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Abstract​
Internationally there has been a reluctance to recognize the issue of IPV (intimate partner 

violence) in lesbian relationships up until the 2000s, even though it was exposed in the 1980s 

and in Sweden it remains an under-researched topic. The aim of this study is to investigate if 

and how official material in Sweden includes lesbian IPV in their documents and policies. 

This might shed light on the knowledge that help providers have or don’t have on the subject. 

Qualitative content analysis of official and governmental texts and two interviews with help 

providers working at Roks (National organization for women’s and girl’s shelters in Sweden) 

is the method used and intersectionality and critique of heteronormativity is the theoretical 

framework. The main findings are: 1) the information and knowledge presented in the official 

and governmental texts is insufficient 2) heteronormativity is heavily present in the way that 

lesbian IPV is written about and there is a lack of intersectional perspectives and 3) there is a 

risk of victim reproduction depending on how lesbian IPV is talked about but it is also 

important to talk about it specifically, since using gender neutral language to include 

everyone risk erasing lesbians and other minorities. 
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1. Introduction 
In the west, IPV (intimate partner violence) or domestic violence in heterosexual 

relationships, has been an important issue of study in feminist activism and scholarship from 

the 1970s and is ongoing. There has however been a reluctance to recognize the issue in 

lesbian relationships up until the 2000s, despite it being exposed in the early 1980s (Irwin, 

2008, p.199-200). 

In Sweden IPV in lesbian and queer relationships remains an under-researched topic, 

which is noteworthy since Sweden is imagined both from the outside and from the inside as a 

forerunner when it comes to gender rights as well as LGBTQIA rights. IPV gained political 

recognition in Sweden during the 1990s and same-sex relationships are often mentioned in 

national action plans on IPV. However, since there is a dearth of research on the subject these 

action plans frequently lack specific initiatives (Ovesen, 2021, p.13). The research in Sweden 

has been conducted mostly by students in disciplines such as criminology, law, medicine, 

social work and gender studies. This research has been small-scale studies published as 

articles or in research papers (Ovesen, 2021, p.14).  

Historically in Sweden the gay movement has been dominated by gay men and 

experiences of women in the LGBTQ community has been left out or invisible (Ovesen, 

2021, p.44). During the AIDS epidemic lesbian and gay activists were not organized in one 

single movement but rather part of a number of interrelated social movements. Lesbians were 

part of AIDS activism but most lesbians were more involved in feminist and women’s 

organizations (Ovensen, 2021, p.45). Lesbisk Front initiated a discussion about setting up a 

women’s house in Stockholm together with other women’s and feminist organizations in 

1976, its aim was to serve as a shelter and safe space for abused women. During the 1970s 

and 1980s more women’s houses and meeting places were created by the feminist movement 

in Scandinavia (Ovensen, 2021, p.45).  

Politically Sweden is often described as progressive when it comes to LGBTQ rights 

(Ovesen, 2021, p.47). Homosexual behaviour was illegal until 1944 and after this it was 

classified as an illness until 1979 (Ovesen, 2021, pp.43-44). In 1995 same-sex couples could 

register partnerships, 2009 LGBTQ people gained the right to marry and in the early and 

mid-2000s rights to adoption and artificial insemination were implemented (Ovesen, 2021, 

p.46). These legal changes might be a reason as to why lesbian IPV gained recognition in 

Sweden in the 2000s. Despite LGBTQ people gaining greater visibility and improvements of 

legal rights they still experience different forms of harassment in Sweden. It is suggested that 
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the narrative of progress in Sweden regarding LGBTQ rights has led to homophobia being 

expressed in more sophisticated forms which makes it more difficult to confront (Ovesen, 

2021, pp.47-48). Furthermore, most legislative changes follow heterosexual norms with a 

focus on rights to marriage and family building (mirroring the heteronormative nuclear 

family) and assimilation of gays and lesbians into being mainstream citizens. This has been at 

the expense of other groups within the larger LGBTQ community (Ovesen, 2021, p.46). 

When it comes to feminist organizing against violence, Roks (National organization for 

women’s and girl’s shelters in Sweden) has been one key actor in Sweden. Separatism and 

sisterhood has been a part of the feminist and women’s movement since the 1800s and during 

the 1970s feminist activists in different parts of the world started women’s houses (or 

shelters), women’s associations or places to meet (Holmberg & Holst, 2020, p.13). Women 

contacted the women’s associations, seeking help because they lived with violent men and 

this has laid the groundwork for the women’s shelter movement. England was first to offer 

some form of accommodation and was followed by the US and then the Nordic countries 

(Holmberg & Holst, 2020, p.14). In Sweden, as in other countries, the women’s associations 

went from meeting places to more political organizations which were founded on women’s 

experiences of harassment, oppression and violence (Holmberg & Holst, 2020, p.14). Roks 

has been leading in pushing the government to make legal changes and allocate money 

towards work to prevent men’s violence against women which is described in the book 

Oslagbara Damer, a report on political history in the women's movement with a focus on 

roks published by roks (Unbeatable Ladies, Holmberg & Holst, 2020). The organization’s 

ideology is focused on men’s violence against women and has a binary thinking around 

gender that gives little room to other kinds of violence, there is a focus on heterosexual 

relationships and the nuclear family aspect of patriarchy (Holmberg & Holst, 2020). It is 

stated that the focus is the structure of the patriarchy where men are privileged over women, 

but the language used paints men as violent and evil and women as inherently peaceful and 

nuances disappear. In other words, they subscribe to a feminist ideology that is 

heteronormative and has a conservative view on gender. 

Nicole Ovesen, gender scholar, wrote her doctoral thesis on intimate partner violence 

and help-seeking in lesbian and queer relationships. She found that many victims struggle to 

recognize themselves as victims of IPV due to public stories of violence that frame IPV as a 

heterosexual phenomenon, with a focus on physical violence, which does not always resonate 

with their experiences (Ovesen, 2021). When it comes to support Holmberg (2022, p.13-14) 

writes that it seems to be random whether one gets good support or not depending on who 
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one meets when seeking help. Support services can explain away or diminish the violence 

(say that it is not as severe as men’s violence against women). While Ovesen interviewed 

victims of IPV in Sweden, my thesis focuses on official and governmental documents and 

texts on IPV in Sweden to see if and how these talk about lesbian IPV and what that might 

say about support services for victims. I believe this would be a contribution on what might 

be missing in terms of knowledge in support services for lesbians that are victims of IPV and 

could help improve them. Furthermore, the thesis will be driven by a queerfeminist theoretic 

perspective. 

1.1 Aim and Research Questions 

The aim of this study is to investigate if and how official material in Sweden includes lesbian 

IPV in their documents and policies, which might shed light on the knowledge that the 

general public and help providers have or don’t have on the subject. This will contribute to a 

better understanding of what measures need to be taken to improve help services for lesbian 

victims of IPV. The thesis will be a text analysis in the form of qualitative content analysis of 

material on IPV from different official and governmental organizations. There are also two 

interviews with help providers working at Roks (National organization for women’s and girl’s 

shelters in Sweden) that will be included in the analysis in order to understand how Roks 

understand the issue. The research questions are: 

●​ What does official and governmental texts say regarding lesbian IPV and help 

providers? 

●​ How can the information from the official and governmental texts be understood 

theoretically? 

●​ What are the potential risks with the ways lesbian IPV is discussed or not discussed?  

Since this thesis will be driven by a queerfeminist theoretic perspective, the study will use a 

selection of gender theory, mainly connected to intersectionality and critique of 

heteronormativity, as theoretical lenses, as well as theory and research on lesbian IPV. 

