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Abstract

This study examined the effectiveness of various messaging via Twitter in persuading bystanders of domestic violence
(DV) to intervene on behalf of DV victims. Using Fishbein’s (2000) integrative model of behavioral prediction as a
guiding framework, an experiment was conducted with 196 undergraduates from a large Southwestern university.
Participants were randomly assigned to read either a: (1) tweet describing warning signs associated with DV motivating
bystander intervention, (2) gain or loss framed tweet emphasizing why a bystander chose to intervene, or (3) control
tweet that simply provided statistics on the prevalence of DV in the U.S. Results indicate injunctive norms were the best
predictor of participants’ intent to intervene in a DV situation, and that the most effective approach to promoting
bystander intervention is to highlight warning signs of DV. Implications for practice are also discussed.
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1. Introduction

According to a recent report by the United States Centers for Disease Control (CDC) and Prevention, an estimated 22.3%
of women and 14% of men experience severe physical violence by an intimate partner (IP), 8.8% of women and .8% of
men experience rape by an IP, and 15.8% of women and 9.5% of men experience other forms of sexual violence by an
IP (Breiding, Smith, Basil, Walters, Chen, & Merrick, 2014). Unfortunately, an even higher percentage of people (43.9%
of women and 23.4% of men) have experienced some kind of sexual violence (not necessarily perpetrated by an IP) in
their lifetime (Breiding et al., 2014). The numbers do not lie; domestic violence, and abuse more generally, is a problem
within the United States. Perhaps even more telling is how much popularity this topic has recently gained in the mass
media. In September 2014, after professional football player Ray Rice was released from the Baltimore Ravens team
and condemned by National Football League for hitting his then fiancé (now wife) in an elevator, the national spotlight
was on the issue of domestic violence (Jarrett, 2014). A Twitter campaign using the hashtags #WhylStayed and
#WhylLeft even highlighted the struggle victims of domestic abuse go through and sparked a conversation about the
national discourse associated with intimate partner violence (IPV) (Lee, 2014).

Considering both the prevalence of domestic abuse, and the recent popularity of the topic, it seems that the time is right
for researchers to test a variety of campaigns to help decrease the prevalence of IPV. Using the integrative model of
behavioral prediction (IMB; Fishbein, 2000), this study seeks to pilot test a new Twitter hashtag (#WhyITold) to see the
extent the campaign messages impact people’s intentions to intervene on behalf of domestic violence victims via
altering attitudes, norms, and perceived behavioral control perceptions. Past research on domestic abuse suggests
victims often have a hard time finding trusted individuals to whom they feel comfortable disclosing (Petronio, Reeder,
Hecht, & Mont Ros-Mendoza, 1996). Thus, it is important for campaigns to focus on encouraging bystanders to come to
the aid of abused victims and let them know they are not alone.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Domestic Violence and Problems of Disclosure

Domestic violence (DV) can be defined as the emotional and/or physical abuse between family members or intimate
partners (Nabi, Southwell, & Hornik, 2002). According to the CDC 1 in 4 women will experience DV within their
lifetime (Jarret, 2014). Although researchers have developed multiple campaigns with the goal of decreasing the

166



Studies in Media and Communication Vol. 5, No. 2; 2017

prevalence of DV (Nabi et al., 2002; Lederman & Stewart, 2003), it continues to be a major source of pain and suffering
for men and women across the country. In fact, research suggests it could significantly increase the risk of mental health
problems such as depression, anxiety and thoughts of suicide among victims (Breiding et al., 2014). Furthermore, recent
news coverage concerning the prevalence of DV and the experiences of DV survivors has blasted this topic into the
spotlight once again.

One of the major concerns surrounding domestic violence is that many victims of abuse do not disclose their situation to
others who could potentially help them; therefore, many instances of abuse go undocumented. According to recent
research, this is because many people are reluctant to disclose information about abuse and providers are not always
willing to ask about it, which limits the opportunities some victims might have to disclose (New York Department of
Health and Mental Hygiene, 2008). Furthermore, according to Tolman (1992), abusive acts generally end up resulting in
feelings of guilt, fear and powerlessness among victims, which can sometimes lead to silencing. Therefore, victims of
abuse deal with a variety of emotions when choosing whether or not to disclose, and have to keep a variety of factors in
mind when making their decision.

