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Abstract

Women'’s agency in resolving partner violence (PV) is well documented. However, empirical,
theoretical, and clinical understandings of PV in South Asia in general, and Sri Lanka in
particular, are limited. This is the first in-depth investigation into women’s help-seeking,
coping, and social support in the context of PV in Sri Lanka. Its primary aim is to examine
women’s coping strategies and support systems in ending violence, whilst developing a theory
for women’s responses to PV. Insofar as it links these variables in a single study, and attempts
to develop a theory of resilience in the face of PV, this investigation is also the first of its kind
for South Asia. Women’s process of responding to PV is examined using a representative

sample of types of PV, relationships, PV experiences, help-seeking, and socio-demographics.

Eighty-four participants accessing crisis centres and hospital desks were selected. The mixed
methods design included questionnaires and interviews. For analysis, qualitative grounded

theory was employed, backed by quantitative analysis of the constructs examined.

The main contribution is a theory developed to explain the process of women’s responses to
PV. The theory encapsulates the process of resilience development and recovery in
responding to PV. It demonstrates that responses to violence occur as a non-linear, five-stage
process, with regressions in most stages. The theory posits that critical incidents and turning
points facilitate moments of insight leading to insight-mediated personality changes and to
progression through the stages. It also demonstrates that participants employ increased
resilience to transform themselves, the PV, and the culture they occupy. The theory also
demonstrates that coping, support seeking and support giving occur as non-linear processes,
whilst cognitive development and women’s development of agency occur as linear processes.

The findings support the study’s hypotheses by demonstrating that various coping strategies

X1



(problem and emotion focused) and support systems (informal and formal) are necessary for
ending PV. The study identified the critical roles of socio-cultural factors as obstacles, and
children as essential support givers, for women’s agency in ending PV. Besides contributing
theoretically and empirically to several research domains, this study also addresses service-

provision needs of help-seeking women.
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