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Domestic violence: A sequential analytic approach to aid early 
intervention and prevention of domestic violence.  
 
 
Introduction  
 
This paper aims to highlight the need for extended research on domestic 
violence. Looking at sequence analysis it is suggested that future research 
could benefit from this approach in order to provide viable evidence which can 
inform future research campaigns on how to prevent domestic violence, and 
further aid early intervention. Given the high prevalence of domestic violence 
on a global scale it is important for campaigns and interventions to have a 
clear directional basis in order to tackle domestic violence effectively. Looking 
at previous research on domestic violence, which has been carried out in a 
sequential form, it is possible to see how techniques could be used to tackle 
domestic violence at an early intervention stage, rather than only helping 
those who have already been involved in a chronically domestically violent 
relationship. The importance of this is to ensure that women are given 
information that not only provide them with the risk factors for domestic 
violence, but an understanding of how a domestic violent relationship may 
develop from one which they believe is “loving” to one which is abusive and 
violent in nature. Sequential analysis of previous and past relationship 
development may be able to uncover patterns of actions, behaviour and affect 
which occur during the early development of a domestic violent relationship. 
This would involve building on past research and providing researchers with a 
more complete understanding of domestic violence, in the hope of preventing 
people becoming victims in the future and giving advice to professionals 
working particularly with young women, in the field of domestic violence 
intervention.  This paper therefore aims to outline the previous research that 
has been carried out, and using similar techniques aims to propose a new 
direction which future research could focus on.  
 
Domestic abuse  
 
In September 2012 the Government announced that the definition of domestic 
violence and abuse would be widened in order to include those aged 16 and 
17 and new wording to reflect coercive control in the relationship. The new 
Government definition of domestic violence was: “Any incident or pattern of 
incidents of controlling, coercive or threatening behaviour, violence or abuse 



between those aged 16 or over who are or have been intimate partners or 
family members regardless of gender or sexuality” (Deputy Prime Minister’s 
Office, “Ending Violence Against Women and Girls in the UK, Press Release, 
19 September 2012).  Although domestic violence is commonly believed to be 
confined to just physical attacks it contains many facets including physical, 
sexual, psychological and economical abuse (Walby, 2004). The British 
national crime survey (2011/2012) highlighted the shocking statistic that 1.2 
million women had reported incidences of domestic violence that year. It has 
been recognized, not only, as a problem in the UK but as a global problem 
with epidemiological studies suggesting that one in three women generally 
and one in four pregnant women have experienced some form of domestic 
violence (United Nations Population Fund 2000). These shocking statistics 
highlight the severity of domestic violence and the problem it poses not only in 
the UK but also globally.  
 
Types of Domestic abuse 
 
Domestic violence is often thought of as the physical abuse of a partner. 
However, this is not the only abuse that constitutes domestic violence. As 
stated in the UK Government definition domestic violence is made up of a 
number of types of abuse that results in the coercive control of a victim. 
Physical abuse is the use of physical force against someone in a way that 
injures or endangers that person. However domestic violence can include 
sexual abuse, emotional abuse and economical/financial abuse.  Many men 
and women that are involved in a domestically violent relationship suffer 
abuse in an emotional form, although this is not physically harming the 
individual it is often as destructive, resulting in psychological harm. Often this 
form of abuse is minimized and overlooked in comparison to physical abuse, 
even by the victims themselves. A study carried out by Folingsted et al. (1990) 
showed that 72% of women rated emotional abuse as having a more negative 
impact on them than physical abuse.  It is widely recognized that the effects of 
these forms of abuse are insidiously devastating and pervade all aspects of 
daily living (Dienemann et al., 2000; O’Leary 1999). Emotional abuse (also 
referred to as psychological abuse) is harder to define then physical abuse, 
but it has been suggested that it involves repeated hurtful exchanges with a 
disregard for the partners feelings. Folingsted et al. (1990) classified 
emotional abuse into six categories: threats of abuse, ridicule, jealousy, 
threats to change marriage, restriction, and damage to property.  
 



