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Abstract
Non-offending partners of individuals who have committed sexual offenses often
choose to end their relationship given the many negative consequences they face as a
result of their partner’s offending behavior. Despite a focus on relationships in re-
habilitation frameworks and the importance of the relationship for the individual who
has offended and their partner, research has thus far failed to examine the process
underlying why non-offending partners decide to stay in or leave their relationship
following an offense. In this study we developed the first descriptive model of rela-
tionship decision-making in non-offending partners. Twenty-three individuals whose
current or previous partners were accused of sexual offending were interviewed about
affective, behavioral, cognitive, and contextual factors contributing to their decision to
stay with or leave their partner. Participants’ narrative accounts were analyzed using
Grounded Theory. Our resulting model consists of four main periods: (1) background
factors, (2) relationship factors, (3) finding out, and (4) relationship decision-making.
Clinical implications, limitations, and directions for future research are discussed.
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Individuals who have sexually offended are seen by society as the worst of the worst
(Quinn et al., 2004). Fueled by stereotypes perpetuated by the media (Malinen et al.,
2013), the public displays extremely negative emotional reactions to the sex offender
label and incorrectly assumes individuals who have sexually offended to be more
resistant to treatment and more dangerous than individuals who have offended in other
ways (e.g., Olver & Barlow, 2010; Rogers & Ferguson, 2011; Rothwell et al., 2021;
Willis et al., 2010). Such stigmatization has been linked to negative outcomes, so-called
collateral consequences (Burton et al., 1987), including loss of employment, housing
issues (Tewksbury, 2005), depression (Brennan et al., 2018), self-harm, and suicide
(Jeglic et al., 2013; Stinson & Gonsalves, 2014).

With raised awareness of their association with someone who has committed a
sexual offense, non-offending family members may, through no fault of their own,
experience what Goffmann (1963) termed courtesy stigma, a stigma by association
(Condry, 2013). Consequently, society may treat non-offending family members and
the individual who has offended “in some respect as one” (Goffmann, 1963, p.30). The
courtesy stigma experienced by non-offending family members is a stigma by con-
tamination combined with the stigma of their new identity as family member of a sex
offender (Condry, 2013). Such stigma has been found to cause many collateral con-
sequences for non-offending family members, similar to those experienced by those
who have offended, leading family members to report feeling as if they themselves had
been convicted of the offense (Farkas & Miller, 2007). These consequences include
housing disruption, financial hardship, barriers to employment, social isolation, dis-
ruption of family bonds, and community harassment (Cassidy et al., 2021; Evans et al.,
2021; Kilmer & Leon, 2017; Tewksbury & Levenson, 2009).

One of the groups most severely affected by courtesy stigma and its consequences is
also one of the groups most commonly neglected by research: Non-offending partners
of individuals who have sexually offended (Duncan et al., 2020). Stigma against non-
offending partners often takes the form of blame as they are made responsible for
omission, (i.e., not doing anything about an offense they were supposedly aware of;
Liddell & Taylor, 2015), commission (i.e., not fulfilling their partner’s sexual needs and
thus pushing them to offend), and continuation (i.e., not severing ties with their partner;
Condry, 2013). As a result of stigmatization, non-offending partners experience similar
practical, emotional, and social impacts to victims of crime (Brown, 2018; Duncan
et al., 2020; Liddell & Taylor, 2015).

Practical consequences most commonly affecting non-offending partners are fi-
nancial difficulties, employment issues, and residential impact, such as a lack of
housing stability (Brown, 2018; Rapp, 2011), which may be exacerbated by media
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exposure (Duncan et al., 2020). Additionally, non-offending partners report significant
psychological and emotional impact related to their partner’s offending behavior
(Cahalane & Duff, 2018; Rapp, 2011). As most non-offending partners are unaware of
the offenses, offense discovery can lead to trauma-, shock-, or bereavement-like re-
sponses (Duncan et al., 2022; Jones et al., 2021). Non-offending partners also report
internalized stigma, self-blame, guilt, and shame, resulting from ongoing blame and
stigma (Duncan et al., 2020, 2022). In the long-term, these factors have been shown to
have a negative impact on non-offending partners’mental health, leading to symptoms
of depression and anxiety (Jones et al., 2021). There is also an immediate social impact
on non-offending partners arising from their partner’s offending behavior and asso-
ciated courtesy stigma. Non-offending partners report being harassed (Rapp, 2011) or
ostracized by their community (Liddell & Taylor, 2015), and feeling like their family is
being destroyed in cases where their identity is known (Cahalane &Duff, 2018). Others
attempt to hide their stigmatized identity (Duncan et al., 2020) which leads to further
isolation and a loss of social support (Jones et al., 2021; Rapp, 2011).

In many cases, isolation and stigma are exacerbated by intervening agencies, which
non-offending partners perceive to be judgmental, insensitive, and ignorant (Duncan
et al., 2020; Liddell & Taylor, 2015). For example, some support services appear to
prioritize the “value” (Duff et al., 2017, p. 293) that non-offending partners hold in
decreasing their partner’s recidivism risk (e.g., Duff et al., 2017; Shannon et al., 2013;
Wager et al., 2015; see Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2005 and Larson et al., 2016 for
research linking relationship breakdown and conflict to recidivism).

In most cases, the offense does not only immediately impact the non-offending
partner but may cause a significant disruption to their relationship, as well. This may be
triggered by the mourning of their partner’s psychosocial death (Bailey, 2018). While
their partner is physically alive, the image the non-offending partner had of the person
who has offended, and their idea of a future together, die (Duncan et al., 2020, 2022).
While this evokes the same grief experienced by people who mourn a dead loved one, it
is often not interpreted as valid by outsiders (Bailey, 2018). Additionally, non-
offending partners report losing trust in their partner due to the offense (Cahalane
& Duff, 2018). Often, outside influences can also lead to a disruption in the
relationship. For example, Child Protection Services may prevent individuals who have
sexually offended from residing in the same household as the non-offending partner
(Duncan et al., 2020).

