxter, 2003). This phase of the analysis enabled 

the researcher to engage in the parts of participant talk about their relationship, IPVA and 

their subjectivity with an allowance for multiple or competing voices, letting go of a need to 

make the approach unified or thematic.  

Following this level of analysis was the identification and naming of discourses 

spoken within the interviews. The debate of who has the authority to claim the existence of a 

certain discourse has been contentious amongst discursive psychological researchers 

(Sunderland, 2004; Widdicombe, 1995). However, Baxter (2003, 2008) acknowledges 

discursive constructions as an insightful, historically bound and reflexive phenomenon which 

come into being and change over time rather than being objectively and observably ‘real’. 

This phase of the analysis was therefore more structured around the identification of 

discourses, firstly recognising and analysing the discourses which constructed the object of 

the abusive relationship and secondly, recognising and analysing the discourses which 

constructed certain relational subject positions which bisexual cisgender women were 

therefore able or unable to take up.  

In adopting an FPDA, the research attempted to balance ‘diachronic’ and 

‘synchronic’ approaches. A diachronic approach, as Baxter (2003; 2008) understands 

it, analyses the language, wording or discourse of a particular group or location over 

a period which she feels enables the recording overall patterns and developments in 

the discursive relationships of a social group. As demonstrated in chapter two, a 

diachronic approach to the current research was adopted using a genealogical-
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informed analysis of IPVA. Such a ‘top-down’ approach enabled the identification of 

language and discourse of IPVA over time and to track shifts as, when and if they occurred 

related to the wider social landscape of the UK across the ages. Subsequently the 

researcher then balanced the diachronic approach with a synchronic approach which offers 

the analysis a more ‘bottom-up’ perspective by micro-analysing the text or talk-event in a 

non-evaluative sense, simply giving denotative detail to the talk-event as well as using a 

more connotative analysis to interpret the data linking it to competing, multiple 

intertextualised discourses as presented in chapter four.   

A key dilemma raised in this claim involves the role of the researcher as a 

potential co-constructor of the data and analysis. The entanglements between the 

researcher and the participant regarding how participant talk comes into being and is 

subsequently analysed are acknowledged here as being present and potentially 

complex. This is mainly because the researcher belongs to, and lives within, the 

social environment which enables or disables certain ways of thinking, feeling and 

doing as they relate to gender, sexuality and IPVA. The subsequent impact of this is 

that the researcher’s ways of ‘doing’ the data analysis are likely to be influenced by 

individual differences and experiences. 

It is intended firstly, that an ongoing reflexive process has engaged the 

researcher in an open and thoughtful interaction with the participants and their data 

which has enabled certain beliefs, experiences and identities held by the researcher 

to be critically examined and their potential impact on the analysis acknowledged and 

bracketed as much as is consciously possible. Secondly, the focus of the analysis is 

on how bisexual cisgender women are ‘doing’ the ‘material’ within discursive 

contexts of IPVA. Therefore, an analytic focus on the discursive, rather than the 

phenomenological enables commentary about how language is ‘done’ by the 

participants themselves. By holding first, a focus on the development of the 

discursive legacy of IPVA over time in chapter two, before analysing transcripts, it is 
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intended that a commentary on participant’s constructions of IPVA can be claimed in 

singularity as it is credibly grounded in the initial genealogically informed analysis. 

Thirdly, the endeavour of the FPDA is not to lay claim to truth or to claim the findings 

produced represent a superior knowledge. It is clear in subsequent sections, such as 

in chapter five, that the analysis and findings represent one interpretation of the data 

and that other interpretations may differ. The goal of specifying that this research is 

focussed on participant constructions of IPVA rather than participant and researcher 

constructions of IPVA was not to negate the variable influence of each individual 

researcher on the findings, but rather to generate a focus on how participants 

themselves are able or unable to mobilise language and discourse. 

3.5: Researcher’s Reflexivity 

Within the poststructural paradigm, knowledge has been cited as being 

constructed rather than discoverable (Finlay, 2002; Sunderland, 2006), which requires 

a heavy and constant reliance on reflexivity on the part of the researcher. Embracing a 

feminist poststructural approach at the beginning of this project, left me at a loss. My 

perceptions of ‘certainty’ about the foundations of ‘truth’ and knowledge’ unravelled and it 

took me a while throughout the curation of the project’s methodology to ‘find my feet’. 

Through engaging deeply in the reading of poststructuralist authors, I found myself being 

invited to let go of my positivist or phenomenological assumptions about ‘things’ and ‘people’ 

and engage more deeply in the historical roots of my profession, the sociological and cultural 

tenants of this and how they had bearing on how my knowledge has been discursively 

produced.  

Deconstructing my own beliefs about what constitutes IPVA, gender and sexuality 

whilst simultaneously constructing a research project about such phenomena meant there 

have been multiple iterations of this project especially within its design phase. 

Fundamentally, I am a member of the society I am attempting to examine. Therefore, when 

considering what discourses of womanhood, bisexuality and violence I have been subjected 
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to, I realised I was being heavily influenced by a radical feminist philosophy adopted in my 

teens, an essentialist view of categorisations I picked up during my undergraduate, and 

more of a phenomenological perspective picked up in the early years of my CoP training. 

These ideologies were pushing me to hold certain rigid positions, for example, an 

understanding of people as clearly existing in a ‘victim’ or ‘perpetrator’ role with little flexibility 

or nuance. Furthermore, I realised I was being pulled to reproduce an ‘us’ and ‘them’ 

perspective in discussing heterosexual and LGB people, focussing heavily on the ways in 

which LGBT people have suffered at the hands of heteronormativity. Noticing myself 

engaging with (and, at times, upholding) these ideologies and discourses has been an 

imperfect and messy, sometimes I have caught myself too late when something of the 

project had already materialised, and sometimes too early before an idea or 

conceptualisation could fully develop.  

Noticing when I am being invited to take up certain positions such as that of the 

rescuer, the victim or at times, the perpetrator, has invoked much of my own material as a 

child who witnessed IPVA. My personal experiences have been beneficial in encouraging 

me not to oversimplify and retreat from material which is difficult to understand, such as the 

literature surrounding the epistemology of the project. However, they have also hindered the 

research process and made the designing of the project lengthy as I have engaged with a 

repetitive process of unlearning my taken-for-granted knowledges. I have had to spend time 

acknowledging that powerful parts of my personal experience exist, before asking them to 

step aside, so I can disengage from what is ‘known’ and to step into what is ‘unknown’.   

3.6: Criteria for quality in qualitative research 

The increase in qualitative research in psychology over the past two decades has led 

researchers from realist traditions to become concerned with the criteria for quality in 

qualitative research leading to calls for the development of guidelines which can distinguish 

between ‘good’ and ‘poor’ quality ‘evidence’ (Mays & Pope, 2020). Debates continue over 

the ability of researchers to declare criteria in qualitative research given the incomparability 
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of many paradigms and their associated methods (Hammersley, 2007). Foucault’s 

archaeological method outlined in The Order of Things (1970) outlines a critical approach to 

the various ways in which science and psychology have materialised under social conditions 

which legitimise a specific objective construction of knowledge which is made more 

acceptable than other more interpretive ways of knowing (Rose & Johnson, 2020). 

Consequently, and under the poststructural paradigm, the approach adopted in this research 

would hold a critical perspective traditional forms of quality assessment criteria, such as 

measures of reliability, validity and objectivity as constructs themselves which serve to 

hierarchy evidence in a way which lends power to research methods which can align with 

such measurements (Kumm & Berbary, 2018; Parry & Johnson, 2007).   

 Therefore, the below quality criteria used throughout this research process 

was not intended to lay claim to a superior level of knowledge or truth, but rather to 

enhance their rigour and transparency of the analytic process and findings to ensure 

adequate representation of the vast amounts of data in the findings. Firstly, the main 

researcher spent significant time familiarising herself with the analytic steps and 

process to ensure that engagement with the data was as ‘close to’ the guidance as 

possible. Secondly, the main researcher then worked alongside the wider research 

team to engage in ‘practice’ analyses of sample pieces of data (approximately 10 

extracts) to explore challenges in this type of analysis and develop a clearer 

understanding of the analytic process. Thirdly, the research team reviewed first and 

final drafts of the findings in depth, offering critical feedback and reflections about the 

extracts identified, the grouping of relational constructions and subject positions and 

the depth and clarity of the analytic commentary itself. Importantly, this step was not 

used to claim replicability of the findings, but rather to interrogate their credibility in 

relation to whether the research question, sampling, data collection, analytic steps 

taken, and overall conclusions aligned within the appropriate discursive and feminist 

poststructural frameworks. Fourthly, reflexivity was continually engaged with 
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throughout the research process to articulate and locate the researcher in the content 

and context of the data to support the transparency and trustworthiness of the 

research findings alongside the provision of extracts allowing the reader to consider 

the raw data alongside the analytic commentary.    
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Analysis 

4.1: Introduction to Chapter 

This chapter presents an analysis of accounts provided by nine bisexual cisgender 

women about their previous abusive relationship(s). The analysis aims to address the 

research question: ‘How do bisexual cisgender women construct their abusive 

relationship(s) and their positions within these?’ A summary of the analysis from the FPDA 

are presented in table 2 and outline four key constructions of the abusive relationship and 

two key relational subject positions which were identified. The two relational subject 

positions had a number of illustrative discourses within them which are explored in turn. 

These labels aim to provide insight to the accounts of participants rather than to reduce them 

into discrete categories, although it is acknowledged that the analysis is constrained by the 

linguistic resources available to the researcher, and that the words chosen to analyse the 

accounts are likely to hold multiple meanings for each reader (Paechter, 2001). 

Overall, these findings represent one of the multiple readings of the data and that 

they do not claim to hold a superiority in relation to ‘truth’ (Edwards et al., 1995). Instead, 

they simply hope to have something to say about the way in which bisexual cisgender 

women construct their abusive relationship(s) and their relational subject positions. This 

analysis suggests that bisexual cisgender women adopt and reject a range of discourses 

to construct their understanding of the relationship, broadly understood as the relationship as 

something which is ill-fitting to the discursive norm, the relationship as dually relational, the 

relationship as a site for relational patterns to be repeated and the relationship as subject to 

the surveillance of others. Furthermore, throughout participant accounts, participants 

seemed to position themselves in certain ways in relation to sex and sexuality within the 

relationship which will be explored. Overall, the findings hold relevance to CoP’s in clinical 

practice in their attempts to understand the complex constructions of abusive relationships in 

bisexual cisgender women’s lives, demonstrating the regulatory role of public discourses 
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of IPVA and how, through the course of the relationship, bisexual cisgender women 

navigate specific positions in relation to their sexuality intimate lives. 

Table 2. Summary of Presented Analysis. A summary of the construction of the object of 

the abusive relationship and the relational subject positions illustrated in the analysis is 

presented below.  

 

4.2: Constructing The Abusive Relationship 

4.2.1: The ‘Uncategorisable’ Relationship 

Most participants produced accounts of difficulty with defining their relationship, 

drawing on language depicting struggle, comparison and invalidation. These accounts 

largely problematised terms such as ‘domestic violence’ as not reflecting or fitting with their 

understanding of their relational difficulties.   

Extract 1:  

…but then even once I started to inch towards that realisation, there were just like 

gaping holes in my experience or like in this or in the representation of domestic abuse or of 

4.2 Constructing The Abusive Relationship  

4.2.1 The ‘Uncategorisable’ Relationship  

4.2.2 The ‘Two-Player’ Relationship 

4.2.3 The ‘Repeated’ Relationship 

4.2.4  The ‘Surveyed’ Relationship 

 

4.3 Relational Subject Positions Illustrative Discourses 

4.3.1 The Imperfect Bisexual 4.3.1a    The Uncertainty of Labelling 

4.3.1b    Sexuality or Trauma? 

4.3.2 The Bi-Sexual Victim 

 

4.3.2a    Blurred Lines 

4.3.2b    Sexual Violence and Horror  
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intimate partner violence or sexual abuse of any of those things that just my relationship 

didn't fit (Ciara, L422-425) 

Extract 2: 

…I think when you talk about domestic abuse. I really like you-you the image which 

comes to mind is you know like a like a broad man who's hitting a woman. That wasn't what 

was happening to me and you know it wasn't level, and although there was physical 

violence, it wasn't ever punches, you know […] and to this day I absolutely hate the phrase 

'battered woman'. (Sandra, L432-438) 

Extract 3: 

… But when I think of battered I think of fish you know or sausage or something, and 

it's just really like, yeah, I really don't get on with that term at all (Sandra, L441-443) 

Extract 4: 

…it’s so much easier to be like, oh, yeah, they were really like manipulative and 

controlling and gaslit me and everything. But it still feels uncomfortable to be like, yeah, I 

was in like my partner was abusive and I was in a domestic violence situation, like intimate, 

violent situation. Because those terms, you just, you think about what the stereotype of those 

terms is in terms of like, yeah, a mother not wanting to leave her children with a man who 

regularly beats her or pushes her down the stairs. (Emily, L500-505) 

Extract 5:  

…how do you know when it's happening? There's, (4.0) there's I think an assumption 

that it's clear cut (12.0) I mean what I've talked about has clearly been very borderline, but 

maybe there is no border. (Elaine, L276-278).      