According to Baxter and Montgomery (1996), when individuals decide whether to disclose information four risks are
present: rejection, reduction of personal autonomy and integrity, loss of control or self-efficacy and hurting or
embarrassing the listener. With these risks in mind, Shirley, Powers and Sawyer (2007) found that when individuals
believe they are being psychologically abused they disclose less often, and when they do disclose they tend to be
dishonest about the realities of their situation. Petronio et al. (1996) echoed the sentiments of Baxter and Montgomery
and found when sexually abused children consider disclosing, they feel like they need implicit permission from others.
Perhaps this is because they are afraid of the reaction others might have, so implicit permission makes them feel more
comfortable. Petronio, Flores and Hecht (1997) found children look for characteristics such as credibility, willingness to
provide support, willingness to become an advocate, strength, and ability to provide protection to the abused individual
when contemplating disclosure.

Although all of these factors are important, for the purposes of this campaign, the most intriguing is the concept of
becoming an advocate, providing support and the ability to provide protection. According to Petronio et al. (1997), an
advocate is someone who would be willing to relay information about the abuse to those who could help stop it, such as
a domestic abuse hotline or the police. This is important because unlike characteristics such as credibility, which is
associated with those who have had similar experiences before, campaigns can encourage people to become advocates
or at least let victims know others are there for them in their times of need. Similarly, providing support refers to being
willing to give victims emotional help and making them feel comfortable discussing their experiences (Petronio et al.,
1997). Campaigns could also potentially encourage others to become beacons of hope for abused individuals and help
them to understand how important it is to become a trustworthy support system. Lastly, providing protection refers to
making sure the abused individual won’t feel uncomfortable, guilty or upset when discussing their experiences of abuse
(Petronio et al., 1997). Campaigns could also use language that encourages potential disclosure targets to understand the
how serious abuse is, and how important it is for victims to feel comfortable in order to disclose. Therefore, it is
important that future campaigns focus on helping others to understand how important these characteristics are in the
disclosure process, developing these characteristics within potential disclosure targets and encouraging friends and
family to let victims know they are available to listen when they are willing to talk. Furthermore, because of the lack of
disclosure surrounding abuse, it is also important for researchers and campaign designers to focus on encouraging those
who witness abuse to disclose the abuse to someone so the abused individual can get help. With these disclosure
considerations in mind, the next section will focus on providing a brief review of previous DV campaign efforts.

2.2 Review of Past Domestic Violence Campaigns

There are many factors campaign designers must keep in mind when creating messages about DV. Lederman and
Stewart’s (2003) formative research concerning message design in DV campaigns provided some much needed insight.
According to their focus group data, college students, those who are at a high risk for DV, did not believe the term
“domestic violence” applied to the relationships they were in, and therefore were more likely to dismiss messages using
the term. They tended to associate DV with marriages and co-habitating romantic relationships instead of simply abuse
within an intimate relationship. Participants then suggested campaigns aimed at college-aged individuals should use the
term “abusive relationships” instead because it refers to the types of relationships they are likely to be involved in, and
encompasses physical, verbal and mental abuse (Lederman & Stewart, 2003). Their research suggests campaign
designers need to focus on using terms that are relevant to their intended audience, as well as those that are as inclusive
as possible so individuals don’t dismiss the message as irrelevant to them or their loved ones.

Also, when Khosla, Mikami, Frank, Popal, Debeljak and Shaw (2013) disseminated a “Use Your Voice” campaign in
Papua New Guinea they found they were able to impact behavioral intentions, but not certain beliefs (e.g., people
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continued to perceive domestic abuse as normative and acceptable following the campaign). People also suggested that
DV was a family issue that should be dealt with between family members and/or romantic partners within the home
(Khosla et al, 2013). Although their campaign might be considered effective because they were able to improve
behavioral intentions to tell someone about instances of DV, the fact that individuals still felt like DV was something
that should be taken care of within the home raises concerns.

Keller, Wilkinson and Otjen (2010) also suggested there are some unintended effects DV campaign messages might
have without careful consideration. According to their research, if an audience doesn’t feel like they have the ability to
change abusive behavior, they might not accept the message or could even experience boomerang effects (Keller et al.,
2010). Furthermore, acceptance of the message might change based on sex of those who are exposed to the message.
Keller et al. (2010) work found that women were significantly more aware of DV services available after exposure to
the campaign, had greater perceived response efficacy and were more aware of DV in general than men. Also, women’s
perceived severity beliefs increased while men’s decreased (Keller et al., 2010). Therefore, campaigns need to carefully
consider whether their messages might be interpreted differently based on sex.

