Men’s experiences of the UK Criminal Justice System following female-perpetrated intimate partner violence by McCarrick, J Davis-McCabe and Hirst-Winthrop, S published in the Journal of Family Violence (2015).



The title of the article is relatively self-explanatory, and the content of the article does not require the reader to have previous knowledge or experience of intimate partner violence in order to understand and interpret the study’s findings. For this reason, it is insightful to a lay audience, making this article a pleasant and informative read. The article aims to obtain a gender-informed perspective of female perpetrated intimate partner violence (IPV) whereby males are the victims, and further explores their subsequent experiences of the U.K Criminal Justice System (CJS). Research surrounding IPV and domestic abuse is largely dominated by female victims, with predominantly male perpetrators, meaning research surrounding male victims with a female perpetrator is relatively lacking. Through the implementation of unstructured interviews with male victims of IPV, McCarrick and Davis-McCabe (2015) aim to provide an insight into men’s experiences in order for services, such as the CJS, to not only meet the needs of male victims now and in the future, but also aims to improve attitudes towards both male and female victims of IPV.  In light of the fact that IPV and domestic abuse predominantly remains a ‘behind closed doors’ act that is sensitive in nature for those who endure it, it is appreciated that, although female victims ordinarily outweigh the male with a ratio of two to one (Mankind,2019), research that focuses on the plight of male victims, rather than the common female perspective, is a welcomed addition to what is still a largely under explored, under researched and misunderstood topic in today’s society. 

The article highlighted several main themes, the pressure cooker effect, light at the end of the tunnel, masculine identity and guilty until proven innocent: victim cast as the perpetrator by the Criminal Justice System and society. The result of the victim cast as the perpetrator, led to the participants feeling that they were unfairly treated despite being the victim, further victimizing some of the participants. One researcher cites ‘the fact that David refers to himself as the perpetrator is reflective of his confusion over his role as a victim or perpetrator’ leaving some of the participants with a sense of injustice. The researchers attributed the sense of injustice felt by some of the participants to gender stereotyping, citing ‘....which affects society as a whole…...not surprising that those professionals within CJS are also influenced’. The masculine identity of the participants was also negatively affected by their experiences of the Criminal Justice System, with the participants highlighting the disparities in their treatment based on their gender, one participant said ‘they’re very black and white…..I personally got the impression that, if your male, you’re the perpetrator, if you’re female, you’re the victim’. The study found that the participants' negative experiences of the criminal justice system revolved around a lack of empathy and an unwillingness by the police to listen to the male’s experience of IPV or even responding to calls made to the police by the victims. Based on the findings, the researchers concluded that with the added pressure of societal expectations of gender roles and stereotypes, there is a need to develop and provide more tailored emotional and psychological support for male victims. Doing so would allow men to feel free to release their feelings and enable them to recover from their trauma in a safe therapeutic environment. Removing or alleviating the stigma associated with being a male victim of IPV can aid in reducing the sense of isolation and stigmatisation, paving the way for other men in similar situations to come forward, leave abusive relationships and seek the help and support they need to live a safe and happy life.  


Prior to the critiquing of this article, it is important to note that there is such an affect as, gender-of-interviewer effect, whereby the responses provided by participants can be influenced by the gender of the interviewer, especially so when exploring topics sensitive in nature (Harling et al, 2019). It is commendable that the authors of this study have acknowledged the potential impact their gender may have on the responses of the male participants. To avoid or minimize the potential of influence, the authors have engaged in a process of reflexivity, a process that has not been acknowledged in similar studies such as that conducted by Hines and Douglas (2010). Moreover, in doing so, the authors have, throughout, produced a well-balanced, unbiased, relatively informative research article. 

Six participants took part in the study, a considerably small sample size when compared to other similar studies, one being, a study conducted by Migliaccio (2002) that had double the participants, at twelve, and a second by Hines and Douglas (2010) that contained three hundred and two participants. The small sample size may hinder the ability to generalize the findings as a means of informing professional bodies, such as the police, in the implementation of future support provisions. It is important to note, the studies used as a means of comparison within this critique, such as the ones carried out by Hines and Douglas (2010) and Migliaccio (2002), were not carried out in the United Kingdom; it is however, due to the similar definitions of IPV by all of the studies mentioned, possible to correlate the studies. The authors adopted unstructured interviews which were carried out with one core question posed to the participants ‘Please tell me about your experiences with the Criminal Justice System due to the intimate partner violence that you’ve experienced’. The use of unstructured interviews provides an informal and relaxed environment that allows for the participant to freely discuss or express their feelings in their own words, without being led by the interviewer. This approach also allows the interviewer to go with the flow, allowing for further questions to be posed in relation to the participants' replies to gain a deeper understanding. However, it is unfortunate that the authors did not provide details on any further questions that were posed to the participants or specific responses to those questions. Whereas, some similar studies, such as the one conducted by Hines and Douglas (2010) and Tsui (2014) provided an anonymous survey for the participants to complete, it is believed that providing the participants in this study with an additional survey with specific questions may have provided further in depth information that may have been helpful to the reader’s explorations of the topic. The implementation of an unstructured interview approach to this type of study is relatively popular within IPV research and does, at face value, appear to yield much needed in-depth knowledge on, what is commonly a ‘behind closed doors’ issue.