1.2 Limitations and Ethical Considerations 

Lesbian IPV is a global issue, but in this bachelor’s thesis the study has been limited to 

Sweden, since cultural and legal differences between countries affect how the issue 

manifests. Sweden is also an interesting country to study since it is viewed both from the 
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inside and outside as one of the world’s best countries for gender equality and gay rights. 

Further, local and global issues affect each other, which means that this study can contribute 

to heighten the awareness and deepen the understanding of lesbian IPV internationally, and 

thus makes it relevant for global studies since the field deals with globalization, 

sustainability, global justice and how the local and global interact. This study is meant to be 

an addition to previous research on lesbian IPV internationally and in Sweden. IPV is a 

matter of injustice in itself, and IPV in lesbian relationships even more since it tends to be 

overlooked or ignored, in Sweden and in most of the world. Important to note is as Frida Darj 

writes (referenced by Holmberg, 2022, p.4 ) that LGBTQIA+ rights and legislation in 

Sweden are not the same as in other countries which means that international studies cannot 

be directly applied to a Swedish context. This is another reason as to why it is important to 

conduct more research in Sweden since it is under-researched here.  

For the interviews that I conducted, I chose to interview individuals who work with 

IPV victims rather than to interview victims due to the sensitivity of the topic and my lack of  

experience as an interviewer. Further, since it is still a very sensitive subject matter, ethical 

considerations were made in preparation of the interviews to make sure ethical principles 

were being followed and the interviewees were well informed on what the study aimed to do 

(Bryman, 2016, p.166, 170-171, 194; Lamont, 2022, p.71). The interviewees were also 

informed that the study would be broader than just interviews due to the lack of interviewees 

found – the initial aim of the study was to investigate and interview help providers’ 

perceptions and understanding of lesbian IPV – and would also look at publicly available 

texts on IPV. Research on lesbian IPV is needed from many perspectives which makes a 

focus and analysis of official and governmental information on IPV available to the public 

needed in the field.  

As a clarification, in this study while referring to lesbian IPV, I wanted to include 

women, both cis and trans, in relationships with other women, and also nonbinary lesbians or 

nonbinary individuals who would describe their relationship as being lesbian or equivalent to 

a lesbian relationship. Here I am following how gender scholar Janice L. Ristock, who has 

broadly focused on community mental health and social justice, used the term “lesbian 

relationship” to indicate “any intimate relationship between women, not to restrict our focus 

to women who identify as lesbian” (Ristock, 2002, p.xi). She recognized the limits of the 

category of lesbian and that many women in “lesbian relationships” identify as bisexual, 

transgender, queer or two-spirited (Ristock, 2002, p.xi). However, the texts that I have 
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analyzed have rarely stated what identities have been included in the research or defined what 

they mean with lesbian relationships so I have simply used the words and acronyms that they 

have used in the different texts. That is why different variations of LGBTQ, LGBT, 

LGBTQIA+ is present in the text. 

After this introductory section of the thesis, the layout is as follows: a review of 

previous research and the theoretical framework in section two. A presentation of the method 

and source materials in section three. A presentation of the results and analysis in section 

four. And finally a concluding discussion of the results in relation to previous research in 

section five. 

2. Previous Research and Theoretical Framework 

2.1 Previous Research 

Putting the Issue on the Map 

Jude Irwin, social work and social justice professor, wrote an article 2008 titled 

“(Dis)counted Stories: Domestic Violence and Lesbians” where she, among other things, 

writes about when the issue of lesbian IPV came to enter into the field of feminist activism 

and academia. She writes “Naming violence is a political act and has been a feature of 

feminist activism.” (Irwin, 2008, p.200). This naming has put men’s violence against women 

and children on the map. It became more common that women and girls shared stories about 

violence and abuse from the 1970s but it was not until the 1990s that it was recognized 

(Irwin, 2008, p.200). According to Irwin, domestic violence (or IPV) in heterosexual 

relationships has been at the forefront of feminist activism and scholarship in the western 

world since the 1970s and three decades following. In reference to Lobel (1986) Irwin writes 

“In a similar way it has been a struggle for violence in lesbian relationships to be recognized 

despite its exposure in the early 1980s” (Irwin, 2008, p. 200). Lobel wrote the introduction in 

“Naming the Violence: Speaking Out About Lesbian Battering” (Lobel, 1986). She writes 

about how a meeting in 1983 about lesbian IPV was a starting point in the creation of the 

book (Lobel, 1986, pp.1-2). 

Research and literature on lesbian IPV has been conducted mostly in anglophone 

countries and has focused on the extent of violence and understanding of said violence 

(Irwin, 2008, p.200). Establishing the extent of the violence has been proven difficult due to 
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numerous reasons, a few examples being different definitions of violence, issues with 

sampling methods etc. leading to an unreliability of estimates. However, the studies that have 

reported rates of abuse have reported numbers between 17 and 73 percent and it is established 

that the issue does exist (Irwin, 2008, pp.200-201). 

The literature focused on theorizing of the violence has either compared lesbian 

relationships and gay male relationships or compared lesbians and heterosexual women in 

IPV relationships (p.201). In comparing lesbians and gay male relationships, scholars have 

focused on psychological or socio-psychological theories. In comparing lesbians and 

heterosexual women, scholars view violence as a function of gender based oppression. 

However, a singular focus on gendered power relations erases aspects like race, class and 

sexual identity, and can falsely propose that lesbians are victims or abusers depending on if 

they have the feminine or masculine role in the relationship (Irwin, 2008, pp.201-202). 

​

A Selection of Research  

Grace Giorgio, Janice L. Ristock, Valli Kalei Kanuha, Nina Hudson, Vicci Tallis, Tracy 

Jean-Pierre, Thuli Madi, Esra Ummak, Ezgi Toplu-Demirtaş, Reidar Schei Jessen and Nicole 

Ovesen are all scholars that have written about lesbian IPV from the geographical 

perspectives of the United States, Canada, Australia, South Africa, Kenya, Turkey, Denmark 

and Sweden.  

Giorgio has written about how the dominant discourse around IPV, where the normative 

narrative is about a male perpetrator of violence and a female victim of said violence, has 

resulted in an incongruence between the dominant discourse and lesbians’ own experiences. 

There is a myth of combative violence (where IPV is viewed as two equal parts fighting each 

other, rather than one responding to the violence faced by the other, also called catfights) in 

lesbian relationships and this together with the dominant discourse can also make lesbians 

unaware of their own status as victims. Lesbians seeking help can also be turned away 

because help services fail to recognize them as victims. Abuse tactics used by male 

perpetrators of violence and tactics used by women in lesbian relationships are similar but 

there are some differences that stems from lesbians’ unique life experience and relationship 

dynamics as just lesbians. Lesbian abusers can for example use their gendered status to 

manipulate outsiders perception of the abuse (Giorgio, 2002). In line with this Giorgio (2002) 

and Kanuha (2013) wrote about how gender and racial stereotypes can affect how police and 

outsiders interpret the violence. Police responding to domestic violence calls might assume 

9 



the butch or woman of color is the abuser because of stereotypes that butches and women of 

color are more masculine and therefore more violent. However research has proved that 

butch/femme relationships do not replicate heterosexual dynamics in such a simplified way 

(Giorgio, 2002).  

In her book, “No More Secrets: Violence in Lesbian Relationships” (2002) that has 

been a prominent text within the field on IPV in lesbian relationships, Ristock accounts for 

the previous research in the field at the time. She then writes about her findings from 

interviews with 102 women that have had experiences of lesbian relationship violence 

(victims, perpetrators and those who felt they fit neither category) and 8 focus groups with a 

total of 75 feminist service providers, most of which were lesbians themselves. In addition to 

writing about the nature of violence in these relationships, which other researchers have since 

referred to and expanded on as well, her closing reflections show that there is a problem with 

binary categories when researching and talking about lesbian IPV and other kinds of 

relationship violence (Ristock, 2002). 