Lastly, research by Nabi et al. (2002) suggested that campaigns should focus on changing societal norms regarding
abuse disclosure. According to Klein, Campbell, Soler and Ghez (1997), when people become aware that someone is
being abused, they often ignore it instead of taking action to prevent or stop it. They then suggested if campaigners can
change this norm and instead encourage witnesses to take action, rates of domestic violence would be likely to decrease
(Klein et al.,, 1997). Nabi et al.’s (2002) research focused on this approach and found campaigns that increased
self-efficacy of witnesses were related to behavioral intentions, but not actual behavior. Furthermore, they found that
social norms themselves were significantly related to behavioral intentions, but not behavior itself. The authors
suggested future campaigns are still worthwhile, because small changes in social norms could improve rates of abuse
overall, but it is obvious there has been a disconnect between behavioral intentions and actual behavior. Therefore, the
goal of this campaign is to use a new, potentially more effective, campaign that closes this gap and encourages real
behavioral change in the disclosure of DV.

2.3 Role of Social Network in Motivating Bystander Intervention

Social network sites have had recent success motivating people to take collective action related to a social concern or
issue, such as ALS research (Dewey, 2014), women’s rights (Odine, 2013) and the KONY 2012 movement to find
Ugandan rebel Joseph Kony (Wasserman, 2012). These campaigns have also gotten widespread media attention, if only
for a short amount of time (Dewey, 2014; Wasserman, 2012). The relative success of these campaigns suggests that
researchers need to continue to look to social networking sites as a viable option for disseminating campaign messages
motivating people to take action against social problems.

A DV campaign that utilizes social network sites, if successful, could continue to keep DV in the national spotlight,
which has previously had a positive impact on people’s decision to disclose instances of abuse to others. In fact,
according to an article in the Huffington Post, within two days after a video that showed NFL running back Ray Rice
hitting his fiancée was posted online, the National Domestic Violence Hotline saw an 84% increase in phone calls
(Bassett, 2014). Therefore, it is likely social media may help facilitate greater bystander intervention to aid DV victims
in their time of need.

2.4 Integrative Model of Behavioral Prediction (IM)

The integrative model (IM; Ajzen & Albarracin, 2007; Fishbein, 2000, 2008; Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010) synthesizes
variables from the theory of planned behavior, the health belief model, and social cognitive theory into an overarching
framework aimed at predicting behaviors. The IM asserts the best predictor of behavior is behavioral intention. The
extent to which intention translates into actual behavior depends on whether or not there are environmental constraints
and on the person’s skills in performing the target behavior. In turn, behavioral intention is predicted by attitudes toward
performing the behavior, perceived social norms related to performing the target behavior, and beliefs about one’s own
abilities to enact the target behavior. Each of these factors are influenced by specific beliefs.

For example, in the current study, attitudes toward intervening in response to a DV situation is expected to be
influenced by people’s beliefs about the consequences they will face by choosing to intervene, and whether these
anticipated outcomes are positive or negative. Perceived social norms related to intervening in a DV situation is mainly
influenced by people’s beliefs about whether significant others approve or disapprove of the decision to intervene
(injunctive norms) and beliefs about how many significant others already intervene in situations involving domestic
violence (descriptive norms). Lastly, perceived control in intervening in a DV situation is primarily determined by
beliefs about one’s ability to successfully perform the target behavior (i.e., intervene on behalf of a DV victim). Each of
these determinants of behavioral prediction are said to be impacted by a variety of background (distal) variables
(Fishbein, 2000). One distal factor mentioned is exposure to mass-mediated messages (i.e., social media messages).
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3. Pilot Tweets

In the present study, the #WhylTold campaign messages sought to capitalize on the popularity of recent Twitter
campaigns (#HeForShe, #WhylStayed, #FindOurGirls, etc.) to keep issues associated with DV in the national spotlight.
This process has been successful in previous campaigns, including a national health campaign in the US (Manderscheid
& Wukitsch, 2014), political campaigns (Wasike, 2012), and a campaign for women’s equality in the Middle East
(Odine, 2013). In fact, according to Odine’s (2013) research, due to a lack of societal support for gender equality, Arab
women have utilized social network sites such as Facebook, YouTube and Twitter to get their message out. Because of
their effort, the media has started to report on women’s inequality issues, more women are enrolling at universities and
it seems like women will soon be able to take on career paths normally taken by men (Odine, 2013). This suggests a
campaign focused on using Twitter for message dissemination could have potentially far reaching benefits.