Participants vividly offer a portrait of their construction of ‘domestic violence/abuse’ 

as something gendered, involving ‘a broad man who’s hitting a woman’ (Sandra) and 

created of severely violent components like ‘punches’ (Sandra), ‘beats her’, ‘pushes her 
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down the stairs’, (Emily). Participants also position the woman in the relationship as 

someone who is trapped or unable to free herself through the use of phrases like ‘not 

wanting to leave her children with a man’ (Emily). Sandra specifically offers us an insight into 

her distain for the image of the ‘battered woman’, problematising the term as something 

‘demeaning’ likening the process of being ‘battered’ to that of fish or meat produce evoking a 

sense of lifelessness and objectification.  

Subsequently, participants appear to be actively and explicitly differentiating their 

relationship, and therefore themselves, from these images which discourses of ‘domestic 

violence/abuse’ evoke; ‘that wasn’t what was happening to me’ (Sandra) or that ‘my 

relationship didn’t fit’ (Ciara). Emily produced an alternative conceptualisation of the nature 

of the relationship by introducing terms like ‘manipulative and controlling and gaslit’ whereas 

others like Elaine questioned the borders of categorisations of ‘domestic violence’ and 

positioned her ability to adopt it as ‘happening’ as very uncertain.  

Contrary to their abusive relationships being considered illegitimate or ambiguous, 

participants such as Rachel problematised categories such as ‘domestic violence’ 

differently, as a categorisation which reduced the multiplicity of her encounters in the 

relationship into one phenomenon: 

Extract 6: 

…just call it by like the numerous crimes it-it was like it was tens of counts of rape 

and aggravated assault and attempted murder and thousands of threats to kill…And like that 

kind of thing. Like sometimes it feels just very glossed over as like like it's just one crime. 

Like it's just one incident. Like it's not […] it doesn't feel like just one crime. If so, if I say I 

was experienced domestic violence, that doesn't that doesn't seem to get across what it 

was, as much as like, I remember him attempting to murder me on more than five occasions 

(Rachel, L602-610) 



71 
 

Specifically in Rachel’s construction of the relationship, she mobilises a legal 

discourse to shift her categorisation of the abusive relationship from being one unified 

abusive relationship towards it being deconstructed and acknowledged as the sum of 

multiple component ‘crimes’ or ‘incidents’ acted out by one person upon another. The 

‘domestic abuse’ which she identifies does not only group disparate acts together but also 

downplays and sanitises them.  

Across these extracts, by drawing vividly on public perceptions and legal narratives 

of ‘domestic violence/abuse’ and the ‘battered woman’ (Poorman et al., 2003), these 

bisexual cisgender women reconstructed their abusive relationships as not fitting the 

mould either by differentiating their relationship as less severe or more severe than social 

categorisations of IPVA would allow, or by deconstructing IPVA altogether. On one level, 

these extracts work to undermine and discredit the contemporary application of historically 

bound, normative constructions of an IPVA relationship exposed in chapter two. However, in 

doing so they simultaneously recognise and uphold the power that such discourses have 

had in affecting their ability to conceptualise their relationships as abusive. On another level, 

participants are utilising constructs of ‘domestic violence/abuse’ and the ‘battered woman’ to 

dissociate or discredit their experience, thus reinforcing the ideology that IPVA and those 

involved exist ‘out there’ in the extreme, rather than ‘in here’ in the mundane. 

Attempts to produce the relationship and therefore the self through differentiation is 

well documented as a discursive strategy, for example, Edley and Wetherell (1997) note 

that individuals depict their identity through a process of differentiation from ‘us’ and ‘them’. 

In this case, a number of offending characters are introduced, predominantly that of the 

material offending partner who attempted to ‘murder me on more than five occasions’ 

(Rachel) but also that of the discursive perpetrator, the man who ‘regularly beats her and 

pushes her down the stairs’ (Emily) as well as the discursive victim who is labelled the 

‘battered woman’ (Sandra). In differentiating themselves from these discursive figures, 

participants introduce themselves as holding contested individual identities which do not 
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submit to the traditional subject positions afforded to societies historical construction of the 

’domestic violence/abuse’ relationship discussed in chapter two. Nevertheless, in doing so 

participants become un-placed and un-categorisable.  

4.2.2: The ‘Two-Player’ Relationship 

In some participants’ accounts, their depiction of the struggle of constructing their 

relationship involved conceptualisations of identity, selfhood and agency resulting in a more 

co-constructed portrayal of their abusive relationship(s).  

Extract 7: 

…but just after I kind of felt like 'you were willing to do that and you kind of brought it 

on yourself a bit' (Ciara L138-139).  

Extract 8: 

…it either looks like you've walked into an abusive situation completely aware that it's 

going to be an abusive situation or you're just so stupid that you didn't think that it could 

potentially be a problem or it was. I don't know. It was just I didn't want the word abuse 

surrounding any of it. I just wanted it to be a case of no, this is just been a very big 

misunderstanding and no one is at fault, and no one, we've just got to move on. (Amanda, 

L663-667) 

Extract 9: 

… it's another dramatic thing that's happened in the life of Roxy and I felt really kind 

of erm, (3.0) bad that I'd kind of let myself get into that situation, even though. Erm, he was 

very controlling and manipulative, I kind of felt, erm, to blame for a lot of it. (Roxy, L224-226) 

These extracts demonstrate talk centred around being unwilling to associate the 

relationship with the term ‘abuse’ which is understood as consequently producing the 

bisexual woman in a binary position. These are depicted as either ‘brought it on yourself’ 

(Ciara) or that ‘you’re just so stupid you didn’t think it could potentially be a problem’ 
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(Amanda). By shifting their conceptualisation of the relationship away from something 

abusive towards something where ‘no-one is at fault’, ‘a very big misunderstanding’ 

(Amanda) or ‘another dramatic thing that’s happened’ (Roxy), it appears that these 

participants are able to maintain a sense of agency and thus legitimise the relationship as 

being more co-constructed in its difficulties. By refusing to adopt a hierarchical position 

where one person is ‘doing to’ the other, these extracts indicate that participants are able to 

manage their understandings of the way power is distributed across the dyad and distance 

themselves from conceptualisations of themselves as powerless or being ‘done to’.    

Furthermore, Amanda offers how the cultural and religious differences between her 

and her partner produced a set of circumstances which further problematised the adoption of 

terminology like ‘abuse’: 

Extract 10: 

…I felt I felt that I'd chosen to be in a relationship with this person, I knew that he was 

Muslim. What did I expect? It's my bad for not being able to cope. It's not-it's my bad for not 

being able to go down that road. So how can I-how can I go into a relationship with 

somebody who has completely different views and culture and then come out crying abuse? 

(Amanda, L656-660)  

Similar to the above accounts, Amanda constructs the relationship as involving two 

agentic parties, both who must ‘choose’ to be together. However in this extract, her talk 

utilised their ‘completely different views and culture’ as a mechanism to legitimise her claim 

that both parties within the relationship can construct the material differently. On one level, 

this holds her in a position of accountability and thus shared responsibility and power for the 

relational events due to her knowledge of his cultural and religious beliefs. Paradoxically 

however she also locates herself in a powerless position by privileging his version of the 

material relationship, over hers, further locating the source of the struggle in herself for ‘not 

being able to cope’ rather than within the intersubjective process of the relationship, or even, 
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in his actions. Roxy offers a similar conceptualisation when she describes how she felt ‘to 

blame for a lot of it’.   

In this particular construction, it appears participants inability to take up a position of 

both/and (for example that one can be both a willing participant and a victim) remain 

inherently tied to archaic social constructions of abuse, power, gender and relationships. 

Although poststructural authors such as Westlund (1999) have tried to consider, in the game 

of power relations between the abuser and the state, how women ‘regain their autonomy’, it 

is revealed in these accounts that in many relationships, autonomy is not simply a binary of 

loss or gain but is a more complex and at times ambivalent aspect of the relationship. We 

could argue that these participants are working hard to attempt to position themselves 

outside of the ‘victim/powerless’ position. However, discursively, there does not appear to be 

enough resource for women to present their ‘self’ as complex, multiple and fragmented. 

Feminist poststructural writers (Baxter, 2008; Przybyla-Kuchek, 2021) would likely highlight 

that this is one of the curses of womanhood. As gender (and sexuality) are traditionally 

produced in the binary, people become stuck within oppositional categories which are 

difficult to opt-out of. By distancing or rejecting themselves from traditional binary terms of 

victim/perpetrator these participants appear to be simultaneously producing and denouncing 

these reductionist view of roles within the relationship whilst attempting to ‘play in the grey’.    

4.2.3: The ‘Repeated’ Relationship 

This was discussed in the talk as participants took a retrospective view on the 

abusive relationship, later constructing it as a repetition of infantile relational dynamics.  

Extract 11: 

…so it was two really screwed up backgrounds, two really dysfunctional upbringings 

with alcohol in the mix, shabam, there you go. So we were just playing out all our 

insecurities, basically. Cus I'd grown up with that relationship style of, of, bring towards-

punish, because my mum would you know, one minute be saying 'I love you', the next she'd 
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be going, 'you're the devil'. Erm, she sometimes be aggressive, not violent, you know. 

Treading on eggshells. So that and that was that's what I was acting out with Susan. Yeah. 

all quite unconscious. (Lucy, L274-280).  

Lucy proposes that her and her partner had ‘two really dysfunctional upbringings’ 

where both are ‘playing out all our insecurities’. In doing so offers a notion of the relationship 

as a site where two people engage in repetitive enactments of earlier dynamics ‘that’s what I 

was acting out with Susan’. Other participants reflected on a similar dynamic: 

Extract 12: 

…I grew up in like a single parent household and my Dad was very not allowing of 

emotions. So I think two things kind of stack on each other a little bit. (Sandra, L267-269) 

Extract 13: 

…In some respects, there was some familiarity around that in there, there was a lot 

of violence growing up, with my Dad. So erm, and (5.0). I suppose (3.0) I suppose it was 

familiar at the same time erm (4.0). It cuts deeper because everything that he was doing kind 

of had a double impact. Erm, he would kind of criticise me as an adult, but I would kind of, 

erm I'd received it as an adult and as a child. (Roxy, L130-135) 

In these extracts, Sandra and Roxy demonstrate another dimension of complexity of 

the repeated patterning construction. Sandra conceptualises it as something which ‘stack on 

each other’ and Roxy conceptualises it as something which ‘had a double impact’. These 

participant extracts propose a multiplication effect of early life relationships and their re-

enactment. By adopting this relational construction in hindsight, participants appear to be 

constructing themselves as having multiple layers or parts, for example as Roxy describes 

receiving criticism ‘as an adult and as a child’, and how Lucy depicts herself as having 

‘unconscious’ and therefore conscious parts. 
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Participants appear to be drawing upon a psychoanalytic discourse, specifically ideas 

of the repetition compulsion as discussed in chapter two, which can be multiply interpreted. 

Participants attempts to retrospectively conceptualise their relationship in this way could 

produce a process whereby participants remove themselves from blame or responsibility 

over the relational dynamics by highlighting the role of the unconscious repetition, preferring 

to construct the relationship as an inevitable replication of infantile relationships. In doing this 

they are able to successfully negotiate discursive constructs of the ‘victim’ and remain within 

an individualised framework. Alternatively, this construction in comparison to the previous 

one’s outlined in this analysis, participants do not use this construction to mobilise denial, 

self-blame or minimisation of the abusive relationship, instead they offer a more benign 

account of the relationship and the self which offers an ability to create an account of the 

relationship as it is located as an event or timeframe within the continuum of the persons 

whole life story in an attempt to explain, not reduce, undermine or illegitimise.  

Amongst these different constructions of the ‘abusive relationship’, participants 

appear to be demonstrating what Baxter (2003) describes as the complex, contradictory, 

multiple and shifting meanings of the phenomenon. They appear to wrestle deeply with 

heteronormative, cohesive and categorised notions of the relationship and offer alternative 

conceptualisation. Furthermore, these bisexual cisgender women appear to be keeping 

the notion of the ‘abusive relationship’ under constant re-definition, by adopting or rejecting 

certain discourses which serve or do not serve them within each of their accounts, and 

across the accounts generated in their talk.  

4.2.4: The ‘Surveyed’ Relationship 

Concluding the constructions analysed in this section is that of the relationship which 

is perceived from the outside looking in. Some participants did not offer a problematisation of 

their internal construction of their relationships as being abusive, but alternatively introduced 

a construction of external figures and voices which served to invalidate or illegitimise their 

conceptualisation of the abusive relationship. 



77 
 

Extract 14: 

…I know basically it would be impossible to ever prove because no one's going to 

believe that I was raped by a guy and then went backpacking around South America with 

him for six weeks, like they don't aren't going to believe that those sorts of things happened. 