The participants within this study were recruited through male support web pages much like  the participants in Hines and Douglas’ (2010) study, the benefit being, that the researchers are recruiting participants specific to the topic of investigation. The age of the participants is between 40-65 years, making it difficult to correlate the findings with younger male victims, an issue the authors acknowledge and address in their discussion section. The lack of young participants could be attributed to several factors, one factor being  that the young are less likely to experience IPV, however, it is more likely that young male victims are not engaging with support services, be that, the police or domestic abuse organisations. The lack of representation of those aged below 40 highlights the need for all to improve engagement.

An issue noted, relates to the time disparities of the participants’ experiences between this study and the aforementioned similar studies that explored men’s experiences of IPV, which could have an influence on the research findings and thus, the credence. Hines and Douglas (2010) implemented strict time constraints; participants were required to have experienced and sought help within the last year of the study taking part, meaning, the experiences the participants were referring too, were relatively new memories or ongoing experiences. This study had no such constraints, some participants relied heavily on the retrospective recall of their experiences, with some experiences taking place more than ten years prior to the study. Although any information surrounding this topic is valuable, the issue remains that over time memories can become distorted. Bridge and Paller (2012) argue that each time a memory is recalled it becomes less precise, to the point, it can become totally false. Thus, unfortunately can reduce the credibility of the findings for the provisions of support. 

It seems there are several themes that run within this study and the similar studies that explore males’ experiences of female perpetrated IPV, one being, the participants masculine identity and its negative impact on receiving support. For example, some participants in this study spoke about the disparities in their treatment. Participants also spoke about their experience of not being believed by the police, or the police refusing to respond to calls, whereby the male was the suspected victim of the abuse. It is believed that it was due to their gender, size and supposed ability to overpower a female attacker based around gender stereotypes, a theme congruent within the aforementioned study conducted by Migliaccio (2002) and Tsui (2014). Furthermore, one of Tsui’s (2014) participants commented that ‘The police were, in fact, actively unhelpful’. It could be argued that the responses provided are tantamount to blatant discrimination, based on the victims and perpetrators gender. Another theme echoed within many studies regarding IPV is guilty until proven innocent: victim cast as perpetrator, which is believed to stem from gender stereotypes. Participants within the study conducted by Tsui (2014) also cited that they believed they were discriminated against by the police and falsely arrested as the perpetrator, upon reporting instances due to the disbelief, by the police, that a male can be a victim. However, it is important to note that some participants within this study did have positive experiences of CJS.

Overall, research surrounding IPV is relatively dominated by female victims and as such any research that explores men’s experiences is greatly welcomed. Although female victims currently outweigh the male, it is apparent that males can and do experience IPV and as such require sufficient support upon reporting incidences. Several limitations have been raised with regards to this study, however, the study has highlighted many key issues, in relation to victims' experiences of the Criminal Justice System, with gender stereotyping being one of the main issues requiring addressing. Some participants had a positive experience, which on the face of it, had a positive impact on the victims’ false arrest. However, far too many victims were not so fortunate. To better understand female perpetrated IPV and in turn improve on male victims' experiences of the Criminal Justice System, further research is required as a matter of urgency as the numbers of victims rises. To achieve this, it is recommended to conduct further qualitative research, perhaps implementing a longitudinal study that includes large numbers of male victims, from all age ranges. Carrying out a longitudinal study would allow for the monitoring of changes or variables and as such allow for services and policy to develop, amend, or reduce ineffective approaches or support provisions in certain areas. Carrying out in-depth studies, that incorporates a wider demographic, can provide invaluable knowledge on a topic that, for many, is sensitive in nature. This in turn, can provide credible and reliable findings in order to provide professional bodies, such as the CRJ, with the in depth knowledge needed to provide all victims with the vital support they need, be that emotional, physical, legal or psychological . 
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