Given these relationship problems, the cognitive effort required to maintain a
positive view of the relationship (Duncan et al., 2022), and the courtesy stigma they
experience, it is unsurprising that non-offending partners may choose to end their
relationship. While there is a lack of literature to decisively conclude how many non-
offending partners end their relationships, qualitative explorations have suggested that
less than 50% of those who have sexually offended may remain in their relationship
post-conviction (Lytle et al., 2017). Relationship breakdown is more common for
individuals who have committed sexual offenses than those who have committed non-
sexual offenses, especially if the victim was a child (Farmer et al., 2015; McAlinden
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et al., 2017). For non-offending partners, who, unlike other family members of those
who have offended, are not considered genetically contaminated (Condry, 2013),
leaving the relationship is the only way to end courtesy stigma (Jones & Giles, 2022).
Additionally, professionals and the community often urge non-offending partners to
leave their relationship (Duncan et al., 2020; Jones & Giles, 2022) and ostracize those
who fail to do so (Jones & Giles, 2022). Yet non-offending partners may be unable to
make relationship decisions immediately due to trauma, shock, and confusion (Duncan
et al., 2020).

Considering the importance of the relationship for both the person who has offended
and the non-offending partner, it is surprising that so far, research has failed to
thoroughly examine the process underlying why non-offending partners decide to stay
with or leave their partner (Iffland et al., 2016). Given the dearth of research in this field,
the main aim of this study was to develop the first descriptive model of the decision-
making process underlying relationship termination or continuation in non-offending
partners of individuals who have been accused of sexual offending. Grounded Theory
was considered ideal as a method for developing such a model since it may be used for
inductive analysis of relatively small amounts of qualitative data in areas where existing
theory and research is sparse (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Ward et al., 2006).

Thus, using Grounded Theory, we aimed to describe the contributions of affective,
behavioral, contextual, and cognitive factors to the decision to stay in or leave a re-
lationship after finding out that a partner has been accused of a sexual offense. We
expected that such a theory would contribute to academic literature by addressing the
current lack of research in this field (Duncan et al., 2020; Iffland et al., 2016) and inform
professionals working with non-offending partners about their unique situation and
needs. It may also inform rehabilitation frameworks for individuals who have sexually
offended (e.g., Risk-Need-Responsivity Model, Bonta & Andrews, 2017; the Good
Lives Model, Ward & Gannon, 2006) which place emphasis on relationships.

Method

Ethics

Ethical approval was obtained from the University of Kent School of Psychology
Ethics Committee. Prior to the interview, informed consent was given by each par-
ticipant via a signed consent form. Following the interview, participants were provided
with details of community support groups and organizations relevant to their respective
location and given a full debriefing.

Participant Recruitment

We recruited both those whose partners were charged with or convicted of sexual
offending, and those whose partners were accused. The reasons for this were twofold:
First, sexual offenses are underreported (U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Justice
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Programs, Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2016), and even those that are investigated by
the police often do not result in any charges or a conviction (Crown Prosecution
Service, 2022). Second, individuals who have sexually offended commonly minimise
parts of their offending (Schneider &Wright, 2004; Ward et al., 1995), or categorically
deny that they have offended, especially in cases where the victim was a child (Ware
et al., 2020). Previous studies with small samples of non-offending partners have shown
that they may exhibit similar cognitive distortions (Cahalane & Duff, 2018), partic-
ularly when choosing to remain in the relationship (Duncan et al., 2022). We did not
want to exclude such potential participants to provide a balanced account of the ex-
periences of non-offending partners, especially as a belief in the accusations or a denial
of them may be a factor in the relationship decision-making process.

Five participants were recruited through leaflets distributed in different UK city
centers and universities, and another six participants approached the researchers via
their social media accounts or heard about the study by word of mouth. They
completed a pre-screen through Qualtrics and arranged a telephone interview. The
remaining 12 participants were recruited through the crowdsourcing platform
Prolific. Those participants had completed the pre-screen, which was open to all
Prolific users, for a reimbursement of £0.12. We made appointments for Zoom
audio- or video-calls with eligible participants through Prolific’s anonymous
messaging system. Upon interview completion, all participants, regardless of re-
cruitment method, received a reimbursement of £20, either through Prolific, or as an
Amazon voucher.

Participants

We recruited 23 participants (20 females and three males), with ages ranging from 19 to
52 years (M = 31.87, SD = 11.00). Most participants were white (British, Irish, North
American, or “Other”; 79.26%, n = 18), two were Asian (Indian or “Other”, 8.7%), two
were Middle Eastern (8.7%), and one was Black (African, 4.35%). At the time they
found out about the accusations, most participants (n = 16, 69.57%) resided in the
United Kingdom.

Relationship Characteristics. Twenty-one of the participants’ accused partners were male,
and two were female. Prior to finding out about the accusations, the duration of the
participants’ relationships ranged between one month and 240 months or 20 years (M =
57.65 months, SD = 76.22 months, Mdn = 12 months). The participants’ total rela-
tionship duration ranged from 5 months to 264 months or 22 years (M = 73.96 months,
SD = 80.37 months,Mdn = 36months). Fourteen participants were in self-defined long-
term relationships and the remaining nine participants were married to their partner
when they found out about the accusations. Six participants had at least one child that
they were raising with their partner, whereas 17 participants did not have children with
their partner who was accused.
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Seven participants immediately decided to end the relationship after learning about
the accusations. Of those, four participants later reconciled with their partner. The
remaining 16 participants decided to stay in the relationship after finding out about the
accusations. At the time of interview, however, most participants (n = 17) were not in
the relationship anymore.

Characteristics of the Accusations. All participants reported that they were in the rela-
tionship when they first learned of the sexual offense accusations against their partner.
However, the alleged offenses were said to have taken place prior to the relationship for
seven participants. For two participants, their partners’ alleged offenses were said to
have taken place both during and before the relationship. For the remaining 14 par-
ticipants, the accusations pertained to offenses that were alleged to have occurred
during the relationship.

The majority (n = 20) of participants’ partners were accused of one offense, while
a few (n = 4) were accused of committing multiple offenses. We classified these
offense accusations in line with UK legislation. Fourteen partners were accused of
contact offenses against adults, of which nine were accused of sexual assault (excl.
rape), and six were accused of rape (Sexual Offences Act, 2003; §§ 3 & 1). Two
partners were accused of committing non-contact, internet-based offenses against
adults. Here, both were accused of disclosing private sexual photographs or films
with intent to cause distress (Criminal Justice and Courts Act, 2015; § 33). One
participants’ partner was accused of committing contact offenses against children,
both rape and sexual assault of children under 13 (Sexual Offences Act, 2003; §§
5 & 7). Lastly, six partners were accused of non-contact, internet-based offenses
against children. Here, four participants’ partners were accused of sexual com-
munication with a child, one was accused of attempted meeting a child following
sexual grooming (Sexual Offences Act, 2003; §§ 15A & 15), and four were accused
of possession of indecent photographs of children (Protection of Children Act,
1978; § 1). None of the accusations against participants’ partners pertained offenses
against an intrafamilial victim.