(Emily, L234-236) 

Extract 15: 

…and I always feel like because of the nature of things and like, because of the 

scene that I was involved with because of like elements of our relationships I'm like, oh, well 

you know people won't see that as valid (Sandra, L132-134) 

In their extracts, Emily and Sandra centralise constructs of truth and validity through 

the eyes of the other in their accounts. Emily positions other’s belief in her conceptualisation 

of the event of rape as ‘impossible to ever prove’ in direct relation to the behaviours 

exhibited at other times in the relationship which somehow serve to undermine her claims. 

Similarly, Sandra positions others as not seeing the abuse ‘as valid’ due to her and her 

partners involvement elsewhere in a bondage, discipline, sadism and masochism or BDSM 

community. These extracts demonstrate how the language used by bisexual cisgender 

women to construct or categorise abusive events in the relationship, such as ‘rape’, are 

subject to a complex process of epistemic questioning. Participants portray this process as 

being one which the discursive ‘other’ is positioned as holding the power to pass judgement 

or ruling on the validity of a truth-claim. Further that this is located in the context of the 

relationship as a whole which serves to undermine or render impossible that both abuse and 

other relational events can co-exist.  

The talk in these accounts appears to be resourced by the legacy of what Foucault 

(1975) describes as surveillance and normalising judgement as discussed in chapter two, 

which is sewn into the fabric of the construction of the relationship itself. For example in 

Sandra’s account, behaviours which exist outside the heteronormative framework such as 
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polygamy or unconventional consensual sexual behaviours are portrayed by her as being 

constructed by others as ‘problematic’, somehow fitting in the same category as coercive or 

abusive behaviours. This appears to render her ability to publicly construct the relationship 

as abusive even more impossible due to the relentless pressures of the heterosexual norm.  

Despite some participants rendering the abusive components of the relationship 

unprovable, Sue offers an alternative depiction of her situation.   

Extract 16: 

… But the policeman was like, ‘see this ((pointing to ring finger on hand)) I'm married 

too, know what it's like, just a bit of a spat isn't it, really?’. That's what he said to me. He-I 

tried to push to charge, to get him charged, ((he said)) 'not enough evidence'. (Sue, L118-

121) 

Sue highlights something of the material of the surveillance from authority figures and 

how the power which is held by the state can normalise or problematise relational practices. 

Across these extracts, participants propose that the ability to legitimise claims about the 

nature of the abusive relationship lays not within themselves, but within the other who yields 

power to discredit or validate. Socially and culturally this appears linked to the way in which 

bisexual cisgender women are being perceived by familial, legal or professional systems 

which are historically and culturally formed as discussed in chapter two. Sue in particular 

highlights how when a woman comes forward to make a disclosure, she moves from a 

position of ‘invisibility’ to ‘visibility’ which leads to the careful, and perhaps suspicious, 

assessment and monitoring of her internal world and external actions referred to by Foucault 

(1975). Unfortunately, what the talk appears to demonstrate is that this is a process of 

replacing interpersonal abuse with institutional violence whereby systems, which are 

informed by institutions, are perceived as rendering bisexual cisgender women’s 

acknowledgement of IPVA within the relationship as unrealistic and disenfranchised perhaps 

even prior to the disclosure itself.    
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4.3: Relational Subject Positions 

The relational subject positions identified during this analysis are specifically 

concerned with the ways in which participants adopted potentially different, competing and 

dynamic positions in their abusive relationships. As discussed in chapter three, the process 

of negotiating different positions impacts participants sense of how the world is to be 

interpreted from the perspective of who one takes themselves to be (Davies and Harre, 

1990). The two subject positions illustrated here are ‘The Imperfect Bisexual’ and the ‘Bi-

Sexual Victim’.  

4.3.1: The Imperfect Bisexual 

The majority of participant accounts mobilised this position within the abusive 

relationship which located them in a discourse of being uncertain, confused or reticent about 

their sexuality and the bearing this had on their subjectivity in the relationship. 

4.3.1a: The Uncertainty of Labelling. During the process of screening for 

participation, all participant’s reported that they identified as ‘being bisexual’ during the time 

of the abusive relationship. However, what was introduced in the talk was that this was a 

taken-for granted categorisation and, prior to considering the ways in which bisexual 

cisgender women construct themselves as taking up (or not) certain relational positions, a 

much more complex picture of what bisexuality is and whether this could be fully embraced 

required analysis.  

Extract 17: 

…I don't know if I ever identified as bisexual, I mean, I like because when I was 15, I 

started fancying women. So it was over quite a period of time, I was attracted to women. But 

erm, and in that time, I don't know if I, did I ever call myself gay or bi? I never did identify 

myself with anything. (Lucy, L222-225) 

Extract 18: 
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…sometimes I would feel that way I would feel like, you know, am I sexually 

adventurous enough is the fact that I only want to do certain things with certain people, 

regardless of their gender. Is that, like wrong? Is it does it say something about me and my 

sexuality ? (Ciara, L287-289) 

Extract 19: 

…I wasn't-I was only dating women then. I'm like, oh, you know, I feel like bisexual 

people will think that I'm like other. But then equally, when you're in the like when you go to 

LGBTQ plus events, then beforehand I was thinking. Yeah, but I've got a boyfriend, so I don't 

belong here either (Emily, L453-456) 

These extracts illustrate how these participants construct bisexuality as being related 

to constructs of identity ‘I never did identify myself with anything’ (Lucy), attraction, ‘I started 

fancying women’ (Lucy), emotion ‘I would feel that way’ (Ciara), sexual behaviours, ‘am I 

sexually adventurous enough’ (Ciara), and dating behaviours, ‘I was only dating women’ 

(Emily). Interestingly, these extracts depict a notion of illegitimacy surrounding their ability to 

fully take-up the bisexual sexuality, and subsequently adopt a position of belonging, 

preferring to position themselves on the outside of the sexuality and/or it’s associated social 

groups as spoken in Emily’s extract; ‘I feel like bisexual people will think I am other’ and ‘I 

don’t belong here either’. Contradictions between the narrative provided around identity, 

attraction, emotion, sexual and dating behaviours and the lack of positioning to the bisexual 

sexuality potentially demonstrates the difficulties participants have in aligning to this position.  

Analytically speaking, as outlined in chapter two, public discourses around bisexuality 

may be interacting with participants willingness to align to the bisexual position, namely be 

the perception that attraction ‘should’ be 50:50 to male and female, or that bisexuality itself 

involves specific sexual adventure such as threesomes (Barker et al., 2012). Participants 

demonstrate how the bisexual female identity is continually performed to a more or less 

‘successful’ degree. Thus in the context of the relationship, sexuality itself becomes another 



81 
 

site within which power games within the binary (belonging/exclusion and right/wrong) play 

out. It is not the bisexual sexuality itself which is contested, but individually, how able women 

feel to adopt and embrace the identity depending on how much or little it is being performed 

within the relationship. These extracts demonstrate how adopting the position of bisexual is 

perceived as conditionally tied to a number of practices and characteristics which affect the 

level to which participants can make an emotional commitment to the category membership.    

4.3.1b: Sexuality or Trauma? Another area of complexity which was produced in 

the talk was participants construction of their sexual orientation since their relationship had 

ended and subsequently which position they are now able to take up.  

Extract 20: 

…I tend to go for bisexual as a label, but more so I go for queer now because I don't 

really know whether I don't like men, like whether I'm actually, like, have trauma from my 

experiences with men so I don't date them or whether I actually just don't I'm not attracted to 

them. So now I'm like, I don't know if I'm like fully gay or whether I literally have just had such 

traumatic experiences with men that that's why I'm not dating them anymore and why I don't 

have an interest in dating them. (Emily, L263-268) 

Extract 21: 

…now it's just like, 'oh, he's good looking, but there's just nothing there'. I can't even 

explain it. It's just a void, I guess it is just gone. Literally, just a switch has been switched, 

and I just can't fathom having a relationship or any kind of outward feeling to a to a man. 

Just can't it's just gone. (Sue, L351-354) 

Emily and Sue’s experience of an abusive relationship with someone of the opposite-

sex was referenced in their construction of their sexuality subsequent to the relationship 

ending. Emily depicts a dilemma which she describes as ‘I don't really know whether I don't 

like men, like whether I'm actually, like, have trauma from my experiences with men’. Emily 

appears to make a distinction between ‘bisexual’ and ‘queer’ as it relates to her lack of 
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‘interest in dating’ men, with the latter being somehow more permissive of her lack of interest 

in dating men than the former would be. Sue elaborates in her account by constructing her 

‘outward feeling’ towards a man as ‘a void’ or ‘like a switch has been switched’, 

understanding her ability to feel attracted to men and therefore maintain her bisexuality as a 

quality or characteristic which can be gained or lost based on experiences.  

Lucy further offers her conceptualisation of her sexuality following the ending of an 

abusive relationship with someone of the same-sex.  

Extract 22: 

…when I finished (with) Susan, I was about 24 and I think I slept with one other 

woman and I just, it was really strange because I ended up going from, like women. And 

then I went through a phase of I didn't sleep with but getting off with gay men or bisexual 

men, and then working back to straight men, it was all a bit strange. So since then, I've 

always kind of. Seen, myself is straight, really. (Lucy, L225-230) 

Lucy offers an account of her sexuality after the relationship ended as functioning in 

‘phase’(s) which she conceptualised as being ‘all a bit strange’. She also presents a 

contradiction between her sexual and dating behaviour and the sexual orientation, ‘straight’, 

which she ultimately categorises herself as which also works to denounce the possibility of 

future romantic relationships with a same-sex partner.  

What participants appear to draw our attention to is the way in which they have 

constructed their abusive relationship and the sex of the partner to have interacted. The 

subsequent problematisation is discursively placed in the sex of the partner, instead of 

elsewhere like within the relationship, or even within the self. In turn this appeared to render 

it impossible for the individual to position themselves as attracted to someone of that sex any 

longer, with obvious implications on the subjectivity and positioning of individual sexual 

orientation. Taking up this position of being ‘traumatised’ as in Emily’s account enables 

participants to adopt a psychotherapeutic discourse regarding the intrapsychic process of 
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traumatisation (Herman, 2015) marked by experience of avoidance: ‘that’s why I don’t have 

an interest in dating them’ and emotional numbing: ‘there’s just nothing there’. Further, these 

extracts, indicate a lack of autonomy or choice in the process of sexual attraction changes, 

‘just can’t, it's just gone’, indicating the role of a powerful interactive psychological process of 

the abusive relationship. By positioning their sexuality as shifting post-relationship, these 

participants are giving weight to the impact of the abusive relationship as yielding the power 

to alter internal perceptions of attraction towards others.    

4.3.2: The Bi-Sexual Victim  

Most participants made effort in their accounts to speak about how the difficulties 

encountered within the relationship played out in the arena of sex, sexual intercourse and 

sexual activity.  

4.3.2a: Blurred Lines. The first illustrative discourse, ‘blurred lines’ demonstrates 

how participants mobilised consent and coercion discourses which served to demonstrate 

the complexity of the position of the bi-sexual victim.   

In describing an extract she wrote in her diary as a teenager, Emily describes: 

Extract 23: 

…I'd either say, like, 'oh, you know, we had sex again today. It really hurt to begin 

with and I told him I didn't want to, but he convinced me it would be OK like that I'd enjoy 

eventually. And so I, I did it anyway. And then, yeah, it wasn't great, but, you know, it was 

alright'… (Emily, L29-31) 

Extract 24: 

So and there was a lot of sexual violence involved as well. And not, it was more sort 

of on the side of being very coercive and if I were to say 'no', then it would be an argument 

or it would be dealing with him just being very unpleasant to the point where it felt safer to 

say yes to things, even if I didn't want to go there. And like he knew-ha-I-I very acutely 
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remember erm towards the later stages of our relationship a point when he would said 

afterwards, 'oh yeah, I could tell you weren't into it'. (Sandra, L15-20) 

Extract 25: 

Erm (1.0) and he he was very sexually adventurous, which at the beginning was 

exciting, but then it became obligatory and if I didn't want to do it, it was like, Oh, you don't 

love me anymore, you know, it became very manipulative and coercive. (Ciara, L122-124).  

In the above extracts, these participants constructed sexual activity in the relationship 

as a site within which coercive tactics played out, such as in Emily’s account where she 

notes ‘he convinced me it would be OK like that I’d enjoy it eventually’ and in Sandra’s 

account where she describes ‘if I were to say ‘no’, then it would be an argument’. 

Importantly, these participants make clear that in these instances sexual activity was 

unwanted ‘I told him I didn’t want to’ (Emily), but that the consequences of this refusal were 

conceptualised as ‘unpleasant’ (Sandra), leading to a shift in consenting behaviour in order 

to manage the dynamic or one’s own safety ‘it felt safer to say yes’ (Sandra).  

These participants appeared able to adopt the discourse of consent and coercion to 

describe the power dynamics within the sexual parts of the relationship, implicating their 

partner at the time as the individual who engaged with coercive practices which blurred lines 

around participants ability to engage in clear consenting practices. Discourses around 

consent and sexual harassment gained popularity in the USA and UK mainstream culture 

from the mid 2000’s following legislative changes to the Sexual Offences Act 2003 and the 

beginning of the social media campaign ‘#MeToo’ (Hillstrom, 2019). Although upon first 

reading, participants appear to be clearly positioning their partner as coercive and 

themselves as unwilling victims, a deeper analysis reveals a more complicated story. 