Hudson (2019) wrote about how lesbians fall through the cracks of legislation in family 

violence laws in Australia, which showed mainly heteronormative conceptualizations of 

family violence.  

Tallis et al. (2020) wrote about poor police response as a problem relating to lesbian 

IPV. The focus of the paper was South Africa where the police viewed lesbian IPV as a joke 

and did not take it seriously. They also mention that in countries with homophobic legislation 

or no legal protections, like Kenya, lesbians risk getting harassed or arrested by police rather 

than supported as victims (Tallis et al., 2020, p.75). 

A study by Ummak et al. (2022) focused on the perpetrator of IPV among LBs (lesbian 

or bisexual) in Denmark and Turkey and found a correlation between internalized 

heterosexism and discrimination and violence perpetration. Higher rates of internalized 

heterosexism and being discriminated against led to higher violence perpetration. They also 

found that the correlation was higher in Turkey than in Denmark which they hypothesized is 

because Denmark has legal and institutional recognition that Turkey lacks (Ummak et al., 

2022, p.4356-4357).  

Ovesen (2021) wrote a doctoral thesis on help-seeking for IPV in lesbian and queer 

relationships in Sweden. She found that many victims struggle to recognize themselves as 

victims of IPV due to public stories of violence that frame IPV as a heterosexual 

phenomenon, with a focus on physical violence, which does not resonate with their 

experiences. A significant finding was that many victims first sought help for things unrelated 
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to IPV and were often met by misrecognition from help services who ignored or minimized 

signs of abuse due to institutionalized heteronormative values. This means that help-providers 

need to get better at recognizing potential victims. 

All this research, more or less directly, also writes about heteronormativity as a 

structural barrier that affects lesbian victims’ agency when it comes to IPV.  

When it comes to research on lesbian IPV in Sweden, Ovensen writes that it is an 

under-researched topic (2021, p.13) that “has mainly been raised in small-scale studies 

published as articles or in research papers by students within different disciplines such as 

gender studies, social work, criminology, law and medicine” (Ovesen, 2021, p.14). She 

mentions Lars Gårdfeldt as one of the first scholars in Sweden to research IPV in homosexual 

relationships, a report on same-sex violence by NCK (National Center for Knowledge on 

Men’s Violence Against Women) and Carin Holmberg and Ulrica Stjernqvist’s large-scale 

survey of violence in same-sex relationships (Ovesen, 2021, p.13-14). All four (two by 

Gårdfeldt) of these studies were conducted before 2010. Furthermore, there are knowledge 

overviews that collect and list previous research on the topic on a wider scale (most of which 

is international research) but these are of a more retelling or explanatory nature than 

analytical. Here I see a gap where I want to look at a larger collection of texts and analyze 

them with the help of a selection of gender theory.    

Overall, previous research shows that heteronormative structures influence how 

violence in lesbian relationships is understood. The next section presents theories on gender, 

heteronormativity and intersectionality that will be used to analyze this in more detail later in 

the thesis. 

2.2 Concepts and Theories 

The theoretical framework I will use for the analysis of this thesis is intersectionality and 

critique of heteronormativity. In this section I will introduce some writings on these concepts 

by Judith Butler, Joan W. Scott and Kimberlé Crenshaw, and also writings from Sara 

Edenheim, who writes about how naming the victim reproduces the victim in regards to 

feminism, history and Swedish state laws, that will also be used in the analysis. I will also 

make a distinction on what is meant by inclusion and exclusion regarding lesbian IPV in this 

thesis. 
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2.2.1 Gender and Heteronormativity 

Judith Butler (1988) and Joan W. Scott (1986) have both written about the social construction 

of gender. They have different points of departure and focus, while Butler looks at it from a 

philosophical phenomenological point of view, Scott looks at it from a historical perspective. 

Butler argues that gender is constituted of performative acts, a person performs their 

gender in accordance with or against the gender norms present in the historical time one 

inhabits. Gender has no inherent “essence” and is dependent on the continuous acts that 

constitute it to exist and is therefore a construction (Butler, 1988, p.355).  

To guarantee the reproduction of a given culture, various requirements, well-established in the 
anthropological literature of kinship, have instated sexual reproduction within the confines of a 
heterosexually based system of marriage which requires the reproduction of human beings in 
certain gendered modes, which, in effect, guarantee the eventual reproduction of that kinship 
system. (Butler, 1988, p.356) 

In this way, the binary gender construction, where there are two “natural” opposing sexes or 

genders that are “naturally” attracted to each other, is used in a heterosexually based system 

for reproductive interests (Butler, 1988, p.356). Further if you according to the norms present 

perform your gender wrongly you risk punishment. This underlies heteronormativity. 

Scott argues for gender to be used as an analytical category to talk about systems of 

social or sexual relations as opposed to viewing it as theories about opposition between male 

and female or as a question about women (Scott, 1986, p.1066). Her definition of gender has 

two parts and several subsets:  

Gender is a constitutive element of social relationships based on perceived differences between 
the sexes, and gender is a primary way of signifying relationships of power (Scott, 1986, 
p.1067).  

 
Previous research has written about how lesbians are not perceived as victims of IPV because 

of preconceived notions about victim and perpetrator that can be connected to 

heteronormativity. Therefore, I want to use Butler and Scott’s writings on social gender 

construction tied to heteronormativity for a deeper examination of this concept in the texts 

that I will code. Whereas other studies have seen heteronormativity as an aspect in lesbian 

IPV (they have written about it without using the concept or included it but not as a central 

part), my contribution is that I will use this theory as a theoretic lens or broader theme. 
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2.2.2 Intersectionality 

When Kimberlé Crenshaw writes about how women have organized against the violence that 

shapes their everyday lives she also states:  

This process of recognizing as social and systemic what was formerly perceived as isolated and 
individual has also characterized the identity politics of people of color and gays and lesbians, 
among others. For all these groups, identity-based politics has been a source of strength, 
community, and intellectual development (Crenshaw, 1994, p.93). 

There has been a tension between identity politics and dominant conceptions of social justice. 

Mainstream liberal discourse has seen categories such as gender and race as negative because 

they can lead to bias and exclusion and we should instead empty these categories of social 

significance. However feminist and racial liberation movements have argued that delineating 

difference can be a source of political empowerment and social reconstruction instead of 

power of domination (Crenshaw, 1994, p.93). Further Crenshaw writes:  

The problem with identity politics is not that it fails to transcend difference, as some critics 
charge, but rather the opposite – that it frequently conflates or ignores intra group differences 
(1994, p.93).  

When it comes to violence against women the omission of difference becomes problematic 

because the violence that women experience is not just shaped by their identity as women but 

also by their race and class etc., and ignoring that these differences within groups can 

contribute to tension among groups which makes it more difficult to organize against 

violence against women (Crenshaw, 1994, pp.93-94).  

Intersectionality is a way to look at how different identity markers interact and shape 

multiple dimensions of people’s experiences and Crenshaw’s focus is black women and 

women of color (1994, p.94). She further writes that intersectionality is not proposed as a 

totalizing theory of identity and that more frameworks than race and gender shape the lives of 

women of color, factors like class and sexuality do too. The intersections of race and gender 

is used to highlight “the need to account for multiple grounds of identity when considering 

how the social world is constructed” (Crenshaw, 1994, p.94).  

In this thesis, intersectionality will be used in the analysis to recognize that not all 

lesbians or individuals in lesbian relationships have the same lived reality and to see if the 

texts that I will code take this into consideration. 
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2.2.3 History, Language and Power 

Sara Edenheim, historian and gender scholar, has in connection to women’s history written a 

text tited “När våldet blir en del av jaget: En kritisk analys av kvinnohistoria och dess 

effekter” (Translated: “When violence becomes part of the self: A critical analysis of 

women's history and its effects”)(Edenheim, 2005). In this text she writes, among other 

things, about how naming the victim tends to reproduce the victim.  