Eight participants believed the accusations against their partner to be true when they
first learnt of them. Of the 11 participants who did not believe them to be true initially,
nine believed the accusations to be true by the time of interview.

The accusations against 11 participants’ partners were not formally investigated by
the responsible Criminal Justice System, although two of these led to consequences for
the participant’s partner as drawn by an authoritative body that was not related to the
Criminal Justice System (e.g., being banned from a university campus). In the re-
maining 11 cases, a Criminal Justice System investigation led to no charges for two
participant’s partners. One participant’s partner was found ‘not guilty’ during court
proceedings, one received a probation order, one received a suspended sentence, and
six received custodial sentences.

For a summary of relevant information about each participant, see Table 1.
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Data Collection

All interviews were conducted by the first author. During the interview, participants
were first asked to detail potentially important aspects of their childhood and adult life
(e.g., major life events, family background, peer- and intimate relationships). After-
wards, participants were asked to describe events leading up to, during, and following
the knowledge of the accusation(s) against their partner. The focus was on the par-
ticipants’ thoughts and feelings, and on factors which they expressed to be important in
their decision to stay with or leave their partner. A semi-structured interview schedule
was used as a guideline to ensure important aspects of the participant’s narrative were
covered while allowing the participants to lead the interview and expand on issues they
deemed important. Due to this participant-led approach, and the uniqueness of each
individual narrative, the length of the interviews varied from 41 to 127 minutes (M
interview time = 74:07, SD = 21:40). Interviews were recorded with the participants’
knowledge and consent. All interviews were subsequently transcribed verbatim by the
first author.

Analysis

First, each transcript was divided, line by line, into its most basic units of meaning,
which are commonly referred to as meaning units (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). See below
an example of how an interview extract was broken down into several meaning units
(illustrated using a slash):

“But I was really shocked.1/ And I was just apologizing, like it was my fault.2/ Like, I felt
responsible for some reason, even though I never met her or anything.3”

Subsequently, during open coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), raw data was broken
down into their conceptual components and meaning units were abstracted into more
general meaning units, by allocating descriptive labels to each meaning unit. This was
done primarily by coding in gerunds which, in contrast to coding in topics and themes,
enables the researcher to study processes, actions, and implicit connections (Charmaz,
2014). Thus, meaning unit 3 from the sample above became “feeling responsible
despite never having met her.”

Every general meaning unit was then assigned one or more low-level concepts, which
represent the ideas contained in the data. Subsequently, during axial coding, these
concepts were linked with each other and arranged into categories, higher-level concepts,
based on conceptual similarity and shared characteristics. Thus, meaning unit3 was
assigned the low-level concept “feeling guilty”, and the category “reaction to accusa-
tions”. Since Grounded Theory is cyclical in nature, during comparative analysis new
concepts and categories were generated and refined as they were encountered throughout
the analytical process. Following this, the relationships between major categories were
identified. Along with their respective concepts, categories were ordered chronologically
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and integrated into a preliminary model illustrating events before, during, and after an
individual’s decision to stay with or leave their partner (theoretical integration). This
process was followed for the first 16 transcripts. The remaining seven transcripts were
used to cross-validate our preliminary model by comparing each transcript’s fit with the
already developed categories of the model. During this process of constant comparison,
existing categories were further refined, and new categories were added where necessary.
Validation also ensured that saturationwas reached, that is, no further data emerged from
new transcripts and the model was fully developed, reflecting the relationship decision-
making process in our sample.

To minimize any potential biases arising from prior assumptions about the topic, the
first author, who had no previous work experience or contact with non-offending
partners or individuals who have sexually offended, completed all the data collection
and initial meaning unit analysis. Throughout data collection, analysis, and write-up of
the findings, the authors additionally engaged in reflexivity by reflecting on and
challenging their potential biases and emotions towards the topic.

Findings

Our final model chronologically describes the feelings, thoughts, behaviors, and
contextual events leading up to and following our participants’ decision to stay with or
leave their partner after finding out that their partner had been accused of a sexual
offense. As such, the model can be broken down into five periods: (1) Background
Factors; the participant’s childhood, adolescence, and adulthood experiences up until
the point they met their partner who was accused of a sexual offense, (2) Relationship
Factors; factors associated with the participant’s relationship prior to them finding out
about the accusations, (3) Finding Out; factors that occur immediately before, during,
and after finding out about the accusations, and (4) Relationship Decision-Making;
factors associated with whether the participant decided to stay with or leave their
partner.

Period 1: Background Factors (see Figure 1)

The data which emerged regarding participants’ backgrounds was divided into six main
categories with additional subcategories (see Figure 1). The first category to emerge
was Childhood Environment. This encompasses early childhood experiences including
relationships with caregivers and peers. A participant’s childhood environment was
either mostly negative (n = 9; e.g., experiences of trauma, poor caregiver relationships,
absent caregivers, poor parental mental health, poverty) or mostly positive (n = 7; e.g.,
stable and loving caregiver relationships, positive relationships with peers). Some
participants experienced a considerable improvement (e.g., being taken care of by
grandparents after suffering neglect by parents) or deterioration (e.g., deteriorating
relationship with caregivers, parental death, sudden financial instability) of their
childhood environment (n = 7). This is depicted by the double-ended arrow connecting
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Figure 1. Period 1: Background factors.
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the negative and positiveChildhood Environment pathways in Figure 1. Those who had
a negative childhood environment, and especially those who lacked support from their
caregivers in childhood, would often come to rely on romantic partners for support in
later life, whereas those who had a positive childhood environment tended to receive
support from their wider family.