Typically, legal, sociological and psychological constructs of consent have centred the notion 

of ‘no means no’ which Dubrofsky and Levina (2020) argue obfuscates the ambivalent ways 

women navigate sexual relationships. For these bisexual cisgender women their talk 
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reveals the complexity of the issue of consent by highlighting how feelings of enjoyment, 

excitement, obligation as well as attempts to manage interpersonal conflict lead to them to 

walk the line between willing and unwilling participant in a way which would minimise 

potential fallout. These participants’ talk reveals the complex cost-benefit analysis which they 

have had to engage with to manage the power-laden interpersonal dynamics which they are 

faced with. The ‘blurred’ nature of their consenting practices appears more reflective of 

safety-seeking and survival behaviours than it does about sexual practices.  

Alternatively, Ciara offers a more complex account of her position within the sexual 

proportion of her abusive relationship. 

Extract 26: 

…being a willing participant as well like that gets very blurred, so sometimes I find it 

hard to lay claim to, to victimisation when there was two-two identical instances of sex, one 

where I wanted to do it and one where I didn't. Both times ending, for example, in pleasure 

of some sort, that becomes almost like I can't even explain it now, it's like, you know, was I 

victimised when there was a part of me that enjoyed certain elements? Erm, and that is very 

confusing. (Ciara, L447-451) 

Ciara mobilises different positions in her extrapolation of the sexual component of her 

abusive relationship. Firstly, she introduces two opposing positions, that of the ‘willing 

participant’ and that of the ‘victim’. Although it may appear that Ciara presents these in the 

binary, what she also embraces is the ‘blurred’ and ‘confusing’ nature of the two positions 

which she is unsure how to navigate. She appears to construct ‘pleasure’ as the indicator 

which denies her from being able to fully take up the victim position, as if one cannot both 

gain pleasure and enjoyment from the relationship and be victimised by it. What is made 

clear in these extracts is that for some, this discourse has permeated the way in which 

bisexual cisgender women are able to position themselves clearly as the ‘sexual victim’. 
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For others, the whereas the discourse of coercion is readily available, other confusing 

factors of sexual pleasure and enjoyment muddy the waters of claims of victimhood.     

4.3.2b: Sexual Violence and Horror. The following extracts demonstrate how 

participants made efforts to use explicit talk in the retelling of material events which 

positioned them as the sexual victim of horrific and grotesque sexual abuse.   

Extract 27: 

…I remember, like once, you know, her just wanting to carry on, even when I said I 

wanted to stop and her just going 'oh come on' or how I just kept touching herself when I just 

carried on watching TV or something. I mean, it's pretty gross. (Lucy, L200-202) 

Extract 28: 

…we were sat in the living room. And he started touching himself. And said that it'd 

been a very long time and, you know, I am a bitch I am a slag I am a prostitute, so why not? 

If, if, why not, you know, come and toss him off or whatever he wanted (Amanda, L412-415) 

These extracts establish how participants present their partner as subjects who 

continually pursue sexual contact, ‘her just wanting to carry on’ (Lucy), in a persuasive or 

relentless fashion ‘her just going “oh come on”’ (Lucy), or by objectifying them, ‘I am a bitch I 

am a slag I am a prostitute, so why not?’ (Amanda). For Lucy and Amanda, they explicitly 

demonstrate how their partner would engage in masturbation in their presence, positioning it 

as ‘gross’ (Lucy). As the partner who says ‘I wanted to stop’, Lucy clearly positions herself as 

being victimised by her partners continual sexual advances and sexually explicit behaviours 

in front of her.  

Rachel further offered a vivid account of a time which she was raped by her partner. 

Extract 29: 

…at which point-at which point I got (5.0) really, really vi-vi-vio-violently, erm ra-ra-

raped in ev-ev-every way that he could, and because like he he tore-tore me and you could 
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hear 'oofs' and then like he'd ts ts-because I was on my face at the time, put a pillow over my 

head ((becoming tearful)) and he wouldn't take it away, erm, and then I lost consciousness. 

(Rachel, L159-163) 

Rachel initially offers a construction account of the event as a rape, ‘really vi-vi-vio-

violently, erm ra-ra-raped in ev-ev-every way that he could’ but then employs much more 

visceral language such as ‘tore me’, ‘oofs’, ‘pillow over my head’, ‘lost consciousness’ to 

further detail her account. By describing their sexual experiences through the use of explicit 

and visceral language, on one level participants are working hard to legitimise their position 

as the sexual victim. This is perhaps related to again to the gaze of the other in surveying 

the validity of accounts. However, on another level participants are perhaps attempting to 

powerfully convey something beyond positions of perpetrator and victim, by communicating 

the unspoken horror and disgust of the intricate moments beyond the socially assigned 

categorisations of ‘sexual abuse’ and ‘rape’ which may serve to sterilise the emotive nature 

of events.  

By engaging in visceral and emotive language to explicitly describe attacks on 

their sexual physiology, participants could be seen to be crossing the threshold of the 

material existence of the body into a bodily existence beyond the skin. Holland and 

Ramazanoglu (2002) describe the ways in which the female body has been socially 

constructed through a heteronormative male gaze which enables certain ways of seeing the 

body, and doing to the body, to be more easily discursively constructed than others. Indeed, 

Amanda offers us some of those constructions in her account, ‘I am a bitch I am a slag I am 

a prostitute’. Perhaps, given the ease of which the female body can be sexually degraded 

under the public gaze (Choi & DeLong, 2019; Corsianos, 2007) participants explicit talk is 

used to shock or disgust the recipient into an acknowledgement of the actual horrors of this 

type of encounter beyond the discursive. Furthermore, participants could be mobilising 

language which exposes their ex-partners sexually abusive behaviours in a way in which 

parallels their own exposure and indecency during the events. This construction analytically 
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demonstrates how these participants adopt explicit talk about the sexual horrors within the 

relationship to convey multiple meanings on potentially different levels of awareness. 

4.4 Summary of Analysis 

Overall, during the interrogation of these bisexual cisgender women’s accounts of 

their abusive relationship(s), this analysis argues that bisexual cisgender women construct 

their abusive relationships in complex, contradictory and multiple ways and in doing so, 

problematise the unification of abuse into one phenomenon and reject the use of 

categorisations. Furthermore, this analysis argues that we can also problematise the 

unification of the bisexual female herself, and instead open up alternative ways of 

conceptualising her positioning within her sexuality and her abusive intimate relationships as 

multiple and interactional with her relational encounters. The analysis also serves to remind 

CoP’s and other therapeutic practitioners that bisexual cisgender women who encounter 

abusive relationships are forced to negotiate powerful discourses of womanhood, sexuality 

and abuse simultaneously which has significant bearing on their positioning in the 

relationship. In doing so, it is hoped that CoPs will look with open eyes and a critical gaze at 

how differently these types of abusive relationships are discussed in the therapeutic 

encounter and question what this means for how bisexual cisgender women understand 

themselves, the other and their relational worlds.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: 

Discussion 

5.1: Introduction to Chapter Five 

This final chapter discusses the findings produced in chapter four, to answer the 

research question ‘how do bisexual cisgender women construct their abusive relationships 

and what are their positions within these?’. Following the FPDA, abusive intimate 

relationships have been shown to be constructed in multiple, complex and contradictory 

ways and are resourced by particular linguistic and discursive constructs. Traditional 

discursive constructions of IPVA and bisexuality in abusive relationships have been 

rendered problematic or lacking, and alternative more complex conceptualisations have 

been exposed in the talk. Overall, it is argued that this research contributes to raising CoP’s 

awareness of how IPVA in bisexual cisgender women’s lives is not a monolithic and robust 

concept, but instead can become subject to diverse conceptualisations, all of which have an 

impact on the way in which bisexual cisgender women make meaning about the 

relationship and their own subjectivity. It is therefore expected that these findings will extend 

an invitation to CoP’s to go beyond traditional conceptualisation of IPVA and ‘not to assume 

the automatic superiority of any one way of experiencing, feeling, valuing and knowing’ 

(Larsson et al., 2012, p.55). 

This chapter will first evaluate the findings considering their potential 

contributions to counselling psychology. Then the chapter will go on to evaluate the research 

methodology and the method. Thirdly the chapter will offer a final reflexive account before 

determining considerations for future research and offering a concluding statement. In 

discussing the findings of this research, it is important to emphasise that the claims made 

are to remain in the limits of poststructural discursive commentary. That is, that the findings 

and their associated conclusions will honour their poststructural epistemological position in 

making no absolute claim to truth (Belsey, 2002), but alternatively offer one discursive 

commentary on the varied conceptualisations alluded to in that talk.    
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5.2: The Research Findings and Potential Contributions to Counselling Psychology 

The main contribution of this thesis is that it offers a critical resource for CoP’s to 

allow them to become aware of the various discursive constructions of IPVA at play in our 

social world, and to spotlight how bisexual cisgender women in particular navigate these 

constructions within their abusive relationships and the impact of this on their positions within 

the relationship. This has been achieved in chapter one where a problematisation of current 

constructions of bisexual IPVA was discussed and in chapter two where a genealogically 

informed analysis of the histories of IPVA constructions was offered. This subsequently 

indicated the need for an analysis to generate alternative discursive commentary about the 

potentially complex and different ways in which bisexual cisgender women use linguistic 

resources to construct their intimate relationships and their positions within these, and how 

these may be linked to wider systems of legitimation and power. By offering an alternative 

commentary in chapter four, it is hoped that the analysis will generate a space for CoP’s to 

reflect critically about how they themselves understand relational abuse and to sensitise 

them to alternative non-heterosexual perspectives.  

5.2.1: Discursive Constructions of ‘The Abusive Relationship’ 

The first key finding illustrated that bisexual cisgender women utilised or distanced 

themselves from different discourses across their conceptualisations of the abusive 

relationship. This appears to be a common phenomenon across studies looking more widely 

at discursive practices in intimate relationships as a whole (Baly, 2010; Jen, 2019). However, 

what is perhaps novel is how these participants worked hard to distance themselves from 

socially and historically constructed discourses of IPVA, instead choosing to understand 

themselves as having intrapsychic features such as agency, knowledge, understanding and 

histories which render them unable and/or unwilling to adopt the dominant discourse. This 

effort to differentiate from the widely adopted construct of IPVA might deter CoP’s from co-

opting a gendered, historically informed framework of IPVA when working with bisexual 

cisgender women and open CoP’s up to the multiple ways in which difficulties and abuse in 
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intimate relationships can be practiced and understood. Although the legacy of the CoP 

profession implores us to ‘embrace wider understandings of what it means to be human’, 

(Lane & Corrie, 2006, p.14), as professionals we are all functioning equally as members of 

the society within which certain frameworks of understanding, dominate and thus potentially 

suffer the fate of categorisation and reductionism in our clinical work. 

In the first two constructions, the ‘uncategorisable’ and ‘two player’ relationship, 

participants focussed in their talk on a rejection of the wider heteronormative IPVA 

construction through depiction of an internal struggle and comparison to the norm, or 

through the maintenance of agency and identity which rendered the adoption of hetero-

typical roles of victim and perpetrator problematic. In the subsequent two constructions, the 

‘repeating patterns’ relationship and the ‘surveyed’ relationship, participants focussed on 

external factors such as their own histories or the perspective of others in order to further 

problematise the wider IPVA construction and distance themselves from aligning with it. 

Across all four discursive constructions, participants appear to be constantly emphasising a 

process of reaching beneath the IPVA label and ideology to maintain their own specific and 

unique conceptualisation of the relationship in their own right. This effort to differentiate from 

the widely adopted construct of IPVA might deter CoP’s from co-opting a ‘one size fits all’, 

heteronormative, historically depicted framework of IPVA when working with bisexual 

cisgender women and open CoP’s up to the multiple ways in which difficulties and abuse in 

intimate relationships can be practiced and understood.     

5.2.2: The Relational Subject Positions 

The second key finding made visible two subject positions as they related to the 

varied constructions of the abusive relationship. These positions located bisexual 

cisgender women as involved in a complex process of traversing different positions in 

relation to sexual practices in the relationship and in relation to categories of sexual 

orientation. From a poststructural stance, especially in relation to positioning theory (Davies 

& Harre, 1990), the analysis made visible how participants shifted in to and out of certain 
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positions over time and thus altering their vantage point of how they were able to maintain a 

cohesive sense of themselves especially as it related to sexuality and sexual behaviours 

across the course of the relationship and beyond. For CoP’s, this perspective enables 

practitioners to see sexuality, and by extension, sexual practices, not as a fixed, simplistic 

and constant entity (Reynolds & Wetherell, 2003) but as something which has the potential 

to constantly change in light of relational experiences.  

The position of the ‘imperfect bisexual’ captures how some participants 

acknowledged the bisexual label as a taken-for-granted form of knowledge and social 

categorisation, and whilst this term may currently or in the past have provided a best-fit for 

their sexual orientation, bisexual cisgender women appear to be navigating concepts of 

attraction, emotion, sexual and dating behaviours, past and present, to position themselves 

in different ways over time, usually in light of the heterosexual and homosexual binary. Of 

particular note here for CoP’s was participant’s adoption of a ‘trauma discourse’ in 

convoluting the lines between sexuality and relational experience and shaping future 

interactions.  