Edenheim quotes Gayatri Spivak who said that naming something (or someone) is “an 

enabling violation” (Edenheim, 2005, p.322). This is shown in how Swedish laws during the 

20th-century have laid out categories of people that are prohibited to discriminate against. 

These groups are women, homosexual people and immigrants. These are also seen as 

political identities whereas its counterparts men, heterosexual people and Swedes are seen as 

neutral and apolitical.  Edenheim mentions the liberal democratic rule of law paradox which 

assumes that discrimination is caused by differences between humans before the 

discrimination has even occurred (Edenheim, 2005, p.322). She continues explaining that:  

Nowhere in the 20th-century legal discourse is it suggested that the differences arise from the 
discrimination itself and that the problem of discrimination cannot therefore be solved by a law 
that singles out exactly the same groups as those prohibited from discriminating. 
Discrimination and its prohibition are really nothing more than different sides of the same coin. 
(Edenheim, 2005, p.322). 

 

When feminism and history focus only on women and femininity, they assume that all 

women share the same experience. This ignores people whose experiences are different, like 

lesbians or women of color, and makes it more difficult to challenge what the term “woman” 

means today (Edenheim, 2005, p.325). Further feminism has only been able to explain that 

there is an order of gendered power (or patriarchy) but not why it exists which has led to “a 

pessimistic circle where both the patriarchal order and gender research proceed from an 

eternal reproduction of women’s bodies as fact and victim” (Edenheim, 2005, p.325). This is 

shown clearly in how gender equality policies and laws reinforce the categories of woman 

and man and the differences between them rather than neutralize them (Edenheim, 2005, pp. 

326-327). These policies do not try to erase gender differences: 

On the contrary, it is essential that a boundary between these can be constructed in order to 
justify that the law only sees individuals with a clear gender identity as legitimate political 
objects and identities. Identities that have not only been legitimized by women’s historians but 
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also incorporated as inevitable and necessary for the struggle for equality. (Edenheim, 2005, 
p.327). 

Within this legal framework victims need to continue to be victims to get justification and for 

someone to be punished for discriminating against them (Edenheim, 2005, p.328). This 

reproduces victim identities. 

Sara Edenheim's writings around identity and victimhood will be used as a complement 

to the theories on gender, heteronormativity and intersectionality in the analysis.​

 

2.2.4 Inclusion/Exclusion of Lesbian IPV 

When coding and analysing texts on IPV for this thesis there had to be a distinction on what 

inclusion versus exclusion of lesbian IPV meant. 

Inclusion in this thesis is when the text writes about lesbian IPV specifically by using 

the word lesbian, or if it talks about IPV in relationships between two women in a romantic 

relationship dynamic. In other words it writes about IPV in a way where lesbians and women 

who engage in relationships with other women could clearly see themselves in the text if they 

were in an abusive relationship. 

Exclusion in this thesis is when the text only writes about IPV in terms that refer to 

heterosexual couples or writes about IPV in completely gender neutral terms. 

The theories that have been presented in this section, together with my distinction on 

inclusion/exlusion, provide an analytical tool for understanding how norms around gender 

and sexuality shape both views on violence and the possibility of being recognized as a 

victim. 

3. Research Design and Methods 
3.1 Methodology 
The problem formulation and research questions in this study comes from an interpretivist 

perspective where one acknowledges the difference between natural science and social 

relations and are interested in how people interpret the phenomena being studied: their own 

experiences, and on meaning making rather than isolated testable variables (Bryman, 2016, 

p.52-54; Lamont, 2022, p.48-49). The approach regarding official documents on IPV is 

mostly deductive since I will look for beforehand chosen codes when coding the material, but 
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also inductive since I will also look at the content and context in the various texts while 

coding them. The ontological perspective is constructionist in that I see our reality and social 

phenomena as socially constructed as opposed to objectivism that see social phenomena as 

independent of social actors (Bryman, 2016, p.57-58).  

3.2 Empirical Method 

3.2.1 Interviews 

For the interviews the method of data collection was semi-structured interviews. I created an 

interview guide (following Bryman, 2016, p.563, pp.565-567) that consists of themes and 

questions that are open to the experiences of the help providers where there is room to go 

beyond these and expand on topics that the interviewee finds especially interesting or 

relevant and ethical considerations were taken in the creation of this guide. The selection 

method for interviewees was a purposive selection where I first emailed the women’s shelters 

and then due to a lack of answers the girl’s shelters to find interviewees relevant to the study 

(Bryman, 2016, p.498). There were two interviews conducted via zoom, one with an 

employee at a women’s shelter and one with two employees at a girl’s shelter. Both 

interviews were recorded and transcribed and the interviewees were granted anonymity 

through the whole process. The transcriptions of these interviews were used as 

complementary or additional texts for the broader analysis of official and governmental texts 

and documents on IPV. The interviews were kept in the study to give insight into what 

knowledge the women’s and girl’s shelters might have even though more interviews would be 

needed to be able to make any generalisations or get more definitive conclusions. They are 

still interesting when you contrast them with the other official and governmental texts and 

could give questions for further studies. 

3.2.2 Official and Governmental Texts  

My other data source was official and governmental texts on IPV that are publicly available. 

These documents were chosen because they might say something about the general public’s 

and help providers knowledge on the subject. If we follow Bryman (ed.3, 2016, pp.664-667) 

here, these data sources would be called official documents from state authorities and official 

documents from private sources. The texts will be presented in more detail in the Source 

Material section of the study. 
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3.2.3 Interviews Versus Written Sources 

Interviews and written sources are very different and generate different kinds of output. The 

strength with interviews is that you as a researcher can ask specific questions that you want 

answered and also that the interviewees can expand on areas and topics they find especially 

relevant, you also have direct contact with the interviewees and know how the study has been 

conducted. Weaknesses are that they are very time consuming and that you might not get the 

amount of data that you need to answer your research questions. Written sources, at least in 

this study, are previous studies made by other researchers. The strengths here is that you have 

access to a lot more and broader information and since interviewing is very time consuming 

you save time. Weaknesses are that since you have not yourself conducted the studies you 

have to make considerations regarding the reliability of the texts and studies used and you are 

also making a kind of secondary analysis to the first studies where you are not as familiar 

with the material and cannot control the quality of data to the same extent. The strength of the 

qualitative content analysis that I used, described by Boréus & Kohl (2018), is that you can 

use any kind of text for the analysis. However I was also aware of the difference in output 

while interpreting the results of the analysis. 

3.3 Method of Analysis 

3.3.1 Content analysis 

The method that was used for analysis and coding of the material was qualitative content 

analysis (Boréus & Kohl, 2018). Content analysis is a fitting method if you want to study the 

extent of a theme in texts (Boréus & Kohl, 2018, p.52) and since I wanted to see how official 

and governmental texts discussed lesbian IPV, it was the method that I chose. I used the 

method to sort through material on IPV by categorizing texts into groups and removing texts 

that were not relevant. I included the interviews in the texts that I coded. After I had done the 

mapping and grouping of the texts I carried out a second analysis by reading the content more 

thoroughly and interpreting it by using the concepts and theories I introduced earlier in the 

thesis. One limitation with content analysis is that the invisible or implied often does not 

count but you can get around that by also looking for what is missing (Boréus & Kohl, 2018, 

p.79). In my thesis I accounted for this by keeping a few texts that did not say much about 

lesbian IPV but were deemed important texts to keep and looked for what the texts 

themselves said was missing in regards to information about lesbian IPV. Furthermore in the 
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second analysis of the texts where I interpreted the content with the help of concepts and 

theories I also looked for underlying meaning in the coded texts. I was considered with, not 

only if the texts talked about lesbian IPV but with how they talked about lesbian IPV and 

what that might mean on a societal level. 