For those who described a negative childhood environment at any point, including
those who experienced a considerable improvement or deterioration of their childhood
environment, Experiences of Abuse at some point during their childhood and ado-
lescence were also common (n = 15). These were either sexual (n = 5; e.g., sexual abuse
through peers or adults, often repeated victimization) or non-sexual (n = 10; e.g.,
intense bullying, neglect, physical abuse by family members, witnessing domestic
abuse) in nature. For many participants who had experienced abuse, this wove its way
throughout their lives in the form of repeated victimization by romantic partners,
family, and peers. Eight participants reported not experiencing any abuse during their
childhood as depicted by the arrow to the right of Experiences of Abuse, feeding into the
fourth main category of Mental Health. Participants who did not experience abuse
reported feeling cared for and respected by their peers and family.

Coping Style, the third main category in this period, describes how those participants
who were abused in childhood coped with such experiences. While many participants
reportedly developed maladaptive coping styles (n = 10; e.g., repressing memories of
abuse, minimizing abuse, using substances), some reported adaptive coping mecha-
nisms (n = 5; e.g., therapeutic intervention, exercise, leaving an abusive environment).

The fourth main category to emerge in this period was Mental Health. Participants
described having had either predominantly negative or positive Mental Health during
their childhood and adolescence. Most participants (n = 14) reported some poorMental
Health as characterized, for instance, by depression, anxiety, eating disorders, and
personality disorders. The remaining nine participants described having good Mental
Health (i.e., lack of psychiatric diagnoses, resilience to challenging life events). Those
participants who experienced a negative or mixed Childhood Environment and had
Experiences of Abuse were more likely to experience poor Mental Health than other
participants.

For some participants, this translated into an unstable Lifestyle (n = 5) associated
with dropping out of school, abusing substances, being homeless, unwanted pregnancy,
and not having a stable place of work or social support. Most participants (n = 4) who
experienced an unstable Lifestyle were able to stabilize their Lifestyle before entering
the relationship with their partner who was accused of a sexual offense (e.g., by finding
work after dropping out of school). This is depicted by the arrow connecting the stable
and unstable Lifestyle pathways in Figure 1. Most participants (n = 18) described
having a stable Lifestyle including academic achievement, stable peer relationships, and
stable employment.

The final main category to emerge in this period was Experience in Romantic
Relationships. This encompasses any experiences in romantic relationship participants
had before meeting their partner who was accused of a sexual offense. Most participants
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had Experience in Romantic Relationships (n = 19) and reported this to be either
predominantly negative (n = 11) or positive (n = 3). Negative Experience in Romantic
Relationshipswas often characterized by instability, unhappiness, and feeling like one’s
needs were not met (e.g., “I feel like I’ve had experience beyond my years, as they say,
in the ‘unlucky’ and ‘with men’ department”). Predominantly positive Experience in
Romantic Relationships was much rarer and usually consisted of stable, consensual,
and fulfilling romantic relationships (e.g., “It was the first time that I understood that I
want to continue to feel those feelings for the rest of my life”). Some participants (n = 5)
had both positive and negative Experience in Romantic Relationships, as depicted by
the arrow connecting the negative and positive Experience in Romantic Relationship
pathways in Figure 1. For instance, some participants described “sabotaging” their
relationships, or having relationships which were initially positive turn negative (e.g.,
“He was caring, he was handsome. Until, I guess, he got tired of me and started
cheating.”). Four participants reported not having had any previous relationship ex-
periences as depicted by the arrow to the right-hand side of Experience in Romantic
Relationships. For these participants, the relationship with their partner who was
accused of a sexual offense was their first romantic or sexual relationship. Participants
who had no previous Experience in Romantic Relationships reported being naı̈ve about
relationships and not knowing what would be considered “normal” and healthy in a
relationship (e.g., “It was my first relationship, I don’t really have anything to compare
it to. So, it was a lot of asking my friends and my sister ‘Is this good? Do you like him?
Is he nice?’”).

Some participants (n = 5) who reported having had a negative Experience in
Previous Relationships also described these relationships as abusive. This abuse could
be sexual (e.g., “All they want to do is try and pressurize you into having sex”),
emotional (e.g., “It never felt predatory, but looking back at it, there was definitely a
strange power dynamic that he was exploiting”), or physical (e.g., “He had split my
head open at the back”), and some participants were repeatedly victimized by multiple
partners. For some participants, this influenced how they evaluated subsequent rela-
tionships, especially the relationship with their partner who was accused of a sexual
offense (see Period 2). However, most participants who had Experience in Previous
Relationships (n = 14) did not report any abuse occurring in these relationships.

Period 2: Relationship Factors (see Figure 2)

The data which emerged regarding the participants’ relationship with their partner who
had been accused of a sexual offense was split into four main categories, with additional
related concepts for some of these categories (see Figure 2). The first category to
emerge,Meeting Partner, encompasses factors related to when and how the participant
met their partner who would later be accused of a sexual offense. Participants reported
that their Age at meeting, when compared to their partner, played a significant role in
their relationship dynamic. Participants who were significantly younger than their
partners (n = 7) often had less experience in relationships and reported their partner
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assuming an almost parental role towards them. This power imbalance was at times
used by the participants’ partners to abuse and manipulate them (e.g., “I felt like he
almost became a parent. If I did something that he thought was wrong, then I would be
verbally reprimanded.”). In comparison, participants who were of a similar Age to their
partner (n = 16) reported being in a similar stage of their lives as their partner and
subsequently feeling more equal to their partner.

The second category to emerge regarding participants’ relationship factors was
Relationship Quality. The quality of the relationship was either described to be pre-
dominantly low (n = 6; e.g., unhappiness, high levels of conflict, distant partner) or high
(n = 9; e.g., stable relationship, contentment, happiness, seeing the partner as a “good
person”, resolving conflicts constructively). For many participants (n = 8) Relationship
Quality fluctuated throughout the relationship, as depicted by the double-ended arrow
connecting low and high Relationship Quality. Participants were generally more likely
to leave the relationship following the accusations if they perceived the Relationship
Quality to be low. Some reported that they viewed the accusations as a “way out” of an
already unhappy relationship. However, an exception to this were cases in which the
relationship between the participant and their partner was abusive.