The position of the ‘bi-sexual victim’ highlights how participants utilised a number of 

discursive and linguistic resources to reflect on their position as being victimised during sex 

practices in the relationship. Unlike other portions of participant talk where claims to 

victimisation were laden with discursive potholes which disabled these bisexual cisgender 

women from adopting the wider IPVA construction, the domain of sexual violence was 

positioned as a central arena within which victimisation could be more easily adopted even 

when boundaries were blurred or confused. Nevertheless, participants equally problematised 

consenting practices demonstrating the power of enjoyment and pleasure as emotions which 

then disable victimhood from being fully adopted. 

5.2.3: Implications for Counselling Psychology Practice 

In relation to the wider body of literature about IPVA within heterosexual 

relationships, bisexual IPVA is a relatively unrecognised phenomenon. Within the 
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therapeutic encounter, as noted by Head (2020), this might mean that bisexual cisgender 

women are not as forthcoming about their relational difficulties or may not be clear or open 

about their sexual orientation and their discoveries within this. This study provides CoP’s 

with a type of critical knowledge which enables them to centralise, not marginalise, complex 

issues of relational abuse and bisexuality in a way which could open up conversations which 

might have previously been silenced or simplified. Due to the work of this thesis, these 

conversations might be instructive to CoP’s in the following ways.  

Firstly, what has been made clear from the findings is the multiple and contradictory 

ways in which bisexual cisgender women come to construct their relational experiences. 

As a CoP working psychotherapeutically with individuals or couples, initial assessments 

often involve an exploration and subsequent formulation of intimate relationships (past or 

present). A recent SafeLives (2019) report stated that as low as 15% of mental health 

professionals routinely ask about IPVA with barriers including a perceived absence of 

expertise, the presence or partners or the fear of offending or re-traumatising the individual. 

It is therefore intended that this research equips CoP’s to feel competent in their knowledge 

about the discursive history of IPVA, which may increase their confidence in understanding 

this as an issue which few people get ‘right’, but one which can be linguistically constructed 

and negotiated in many different ways. In understanding the findings of the genealogically 

informed analysis in chapter two and the FPDA in chapter four, CoP’s may feel better 

equipped to directly ask about, explore and help capture relational difficulties and abuse 

especially in bisexual cisgender women’s lives. In doing so, CoP’s might pay particular 

attention to what language is adopted or rejected, and remain curious of why this might be, 

given the weight of certain discourses surrounding the issue and not rush to simplified 

conclusions about the state of the union.  

Secondly, when encountering bisexual cisgender women in clinical practice, it is 

intended that more awareness may be brought to complicated nature of bisexuality. 

Although a poststructuralist view on sexuality would hope to deconstruct any sense of it 
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fitting into a coherent ‘identity’, other perspectives alive within the diverse field of counselling 

psychology may prefer to essentialise diverse sexual practices as belonging to a specific 

category or identity, viewing it as stable over time as an essential part of what it means to be 

a person (Hicks & Milton, 2010). Based on these findings, CoP’s would be encouraged to 

engage openly in conversations about sex and sexuality and how these constructs are 

understood, as well as in how the person understands them as interacting with (or not) their 

intimate relationships. In order to do this they may pull on the discursive resources 

discussed in chapter two which demonstrated that our understanding of sexuality is 

inextricably linked to cultural and historical contexts. They may further reflect on the findings 

from chapter four which takes this one step further in adding that this is also potentially 

linked to our relational experiences and the genders of our partners which can influence 

someone’s conceptualisation of their sexuality to become more or less clear.  

When addressing sexuality concerns, especially as they relate to abusive intimate 

relationships, a tendency in CoP practice might be to ‘normalise’ practices of sexuality 

questioning, shifting or altering. Whilst this may be useful reducing stigma and thus the load 

of minority stressors (Meyer, 2003), Winslade (2013) highlights that there is greater value in 

inviting client’s to deconstruct the process of the normalising judgement, rather than just 

offering normalising judgement in isolation. He argues that Foucault’s position, to actively 

deconstruct rather than to withhold judgement, can increase personal agency and offer an 

invitation to take responsible action over the discourses which have shaped the judgement 

to begin with. Therefore, although these findings demonstrate that particular attention may 

need to be paid to experiences of sexuality confusion as a result of abusive relational 

practices, prioritisation might need to be given to supporting bisexual cisgender women to 

develop their own conceptualisation of their gender and sexual practices in a way which 

deconstructs harmful social rhetoric, for example misogynistic or biphobic views, or 

destructive, oppression or incoherent narratives developed within a the abusive 

relationship(s).     
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5.3: Evaluation of the research 

5.3.1: Evaluation of The Methodology 

This section aims to evaluate the choice of employing a feminist poststructural 

approach, and the method adopted to address this research question. In the endeavour of 

producing knowledge, it is recognised that to choose one methodology over another is 

always an imperfect practice as to do so rejects the study’s ability to make certain claims or 

realise certain outcomes (Willig, 2003). The process of adopting a methodology for a certain 

research question is therefore iterative and often is considered as a best-fit as it was with 

this research study.  

FPDA is based on a poststructural ontology and epistemology which presents rich 

theoretical frontiers in gender-based research. Therefore, FPDA argues that language 

produces meaning and reality, it does not mirror it Przybla-Kuchek (2021). FPDA’s anti-

materialist leaning as discussed in chapter one and three is a controversial issue, especially 

given the topic of this thesis being one synonymous with excessive suffering and, in some 

cases, as having extreme consequences such as death (van Wormer et al., 2009). Critics of 

this approach may highlight that this lens runs the risk of invalidating to the material reality of 

abusive people, events or relationships and rubs up against the efforts of individuals and 

organisations who have worked tirelessly to raise awareness for violence against women 

and girls. Furthermore, CoP’s adopting a realist or phenomenological lens on research and 

practice could argue that feminist poststructuralism offers a pessimistic view of the bisexual 

woman in a way which rejects her as being a unified, agentic, rational and self-determining 

individual, preferring to view her as someone pre-programmed with social discourses who is 

deterministically positioned to follow certain socio-cultural patterns or rules (Kendall et al., 

2003).  

Whilst these criticisms are valid and will undoubtedly continue to fuel debate and 

discussion within the field of counselling psychology research, a number of counterpoints 

can be raised. Firstly, as noted in chapter one and three and as drawn from Nicolson’s 
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(2019) writings, this thesis has advocated for a ‘material-discursive’ position as it relates to 

IPVA. That is one which understands the material reality of abuse, but which also 

acknowledges that the explanatory frameworks which sit around that incident can enable or 

constrain our ability to generate and create alternative possibilities. FPDA as a tool is not 

concerned with deciding what can exist in the material, but is more concerned with 

generating freedoms from categorisation, binary thinking and essential identities which, in 

the case of IPVA as outlined in chapter two, make it difficult for bisexual cisgender women 

to construct their relationship in a way which encourages detection, understanding and 

responsible action to take place.  

Secondly, is the conceptual issue of feminist poststructuralism’s consideration of 

women as having multiple, contingent and contradictory parts in opposition to the more 

humanistic view of the individual as someone who is self-actualising and importantly has a 

locus of control (Rogers, 1959). This rebuttal would argue that by adopting a theory which 

over-relies on a theory of selfhood which neglects the contributions of the oppressive 

conditions of people’s lives, the power of regulatory discourses and the systems which 

construct meaning, we are actually more likely to make the mistake of adopting a ‘victim-

blaming’ attitude than if we acknowledged who or what is more likely to be doing the 

controlling in our social lives. Especially in relation to this topic, individuals who have 

encountered sexual abuse are more likely to be exposed to victim-blaming attitudes when 

they are unable to coherently label or identify their experience (Johnson et al., 2021). By 

adopting a poststructural approach, this research has been able to step outside of the 

discourse, for example that of the ‘battered woman’, and open up a space for 

acknowledgement that bisexual cisgender women who have encountered relational abuse 

are complex beings who do not necessarily require unification in order to become valid.     

5.3.2: An Evaluation of The Method 

This study employed the technique of semi-structured interviewing as a form of data 

collection and recruited participants via opportunity sampling, both of which have been 
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recognised as having their own limitations. It is recognised that the findings produced here 

are generated from the data provided specifically by these nine participants and that other 

individuals may have generated completely different accounts of their previous abusive 

relationships. FPDA is a discourse analysis methodology which is interested in how people 

become themselves and construct phenomena through examining spoken words Przybla-

Kuchek (2021). Thus, the approach is not concerned with whether the words are true or 

false, meaning that possible differences in analytic findings are expected and the value of 

the contribution to knowledge is not diminished. 

The choice of data collection technique as Jorgensen and Phillips (2002) 

understands it, relies on the relevance of the material available in the social domain and 

whether or how one can gain access to it. As discussed in chapter three, semi-structured 

interviewing is a commonly recognised way of gather qualitative data although it is 

recognised that there is relative novelty to the FPDA approach rendering specific 

recommendations of data collection unavailable to date. Willig (2003) further points out that 

if the research question asks about how individuals construct meaning in relation to a 

specific topic, then transcripts of semi-structured interviews would be deemed an appropriate 

form of data collection. This is in so long as the researcher can identify the way in which the 

researcher themselves are implicated in the process of data generation, in the interview, 

data choice and data analysis which will be explored at the end of this chapter. Furthermore, 

due to the sensitivity of the topic and the subsequent protections in place for the 

safeguarding of people who have encountered IPVA, access to such naturally occurring talk 

was deemed unrealistic and had its own complex ethical considerations which rendered 

semi-structured interviewing a more contained and appropriate form of data collection. 

The use of opportunity sampling carries its own set of evaluative questions, such as; 

‘who is included in qualitative research?’. This research in its recruitment attempted to gain 

breadth of exposure to different participants by recruiting through 53 organisations each with 

a varied focus on supporting individuals across the LGBTQIA and IPVA groups. However, a 
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biasing of the sample could have occurred in two ways. Firstly, services and agencies tend 

to organise themselves around the ‘type’ of individual they support, meaning that the 

number of groups supporting IPVA ‘victims’ or ‘survivors’ far outweighs those who 

support ‘perpetrators’ of abuse. The design of this study attempted to capture a breadth of 

individual perspectives by not specifying on any participant-facing materials the position of 

the participant in the relationship. Nevertheless, for this sample, this may mean that those 

who came forward already aligned themselves with a particular position in relation to the 

relationship rendering other positions undiscussed.  

Secondly, in conducting a small-scale qualitative study, researchers usually strive for 

a homogenous sample (Willig, 2003) which was achieved in this study as evidenced in 

Table 1. Of note, all participants identified as being ‘white’ with a mixture of British and Irish 

descent. It is recognised that the use of demographic data is not generally recommended 

within discursive research as it could serve to replicate the use of social categories to 

essentialise perspectives, contradicting the poststructural philosophy underpinning the 

project (Willig, 2003). However, Potter (2012) highlights that issues of variation across 

groups and cultures bear relevance to the data generated due to the linguistic templates 

available and varied social positions which can be more or less possible in different cultural 

contexts. That is not to say that all individuals aligning to a certain social category construct 

phenomena in the same way, but to say that if treated as dynamic social constructs, 

demographic alignment could hold bearing on the types of data produced. 

5.3.3: Researcher reflexivity  

This chapter will offer a final reflexive account of the process of data collection, the 

analytic process and the analytic findings. From a feminist poststructural perspective, 

according to Przybla-Kuchek (2021), discourses simultaneously assert influence on the 

researcher, the participants and the analysis as a whole meaning all are likely inevitably 

biased. The powerful and emotive nature of this topic, alongside my own personal 

experience, are likely to have interacted with the research process, for example by drawing 
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my attention to one phenomenon over another. Nevertheless, this reflexivity might generate 

further transparency and accountability in relation to how the data was collected, analysed 

and the subsequent findings. 

In my interaction with the research process, I have been mutually influenced by the 

learning on the clinical components of my training as well as the experiential components 

which have shaped my capacity to engage with this thesis from a CoP standpoint. Although 

reflexivity and reflectivity have been separated by authors (Dixon & Chiang, 2019), I would 

argue for an interaction between the two, as my teaching, personal therapy, clients and 

supervision have worked hard to increase my reflective capacity and subsequently 

expanded my ability to observe and locate myself as a researcher and knower within certain 

contexts. It is through this reflexive process that I became aware of myself as an endorser of 

particular power-related knowledges of sexuality, gender and violence which preferenced a 

particular construction of empowerment and disempowerment. In a parallel process with my 

participants, becoming aware of these knowledges was a lengthy process and did not lead 

to an automatic ability to relinquish their power over my perspective. However, this reflexive 

process did enable me to think more of these constructions as existing ‘out there’ rather than 

‘in here’ which lessened their impact on me as the researcher and thus on the research 

process. Nevertheless, I maintain that certain taken-for-granted knowledges, such as that of 

the notion of womanhood, likely did infiltrate the research process, alongside others which I 

may be yet to become cognisant of.  