Instead of focusing on the behavior of the abused individual, like the #WhyIStayed campaign did, this pilot campaign
seeks to encourage witnesses to the abuse, or those who at least know it is occurring, to become advocates for victims
and help support and protect them. Klein et al. (1997) have suggested this approach is a good way to help change
societal norms surrounding DV bystander intervention (i.e., it is appropriate to take action). The focus of the study was
to test several types of messaging aimed at motivating bystanders to act in response to DV situations. Specifically, one
category of tweets highlighted the warning signs of DV (e.g., a partner is very controlling in the relationship). Another
category of tweets highlighted reasons people gave for why they chose to intervene framed in either gain or loss terms.
A final tweet was included as a comparison message that highlighted DV statistics in the U.S. Due to the fact this is a
pilot study, the following set of research questions were posed:

RQI: What factor(s) from the integrative model significantly predicts people’s intentions to intervene on behalf of
abused persons?

RQ2: Which message approach has the strongest effect on participants’ intent to intervene on behalf of abused persons?

RQ3: Which message approach is perceived to have the most impact on others’ intent to intervene on behalf of abused
persons?

RQ4: To what extent do normative beliefs vary as a function of the message approach used?
4. Method
4.1 Participants

One hundred ninety-six undergraduates from a large Southwestern university participated in this study. This is a
relevant population because domestic violence is a problem among the college student population (Jacobs & Poole,
1999; Miller & Bukva, 2001). In fact, according to the National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey (2014),
the majority of abuse victims were abused before age 25. Therefore, it is likely that individuals from the college
population know someone who has been abused, or have perhaps even witnessed the abuse of a stranger. Participants
were recruited using the department’s research participant pool (i.e., SONA). In terms of demographic breakdown, the
final sample was mainly female (71.8%), White (81.1%), and had an average age of 20.26 (SD=2.59). Participants
received research or extra credit for their classes by taking part in this study.

4.2 Procedures

After consenting to participate in the research and given an option to opt-out of the IRB approved study at any time, the
participants completed an online survey (using Qualtrics) which was done to ensure people are as comfortable as
possible when dealing with such a sensitive topic. Participants were randomly assigned to 1 of 7 possible message
conditions (a control Twitter message, three conditions with Twitter messages focused on warning signs associated with
DV, or three conditions with Twitter messages disclosing why someone chose to intervene in a suspected DV situation,
framing the rationale in either gain or loss terms (see Appendix A for sample tweets). All of the conditions contained
two tweets, one written by a female user and one by a male user. This was done to try to avoid biases related to sex.
Those in the control group were exposed to a Twitter message that provided statistics about domestic violence.

For the treatment conditions, each of the 3 tweets encouraged a different action to be taken by the bystander intervening
on behalf of the DV victim (i.e., call a national hotline to report the incident, confront the abuser and ask them to cease
and desist their abusive behaviors, and talking to the abused offering them social support). All of the treatment messages
were developed based on focus groups one of the authors held with 36 participants. During four hour long focus groups,
the researchers presented the focus group members with potential Twitter messages and asked the groups to point out
those they thought were most effective and those they thought were least effective. Participants also provided feedback
about how to make the messages better.

Prior to being exposed to the treatment, individuals completed questions assessing their experience with DV, their
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knowledge about the prevalence of DV and the warning signs associated with DV, their attitudes about whether the
three intervention behaviors (i.e. calling a hotline, talking to the abuser, or talking to the abused individual) were
effective tactics to deal with abusive situations, perceived norms, perceived behavioral control, and intentions to
intervene concerning the three behaviors. Participants were then randomly exposed to one of the groups of tweets.
Following message exposure, participants were then asked questions concerning the effectiveness of the messages they
saw, and answered the knowledge, attitudes, norms, perceived behavioral control, and intention questions again.