Figure 2. Period 2: Relationship factors.
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Experiences of Abusewere either sexual (n = 2; e.g., assault, rape) or non-sexual (n =
5; e.g., emotional abuse, physical abuse, manipulation). Participants who were abused
by their partner reported, later down the model, being manipulated into believing their
partner over any evidence they might have seen and consequently denying their
partner’s offense. They appeared to also fear the consequences of leaving their partner.
Most participants (n = 16), however, did not describe any Experiences of Abuse, as
depicted by the arrow on the right-hand side of the model. This led participants who had
experienced abuse in prior relationships (see Period 1) to evaluate the relationship with
their partner who was accused of a sexual offense to be especially positive, since they
reported feeling lucky to have finally found a non-abusive partner (e.g., “There was no
abuse. There was, you know, I felt, Jesus Christ, I’ve hit lucky here”, “So, he was
different from the lads. This guy was very easy-going, wasn’t telling me what to do.”).

Period 3: Finding out (see Figure 3)

The data which emerged regarding the participants finding out about the accusations
against their partner was divided into six main categories, with further related concepts
(see Figure 3). The first category which emerged was the Knowledge of Accusations,
which encompasses the factors related to the circumstances surrounding the partici-
pants finding out about the accusations. The main concept found to be of importance
within this category was the Source of the accusations. This was either the participant’s
partner themselves (n = 5), the accuser (n = 7), or a third party (n = 12). If the par-
ticipant’s partner confessed to having committed an offense, the participants were more
likely to believe the accusations. However, the participant’s partner may also warn the
participant of what they claim to be false accusations, which made participants less
likely to believe the accusations. The Source could also be the accuser. When this was
the case, the accuser often reached out to the participant to warn them about their
partner and what they may be capable of. Whether the participant believed the accuser
highly depended on the accuser’s characteristics, as outlined in the concept “Victim
Characteristics”, under the Offense Characteristics category. Lastly, the participant
may also have been made aware of the accusations by a third party, who was not
directly involved in the incident. In most cases, this was either a witness, or an involved
authority, namely the Criminal Justice System (n = 6). While some participants de-
scribed such Criminal Justice System involvement as traumatic, others had more
positive, and supportive experiences. The engagement of the Criminal Justice System
also appeared to affect whether the participant believed the accusations. For example, if
the police portrayed the accusations to be lacking credibility, or a jury found their
partner “not guilty”, participants were more likely to believe that the accusations were
false.

The secondmajor category to emerge wasOffense Characteristics. When considering
Offense Type, contact offenses were often viewed as more serious than non-contact
offenses, or online offenses. Another important concept was Victim Characteristics (e.g.,
victim age, mental illness, victim – perpetrator relationship, victim – participant
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Figure 3. Period 3: Finding out.
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relationship). The younger the accuser or victimwas at the time of the alleged offense, the
more likely the participant was to take such accusations seriously. Additionally, if the
accuser had previously been in a relationship with the participant’s partner, they were
more likely to be discredited and disbelieved. This was due to the assumption that they
made the accusations to “punish” the participant’s partner for a breakup or wanted to
break up the participant’s relationship to win back their former partner. As previously
mentioned, Consequences, such as those arising from Criminal Justice System in-
volvement, could also heavily impact a participant’s perception of accusations. Such
Criminal Justice System involvement (e.g., imprisonment) appeared to make the ac-
cusations more credible. No formal consequences or even acquittal seemingly had the
opposite effect, with participants reporting that they believed the Criminal Justice
System to make the “right” decision (e.g., “A jury of people have listened to everything.
They’ve decided, you know, they’ve come up with their decision, so, you believe it
as well.”)

Offense Characteristics heavily influenced the participant’s Initial Reaction to the
accusations, the third category to emerge in this period. That is, participants’ reactions
were more intense and more negative when reacting to Offense Types and Victim
Characteristics that they perceived as more severe (e.g., contact offenses, child victim).
Additionally, if there had been Consequences to the accusations, and especially when
the Criminal Justice System was involved, participants usually displayed a negative,
rather than indifferent, Initial Reaction. Such an Initial Reaction could be behavioral
(e.g., physically distancing oneself), affective (e.g., anger, sadness, disgust), and
cognitive (e.g., confusion, worsened view of one’s partner). How a participant reacted
to the accusations was often in part determined by their Partner’s Reaction. Some
participants reported believing their partner when they denied the accusations, and thus
did not react strongly. A confession, on the other hand mostly led to the participant
believing the accusations. Overall, participants reported their Initial Reaction to be
either negative (n = 14), indifferent (8) or positive (n = 1). A predominantly negative
Initial Reaction usually eventually led the participant to believe the accusations.

The next category to emerge was Telling Others. Many participants (n = 10) reported
that a negative Initial Reaction of shame, guilt, and a fear of judgement caused them to
hide the accusations from others (see arrow on the left-hand side of the model). This led
to a lack of social support outside of the participant’s relationship with their partner.
When telling others about the accusations, participants confided in either their friends
(n = 9), family (n = 6), or professionals (n = 6), for example, a therapist or law en-
forcement personnel. Some participants confided in multiple groups or individuals. For
those who confided in others about the accusations, Others’ Reaction played an
important role in their belief in the accusations with participants tending to mirror
others’ reactions (i.e., n = 5 mirrored disbelief and n = 10 took the accusations se-
riously). In some cases, it also influenced the belief of those who tried to hide the
accusations from others, if the accusations were revealed against their will (n = 3; e.g.,
through vigilantes or media exposure), as depicted by the arrow titled “Accusations are
revealed”.
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Critically, each category in this period mentioned above has a significant impact on
the participant’s Belief in the Accusations. Those participants who exhibited Belief in
the accusations (n = 13) described their partner’s confession (as described in Partner’s
Reaction) to be the most important factor in their unequivocal Belief in the accusations.
Some also reported favorable Victim Characteristics (e.g., trust in the accuser due to
emotionality), as mentioned earlier in this period, and seeing evidence to have led them
to believe the accusations. On the other hand, those who reported a Disbelief in the
accusations (n = 10) supported and justified this by discrediting either the accusations
themselves (n = 3; e.g., because they are unrealistic, not plausible etc.), the accuser or
source (n = 3; e.g., because of unfavorable Victim Characteristics) or both (n = 4).

Period 4: Relationship Decision-Making (see Figure 4)

The data which emerged regarding the participants’ decision to stay with or leave the
relationship was divided into six main categories, with additional subordinate concepts
(see Figure 4).