The endeavour of the interview process was to facilitate participant talk about their 

previous abusive relationship(s). As discussed in chapter three, this talk is 

acknowledged as being a product of the participant and researcher’s co-construction 

of things. Potter (2012) asserts that descriptions in participant talk are often organised to 

counter actual or perceived potential attempts to undermine them and that epistemic issues 

are managed in (interview) talk, not through the evidence of ‘fact’ of what occurred during 

the relationship, but through the mobilisation of rhetorical resources. It follows therefore that 
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participants would use their talk to negotiate how they were being perceived. For example, I 

became aware in interviews of how hard participants were working to present themselves or 

their relationship in one way or another to me as a researcher. Sometimes in a way which 

evoked horror, terror and utter outrage, sometimes in a way which embraced confusion and 

mutuality and in other ways which told me something of their life’s story as a whole. This 

made me aware of the level of self-surveillance in participant accounts and made me 

uncertain as to how to present my findings knowing the particular efforts participants had 

gone to in order to provide me with a particular narrative. Overall, I was struck by 

participants transparency in discussing some of the most intimate issues of their lives which 

impressed upon me as the researcher, a sense of duty and obligation to do their accounts 

‘justice’, although I am still unsure what this really means. 

Adopting an FPDA approach has been incredibly challenging intellectually, 

personally and professionally. The deconstructive nature of the approach has given me a 

lens to see the world through which I don’t think I will ever be able to shed and has made me 

question most of the knowledges I thought I held. In particular, it sharpened my gaze upon 

my profession, the discipline of counselling psychology and on how IPVA is approached 

within the helping professions as a whole. It has, at times, made me deeply sceptical and 

pulled me into an existential questioning of meanings of selfhood, relationships, services and 

care. It has also undoubtedly made me a better practitioner by affording me the freedoms 

and the permission to take up these taken-for-granted knowledges within the stories of my 

clients and the stories of my profession and to interrogate their power-laden origins.  

Moreover, I have become acutely aware of the power I hold as a professional to 

censor certain truth-claims. For example, in one interview I found myself feeling protective 

over a participant who was, in my opinion, denying her victimhood as she did not feel 

validated in the severity of the abuse she had experienced. I found myself urged to reassure 

her that by all intents and purposes, she was a victim in her own right and it became difficult 

to hold onto the observing position and bracket these types of knowledges that I have, by 
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many accounts, been urged to position myself in as a practitioner. Thus, a number of the 

relational constructions and subject positions presented in the analysis did not ‘sit well’ with 

my own position as a feminist, an advocate and a practitioner. I found myself repeatedly 

returning to the position of the researcher, not as the clinician, in order to maintain my 

academic and empirical integrity in the analysis of transcripts and compiling of the thesis as 

a whole. I do not believe these challenges are solely my own, but also likely reflect some of 

the challenges faced by participants in trying to understand and make meaning from their 

own relational experiences as well.  

Zienkowski (2017) describes how poststructural researchers can be left with a ‘lack 

of closure’ as one reading is not privileged over another and that the body of work does not 

announce any new rule, categorisation or way of conceptualising an issue. Instead, the work 

is transformed into lots of different elements, none of which have hierarchy over the others. 

This mirrors my own perspective as this project draws to a close. Much of the study feels 

incomplete and imperfect, it is a complex account of a complex thing involving complex 

people.   

5.4: Considerations for future research 

Future research consideration in the field of counselling psychology which have been 

informed by the completion of this study will now be discussed.  

As discussed in the evaluation of the method, this research may lack in application to 

bisexual cisgender women who have come into contact with IPVA from different racial and 

ethnic backgrounds than the participants involved in this research. Morrison (2005) in 

particular notes how certain western discursive constructions such as that of the ‘battered 

woman’ can hold exclusivity in regard to ethnicity, for example being solely positioned as 

‘white roles’. Future research may make a particular attempt to recruit a more diverse 

sample, or focus on a different ethnicity, in order to provide a more comprehensive overview 

of how bisexual cisgender women in the UK, from a more diverse range of backgrounds, 
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construct their abusive relationships and consider the bearing this might have on their 

subjectivity.  

This study did not make attempts to differentiate a number of variables which, during 

the course of producing the study and in light of the findings, may be important to interrogate 

further. For example, this study did not specify the length of the abusive relationship or 

differentiate the gender of the partner in order to capture a wide range of accounts. Although 

a significantly under-researched area, one study has highlighted that the gender of the 

perpetrator holds more weight in perceptions of IPVA than the sexual orientation of the 

individual (Seelau et al., 2003). These different factors may have had a bearing on the 

results and represent particular gaps in the knowledge production which may require further 

investigation.  

Furthermore, this research solely gathered accounts from bisexual cisgender 

women whose abusive relationships had ended thus excluding a sample of bisexual 

cisgender women who may have encountered relational abuse but remain in the romantic 

relationship. This is likely to have had an impact on the accounts and perspectives of the 

participants and has excluded the narratives of, for example, couples who reconciled, where 

abuse was a brief feature but then ceased or where the abuse is ongoing (Nicolson, 2019). 

Although it would have likely been outside of the scope of this research, and has potentially 

significant ethical implications, the voices of bisexual cisgender women who have chosen 

to stay are nonetheless marginalised in this study requiring investigation.  

Alongside these considerations, a number of opportunities also lie in building upon 

these findings for future research. Firstly, these findings have made visible how these 

bisexual cisgender women perceive an interactional nature between their past relationship 

experiences and their current or future gender-preference of partner. This is a finding which 

would warrant further exploration with regards to the ways in which bisexual cisgender 

women make meaning from their abusive relational experiences and how this potentially 

impacts on a multitude of factors such as their identity, their sexual orientation, their ability to 
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seek help and support and/or navigate future relational experiences. Although, given what 

Hayfield (2020) describes as the invalidating social environment which considers binary 

sexual orientation as the most valid forms of relational configuration, care would need to be 

given to the ways in which future research could explore these ideas without further 

marginalising this group.  

Lastly, these findings reveal that bisexual cisgender women are cognisant of the 

ways in which their relationship is being perceived in the eyes of the other. This opens up 

questions about how bisexual cisgender women who have received intervention from, for 

example, mental health professionals, perceive themselves as being surveyed by the other 

and thus the implications of this on their subjectivity and the process of psychological 

therapy. In their systematic review, Bermea et al. (2018) identify that the majority of 

bisexual cisgender women do not utilise help systems either through fear of being 

stigmatised or because traditional heterosexual-focussed services or materials do not 

provide a comfortable fit to bisexual cisgender women’s experiences. However, little is 

known about the process of therapeutic engagement if or when bisexual cisgender women 

do engage in therapeutic support which given the findings of this thesis, may now be 

warranted. 

5.5: Overall conclusions  

This study has taken a feminist poststructural approach to discursively analyse the 

accounts of 9 bisexual cisgender women about their previous abusive relationship(s). In 

doing so, this reading of their accounts, and the historical, cultural and social origins of the 

discourses which resource them, have presented a critical perspective on the ways in which 

bisexual cisgender women construct their abusive relationship(s) and the various positions 

they hold within them. This is proposed to be of particular interest to CoP’s in increasing their 

awareness of the issue, urging them to consider the complex interaction between what 

occurs ‘out there’ and the impact of it on the internal process of the person ‘in here’, and to 
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make CoP’s cognisant of the ways in which their own constructions of IPVA are resourced 

by various taken-for-granted knowledges. 
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Appendix B 

Participant Information Form 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION FORM 

 

Amplifying Bisexual cisgender women’s Voices: Describing abuse in intimate partner 

relationships. 

 

What is the research?  

Relationship difficulties, including experiences of control, coercion and/or abuse has shown 

to be prevalent within some bisexual cisgender women’s relationships. Yet, very little is 

known within the psychological literature of how professionals such as Counselling 

Psychologists can understand, support, and work with women who have experienced such 

relationships. 

Therefore, this study has been designed to interview a small group of bisexual cisgender 

women who have experience of being involved in a controlling, coercive, and/or abusive 

romantic relationship in their past. This is in the hope that these accounts can provide the 

basis for a deeper understanding of how bisexual cisgender women come to understand 
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their relationship(s). The research question under investigation is: ‘How do bisexual 

cisgender women construct their experiences of intimate partner violence?’.  

What does participation involve? 

You will likely have found out about the research through word-of-mouth and/or through an 

advertisement. From there, you would be directed to a link where you can fill your details in 

and answer a few brief questions. 

Following this, the lead researcher (details below) will contact you in order to book in a time to 

speak with you. The research from this point will involve you attending a 1-to-1 interview. You 

will be asked to set aside approximately 1.5 hours in order for the researcher to talk through 

some information prior to the interview and to also review the interview briefly afterwards. The 

interview itself is set to last approximately 50-60 minutes.  

The interview is ‘semi-structured’ which means the researcher does have some general 

questions to ask you but will also be interested in what your experiences and thoughts are and 

therefore questions might also be generated as the interview progresses. The interview will 

be focussed on your understanding and experiences of one (or more) previous romantic 

relationship(s) which have been challenging. Some of the interview questions will ask you to 

discuss potentially distressing experiences or times in your previous relationship. You only 

need to share as much as feels comfortable for you and you can skip any question, come back 

to it later or pause the interview at any time. All interviews will be held via the online video-call 

platform Zoom and will be audio recorded and later transcribed anonymously. 

 

Participation is completely voluntary, and you can withdraw at any time without giving a 

reason.   
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All participants will be offered a reimbursement for their time in the interview and contributions 

to the research. This will be in the form of a £20 amazon voucher which will be sent to 

participants within 24 hours of their participation. 

Confidentiality 

The researcher is bound by the British Psychological Society (BPS) professional codes of 

ethics and conduct which includes the responsibility of the researcher to ensure privacy and 

confidentiality of all information shared by the participant throughout the research process. All 

personal information will be held securely and any identifying characteristics in the information 

you provide will be removed or anonymised. Confidentiality may be overridden in 

circumstances where there is significant risk of harm to yourself or others around you, 

however, this would aim to be discussed with you beforehand.  

Contact Details/Further Questions 

If you have any questions about the research process or become distressed or worried, the 

researcher will be happy and willing to discuss this with you. You can contact the researcher 

on the below contact details, and they will aim to respond to all contact within 24 hours. 

Investigator contact details: 

Alexandra Neal (She/Her) 

University of Roehampton – Psychology Department 

Whitelands College, Holybourne Ave, Roehampton, London SW15 4JD  

Alexandra.neal2@roehampton.ac.uk 

020 8392 3500 

 

 

mailto:Alexandra.neal2@roehampton.ac.uk
https://www.google.com/search?q=whitelands+address&oq=whitelands+address&aqs=chrome..69i57j0i22i30i457j0i22i30l2.3952j0j7&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
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Appendix C 

Participant Experience Flow-Chart 

Recruitment  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participant clicks on link to 

study directly from an online 

advertisement / social media 

advertisement 

Participant scans QR code from 

paper flyer / types in web address 

from paper flyer to access link to 

study  

Participant reaches survey 

(Qualtrics) and is asked to fill 

in screening questions and fill 

in contact details  

Participant exits off 

webpage or webpage 

expires and no data is 

collected. 

Participant submits 

information  
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Informed Consent & Confirm Participation 

 

 

  

Researcher reviews incoming participant interest information daily and aims to 

respond to all incoming forms within 24 hours 

Participant does not 

meet inclusion criteria, 

and this is discussed 

with them at this point 

in time. They are sent 

the ‘Thanks for Interest 

A’ email as a follow up  

Participant meets 

inclusion criteria but 

does not wish to 

engage any further in 

research and is sent 

‘Thanks for Interest B’ 

email 

Participant gives fully informed consent, and a time/date 

is organised for the participant to attend the interview. 

The interview is expected to last approximately 1 – 1.5 

hours (5-10 minutes for briefing, 50-60 minutes for the 

interview and 5-15 minutes for debriefing). Both 

researcher and participant will be asked to gate-keep 1.5 

hours of time in case any part of the process requires 

more time. In line with the University of Roehampton 

(UoR) and BPS guidance on research during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, the research will take place via the 

online video-conferencing platform Zoom.  

Participant meets inclusion criteria  

Participant eligibility is reviewed with 

supervisors 

The researcher sends the participant the 

information form alongside the full informed 

consent form. 

The participant will then have time to read 

and review the informed consent form and 

will be welcomed to contact me directly via 

email with any questions or queries with 

regards to the paperwork or the overall study. 

Participant does not 

send informed-

consent form back 

within recruitment 

time frame and is sent 

‘Thanks for Interest C’ 

email   

Participant opts-out of 

research prior to 

interview by emailing 
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Interview Process 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Participant attends interview which proceeds as follows: 

Pre-Interview Briefing 

1. Participant welcomed to the interview and reminded that they can fully 

withdraw from the interview at any time. Then asked: 

a. To confirm if they are still willing and able to attend the interview 

today. 

b. Asked if they need any time to review again the information form 

and informed consent form. 

c. To confirm they have allowed themselves 1.5 hours to attend the 

interview and that they are in a comfortable and safe space where 

they feel able to speak freely and have access to items such as 

water, tissues, a snack etc. 

d. Participants will also be reminded of the limits to confidentiality. 