Domestic violence can occur in any relationship, homosexual and 
heterosexual. It can also occur among family members. Although there are 
reports from males of abuse against women, it is quite frequent that females 
are the one reporting the abuse in a relationship. Therefore for the purpose of 
this study, the focus shall be on heterosexual relationship abuse, specifically 
females being the victims and males being the perpetrators.  
  
Domestic violent interventions and prevention  
 
There have been many different approaches developed in respect of domestic 
violence and the latest figures from the 2011/2012 crime survey for England 
and Wales show that progress has been made. The levels of domestic abuse 
experienced in the last year are lower than they were in the 2004/05 survey 
(Statistical Bulletin: Focus on: Violent Crime and Sexual Offences 2011/2012.)  
 
The Domestic Violence Intervention Project (DVIP) is one successful 
approach that has been developed. With services providing support in more 
than 30 London boroughs. The DVIP provides help and support to both 
women suffering in domestic violent relationships and advice to male 
perpetrators of violence in order to help prevent it reoccurring. The Violence 
Prevention Program (VPP) established by the DVIP is a 32 session program 
working with male perpetrators to prevent violence. The initial sessions aim at 
stopping violence and later sessions work on developing empathy towards ex-
partners. The sessions then move on to understanding and underpinning 
beliefs and attitudes that have enabled them to expect power and control 
within relationships and an alternative non abusive way of dealing with 
conflict.  In 2008 a review of DVIP services in a New Cross branch in South 
East London revealed that in the first 18 months of opening 70% of women 
reported there was no further violence since the involvement with DVIP and 
78% report that abusive behavior from the perpetrators was reduced or 
eliminated.  
 
Historically, prevention of domestic violence in relationships has focused on 
women, it has only been more recently that there has been recognition in 
terms of engaging men in these efforts (Crooks et al., 2007). This has resulted 
in males not only being the focus of secondary and tertiary-based 
interventions as perpetrators but also involving them in the prevention of 
domestic violence (Flood 2005). Men are now more regularly being the focus 
of social marketing campaigns, and instead of the focus being on how to 



prevent violence from reoccurring, the issue is primary prevention, preventing 
it before it even occurs (Flood 2011).  
 
Psychological research on domestic violence can give campaigns direction in 
order to prevent domestic violence. We want to encourage perpetrators to 
recognize the signs of an abusive relationship earlier rather then later. 
Cismaru & Lavack (2012) suggest that increasing awareness in campaigns 
about the negative aspects of abuse including increasing the perceived level 
of vulnerability and severity, will encourage perpetrators to recognize the 
signs of an abusive relationship. Research showed that the threat of loss 
emerged as a powerful incentive to change, i.e loss of children and 
relationship. “Freedom of Fear” campaign in Australia, acknowledges these 
factors and specifically aimed at motivating perpetrators and potential 
perpetrators to voluntarily attend counseling programs.  
 
Sequential analysis.  
 
Sequence analysis is a statistical technique, which has been used to analyse 
events that unfold over time. Events such as an argument, dialogue, a 
relationship all have something in common, they unfold over time in a orderly 
and progressive manor. The idea of sequence analysis is to be able to 
breakdown these events into smaller units which can then be ordered and 
analyzed in order to uncover patterns of actions patterns of action. By looking 
at theses smaller units of behavior we can begin to understand the action 
sequence as a whole. 
 
According to Clarke & Crossland (1985) this process can be achieved in a 
three steps; firstly the unitizing stage - this involves breaking down the series 
of events into successive events, finding boundaries between them. These 
successive events events can then be organized into category schemes, 
which are often given an arbitrary label, i.e a,b,c,d , and so on (see figure 1 
below taken from Clark & Crossland 1985). These categories are classified 
into groups of functionally similar items. Once events have been classified, 
the next stage involves drawing up what is known as a transitional frequency 
matrix (see figure 2 below). The coded events are considered in pairs i.e the 
sequence of events below would be seen as ed,dc,ce,ed,da,af. Each would 
be entered in the matrix whereby the columns representing the sequiturs and 
the row representing the antecedents meets in a tally like form(see below for 
diagram taken from Clarke & Crossland 1985). Statistical interdependence of 