The first category to emerge was the Initial Consideration participants reported
when considering Termination Reasons and Continuation Reasons. Termination
Reasons (see left-hand side of the model) considered by participants, following the
knowledge of accusations, were either offense-related or -unrelated. The only offense-
unrelated reason for relationship termination considered by participants was rela-
tionship dissatisfaction, often arising from low Relationship Quality preceding the
accusations (see Period 2; e.g., “I was already dissatisfied with certain aspects of the
relationship”). However, most Termination Reasons considered by participants were
directly related to the alleged offense, and participants only contemplated these if they
had established a Belief in the accusations (see Period 3). Participants described
considering leaving the relationship because of perceived Danger. Here, they stated
viewing their partner as a dangerous person, and wanting to protect themselves and
possibly their children (e.g., “I know what you’re doing to other people’s children. I
don’t trust you around my own”). Participants judged their partner to be more dan-
gerous towards themselves if they had been accused of a contact offense against an
adult, and more dangerous towards their children if the participant had been accused of
any offense a child, particularly if the accusations pertained a contact offense. Par-
ticipants also reported the Deception associated with their partner’s alleged offending
behavior to be a reason why they considered terminating the relationship. This was
especially the case when their partner hid the offenses over a long period of time or
denied accusations when the participant believed these to be true (e.g., “Our whole life
felt like a lie”), leading participants to re-evaluate the relationship. Another reason for
relationship dissolution considered by participants was perceived Infidelity because of
the sexual nature of the alleged offense. Participants described feeling as if their partner
had cheated on them, or that their partner offended because of a lack of attraction
towards them (e.g., “She basically cheated on me”). The accusations against partic-
ipants’ partners were only viewed as Infidelity if the victim was an adult (i.e., not a

18 Sexual Abuse 0(0)



Figure 4. Period 4: Relationship decision-making.
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child) and in cases where the alleged offense took place while the participant was in the
relationship with their partner. Additionally, some participants experienced Outside
pressure to end the relationship, from friends, family, or their community (see Others’
Reaction in Period 3) or from intervening professionals. This was exacerbated in cases
where the participant’s partner was arrested or convicted (see CJS involvement in
Period 3), which usually meant that a greater proportion of the community was aware of
the offense or accusations or gave them more credibility. Interaction with intervening
professionals was often stated to be dismissive and even hostile (e.g., “The whole
system is very, very anti-women, anti-children, in fact”). Outside pressure was es-
pecially salient where social services were involved to safeguard the participants’
children (e.g., “So they just gotta focus on making sure that the women run as fast as
they can and take the children with them”), or in cases where the media reported on the
accusations. Participants also reported considering relationship termination because of
a sense of empathy, solidarity, and even guilt towards the victim (e.g., “I was just
somehow feeling guilty. Like, I felt like I had to make it up to some way”). The last
offense-related reason participants considered for terminating their relationship was
Morality, a sense that leaving their partner after finding out about the accusations was
the ‘right thing to do’ (e.g., “I don’t think I thought I had a choice”).

Continuation Reasons (see right-hand side of the model) considered by participants
were similarly either offense-unrelated or -related. Participants mentioned a greater
variety of offense-unrelated reasons for considering relationship continuation versus
termination. Relationship satisfaction, arising from high Relationship Quality (see
Period 2) was a main offense-unrelated reason for considering relationship continuation
(e.g., “I was very, very happy with him, and at this point I can say I’m still happy to be
with him”). Participants also stated the Love or Commitment they felt towards their
partner to be a reason for considering relationship continuation. This was usually the
case when the participant had been in the relationship for a long time, and especially
when the participant was married (e.g., “When I said my wedding vows, I meant
them”). For participants in such long-term committed relationships, having Children
with their partner was also a commonly named reason for considering relationship
continuation (e.g., “I’ve remained supportive of him for the sake of the children. But I
don’t think I could forgive it, it’s just too horrible”). Additionally, some participants
reported the Abuse they were subjected to from their partner (see Period 2), to be an
important reason for considering continuing the relationship. Here, participants de-
scribed being manipulated into thinking no one else would love them or being isolated
by their partner and thus lacking a support system (e.g., “He would constantly say
things like, ‘No one’s gonna love you like I do’”). The last offense-unrelated reason for
consideration of relationship continuation, as stated by our participants, were Negative
consequences of leaving the relationship, such as their partner retaliating or negative
cultural implications of having been in a “failed” relationship.

Participants also named several offense-related relationship Continuation Reasons.
The main offense-related reason participants described was a Disbelief or discrediting
of the accusations, as outlined in-depth in Period 3. If participants disbelieved or
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discredited the accusations, they were likely to report not seeing a reason to consider
ending the relationship at all. However, some participants also remained in the rela-
tionship despite believing the accusations to be true. For example, some of these
participants believed that their partner had changed and cited this to be a reason they
considered staying in the relationship. This was especially the case when the alleged
offense had occurred before they entered the relationship. The more time had passed
since the accusations the more likely participants were to judge that this did not reflect
who their partner was when they were in the relationship, especially if their partner had
actively worked on themselves, for example by attending therapy (e.g., “He did a lot of
things to change himself. So, how can I judge him now?”). Additionally, participants
reported wanting to aid their partner’s Desistance as a reason for considering rela-
tionship continuation. Here, participants emphasized the importance of relationships in
preventing future offending behavior (e.g., “I just think that women who stay need to be
given a bit of respect and credit. And also, when you look at the figures of reduction in
reoffending and rehabilitation, that’s what’s needed”). Such a focus on Desistance was
also often tied to a Medicalization of the offense. For instance, those whose partners
were accused of committing image-based internet offenses against children commonly
viewed this behavior as arising from an escalating pornography addiction (e.g., “Any
other kind of addiction or issue, the person is treated, except this”). Lastly, participants
described the Support they received to be a reason for considering relationship con-
tinuation. Usually, Support came from friends, family, or self-organized peer support
groups, as professional support (e.g., therapy) was not always accessible. However, in
contrast to theOutside pressure from intervening professionals some participants noted
as a reason for relationship termination, here, some participants stated that intervening
professionals were helpful and provided Support. For instance, participants reported
being reassured that staying with their partner was an acceptable choice and that other
people also stay with their partner following an alleged offense (e.g., “And she said to
me, ‘Well, about 50% of couples make it through this.’”).