3.3.2 Coding principles 

Before I started gathering material I made a code scheme (Boréus & Kohl, 2018, pp.58-60). 

The code scheme consisted of four colors. Yellow for gender neutral language surrounding 

IPV, green for binary or heteronormative language surrounding IPV, blue for any mentions to 

the lgbtq community (lgbtq/lgbtqia+, gay, queer etc.) that does not pertain specifically to 

lesbian IPV and purple for lesbian specific language surrounding IPV. In my study every text 

by itself constituted a sampling unit (Boréus & Kohl, 2018, p.60). After establishing a code 

scheme and sampling unit I started gathering material by downloading texts and documents 

in PDF format and highlighting parts of the texts with the colors that fit the above categories 

and then make a judgment on the text as a whole and give it one or more colors that fit the 

overall content of the text. In total I coded 20 texts but only 12 remained relevant for the final 

analysis and those texts will be presented in the section below. To make sure that the coding 

was performed as accurately as possible for high validity and reliability (Boréus & Kohl, 

2018, pp.80-82), I coded the material twice before sorting it into groups and then I reread it a 

few times when I was looking further into the content of the texts. Content analysis was used 

primarily to produce material for further interpretation, and then a closer look was taken at 

what the texts actually said. 

3.3.4 Source Material 

After initial coding 12 texts were used in the results and analysis. I have organized these into 

three groups. The first group contains my two interviews. These will be used as a 

complement to the other texts in the analysis because some findings from these interviews 

mirror information that was found in the other texts.  

The second group of texts are official material that had a lot of material on IPV about 

lesbians or that was highly relevant to lesbian IPV. This group has five texts in total. Firstly 

we have: 

Three research and knowledge overviews: 
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-​ “Violence in same sex relationships: a knowledge and research overview” by NCK 

2009 

-​ “Violence against gbtq-people- a research and knowledge overview” by NCK 2018 

-​ “Shortcut to research: The state of knowledge about violence in same-sex and trans 

peoples relationships” by VKV 2022 

 

NCK, or the National Center for Knowledge on Men’s Violence Against Women 

(approximate translation), is a part of Uppsala University and has a mandate from the 

government to increase the knowledge nationally about men’s violence against women, 

honorary violence and oppression, violence in same sex relationships and to give support to 

victims of violence (NCK, n.d.-b). VKV, or Västra Götaland Region’s competence center on 

violence in close relationships, is a competence center that creates, collects and distributes 

knowledge and their primary target group is healthcare and dental care in the region (Västra 

götalandsregionen, n.d.). A clarification here is that the text by VKV is authored by Carin 

Holmberg who is a known Swedish author and gender scholar. So when Holmberg is 

referenced in the results and analysis portion of the study it is this text that is referenced, not 

anything else that she has written. 

 

Secondly this group of texts also have: 

-​ “Knowledge and experiences of working with LGBTQ people exposed to violence: A 

knowledge support from RFSL support center.” by RFSL 2018 

-​ “Violently alike and different: A text on violence in same sexed couples.”  by RFSL 

2008 

These two texts are both from RFSL, or the national association for the rights of 

homosexuals, bisexuals, transgenders, queers and intersex people which is a non-profit 

organization (RFSL, 2023, May 29th). The first text contains both previous research in the 

field (some from the NCK texts previously mentioned and the second text mentioned here) 

and new specific knowledge collected from interviews (RFSL, 2018, p.9). The second text is 

a popularized version of an original study from 2006. 

The third group of texts contains five texts that do not have substantial information 

relevant to lesbian IPV but they were deemed such important documents that I still wanted to 

keep them in the study. A clarification here is that these texts do have lesbians or lgbtqia+ as 

a target group. One thing that complicates the issue is also that in Sweden violence in 

lgbtqia+ relationships have previously been placed under the category of men’s violence 
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against women (which has partly changed) which complicates the categorization of texts on 

the subject. The third group of texts are: 

-​ “Crime in close relationships, Mapping of vulnerability in 2022 and over the lifetime” 

by Anna Frenzel (BRÅ) 2024 

-​ “Violence in young people’s relationships” by Monika Sellgren Karlsson och Lisa 

Westfelt (BRÅ) 2021 

-​ “Men’s violence against women, honor-related violence and oppression, and violence 

in same-sex relationships - Final report of a government assignment.” by Lundgren 

et.al. (BRÅ) 2010 

-​ “An inclusive gender equality policy interim goal against violence: Interim report of 

the Inquiry into strengthened governance of work against gender-based violence and 

honour-related violence and oppression.” by the state’s public investigations (SOU) 

2024 

-​ “Free and safe without violence and oppression – Action program to prevent and 

combat men's violence against women, violence in close relationships and 

honor-related violence and oppression, as well as prostitution and human trafficking 

2024-2026” by the government office (Regeringskansliet) 2024 

 

The first three texts are from the BRÅ (Crime Prevention Council) which is a Swedish 

authority that works to reduce crime and increase safety in society. They do this by creating 

and distributing statistics and research related to crime to the government and other 

authorities in the justice system (BRÅ, n.d.) The last two texts come directly from different 

parts of the government, the first is an investigation of work against gender-based violence 

(and more) and the second is an action program to prevent and combat different forms of 

violence. All five texts deal with IPV and were therefore deemed important for the study even 

though they did not contain substantial information or knowledge regarding lesbian IPV. 

4. Results and Analysis  
This section of the thesis will first focus on what the texts said regarding help providers in 

Sweden and the interviews I conducted with help providers in women’s and girl’s shelters 

from Roks. Second, it will go into important sources that did not have lesbian specific 

information regarding IPV but are important because of what the omission or silence 

regarding lesbian IPV could mean in a broader sense. While the first two parts will focus 
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more on the information in the texts the third (last two subheaders) will use the concepts and 

theories presented earlier in this thesis to look at the deeper meaning of the information in 

connection to the research questions. 

Due to the limited scope of this thesis, there will be no specific focus on information 

regarding the nature of the violence. 

4.1 Help Providers in Sweden and the Interviews 

The knowledge support document from RFSL (2018, p.29) states that generally there is a 

lower percentage of lgbtq-people that seek help than heterosexual people, due to the fear of 

being met with homophobia, biphobia or transphobia. It could also possibly be that there is a 

loyalty to the lgbtq or lesbian community as a minority group. Previous research has shown 

that a reason as to why lesbian IPV was invisible and underresearched for so long is due to 

fears that it would paint lesbians in a bad light and that it could lead to homophobic policy 

reactions after years of fighting for recognition and rights for lgbtq communities (Hudson, 

p.365-366). Norms in society can also affect how help providers interpret the abuse and the 

victims might get treatment that is not to the same standard as heterosexual victims (RFSL, 

2018, p.29). One lesbian that had sought help from a non-lgbtq provider said that the 

counselor had assumed she had a boyfriend and felt that it was difficult to correct the 

information, another who had called a non-lbgtq helpline had had her partner misgendered 

continuously even after correction (RFSL, 2018, p.57).  