4.3 Measures
4.3.1 Prior Experience with DV

Participants’ prior experience with DV was measured with three items. One asked participants whether or not they have
been in an abusive relationship (yes or no), another asked whether they had ever seen a friend be abused by a romantic
partner and the last asked how much they believed abusive relationships were a problem among their friend group (not a
problem, minor problem, moderate problem or major problem).

4.3.2 Knowledge about Warning Signs

Knowledge about warning signs associated with DV were measured by presenting participants with scenarios and
asking them to rate whether the situation was considered a DV situation. These scenarios were created based on the
warning signs listed on the National Domestic Violence Hotline webpage. Responses were provided on a 5 point
Likert-type scale (1 = definitely not domestic violence to 5 = definitely domestic violence). Example scenarios include,
“Brendan’s girlfriend constantly tells him that he can’t do anything right” and “Brad suspected his girlfriend was lying
to him so he slapped her across the face.” Some scenarios were more direct in illustrating DV whereas others had more
subtlety. The items were combined into an index yielding a reliability score of &=.66. This measure served as a
covariate in analyses.

4.3.3 Perceived Prevalence of DV

Participants were also asked how common of a problem they thought relational abuse/violence was in the United States,
as well as at the university in which they were enrolled (1 — not a problem to 10 = the biggest problem). Overall,
respondents perceived relational abuse/violence in the United States (M=6.84, SD=1.31) and at the university where the
study was conducted (M=5.49, SD=1.89) to be a moderate concern.

4.3.4 Attitudes toward Intervening

Attitudes were measured using semantic differential scales. Specifically, five items asked whether participants felt it
appropriate and important for someone to engage in each of the three behavior outcomes (e.g., I believe people calling a
domestic violence hotline if someone they know is being abused is inappropriate/appropriate, wrong/right,
unimportant/important). Reliabilities ranged from =.89 to &=.92 for the pretest, and from =.90 to &=.92 for the
posttest.

4.3.5 Perceived Behavioral Control (PBC)

PBC was measured using a 5 point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree) asking a) whether
participants thought an intervention behavior was within their control, b) if they had the ability to engage in the
intervention behavior, ¢) if they had confidence in their ability to carry out the intervention behavior, and d) whether
engaging in the intervention behavior was within their power. These questions were asked for each of the three
behavioral outcomes. Reliabilities ranged from o=.81 to a=.86 for the pretest, and from a=.76 to a=.85 for the
posttest.

4.3.6 Intent to Intervene

Participants’ intentions to intervene in a DV situation were measured by asking participants whether they would take
action if they witnessed domestic violence on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree).
Four items were used (e.g., I think I would step in and do or say something if I saw a friend of mine being abused)
yielding acceptable reliabilities for the pretest (a=.78) and for the posttest (=.81).

4.3.7 Perceived Norms

Two sets of items were used to assess perceived social norms related to intervening in DV situations. First, participants
were asked the extent to which they believe they should help out others if there is suspected domestic abuse. Seven
items assessed injunctive norms related to intervening in a DV situation (e.g., I believe people have an obligation to
help others if they believe they are in an abusive relationship) on a 5-point Liker-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 =
strongly agree). Reliabilities were acceptable for the pretest (¢=.70) and posttest (a=.75).

Second, participants were asked how often they thought others intervened in a DV situation using three items on a
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5-point Likert-type scale (1 = never to 5 = very often). Descriptive norms related to intervening in a DV situation via
three different actions (calling a domestic hotline, confronting the abuser, and talking to the abused person to offer
social support) were assessed separately. Specifically, participants were asked to respond to questions such as, “How
often do you believe people call a domestic violence hotline if they think someone they know is being abused?”
Combining the items yielded poor reliability and so the descriptive norm items were analyzed as single item measures.

4.3.8 Perceived Impact on Others

To determine whether the messages were effective, participants were asked what they feel the impact would be on
others if they read the tweets using six items on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree).
Participants were asked to what extent they agreed with statements such as, “Others who read these tweets are likely to
help a friend they believe is in an abusive relationship” and “Others who read the tweets would probably go on with
their lives as normal if they think their friend might be in an abusive relationship.” Overall, the items yiclded acceptable
reliability (a=.76).