2. Participants reminded of the nature of the research and why the research is 

being carried out. 

3. Participants reminded that some of the questions might be distressing and 

that they can skip any questions, come back to a question, pause, take a 

break or stop the interview at any time.  

4. Participant confirms if they are happy to go ahead and record the interview. 

 

Interview 

Semi-structured interview is carried out following Interview Schedule (Appendix G) 

and session is audio-recorded. 

 

Debrief 

1. Participant informed the interview has ended and recording has stopped. 

2. Participant wellbeing is checked in with via the following prompts: 

a. How are you feeling now? 

b. How was your experience of the interview? 

c. Is there anything specific worrying you now or anything you would 

like to discuss with me? 

3. Participants will be given a debrief form (Appendix F) which the researcher 

will take them through verbally explaining who they can now contact should 

they require further support. 

4. Participant thanked for participation. 

5. Participant emailed reimbursement voucher within 24 hours of participating.  
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Appendix D 

 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

 

Inclusion Criteria 

Individual Characteristics 

1. Participants who are cis-gender females. 

2. Participants who are over the age of 18 and whom have capacity. 

3. Participants who are English speakers. 

4. Participants who reside in the UK currently. 

5. Participants who are willing and able to access the necessary software (Qualtrics 

survey/Zoom). 

6. Participants who are able to access a confidential and private space to attend the 

interview in.  

7. Participants who are not currently in a romantic relationship which they would 

consider controlling, coercive or abusive. 

8. Participants who have been ‘out of’ any previous controlling, coercive or abusive 

relationship for a minimum of 6 months.  

Relationship Experiences 

9. Participants who have experienced at least one intimate relationship in their lifetime 

which participants would consider to be in some way controlling, coercive or abusive.  

10. Participants who, defined themselves as bisexual or attracted to more than one 

gender, at least to their partner, during the time of the abusive relationship. 

Exclusion Criteria 

1. The above criteria are not met. 
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Appendix E 

 Screening Questionnaire 

Introduction/Consent Page 

Title of research project: Amplifying Bisexual cisgender women’s Voices: Describing 

abuse in intimate partner relationships. 

This research aims to interview a small group of bisexual cisgender women who have 

experience of being involved in a controlling, coercive, and/or abusive romantic relationship in 

their past. This is in order to get a deeper understanding of how these women may have come 

to understand their experiences in order to help psychology professionals understand better 

how to work with this group. 

The main part of the research would involve you attending a 1-to-1 interview with the lead 

researcher (details below). You will be asked to set aside approximately 1.5 hours in order for 

the researcher to talk through some information prior to the interview and to also review the 

interview briefly afterwards. The interview itself is set to last approximately 50-60 minutes.  

In order to see whether you might be eligible for participation in the interview, we ask that 

you read the below information and answer some questions.  

Confidentiality 

The researcher is bound by the British Psychological Society (BPS) professional codes of 

ethics and conduct which includes the responsibility of the researcher to ensure privacy and 

confidentiality of all information shared by the participant throughout the research process. All 

personal information will be held securely and any identifying characteristics in the information 

you provide at this stage will be pseudonymised.  

Data Protection 
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Your data will be kept in accordance with the University of Roehampton’s Data Protection 

Policy and Record Retention Schedule. The General Data Protection Regulation and Data 

Protection Act 2018 (GDPR) provide exemptions for personal data processing in relation to 

research activities. You have the right to opt-out of any further processing. If you do opt-out, 

your personal data may not be erased but will only be used in an anonymised form as part of 

the dataset. (Please note that this is separate to withdrawing your participation from the 

research project itself).  

In accordance with accepted ethical standards, you will not be named in any published 

materials unless you have given your explicit permission for this to happen. 

Research data may be retained indefinitely in an anonymised form by researchers. The 

University may also reuse your personal data for a different research project. If it does, the 

University will make reasonable attempts to inform you about this reuse and its impact on your 

rights as a data subject. If you would like to request a copy of the personal data, then you can 

contact the lead researcher. Where practicable, they will provide you with a copy of this data. 

However, they are under no obligation to do so.  

No raw data will be shared with third parties. 

Please see the ‘Data Privacy Notice for Research Participants’ for further information.  

Next Steps 

In order to see whether you might be eligible for participation in the interview, we ask that 

you answer some questions.  

• Questions 1-9 are based on the General Medical Council’s publication Collecting 

data on equality and diversity: examples of diversity monitoring questions and the 

Equality and Human Rights Commission: Collecting information on gender identity.  

• The remaining questions are asked to gather information needed specific to this 

study. 

https://www.roehampton.ac.uk/site/privacy/research-participants/
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You can withdraw at any point by closing down your web-browser or clicking ‘exit’.  

Please note that answering the following questions does not automatically enrol you to 

participate in the interview stage of the research. Following your submission of your answers, 

you will be contacted within 24 hours by the researcher to discuss the next steps with you. 

You are able to withdraw your participation at any time.  

If at any point you have any questions or concerns about the research process or become 

distressed or worried, the researcher will be happy and willing to explore this with you. You 

can contact the researcher on the below contact details, and they will aim to respond to all 

contact within 24 hours. 

Investigator contact details: 
Alexandra Neal (She/Her) 
University of Roehampton – Psychology Department 
Whitelands College, Holybourne Ave, Roehampton, London SW15 4JD  
Alexandra.neal2@roehampton.ac.uk 
020 8392 3500 
 

Consent statement: 

☐ I agree to take part in this part of the research and am aware that I am free to withdraw at 

any point without giving a reason by closing down your web-browser or clicking ‘exit’, or, 
contacting Alexandra Neal. I understand that if I do withdraw, my data may not be erased but 
will only be used in an anonymised form as part of an aggregated dataset. I understand that 
the personal data collected from me during the course of the project will be used for the 
purposes outlined above in the public interest. 
 
By signing this form you are confirming that you have been informed about and understand 
the University’s Data Privacy Notice for Research Participants. 
 
 
  

mailto:Alexandra.neal2@roehampton.ac.uk
https://www.google.com/search?q=whitelands+address&oq=whitelands+address&aqs=chrome..69i57j0i22i30i457j0i22i30l2.3952j0j7&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
https://www.roehampton.ac.uk/globalassets/documents/ethics/dec-2019/data-privacy-notice-for-research-partcipants.docx
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Survey 

Name: 

Telephone Number: 

Email Address: 

 

What is your preferred contact method? 

Phone ☐ 

Email ☐ 

Either ☐ 

 

Age 

1. What is your age? 

18-24 years ☐ 

25-34 years ☐ 

35-44 years ☐ 

45-54 years ☐ 

55-64 years ☐ 

65+ years ☐ 

 

Gender or Sex 
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2. At birth, were you described as? 

Male ☐ 

Female ☐ 

Intersex ☐ 

 

3. Which of the following describes how you think of yourself? 

Please tick one option 

Male ☐ 

Female ☐ 

In another way ☐ 

 

4. Have you gone through the process to change from the sex you were described at birth to 

the gender you identify with now/intend to identify with? 

Yes (please go to Question 5) ☐ 

No (please skip Question 5) ☐ 

 

5. Which of the following describes how you identify yourself currently? 

Transgender man ☐ 

Transgender woman ☐ 

Transsexual person ☐ 
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Intersex ☐ 

Non-Binary ☐ 

Gender Non-Conforming/Gender Variant ☐ 

Other identity ☐ Please describe how you identify yourself 

currently…………………………………. 

Prefer not to say ☐ 

 

Sexuality 

6. How would you currently describe your sexual orientation? 

Heterosexual ☐ 

Gay / Lesbian ☐ 

Bisexual ☐ 

Pansexual ☐ 

Queer ☐ 

ACE ☐ 

7. Have you ever identified as any other sexual orientation in the past (tick all of those which 

apply).  

Heterosexual ☐ 

Gay / Lesbian ☐ 

Bisexual ☐ 
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Pansexual ☐ 

Queer ☐ 

ACE ☐ 

 

Race/Ethnicity 

8. Choose one section from A-F and tick the appropriate box to show your ethnic group 

A: White 

☐ British, English, Northern Irish, Scottish or Welsh 

☐ Irish 

☐ Gypsy or Irish traveller 

☐ Any other white background, please specify 

B: Mixed or multiple ethnic groups 

☐ White and Black Caribbean 

☐ White and Black African 

☐ White and Asian 

☐ Any other mixed or multiple ethnic background, please specify 

C: Asian of Asian British 

☐ Indian 

☐ Pakistani 
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☐ Bangladeshi 

☐ Chinese 

☐ Any other Asian background, please specify 

 

D: Black, African, Caribbean or Black British 

☐ Caribbean 

☐ African 

☐ Any other black British, African, or Caribbean background, please specify 

E: Other ethnic group 

☐ Arab 

☐ Any other ethnic group, please specify 

F: Prefer not to say ☐ 

 

Religion 

9. Please place a tick in the relevant box or boxes if you identify with any of the following 

religious belief systems 

Christianity ☐ 

Islam ☐ 

Judaism ☐ 

Hinduism ☐ 
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Buddhism ☐ 

Sikhism ☐ 

Taoism ☐ 

Rastafarian ☐ 

Nonreligious – e.g. Atheist, Agnostic, Secular ☐ 

Prefer not to say ☐ 

Other (please specify) ☐ 

 

Relationship Experiences 

10. Have you ever been in an intimate partner relationship or relationships, which you would 

consider to be difficult, challenging, toxic or unhealthy? 

NB: Intimate relationships is be inclusive of all casual romantic or sexual relationships, 

dating relationships, partnerships, and/or marriages/civil partnerships. 

Yes  ☐ 

No  ☐ 

Unsure  ☐ 

Prefer not to say  ☐ 

 

11. Would you (either currently or in the past) consider this relationship / these relationships, 

as being controlling or coercive?  
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Yes  ☐ 

No  ☐ 

Unsure  ☐ 

Prefer not to say  ☐ 

 

11. Would you (either currently or in the past) consider this relationship / these relationships, 

as having any features of verbal, emotional, physical, sexual or financial abuse? 

Yes  ☐ 

No  ☐ 

Unsure  ☐ 

Prefer not to say  ☐ 

 

12. Would you (either currently or in the past) consider this relationship / these relationships 

as being harmful or abusive in any other way? 

Yes  ☐ 

No  ☐ 

Unsure  ☐ 

Prefer not to say  ☐ 
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13. During the time of this relationship / these relationships, did you identify (at least to your 

partner at the time) as bisexual or attracted to more than one gender (even if your current 

sexual orientation is different)? 

Yes  ☐ 

No  ☐ 

Unsure  ☐ 

Prefer not to say  ☐ 

 

14. Are you currently still in the intimate relationship described above?  

Yes  ☐ 

No  ☐ 

Unsure  ☐ 

Prefer not to say  ☐ 

 

15. If not, how long has it been since you would consider the intimate relationship to have 

ended?  

Less than 6 months  ☐ 

Approximately 6 months  ☐ 

Over 6 months  ☐ 

Unsure  ☐ 
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Prefer not to say  ☐ 
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Ending / Debrief Page 

Participant ID Number:  

Thank you for filling in the above questions. You will now be contacted, via your preferred 

contact method, by the lead researcher within 24 hours to discuss your possible further 

participation in the 1-to-1 interview portion of the research.  

If you feel troubled or worried about any issues which have been raised during the process 

of your participation in this study, you can contact one of the below agencies for further 

support: 

• GALOP (The LGBT+ Anti-Violence Charity) – advice@galop.org.uk  

• National LGBT+ Domestic Abuse Helpline - 0800 999 5428  

• Samaritans – 116 123 

• NHS Urgent Help - https://www.nhs.uk/using-the-nhs/nhs-services/mental-health-
services/where-to-get-urgent-help-for-mental-health/  

• NHS Talking Therapies - https://www.nhs.uk/service-search/find-a-psychological-
therapies-service/  

• Pink Therapy – UK organisation working with gender and sexually diverse clients  
https://www.pinktherapy.com/  

Please be aware that if you have any concerns with regard to your participation in this part of 

the study, or any queries, you can raise this with the investigator (or the Director of Studies). 

However, if you would like to contact an independent party, please contact the Head of 

Department (details below).  