There are also fewer places where you can get help and some victims don’t want to 

seek help with RFSL because they know people who work there or are known in the 

community (RFSL, 2018, p.56). Sometimes when seeking help, the victim’s sexual 

orientation can become the focus when it is not relevant. Help providers have asked questions 

about the victim’s sex life or practice when that has not been relevant to the abuse they have 

endured (RFSL, 2018, p.59). Women have explained that they could not have told other help 

providers than RFSL about sexual assault by another woman because it would be too difficult 

to face the notion that women do not sexually assault or the fear that it would seem like they 

exaggerated their story (RFSL, 2018, p.60). RFSL also explains the vicious cycle that has 

been created due to the fact that there is a low degree of trust in support services from 

lgbtq-people which leads to help providers not gaining any experience with meeting 

lgbtq-people (2018, p.65). 
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In 2012 to 2013 the inspection for healthcare reviewed the work with abused women 

and children who have witnessed violence in municipalities, counties, healthcare regions and 

women’s shelters (NCK, 2018, p.31). The work with particularly vulnerable groups (of which 

lgbt-people are part of) needed to be improved in the majority of municipalities (NCK, 2018, 

p.31). There is no specific information on lesbians. 

The National Board of Social Affairs and Health (Socialstyrelsen) also made a mapping 

of sheltered accommodations in 2012, and in 2016 published results of a questionnaire survey 

also about sheltered accommodations. Both showed that there was a lack of lgbt competence 

in sheltered accommodation (NCK, 2018, p.31-32).  

The text “Violently alike and different: A text on violence in same sexed couples” 

(RFSL, 2008), which is a popularized version of the original study from 2006 has an 

additional part about support. It states that since the original study women’s shelters have 

changed their main target group from mainly women abused by a male partner to include 

others as well. They mention one women’s shelter in Norrköping that has a specific phone 

line for lesbian and bisexual women (RFSL, 2008, p.50) – after a websearch I found that this 

number no longer exists 2024. Roks main target is still women abused by men but their 

website said that violence occurs in lesbian relationships as well (RFSL, 2008, p.50) but as I 

write this their website no longer has any mention of lesbians or IPV in relationships between 

women. RFSL writes that SKR’s (national organization for women’s and girl’s shelters in 

Sweden, today named Unizon) website states that they want to shed light on (among others) 

lesbian women who are victims of abuse from their partners (RFSL, 2008, p.50). Today this 

information is no longer there. They mention briefly under men’s violence against women 

that violence occurs in all partnered relationships and that homophobia can make a couple 

more isolated and left to each other if the woman is in a same gendered relationship (Unizon, 

n.d.-b). Today none of these two websites use the word lesbian. What can be found after 

searching the word lesbian on Unizons website is a link to a girl’s shelter page that has 

information on corrective rape (Unizon, n.d.-a) but nothing else. 

RFSL further writes that help is difficult to find and that in spring 2008 you can not 

find that lgbt-people are part of the target audience anywhere except on SKRs (Unizon) 

webpage (2008, p.51). The language on the websites are often neutral in regards to gender, 

gender expression and sexual orientation which can be positive since lgbt-people are included 

but it can also hide lack of knowledge and unawareness in the organizations (RFSL, 2008, 

p.51). Brottsofferjouren (The Crime Victim Center) is described as the place with the most 

knowledge about violence in lgbt relationships (RFSL, 2008, p.53), it is today called RFSLs 
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stödmottagning (support reception) (RFSL, 2018, p.8) . Further it does not appear among 

organizations with competence if there are opportunities for support and help (RFSL, 2008, 

p.54). 

RFSL also brings up the fact that there are no influence programs or treatment for 

lesbian perpetrators (RFSL, 2008, p.55). In 2024 there are two programs (RVP and Predov) 

for convicted perpetrators independent of gender that have been developed by the 

correctional service (NCK, n.d.-a). 

Holmberg (2022, p.13-14) writes that it seems to be random whether one gets good 

support or not depending on who one meets when seeking help. Support services can explain 

away or diminish the violence (say that it is not as severe as men’s violence against women). 

It is noted that even though there is lack of knowledge and support for lgbtq-people it does 

not necessarily mean that the support for heterosexual women is good, there is a lack in 

resources even there. 

The woman from the first interview that I conducted who worked at a Roks women’s 

shelter had some information about lesbian IPV but no direct experience with lesbians 

seeking help for IPV from a partner. She could only remember two romani couples that had 

sought help from honor oppression from their families. I was also told that the knowledge can 

differ a lot between different shelters. The interviewee said that her being a lesbian herself 

could be a reason as to why her women’s shelter does have knowledge. She also held study 

circles for new members where she brings up lesbian IPV but that it can be different for other 

shelters and that she could not really say that there is any specific education or training you 

get about lesbian IPV before you start working for a shelter. When it comes to trans women 

she said that the girl’s shelters have been more forward and inclusive than the women’s 

shelters. 

The second interview was with two women from a Roks girl’s shelter. It was very 

different since they basically have no in person contact with the women and girls seeking 

support. Their channels of support are via chat and phone only. They could not say that they 

had had any specific experience with lesbian victims of IPV since they do not check for it or 

keep any statistics on it. Their approach is to use gender neutral language unless/until the 

person they speak to write specifically what gender their abuser has and what kind of 

relationship they have with each other. Like the women’s shelters, they have a study circle 

about men’s violence against women. Here lgbtqi+ was included but they did not have any 

specific part about lesbian relationships. One of the interviewees mentioned a short movie 

clip she had seen as part of some training that had included a lesbian couple and both 
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interviewees described some information they had on the lgbtqi+ community, minority stress 

and intersectionality. They said IPV in lesbian relationships is touched on but is not handled 

specifically in their training. There is a broader focus on gender neutrality in language and in 

general. They were inclusive to trans women and nonbinary people. In the end of the 

interview they say that they are very dependent on people reaching out to them if they need 

help and therefore they need strategies to reach out and be a welcoming space (for lgbtqi+ 

people) and that one way to do that is to answer with gender neutral language and not assume 

that the girl/woman who seeks help has a partner that is a man. They also say that they point 

out that violence occurs everywhere but that the most common kind is men’s violence against 

women. 

After presenting what official sources said regarding help providers and how a few help 

providers described their work and level of knowledge, the next section turns to official and 

governmental sources that lack lesbian-specific information to explore what such silences 

might indicate. 

4.2 Important Sources that did not have Lesbian Specific Information 

Apart from the seven main texts that I have used above I initially coded around 20 different 

texts. However, I chose the seven above because they had substantial information about 

specifically lesbian IPV or that was highly related to lesbian IPV. But to broaden the view of 

the issue I still want to comment on five texts that I deem as important texts, even though 

they did not say a lot about lesbian IPV. First we have three reports from BRÅ (crime 

prevention council), one about crime in close relationships (Frenzel, 2024), one about 

violence in young people’s relationships (Karlsson & Westfelt, 2021) and one which is a final 

report of a government assignment about men’s violence against women, honor related 

violence and oppression and violence in same-gendered relationships (Lundgren et al., 2010). 

Second we have two reports from the government, one interim report on the investigation on 

a strengthened management of the work against gender-related violence and honor-related 

violence and oppression (SOU 2024:21) and one action program to prevent and combat 

men’s violence against women, violence in intimate relationships and honor-related violence 

and oppression, as well as prostitution and human trafficking (Regeringskansliet, 2024). I 

chose these texts because they are important official and governmental documents concerning 

intimate partner violence. The main result I take from these texts is that if it is not clearly 

stated in the mission or purpose of these action plans and reports to include or focus on 
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lgbtq-people, they end up as more of a footnote or afterthought, even if the text is about IPV 

in a broader sense. The BRÅ report that has same-gendered IPV in the title did not give much 

space to lgbtq-people and lesbian specific information or perspective was not included 

(Lundgren et al., 2010). The report also included children who have witnessed violence and 

said about this group and lgbtq victims that: 

It is positive that the government also highlights these groups, because their vulnerability has 
been relatively invisible until recent years. A complication, however, is that the problems and 
needs of both groups tend to become relatively invisible even in the action plan” (Lundgren et 
al., 2010, p.15).  