the rows and columns equates to the dependence of subsequent events on 
preceding events.  Once this has been carried out it is then possible to 
understand the trajectories that occur from unit to unit, and it is possible to 
determine if there are any behavioural patterns that are established between 
them. Importantly Clarke and Crossland (1985) state that the criterion of 
classification is important; elements of behaviour must be put in the same 
category only if they would fit appropriately in each others context. For 
example; it would be no use classifying verbal threats and other kinds of 
threatening behaviour as instances of the same class of event if they had 
dissimilar consequences - this is important to note in terms of this paper.  
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Sequence analysis in domestic violent research 
 
The sequential analysis approach has previously been used in order to further 
our understanding of how violent marital relationships function. Extensive 
research carried out by Gottman & Jacobson detailed in their book “When 
men batter women; New insights into ending abusive relationships.” focused 
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on the interactions and observations of couples presenting with severe 
domestic violence. Their belief was that “until marital interactions of batterers 
and their partners are better understood, one can only speculate about how 
violence unfolds in these relationships, the function that violence serves, or 
the communication patterns associated with violence” (Jacobson et al., 1994).  
 
Their work therefore focused on understanding the non violent interactions 
that occurred between domestically violent couples, in order to improve the 
understanding of triggers for violent episodes, which would in turn result in 
developing new understanding of domestic violence in order to end abusive 
relationships.  
 
In a study carried out in 1994, Jacobson et al. collected data which allowed for 
the analysis of affect, verbal content and psychophysiology in the arguments 
of couples with a violent husband. A semi-structured interview was conducted 
in which participants were asked to describe their most recent violent and non 
violent arguments, their worst non violent argument and their very first violent 
incident. A structured probe was used to generate act by act descriptions of 
the arguments. This description was then turned into transcripts and were 
later coded for content and affect. The information that was coded for was the 
act so, for example, if the transcript said: the husband withdrew, the wife then 
asked him to stop and this was followed by him swearing at her. Three 
separate acts were recorded and each would receive a code for affect and 
content. This data was then analysed to determine if there was any 
consistency in what DV (domestic violent) husbands and wives reported about 
episodes and whether there were patterns that differentiated them from non-
violent arguments.  Participants were also recorded having a fifteen minute 
discussion about a topic of current conflict in the relationship. They were 
videotaped and the content was coded for emotion using SPAFF coding 
system (Gottman et al., 1996) The results enabled codification of the 
behaviors presenting in the lead up to a violent argument.  
 
According to wives accounts of violent arguments the levels of violence 
continued when a) wives were violent themselves b) they would verbally 
defend themselves c) when they would withdraw. Husbands and wives both 
failed to report a behavior that would stop violence once it started. But only 
wives reported they were fearful during violent arguments, which supports the 
theory that violent husbands use violence as a means of psychological and 
social control. 



 
Gottman and Jacobsons’ extensive research into domestic violence has 
contributed to the understanding of how domestically violent relationships run 
their course. Their use of observations and sequence analysis has provided 
insight into how violent and non-violent interactions occur both in terms of 
affect and content. Their longitudinal study has given them the ability to 
outline when and how women eventually manage to leave a relationships, 
understanding that the pivotal exit point seems to be on realization that they 
are no longer going to achieve their dream of “a happy functioning non-violent 
relationship.” This research has shown how sequence analysis can be used in 
order to further our understanding of domestic violent relationships. 
Specifically looking at the sequence of events leading to a violent argument, 
the emotions experienced during a violent and non-violent interaction, and 
how a violent relationship progresses and can eventually come to an end.  
 