5. Results

5.1 Research Question One

To answer RQ1, a hierarchical multiple regression was performed with intentions to intervene regressed onto attitudes,
injunctive norms, descriptive norms, and perceived behavioral control related to calling a hotline, talking to the abuser,
or talking to the abused person. Controlling for pretest measures, prior experience with DV, and knowledge about DV,
collapsing across all message conditions, the overall model was significant, F(12, 182)=43.11, p<.001, adjusted R*>=.72.
Intent to intervene was significantly predicted by injunctive norms (=.28, =4.53, p< .001).

5.2 Research Question Two

An analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was used to test for differences in impact of message approaches (warning signs,
gain/loss framing of bystander motivation, control) on respondents’ intentions to intervene. Participants’ intent to
intervene on behalf of abused persons significantly varied by message approach, F(2, 185)=6.02, p<.01, n’=.025.
Specifically, tweets that highlighted the warning signs of DV (M=4.29, SE=.07) significantly yielded higher intent to
intervene among participants than the control message (M=3.71, SE=.16). Tweets that focused on sharing reasons why a
person chose to intervene using gain or loss message frames (M=4.06, SE=.07) was also somewhat effective at
motivating intentions to intervene (see Figure 1). Pretest intent, prior experience with DV, and knowledge of DV served
as covariates.

5.3 Research Question Three

An ANCOVA was used to test for differences in perceived impact on others’ intentions to intervene as a function of the
message approach. No significant differences across the three message conditions were found, F(2, 186)=2.83, p=.06.
Overall, respondents felt the tweets would not have much impact on others’ intent to intervene as a bystander in
situations involving DV (see Figure 1). Prior experience with DV, and knowledge of DV served as covariates.

Intent to Intervene & Perceived Impact
by Message Strategy
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] 4.29
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Figure 1. Intent to Intervene & Perceived Impact by Message Strategy

5.4 Research Question Four

An ANCOVA was performed on the data set to look at how normative beliefs varied across the three message
approaches. Separate analyses were done for injunctive and descriptive norms. Regarding injunctive norms, the overall
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model was significant, F(2, 185)=5.01, p<.01, 1’=.021. Specifically, tweets that highlighted the warning signs of DV
(M=4.01, SE=.05) yielded stronger injunctive norms regarding intervening in a DV situation compared to tweets of gain
or loss framed messages talking about reasons why someone chose to intervene (M=3.92, SE=.05) or a control tweet
(M=3.71, SE=.08; see Figure 2).

Concerning descriptive norms, interestingly, there were no significant differences across the three message approaches,
F(2, 185)=0.30, p=.74. Overall, respondents reported relatively low descriptive norms concerning bystander
intervention in situations involving DV (i.e., means were below 3 on a 5-point scale). In other words, participants felt
that not many people would intervene as a bystander of DV.

Normative Beliefs by Message Strategy

o |mjunctive norms @ Descriptive normns
=]
4.01 3 47
L i 3.71
3 £.bd 284 2.61
: . .
1
Waming message Gain-loss frame Conitrol

Message Strategy
Figure 2.Normative Beliefs by Message Strategy
6. Discussion

The purpose of this study was to pilot test two different approaches to motivating bystander intervention in the context
of domestic violence. Specifically, messages distributed via social media (Twitter) were shown to participants either
highlighting the warning signs people should look for when suspecting DV is occurring to a friend or stranger or
messages discussing the reasons why a bystander chose to intervene using gain or loss message framing. Overall,
several conclusions can be drawn from the data. First, injunctive norms were found to be the strongest predictor of
intent to intervene on behalf of an abused person. This implies DV campaigns should target injunctive norms in order to
motivate collective actions by bystanders of DV to step in and help those they suspect as being victims of DV.
Specifically, campaign messages should emphasize the moral obligations people have to do something when they
witness or suspect DV is happening to someone they know (i.e., inaction on their part may imply DV is an acceptable
behavior in society).

Interestingly, neither attitudes toward intervening nor perceived behavioral control related to bystander intervention
were significant predictors, when controlling for the other factors in the integrative model. Overall, participants reported
positive attitudes toward intervening in a DV situation (M=4.26, SD=.63) and perceived high levels of control in their
abilities to intervene on behalf of someone being abused by another person (M=4.34, SD=.60). Presently, many
campaigns aimed at DV prevention seem to focus mainly on increasing awareness of the prevalence of the problem (e.g.,
citing statistics of how many women and men are victims of domestic and relationship abuse/violence). While it is
important for people to be aware about the extent to which DV is a public health concern, campaigns may be more
effective if they focused their efforts on communicating the message that others, particularly those who are victims of
DV, would want us to intervene on their behalf even if they do not directly express their concerns to us.