I found this phenomenon, where lgbtq victim’s problems and needs become invisible even 

when they are included, to be more or less true for all these texts. I also found that 

lgbtq-people was often referred to as a particularly vulnerable group among others, often 

different groups of women, and referred to as “lgbtq”. With the last point I mean that they 

were grouped together and you could not read about the situation for different identities 

within the lgbtq community, they are treated as a monolith. The action program did mention 

trans people and nonbinary people briefly a few times (Regeringskansliet, 2024). The other 

governmental text referred to lesbians on half a page out of 234 (SOU 2024:21). Further the 

word lesbian is barely used at all in all of these five texts. So overall specific identities within 

the lgbtq seem to be erased or invisible in these reports. 

Having shown that lesbian identities are often absent from official and governmental 

documents, the following section examines how lesbian IPV is represented when it is actually 

discussed. 

4.3 How Lesbian IPV is Discussed or Written About 

As stated earlier we can see that help providers often meet victims with heteronormativity, 

homophobia and a lack of knowledge. There are fewer places to seek help and it is also 

difficult to find information on where to get help, for example it is often not stated on 

websites if the help provider in question has lgbtq knowledge and competence. I think 

heteronormativity on a societal level is a big reason for all of this. 

Carin Holmberg describes heteronormativity as “a system of thoughts and beliefs that 

asserts that all people are heterosexual. A heteronormative premise is that women and men 

are seen as essentially different and that sexuality is about these assumed differences being 

naturally attracted to each other” (Holmberg, 2022, p.5) and heterosexism as a term similar to 
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racism and sexism where heterosexist structures in society make lgbtq people invisible 

(Holmberg, 2022, p.5). We can see here that the heteronormative premise Holmberg describes 

is exactly what Butler describes as the binary gender construction. 

In line with Joan W.Scott’s gender definition she also writes that gender involves four 

interrelated elements (1) “culturally available symbols that evoke multiple (and often 

contradictory) representations” (Scott, 1986, p.1067), (2) “normative concepts that set forth 

interpretations of the meanings of the symbols, that attempt to limit and contain their 

metaphoric possibilities” (Scott, 1986, p.1067), (3) social institutions and organizations (and 

politics), (4) subjective identity (Scott, 1986, pp.1067-1068). An example of the first element 

is Mary and Eve as symbols of woman. Examples of the second element are concepts in 

political, educational, scientific, legal and religious doctrines that often take a fixed binary 

oppositional form assigning male or female meaning (Scott, 1986, p.1067). Examples of the 

third element is the kinship system (or the household and family as basis for social 

organization), the polity (universal male suffrage as part of gender construction) and the labor 

market, which is sex-segragated and part of gender construction (Scott, 1986, p.1068). No 

one of the four elements operate without the others but they do not operate simultaneously 

and a question for historical research is what the relationships among the four aspects are. 

Heteronormativity was a central theme in how lesbian IPV was conceptualised. From a 

heteronormative point of view IPV is a phenomenon where the abuser is a man and the victim 

is a woman. Therefore heteronormativity is what excludes lesbians from the public discussion 

of IPV and what underlies the treatment they get and how they are received by help 

providers. This is also in line with what earlier studies have found (Hudson, 2019; Giorgio, 

2002; Tallis et al., 2020; Irwin, 2008; Ovesen, 2021). The four interrelated elements 

involving gender that Scott writes about builds on what Butler described as the binary gender 

construction and it shows how gender (and thereby heteronormativity) is socially constructed 

in so many areas and on so many levels in our society, it is ideological and institutional and it 

is reproduced every single day.  

Another theme that was present (partly because of its absence) in the source material 

was intersectionality. A few texts mention the term but do not give any examples of what it 

might look like in praxis. 

The text “Violently alike and different: A text on violence in same sexed couples”, 

which was published 2006 and was the first and for a long time the only study of this kind in 

Sweden, writes that most participants in the study were Swedish born. Out of 2013 

participants 181 were born in another country and most of these people came from a Nordic 
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or European country. 17 people were born in Asian countries and eleven in Latin America 

(RFSL, 2008). This means that the study mostly captured the experiences of white Swedish 

lgbtq people regarding IPV.  

Holmberg writes that lgbtq people are often talked about as one of several “particularly 

vulnerable groups” regarding IPV (2022, p.5). In reality most people who are not white 

women in the younger middle age with one or two children (the norm of who the victim of 

IPV is) are part of one of these “particularly vulnerable” groups. Further, most research, help 

services and resources are set up to help this one kind of woman (Holmberg, 2022, p.5). 

Kimberlé Crenshaw who coined the term intersectionality wrote about how black 

women often fall through the cracks politically and structurally because they belong to at 

least two minority groups, they are women and they are black. Social rights movements often 

have one singular focus. Feminists focusing on only sexism and antiracists focusing on only 

racism has resulted in black women and women of color falling through the cracks because 

they experience both in ways that look different than the sexism white women experience and 

the racism men of color experience (Crenshaw, 1994, pp.93-94). One point that she makes is 

that if efforts are not made to meet different needs in women’s shelters for example, you often 

miss the most vulnerable because they do not fit the “victim” role and don't meet the criteria 

to access the resources meant to help victims (Crenshaw, 1994, pp.96-98). This means that if 

there is no substantial research or knowledge on different needs and experiences of different 

kinds of victims of IPV, a lot of victims have a difficult time getting help, recognition and 

also a way of recognizing themselves as victims. Holmberg also writes that there is a risk 

with writing about particularly vulnerable groups since the individual can find fault with 

themselves when it is the societal structures that is the issue. An alternative term to use is 

“structurally vulnerable groups” which shifts the focus instead to societal structures 

(Holmberg, 2022, p.6). 

Intersectionality as a term is used by Holmberg (2022, p.6) who describes that an 

individual can be exposed to more than one structural vulnerability and that differences 

within a group can be made invisible if only one overarching definition is used and that this is 

true for lgbtq as a group. Further she references seven texts regarding this subject, a few of 

which are about a specific sub group, five of which are Swedish sources, the other are 

focused on other countries (Holmberg, 2022, p.6). She also states that in the knowledge 

overview she only talks about same gendered IPV generally and in a few cases trans peoples’ 

relationships. This is something I have seen in many of the source texts. Intersectionality is 
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mentioned or explained as a concept but there are no examples of how this might look in 

practice.  

In NCKs knowledge and research overview from 2009 there was a lot of knowledge 

about same gendered relationships (mostly lesbian) but not other groups, although the 

majority of the sources referenced were international (NCK, 2009). In the knowledge and 

research overview from 2018 there were more groups involved but here I had difficulty 

finding specific information about lesbians since the definitions were not very clear a lot of 

the time (NCK, 2018). They did not use lesbian as a term anymore but instead used 

homosexual woman. In one study it was not possible to analyze risk factors for lesbians in 

part because the study had not asked questions about the previous partner’s gender, only 

current (NCK, 2018, p.15). I saw the same issue in the BRÅ report about crime in close 

relationships where they had also only asked questions about the last partner’s gender, not 

earlier relationships (Frenzel, 2024, p.94). Another issue in the knowledge and research 

overview was that percentages for bisexual and homosexual women were written together so 

it was not possible to see if the number regarded same gendered violence or not (NCK, 2018, 

pp.15-17). Violence in lesbian relationships (or relationships with two women) was really 

difficult to get information on in this text overall. The focus of the 2018 overview was to 

focus on groups that had not been focused on in the earlier version, which means that the 

absence of lesbians might not be such a big problem, however most of the earlier information 

was from before 2009 and in a non Swedish context, which means it is still needed.  

Overall in all of my source material, lesbian IPV is not discussed in Swedish material 

as something that affects different groups of lesbians differently, there is a little from 

international texts but still not a lot. 