Overall, all participants named more than one reason for considering either
staying with or leaving their partner. Thus, the Initial Relationship Decision was
usually made after weighing up Termination Reasons and Continuation Reasons,
often both offense-related and -unrelated. Eventually, seven participants decided
for immediate relationship Termination (see left-hand side of the model). Some of
these participants (n = 4) terminated the relationship initially after hearing about
the accusations, but later decided to reconcile with their partner as marked by the
Reconciliation box. Often, participants reported Reconciliation to be the result of
being charmed or manipulated into re-entering the relationship by their partner.
The remaining participants (n = 16) initially decided to engage in a Continuation of
the relationship (see right-hand side of the model).

For those participants who continued the relationship, there was often a lasting
Offense Impact on the Relationship. Participants usually reported the offense as having
had a negative impact (n = 14; e.g., conflict, stress, not being able to forgive offense) on
the relationship, with only one participant describing a positive impact (increased trust
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and intensity). For some participants (n = 5), the offense did not have any impact on
their relationship. This was usually the case when there were other issues in the re-
lationship, such as abuse, which seemed more pressing.

The impact of the offense on the relationship usually also influenced further Re-
lationship Development. This was either predominantly negative (n = 13; e.g., es-
calating abuse, increased conflict, dissatisfaction) or positive (n = 5; e.g., rebuilding
relationship, regaining trust). One participant reported that the Relationship Devel-
opment was initially positive but later turned negative, as depicted by the arrow
connecting the two pathways.

A positive Relationship Development made Long-term Relationship Continuation
more likely, while a negative Relationship Development made it less likely. Long-term
Relationship Continuation, the final category to emerge in this period, described the
participants’ relationship status with their partner at the time of interview. Most
participants (n = 14) did not continue the relationship long-term, and were not in the
relationship anymore (i.e., Termination), at the time of interview. In a few cases (n = 3),
the participant’s partner ended the relationship due to reasons unrelated to the offense.
The participants who ended the relationship with their partner after initially continuing
it earlier on in this period (n = 11), reported escalating abuse, a lack of trust arising from
the offense, and relationship dissatisfaction as the main reasons for their decision to
leave the relationship. For those who terminated the relationship, this was also
sometimes influenced by an Offense-Related Trigger (n = 4). Such triggers were in-
formation that the participant received about the alleged offense after initially finding
out about it which subsequently changed their perception of the offense (e.g., finding
evidence, having contact with the victim). Very few of the participants (n = 6) continued
the relationship long-term and were still in the relationship at the time of interview.
These participants either planned to stay in the relationship (n = 5), usually because of
high relationship satisfaction, or were planning to leave the relationship (n = 1), because
they were still affected by the accusations but not ready to leave their partner yet.

Pathways Followed by Participants

Each participant’s progression through the model was plotted to track potential discrete
routes or pathways followed by non-offending partners of individuals who are accused
of sexual offending in their relationship decision-making. However, the sample was too
heterogenous for us to identify any distinct patterns.

Discussion

Using interviews with current and ex-partners of individuals who have been accused of
sexual offending, we developed the first descriptive model of relationship decision-
making in non-offending partners. Our model’s key strength lies in its detailed account
of why non-offending partners stayed in or left their relationship after finding out that
their partner had been accused of a sexual offense. It clearly documents how affective,
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behavioral, cognitive, and situational factors that arose before, during, and after finding
out about the accusations, contributed to such decision-making in our sample. Here, it is
sufficiently sensitive to account for the diversity of non-offending partners. In the
following section, we interpret the most important aspects of our model before dis-
cussing potential practical implications. Finally, we consider its key strengths and
limitations. Directions for future research are outlined throughout.

First, our research suggests that relationship decision-making in non-offending
partners is dependent on a large variety of factors, not all of which are directly related to
the alleged offense, but rather connected to the participant’s life experiences prior to and
during the relationship. This is especially the case for participants whose partners did
not have any interaction with Criminal Justice System-related agencies, for instance
those whose partners were accused but never arrested or convicted, and who subse-
quently may rely on their relationship experience rather than on outside factors. An
especially notable reason for staying with their partner, as reported by our participants,
which is unrelated to the accusations, was high relationship quality and arising Re-
lationship satisfaction. It has been firmly established that such satisfaction, alongside
other factors stated by our participants (e.g., Commitment, having Children with their
partner, fear of Negative consequences of relationship dissolution), is one of the most
common reasons for relationship continuation in the general population (Joel et al.,
2018; Le et al., 2010). Similarly, the main offense-unrelated reason for leaving the
relationship endorsed by our sample, Relationship dissatisfaction, has been found to
also be a primary reason for relationship dissolution in the general population (Amato
& Previti, 2003; Machia & Ogolsky, 2021). Most saliently, however, our model clearly
demonstrates that participants were influenced in their decision-making by factors
unique to their situation as non-offending partners. In particular, it accounts for the wide
range of factors associated with the accusations themselves (e.g., perceived Danger,
victim empathy), as well as how these affected the reaction to the accusations by others
(e.g., Outside pressure to end the relationship, or Support to continue it) and how the
sum of these factors collectively influenced the participant’s assessment of their sit-
uation. Here, whether the participant believed the accusations to be true or discredited
them appeared to be the most notable factor shaping their decision-making process.
Perhaps surprisingly, despite its impact on such a Belief in the accusations, no pattern
emerged to distinguish those whose partners were “only” accused of offending from
those whose partners were formally investigated or even convicted. Future research
may be conducted to differentiate between these two populations to further understand
possible differences and effectively address their individual needs.

The development of our model has several practical implications for practitioners
working with non-offending partners and ex-partners, as well as those working with
individuals who have sexually offended who are in relationships. First, while some
organizations offer services to families of those who have offended (e.g., The Lucy
Faithfull Foundation, n. d.) there are currently no targeted support resources for non-
offending partners in England and Wales. Non-offending partners in our sample and in
previous research (Duncan et al., 2022) reported facing various barriers (often financial)
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to accessing the limited support available and thus relying on self-organized peer
support groups. This is concerning given the uniqueness and complexity of their
situation demonstrated by our model and the psychological distress they experience as a
result of their partner’s offending or accusations against their partner (Duncan et al.,
2020). Our model may be used to inform potential support programs for both those
whose partners have been accused or convicted. For example, such programs could use
our model to help non-offending partners understand the variety of factors which may
be related to their stay/leave decision and make the best possible decision for
themselves and their families. Similarly, our model may also be of use to clinicians
(e.g., counsellors) who may be approached by clients with similar experiences to those
outlined in this paper. For these practitioners, especially those who have no experience
in working with non-offending partners, our research could provide a first overview of
their client’s unique situation and the complexity of the relationship decision-making
process. Thus, it may assist clinicians in providing the best possible care for non-
offending partners.