Second, our results found messages highlighting warning signs of DV produced the strongest effects on participant’s
intent to intervene in a DV situation, primarily via influencing perceptions of injunctive norms. It appears an effective
strategy for communicating the message that people should do something when faced with a DV situation may not
necessarily involve directly expressing the sentiment, but rather can be indirectly communicated via simply talking
informing people of the warning signs to look for related to DV. This is encouraging given that some current DV
campaigns already take this approach to help prevent DV or relational abuse (e.g., Red Flags campaign, Borsky,
McDonnell, Turner, & Rimal, 2016). Future DV campaigns aimed at increasing bystander intervention should continue
to highlight warning signs as opposed to simply providing statistics about DV to motivate collective action in
addressing this problem.
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Lastly, social media may work as an effective channel for distributing campaign messages aimed at promoting greater
bystander intervention in DV situations. This study provides empirical support to show how social media can be
incorporated into larger mass media campaigns aimed at DV prevention. Reliance on social media such as Facebook
and Twitter can quickly help disseminate campaign messages to a wide audience, and makes it easy for the message to
spread across social networks (via sharing on Facebook or retweeting on Twitter). Future studies may also want to
explore different ways of communicating warning signs other than relying on text (e.g., using pictures to illustrate the
warning signs or “red flags” people should look for that someone is being abused and posting them on Instagram or
Snapchat).

Like most studies, there are some limitations worth noting in our current investigation. First, participants were not
exposed to the tweets as part of their daily social media interactions. In other words, while the messages were created to
look like actual tweets from individuals, they were presented within an experimental context rather than delivered to
participants’ actual Twitter accounts. Future studies may explore the possibility of sending out the tweets to participants’
actual Twitter accounts via a closed group to enhance the realism of the situation. Second, the present study only
examined people’s intent to intervene in a DV situation. Follow-up surveys would be needed to determine to what
extent people actually intervened in DV situations involving their friends or others they suspect are being abused in
their relationships. Future studies may consider using a longitudinal design to track changes in people’s intervention
behavior in DV situations over several weeks or months to determine the actual impact of campaign messages aimed at
promoting bystander intervention.

In conclusion, this was an initial pilot study to test alternative message approaches for motivating actions to prevent DV
or relational abuse other than simply providing statistics to highlight the prevalence of the problem. Domestic violence
continues to be a public health problem that needs to be addressed by public health communicators. Future studies may
also explore other similar public health concerns such as sexual violence (e.g., sexual assault, rape, sexual harassment)
to determine whether similar message approaches (i.e., highlighting warning signs) can be used to promote greater
bystander intervention in those situations as well.
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Appendix A
Warning Signs/Hotline:

My friend wasn’t in class again. Something seemed off. I was worried it was because of the new relationship. The
hotline helped. #WhyITold.

She said he pressured her to have sex and she felt ashamed. I wanted to help, but needed advice so I called the hotline
#WhylTold.

Warning Signs/Talking to Abuser:
We were sick of hearing all of the putdowns, so we felt like we had to stand up to it #WhyITold.

She never wanted him to hang around with us anymore and was too controlling. We missed our friend so we had to talk
to her #WhylITold.

Warning Signs/Talking to Abused:

Every time we went out she commented about how stupid he was. That isn’t okay. I had to reach out to him.
#WhylTold.

Because I wanted her to know I noticed the jealousy too. It wasn’t in her head and I wanted her to be able to talk to
someone. #WhylTold.

Gain-Loss/Hotline:

Because calling the hotline was the only way I knew how to help #WhyITold.

Because when I saw the bruises, I was afraid if I didn’t call the hotline it would get worse #WhyITold.
Gain-Loss/Talking to Abuser:

Because I knew if I confronted him she might feel safe #WhyITold.

Someone needed to talk to her, her criticism had just gone too far #WhylITold.

Gain-Loss/Talking to Abused:

Because she needed an advocate. Talking to her gave her strength #WhylITold.

Because if I didn’t talk to him about it, he might not have gotten help #WhylITold.

Control:

1 in 3 women and 1 in 4 men have been victims of some form of physical violence by an intimate partner within their
lifetime.

Women between the ages of 18-24 are most commonly abused by an intimate partner.
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