In summary, this section has shown that heteronormativity continues to shape how 

lesbian IPV is represented, while intersectionality is often mentioned but rarely applied in 

practice. The following section discusses the potential risks that arise from the ways lesbian 

IPV is discussed. 

4.4 Potential Risks with the Ways Lesbian IPV is Discussed  

From the first part of this section (4.1) we can see that there seems to have been a shift in 

language from an attempt to include lesbians with specific language at women’s shelters 

websites like Roks and Unizon in the early 2000s to now being completely absent from Roks 

website and in one sentence on Unizons. The first of NCKs research and knowledge 
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overviews from 2009 also focused more on same-sex violence (most of it being lesbian) and 

the second from 2018 had a broader focus on different lgbtq identities, but here in my view a 

lot of the times it was difficult to know what relationship dynamics the violence was about. 

An issue seems to be that in an attempt to be inclusive of different experiences and identities, 

specifics have disappeared. It was also described that the language on the websites (of online 

help providers in general) often were neutral in regards to gender, gender expression and 

sexual orientation which can be positive since lgbt-people are included but it can also hide a 

lack of knowledge and unawareness in the organizations. This also means that help providers 

can avoid getting more knowledge about lesbian (and other lgbtq) IPV since they are already 

“included”. Here I want to make a connection with my interviews. The reason as to why I 

wanted to interview help providers from Roks in the first place was because they had lesbians 

as a target group on their official website. Since I only managed to find interviewees for two 

interviews I broadened the scope of the thesis. During the writing of this thesis they changed 

their official website to not include anything about lesbians or women in relationships with 

each other at all. This, and the fact that no one of my interviewees had any practical 

experience of meeting victims of IPV in lesbian relationships, seem to mirror the public shift 

of moving from including lesbians with specific language to removing them completely. It is 

important to note that it would take more interviews than two to be able to make any 

definitive claims about this but it could be a question for further research. 

If naming the victim reproduces the victim in the way that Edenheim writes (see 

Concepts and Theories section), there is a risk that a focus on lesbians as victims in IPV 

relationships could result in them continuously being seen as victims. However, to not name 

lesbians at all as victims of IPV makes them invisible as victims. If the only ones named as 

victims of IPV are heterosexual women and the only ones named as perpetrators of IPV are 

heterosexual men, all other victims and perpetrators are erased and non normative individuals 

and/or relations will not be recognized. If on the other hand the language is made completely 

gender neutral on the topic without defining or pointing out the norm and that the norm is not 

the only possible alternative, other groups risk being erased since the reader of the law or text 

of information will unconsciously or unwittingly assume the victim and perpetrator is that of 

the norm. Thus; lesbians need to be named as possible victims and perpetrators of IPV but 

not in a way that solidifies this as fact. This means that identity politics is needed and we can 

look to both Edenheim and Crenshaw here. Edenheim's point about a universal experience of 

womanhood that ignores other experiences can be mirrored to how IPV is (or have mostly 

been seen as) a heterosexual issue that only happens to heterosexual women who are being 
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abused by their heterosexual male partners. Crenshaw's point about the tension between 

identity politics and dominant conceptions of social justice can also be applied here. The 

mainstream liberal discourse that see categories like gender and race as negative because they 

could lead to bias and that these categories should instead be emptied of social significance 

mirror how the language around IPV have gone from including lesbians and other groups 

(and even from explaining heterosexual IPV in some cases) to completely gender neutral 

language. However, identity politics is a useful tool that has been used by feminist and racial 

liberation movements for political empowerment and social reconstruction. Hence, 

researching and talking about how different groups are affected by IPV is important, naming 

how specifically lesbians are affected by IPV is important. Otherwise they risk being erased 

from the conversation altogether, they might not realize they are victims of it and help 

services will not have the information they need to help or to recognize the victims. 

Here, too, intersectionality ties in since not all lesbians are the same. A complete 

absence of an intersectional perspective in lesbian IPV means that many lesbians (and people 

in same gendered relationships similar or equivalent to lesbian relationships) risk being 

excluded.  

In summary, this section has shown that both the explicit naming and the omission of 

lesbians in discourses on IPV carry risks: naming can reproduce victim identities, while 

omission renders lesbian experiences invisible. These findings highlight the delicate balance 

required in representing marginalized groups. The next section discusses the results from the 

whole thesis in relation to the theoretical framework and previous research to clarify their 

broader implications for understanding and addressing lesbian IPV. 

5. Discussion and Conclusions  
This thesis has aimed to investigate if and how official material includes lesbian IPV in their 

documents and policies to possibly shed light on the knowledge that the general public and 

help providers have or don’t have on the subject. It has been done to contribute with a better 

understanding of what measures need to be taken to improve help services for lesbian victims 

of IPV. To summarize, the main findings or conclusions I have drawn in connection to the 

research questions is that 1) The information and knowledge that is presented in the official 

and governmental texts that I analysed is insufficient (many of the texts themselves state that 

there is a lack of knowledge and the texts from the state and government barely mentions 

lesbians) , 2) heteronormativity is heavily present in the way that lesbian IPV is written about 
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(it both works as a barrier for lesbians to be  recognised as victims, and lesbian IPV is always 

discussed in comparison to heterosexual IPV) and there is a lack of intersectional 

perspectives (it is touched on as a term but not really implemented in practice) and 3) there is 

a risk of victim reproduction depending on how lesbian IPV is talked or written about but it is 

also very important to talk about it specifically, since using gender neutral language to 

include everyone risk erasing lesbians and other minorities and only recognizing the norm of 

victim/perpetrator as men perpetrating violence against women. 

In comparison with the study that Janice L. Ristock did in 2002, I could see that a lot of 

the issues with how lesbian IPV is researched that she mentions, is present or mentioned in 

the material I have analyzed over 20 years later. One thing she writes about is that there is a 

problem with binary categories of power and control and victim/perpetrator which exclude 

many women’s experiences (Ristock, 2002, pp.175-180). Here I agree, it is of course 

important to help the victims that are in really dangerous relationships to get out of them and 

get help, however there are relationship dynamics where abusive tendencies exist but it would 

not necessarily be classified as an IPV relationship and the couple might need help but not be 

split up.  

There needs to be research on a broader spectrum of violence and abuse in lesbian 

relationships that can differentiate with more nuance than just victim/perpetrator. Ristock 

further discusses the difficulty of responding to perpetrators, that there are fewer resources 

for them than for victims (2002, pp.125-128). The material I have analyzed also mentions 

that the focus is mostly on the victim and that there is not really any help for perpetrators. 

Holmberg also writes that in a systematic mapping of violence prevention work by The 

Swedish Research Council for Health, Working Life and Welfare a Canadian study found 

that: “There is also a lack of research on methods to prevent and deter violence in LGBTQ 

relationships” (2022, p.9). If there is no focus on or help for the perpetrators, they might just 

continue the cycle with their next partner and there is no hope for real change.  

Another suggestion for further research is to include more intersectional perspectives in 

a Swedish context, how racialized or disabled lesbians experience lesbian IPV for example.  

Whereas my thesis has looked at official and governmental material on lesbian IPV 

with the help of theory on heteronormativity and intersectionality this could also be done with 

the help of different theories or concepts, such as theories on power for example, which 

might lead to different insights or conclusions. 

Overall, the analysis of Swedish official and governmental texts in this thesis shows 

that heteronormative and limited intersectional perspectives continue to influence how 
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lesbian IPV is understood and represented. These patterns affect not only the visibility of 

lesbian victims but also how their experiences are valued and responded to. Recognizing 

these mechanisms is important for developing more inclusive approaches to both policy and 

support services, where different experiences of violence can be acknowledged without 

reproducing narrow victim categories.  
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