Their research, although insightful in terms of developing theories of how to 
intervene and stop a violent relationship, fails to indicate how a relationship 
typically evolves from non-violent to violent. In order to prevent domestic 
violent relationships from developing, it is important to understand how they 
develop in order to potentially improve the possibility of prevention or early 
intervention. Keeling &Fisher (2012) ask the question; How do women 
become emotionally involved in relationships with men and then embroiled 
within a cycle of violence? Focusing on the theory that domestic abuse is 
used by men as a means of coercive control (Stark 2007) it was suggested 
that in order to understand this tendency for violent men to control their 
partners, a better understanding of the emotion and development that lead to 
this point should be investigated. Through the use of narratives, the 
“grooming” behaviours of men, and women’s perspectives on the transition of 
their relationship from being in love to emergence of physical violence was 
explored. The analysis of the women’s narrative resulted in the finding of 
three tactics that became apparent before the emergence of violence. Keeling 
and Fisher (2012) labeled these as “the princess effect” in which women were 
made to feel special and of unique importance to their partner, “feeling 
vulnerable” in which the disclosure of vulnerabilities by women in the early 
stages of the relationship were then used against them and “commitment”, in 
which men’s desire for significant commitment from their partner was used to 
generate a growing dependence on them by the women. This research is the 
beginning of an understanding into how coercive control in a relationship is 
maintained by potentially violent men over women.  



 
Research into relationships and accounts 
 
One way of gathering an understanding of how a relationship develops and 
unfolds is by peoples own accounts. Research that uses peoples accounts of 
relationships is important as it provides a source of information about peoples 
feelings, thoughts as well as actions. It provides rich qualitative data which 
can then be analyzed in a quantitative fashion. 
  
Remembering the way we felt as a relationship develops can be explained in 
terms of Schanks (1982) modification of script theory. Schank (1982) 
distinguished memory structures, which he suggests are arranged in a 
hierarchical order to create interconnected schemata that determine how we 
process new information. These structures also referred to as knowledge 
structures include emotions scripts. Emotion scripts allow for the processing 
of emotions, which may be either general or concerned with specific 
relationships. Emotion scripts therefore allow for the processing of emotions 
during the development of a relationship. These emotions can therefore be 
accounted for in a narrative form when describing the course of a relationship. 
Although a narrative may involve the influence of new processed information, 
this theory suggests the scripts are there to serve as a guide for our future 
actions, and so are likely to be remembered. Hinde (1997) suggests that in 
order for us to fully understand relationships, it is necessary for us to 
recognize that behaviour, affect and cognition are “inextricably interwoven”. 
The use of accounts when describing relationships allows for each of these 
aspects to be recalled.  
 
Bruner (1990) emphasizes the importance of accounts in ‘The “remembered” 
self’. A focal point that is discussed is the immense ability of participants to 
recall information about a “turning point” in their life, drawing on examples 
such as ‘breaking away from family’, ‘divorcing a bully’, or leaving a husband 
because he beat you “once too often”. These turning points when recalled in 
an account or narrative he describes as being drenched in affect. The 
accounts involve a combination of an attribution to a happening “inside” 
(affect) which is based on things happening “outside” (behaviour). An 
important aspect of these “turning points” is their ability to spark recall of 
emotion as the account teller “ride(s) into the story on a wave of episodic 
memory retrieval, rich in detail and colour” (Bruner 1990).  
 



An interesting methodology that uses accounts of relationships in order to 
understand the emotions that drive the development of relationships is used 
by Clarke(1987) in his study emotion, decision and the long term course of 
relationships. Based on Clarke’s theory that control of action and 
psychological processing is carried out by a hierarchy of cybernetic units 
operating simultaneously on a number of different levels, he devised an 
experiment which looked at the possibility that choices people make between 
different courses of action will be influenced by emotional considerations. He 
suggests that at the core of a relationship, i.e marital one, there will be an 
emotional dialogue, which consists of an exchange of emotions which in the 
long term makes up a story - line or time course of that relationship. Accounts 
of relationships allow for the relationship to be told as a narrative resulting in 
the understanding of its trajectory, giving it a diachronic structure and plot.  
 
Clarke’s (1987) study, involved asking participants to recall and think of the 
emotional progressions and sequences they found to be typical of marriage, 
they were told to draw on their own experience or knowledge of others if they 
wished. Participants were told to focus on emotional sequences that occurred 
over long time frames, e.g a month or year rather then those involved in a 
specific interaction. Using pre determined emotions associated with 
interpersonal relationships (Clarke et al 1985) participants created a 
sequence which they believed represented the emotional interactions of 
marriage. These were then entered into a transitional frequency matrix, which 
allowed for the common and uncommon transitions of emotion to be 
determined.  
 