Investigator contact details: 
 
Alexandra Neal (She/Her) 
University of Roehampton – Psychology Department 
Whitelands College, Holybourne Ave, Roehampton, London SW15 4JD  
Alexandra.neal2@roehampton.ac.uk 
020 8392 3500 
 
Director of Studies contact details:  
 
Dr Paul Dickerson (He/Him) 
University of Roehampton 
Psychology Department 
Whitelands College, Holybourne Ave, 
Roehampton, London SW15 4JD  
P.Dickerson@roehampton.ac.uk 
020 8392 3500 

Head of Department contact details: 
 
Dr Yannis Fronimos (He/Him) 
University of Roehampton Psychology 
Department 
Whitelands College, Holybourne Ave, 
Roehampton, London SW15 4JD 
yannis.fronimos@roehampton.ac.uk 
020 8392 3627 
 

mailto:advice@galop.org.uk
https://www.nhs.uk/using-the-nhs/nhs-services/mental-health-services/where-to-get-urgent-help-for-mental-health/
https://www.nhs.uk/using-the-nhs/nhs-services/mental-health-services/where-to-get-urgent-help-for-mental-health/
https://www.nhs.uk/service-search/find-a-psychological-therapies-service/
https://www.nhs.uk/service-search/find-a-psychological-therapies-service/
https://www.pinktherapy.com/
mailto:Alexandra.neal2@roehampton.ac.uk
https://www.google.com/search?q=whitelands+address&oq=whitelands+address&aqs=chrome..69i57j0i22i30i457j0i22i30l2.3952j0j7&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
mailto:P.Dickerson@roehampton.ac.uk
https://www.google.com/search?q=whitelands+address&oq=whitelands+address&aqs=chrome..69i57j0i22i30i457j0i22i30l2.3952j0j7&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
mailto:yannis.fronimos@roehampton.ac.uk
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All data will be securely stored. You can withdraw from this study at any stage, without 

reason. In order to do this, please contact the investigator, providing your participant number 

(see header of this form). However, please be aware that data may still be used in an 

anonymised form as it is not always possible to completely remove data from, for example, 

written reports.  
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Appendix F 

 Informed Consent Form 

 

 

 

 

 

Title of research project: Amplifying Bisexual cisgender women’s Voices: Describing 

abuse in intimate partner relationships. 

 

Brief Description of Research Project:   

This research aims to interview a small group of bisexual cisgender women who have 

experience of being involved in a controlling, coercive, and/or abusive romantic relationship in 

their past. This is in order to get a deeper understanding of how these women may have come 

to understand their experiences in order to help psychology professionals understand better 

how to work with this group. 

The research will involve you attending a 1-to-1 interview with the lead researcher (details 

below). You will be asked to set aside approximately 1.5 hours in order for the researcher to 

talk through some information prior to the interview and to also review the interview briefly 

afterwards. The interview itself is set to last approximately 50-60 minutes.  

The interview is ‘semi-structured’ which means the researcher does have some general 

questions to ask you but will also be interested in what your experiences and thoughts are and 

therefore questions might also be generated as the interview progresses. The interview will 
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be focussed on your understanding and experiences of one (or more) previous romantic 

relationship(s) which have been challenging. Some of the interview questions will ask you to 

discuss potentially distressing experiences or times in your previous relationship. You only 

need to share as much as feels comfortable for you and you can skip any question, come back 

to it later or pause the interview at any time. All interviews will be held via the online video-call 

platform Zoom and will be audio recorded and later transcribed anonymously. 

If at any point you have any questions or concerns about the research process or become 

distressed or worried, the researcher will be happy and willing to discuss this with you. You 

can contact the researcher on the below contact details, and they will aim to respond to all 

contact within 24 hours. 

Potential Research Impact & Dissemination 

The insight and information that participants provide in this research study will contribute to 

an emerging body of evidence which is focussed on: 

• amplifying the voices of bisexual cisgender women 

• diversifying psychology professionals understanding of difficulties in bisexual 

cisgender women’s relationships  

• providing professionals with a more helpful discourse and understanding of how to 

support bisexual cisgender women in their relationships 

This research will be written up formally and submitted for consideration of publication to all 

relevant research journals towards the end of 2022. This research also is hoped to be 

disseminated further via relevant conferences.  

Reimbursement 

All participants will be offered a reimbursement for their time and contributions to the interview. 

This will be in the form of a £20 amazon voucher which will be sent to you within 24 hours of 

your participation. Should you commence participation in the interview and then decide not to 

continue, you will not be penalised and will still receive the reimbursement as above.  
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Confidentiality 

The researcher is bound by the British Psychological Society (BPS) professional codes of 

ethics and conduct which includes the responsibility of the researcher to ensure privacy and 

confidentiality of all information shared by the participant throughout the research process. All 

personal information will be held securely and any identifying characteristics in the information 

you provide will be removed/anonymised wherever possible.  

There are rare situations in which confidentiality may be broken: 

1. Where the participant gives consent for confidentiality to be broken and information to 

be shared.  

2. Where the information is of such gravity that confidentiality cannot be maintained. This 

includes instances in which the researcher is concerned for the participants immediate 

safety or the safety of those around them. Wherever possible, this would be discussed 

with you before confidentiality is broken. 

Depending on the severity of the risk/safeguarding concern, your information may be shared 

with other relevant services in order to provide you with access to immediate support.  

Right to Withdraw 

You have the right to withdraw yourself from the research at any point in time by letting the 

researcher know. If you wish to withdraw once the interview process has ended, you can email 

the researcher directly quoting your unique ID code on the debrief form you will have been 

given after the interview. However, please be aware that data may still be used in an 

anonymised form as it is not always possible to completely remove data from, for example, 

written reports 

Data Protection 

Your data will be kept in accordance with the University of Roehampton’s Data Protection 

Policy and Record Retention Schedule. The General Data Protection Regulation and Data 
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Protection Act 2018 (GDPR) provide exemptions for personal data processing in relation to 

research activities. You have the right to opt-out of any further processing. If you do opt-out, 

your personal data may not be erased but will only be used in an anonymised form as part of 

the dataset. (Please note that this is separate to withdrawing your participation from the 

research project itself).  

In accordance with accepted ethical standards, you will not be named in any published 

materials unless you have given your explicit permission for this to happen. 

 

Research data may be retained indefinitely in an anonymised form by researchers. The 

University may also reuse your personal data for a different research project. If it does, the 

University will make reasonable attempts to inform you about this reuse and its impact on your 

rights as a data subject. If you would like to request a copy of the personal data, then you can 

contact the lead researcher. Where practicable, they will provide you with a copy of this data. 

However, they are under no obligation to do so.  

No raw data will be shared with third parties. 

Please see the ‘Data Privacy Notice for Research Participants’ for further information.  

Investigator contact details: 

Alexandra Neal (She/Her) 

University of Roehampton – Psychology Department 

Whitelands College, Holybourne Ave, Roehampton, London SW15 4JD  

Alexandra.neal2@roehampton.ac.uk 

020 8392 3500 

Consent statement: 

mailto:Alexandra.neal2@roehampton.ac.uk
https://www.google.com/search?q=whitelands+address&oq=whitelands+address&aqs=chrome..69i57j0i22i30i457j0i22i30l2.3952j0j7&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
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I agree to take part in this research and am aware that I am free to withdraw at any point 
without giving a reason by contacting Alexandra Neal. I understand that if I do withdraw, my 
data may not be erased but will only be used in an anonymised form as part of an 
aggregated dataset. I understand that the personal data collected from me during the course 
of the project will be used for the purposes outlined above in the public interest. 
 
By signing this form you are confirming that you have been informed about and understand 
the University’s Data Privacy Notice for Research Participants. 
 
The information you have provided will be treated in confidence by the researcher and your 
identity will be protected in the publication of any findings. The purpose of the research may 
change over time, and your data may be re-used for research projects by the University in 
the future. If this is the case, you will normally be provided with additional information about 
the new project. 
 

Name …………………………………. 

 

Signature ……………………………… 

 

Date …………………………………… 

 

Please note: if you have a concern about any aspect of your participation or any other 

queries please raise this with the investigator (or if the researcher is a student you can also 

contact the Director of Studies.) However, if you would like to contact an independent party 

please contact the Head of Department/ Director of School.  

  

Director of Studies contact details:  

Dr Paul Dickerson (He/Him) 

University of Roehampton 

Psychology Department 

Head of Department contact details: 

Dr Yannis Fronimos (He/Him) 

University of Roehampton Psychology 

Department 

https://www.roehampton.ac.uk/globalassets/documents/ethics/dec-2019/data-privacy-notice-for-research-partcipants.docx
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Whitelands College, Holybourne Ave, 

Roehampton, London SW15 4JD  

P.Dickerson@roehampton.ac.uk 

020 8392 3500 

Whitelands College, Holybourne Ave, 

Roehampton, London SW15 4JD 

yannis.fronimos@roehampton.ac.uk 

020 8392 3627 

 

 

Should the Head of Department change over the lifecycle of the research project the new 

Head of Department will become the independent contact. Contact details for the new Head 

of Department can be obtained from the investigator   

 

  

mailto:P.Dickerson@roehampton.ac.uk
https://www.google.com/search?q=whitelands+address&oq=whitelands+address&aqs=chrome..69i57j0i22i30i457j0i22i30l2.3952j0j7&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
mailto:yannis.fronimos@roehampton.ac.uk
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Appendix G 

Interview Schedule 

1. Could you begin by telling me about your experience of your previous relationship, 

perhaps, how it began and how it developed from there? 

a. How did you feel at the time? 

b. How did you make sense of what happened at the time? 

 

2. Looking back, what do you think might have contributed to what happened during the 

relationship? 

 

a. How do you feel about the relationship now? 

 

3. Did you speak with anyone outside of the relationship about what was happening (at 

the time, or later on)? 

a. Can you tell me more about that/that process? 

 

4. What do you understand / think about terms such as ‘domestic violence/abuse’ or 

‘intimate partner violence’?  

 

a. What informs your understanding? 

b. How would you describe this to someone else? 

 

5. Is there anything else you would like to add, that I have not already asked about? 
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Appendix H 

Participant Debrief Form 

 

 

 

 

 

Participant ID Number:                           

PARTICIPANT DEBRIEF FORM 

Amplifying Bisexual cisgender women’s Voices: Describing abuse in intimate partner 

relationships. 

This research study was designed to explore how bisexual cisgender women use 

language to describe their abusive intimate partner relationships and how this language 

constructs their role(s) within these relationships. This was with the objectives to generate 

knowledge which will contribute to greater equality by breaking down misconceptions about 

bisexual cisgender women and intimate partner violence to provide psychology 

professionals with more helpful discourse, resources and information of how to work with this 

population. 

It is with deep gratitude that the researcher wishes to extend her sincerest thanks for your 

participation in this research with acknowledgement of the time and effort it takes to 

participate in such a project. The researcher is hopeful you have found it a worthwhile 

experience. Your reimbursement voucher will now be emailed to you within 24 hours.  

All interview data will be securely stored. You can withdraw from this study at any stage, 

without reason. In order to do this, please contact the investigator, providing your participant 
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number (see header of this form). However, please be aware that data may still be used in 

an anonymised form as it is not always possible to completely remove data from, for 

example, written reports. 

Please be aware that if you have any concerns with regard to your participation in this study, 

or any queries, you can raise this with the investigator (or the Director of Studies). However, 

if you would like to contact an independent party, please contact the Head of Department 

(details below).  

If you feel troubled or worried about any issues which have been raised during the process 

of your participation in this study, you can contact one of the below agencies for further 

support: 

• GALOP (The LGBT+ Anti-Violence Charity) – advice@galop.org.uk  

• National LGBT+ Domestic Abuse Helpline - 0800 999 5428  

• Samaritans – 116 123 

• NHS Urgent Help - https://www.nhs.uk/using-the-nhs/nhs-services/mental-health-
services/where-to-get-urgent-help-for-mental-health/  

• NHS Talking Therapies - https://www.nhs.uk/service-search/find-a-psychological-
therapies-service/  

• Pink Therapy – UK organisation working with gender and sexually diverse clients  
https://www.pinktherapy.com/  

 

 

Investigator contact details: 

Alexandra Neal (She/Her) 

University of Roehampton – Psychology Department 

Whitelands College, Holybourne Ave, Roehampton, London SW15 4JD  

Alexandra.neal2@roehampton.ac.uk 

020 8392 3500 

 

mailto:advice@galop.org.uk
https://www.nhs.uk/using-the-nhs/nhs-services/mental-health-services/where-to-get-urgent-help-for-mental-health/
https://www.nhs.uk/using-the-nhs/nhs-services/mental-health-services/where-to-get-urgent-help-for-mental-health/
https://www.nhs.uk/service-search/find-a-psychological-therapies-service/
https://www.nhs.uk/service-search/find-a-psychological-therapies-service/
https://www.pinktherapy.com/
mailto:Alexandra.neal2@roehampton.ac.uk
https://www.google.com/search?q=whitelands+address&oq=whitelands+address&aqs=chrome..69i57j0i22i30i457j0i22i30l2.3952j0j7&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
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Director of Studies contact details:  

Dr Paul Dickerson (He/Him) 

University of Roehampton 

Psychology Department 

Whitelands College, Holybourne Ave, 

Roehampton, London SW15 4JD  

P.Dickerson@roehampton.ac.uk 

020 8392 3500 

Head of Department contact details: 

Dr Yannis Fronimos (He/Him) 

University of Roehampton Psychology 

Department 

Whitelands College, Holybourne Ave, 

Roehampton, London SW15 4JD 

yannis.fronimos@roehampton.ac.uk 

020 8392 3627 

 

 

mailto:P.Dickerson@roehampton.ac.uk
https://www.google.com/search?q=whitelands+address&oq=whitelands+address&aqs=chrome..69i57j0i22i30i457j0i22i30l2.3952j0j7&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
mailto:yannis.fronimos@roehampton.ac.uk