Ideas for future research addressing the issue.  
 
The work carried out by Gottman and Jacobson (1994; 1996a; 1996b) 
provided a new insight into domestic violence, understanding the interactions 
between couples that are violent in nature is the way forward in terms of 
understanding how we can prevent domestic violence in the future. Their 
studies however, as stated fail to provide real insight into the development of 
a domestic violent relationship. Although analyzing self report and accounts of 
domestic violent episodes underpinning the preceding acts in a specific 
violent attack, their study does not look at the more long term development of 
violence in a relationship. However, based on their work this paper suggests 
that we can use statistical analysis in order to further our understanding and 



continue looking at how relationships that are domestically violent differ from 
those that are not, in order to aid prevention.  
 
The results of Keeling and Fishers (2012) study begin to unpick the missing 
information in the current literature surrounding domestic violence. As we 
have seen, the campaigns and policy’s surrounding domestic violence have 
evolved over the years. Interventions have moved from ones which focus on 
the secondary and tertiary preventions to try and intervene at a more primary 
moment preventing domestic violence before it occurs. Building on this idea it 
would be useful to understand the way in which a violent relationship evolves 
from one of love to one of domestic violence. In order to do this, we can use 
the previous accounts of domestic violence to understand how a relationship 
progresses.  
 
This paper suggests that it may be beneficial to code for affect in a 
relationship, asking participants to provide an account rich with data that 
relates to the emotional development of a relationship, which can then be 
used to understand emotional interactions in a violent relationship. Clarke’s 
(1987) research shows that it is possible to understand the development of a 
relationships based on an understanding of the emotional patterns involved. 
Looking at the techniques Clarke used to study emotion in relationships, 
previous work on relationship accounts (Bruner 1990), and Gottman et al 
(1993; 1996a; 1996b) and Keeling & Fisher’s (2012) previous work on 
domestic violent relationships it may seem poignant to consider a way in 
which the methodologies can be used in conjunction to further our 
understanding of domestic violence.  
 
In Gottman’s study both affect and content were coded for, therefore a similar 
process could be used when studying the development of domestically violent 
relationships. This would result in the understanding of the development of 
both emotion and events in a domestic violent relationship, which Hinde 
(1996) suggests are intertwining. A relationship account of domestic violence 
could be coded and used to determine in the typical emotions involved in this 
specific type of interpersonal relationship. As Bruner (1990) states recall of 
turning points result in the “tumbling return” of forgotten episodes, providing 
accounts rich in detail of both affect and behaviour.  Using Clarke et al (1984) 
methodology, these emotions could be extracted and used to form clusters of 
emotion. Using a new set of participants who have either been involved in a 
relationship that progressed to a domestic violent relationship and participants 



that havn’t, the predetermined emotions could be used to create sequences of 
interaction and development. The common and uncommon interactions could 
be examined for both domestic violent and healthy relationships separately 
and the two compared. If there are differences it could provide information on 
how domestic violent and non domestic violent relationships differ in their 
emotional interactions.  
 
Conclusion 
 
Research has previously shown that psychological abuse tends to precede 
emotional abuse (Leonard & Senchak 1996). If we can understand 
development in terms of what specific behaviour patterns to look out for when 
a normal relationship develops, as well as how a domestic violent relationship 
develops and combine it with differences in emotional interaction this 
information in turn can be used in educational programs and social marketing 
campaigns designed to tackle and prevent domestic violence from occurring. 
Understanding the patterns of abuse in an already violent relationship, has 
provided evidence on how to best advice those already in a relationship which 
is domestically violent. Understanding if there are patterns of behaviour in 
terms of the development of a violent relationship, both emotionally and 
behaviourally would provide the means to advise women how to recognize a 
domestic abuse relationship. If more women were able to recognize the signs 
of a domestically abusive relationship then hopefully more women would exit 
these relationships before domestic violence begins.  
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