A second implication arises for Criminal Justice System-related organizations. Non-
offending partners often encounter multiple agencies (e.g., police, child protection
services) in the aftermath of their partner’s offense, and named their support, or lack
thereof, to be crucial in relationship decision-making (seeOutside pressure and Support
in Period 3). Our participants reported interactions with these agencies to be incon-
sistent, ranging from supportive and empathetic to dismissive and hostile. Such
particularly negative responses may cause or increase courtesy stigma experienced by
non-offending partners, which is often exacerbated by Criminal Justice System-related
agencies (Duncan et al., 2020; Liddell & Taylor, 2015). However, there is currently no
consistent guidance available to Criminal Justice System related agencies on how to
approach non-offending partners. Our model may inform codes of practice – like the
Code of Practice for Victims of Crime in England and Wales (Ministry of Justice,
2020) – or training programs for professionals within these organizations. These may
demonstrate the complexity of the relationship decision-making process and the di-
versity of the population and could enhance perspective-taking towards non-offending
partners and thus reduce the courtesy stigma they experience.

In cases where someone’s partner was convicted of a sexual offense, rather than
merely accused, a final practical implication of our model may be its potential impact on
rehabilitation frameworks, such as the Risk-Need-Responsivity Model (Bonta &
Andrews, 2017) and the Good Lives Model (Ward & Gannon, 2006), which com-
monly focus on relationships. Due to the demonstrated efficacy of treatment programs
based upon such frameworks (e.g., Hanson et al., 2009) they are widely used, for
example in the US (e.g., Washington State Department of Corrections, 2022) and the
UK (H.M. Prison and Probation Service, 2021). Here, our model could illustrate to the
treatment provider and the individual who has offended the complexity and difficulty of
the decision the non-offending partner had to make, to promote greater empathy and
subsequently improve relationship quality. Should a non-offending partner decide to
stay in the relationship, treatment programs may also consider a greater involvement of
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the non-offending partner, in cases in which this is in both partners’ best interest. This
could be achieved, for instance, by incorporating couples treatment to strengthen the
relationship which, as shown in our model, may be particularly susceptible to
breakdown after accusations or an offense have been disclosed. Such couples treatment
may also address intimacy deficits which are commonly linked to offending behaviour
(for a review see Martin & Tardif, 2014). Additionally, as the accusations against seven
participants’ partners in our sample pertained offenses which were said to have taken
place prior to the relationship, our model may also give insight to those who have
offended about how to broach the topic of having committed an offense to a prospective
or new partner. For instance, treatment providers may consider discussing with the
person who has offended the importance of the source from whom the non-offending
partner hears about the accusations or preparing them for potential outcomes as ap-
plicable to the specific circumstances surrounding their relationship and the offense.

The primary strength of our research is its novelty as it presents, to our knowledge, the
first model of relationship stay/leave decision-making in non-offending partners of indi-
viduals accused of sexual offending. As such, it gives a detailed description of affective,
behavioral, cognitive, and contextual factors contributing towhy our participants decided to
stay with or leave their partner after finding out about the accusations against them. Here, it
is flexible enough to accommodate the diversity of our sample.

Despite this strength and the potential practical utility of the model there are, however,
some limitations that require discussion. First, although our model is sufficiently saturated to
account for the decision-making process of each participant in our sample, we were unable to
find distinct pathways through the model followed by different “types” of non-offending
partners. A potential explanation for this may be the diversity of non-offending partners as a
group, when compared to the samples methodologically similar research has examined (e.g.,
Collins et al., 2022; Ford et al., 2021). For example, offense chain models developed using
GroundedTheory typically include individuals convicted of and detained for a certain offense
(e.g., Gannon et al., 2008; Tyler et al., 2014) whereas we included anyone whose partner or
ex-partner was accused of any sexual offense. Amodel of relationship decision-makingmust
be very sensitive to account for such heterogeneity. While our sample size was not unusually
small for Grounded Theory research (Charmaz, 2014), and we sought to include non-
offending partners with a range of different experiences, it is likely that certain groups were
underrepresented which may explain why we were unable to identify pathways through the
model. For instance, only one participants’ partner was convicted of committing contact
sexual offenses against children, and some relatively common offenses (e.g., exposure,
voyeurism) were not represented at all. Our sample did also not include any cases of in-
trafamilial abuse. This contrasts with the overall literature on non-offending partners which
has historically disproportionately focused on, and blamed, non-offending mothers
(Azzopardi et al., 2018). Nevertheless, as prior research has established (e.g., Gannon et al.,
2008; Polaschek et al., 2001), a key strength of Grounded Theory methodology is its ability
for future modification of models in response to additional data (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).
Thus, further research may be conducted with additional samples of non-offending partners
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and ex-partners of individuals who have sexually offended or been accused of sexual of-
fending to validate and refine the model and any potential pathways.

In addition to the limited sample described above, there are several limitations
inherent in Grounded Theory which may have impacted the validity and reliability
of our model. Most important is our reliance on retrospective self-reports given by
non-offending partners. These may have been affected by memory distortions, self-
deception, and impression management strategies. Crucially, most participants in
our sample were not in the relationship anymore at the time of interview. This could
have led to a distorted view of the situation, such as a negative re-definition of the
relationship (e.g., arising from arguments or jealousy) commonly experienced after
a breakup (Kellas et al., 2008). Future research may wish to focus on a balanced
sample of those non-offending partners who are currently still in the relationship
and those who are not to control for such effects. Finally, our model may represent
some researcher bias, for instance, reflecting our pre-existing hypotheses and
knowledge from the wider literature on non-offending partners or sexual offending.
Given the dearth of existing research and paired with the principles of Grounded
Theory employed to reduce such bias (i.e., simultaneous inductive and deductive
analysis; reflexivity), we believe these strategies sufficiently minimized researcher
biases. Nonetheless, future research should be completed to cross-validate the
model and examine pathways to relationship stay/leave decision-making in non-
offending partners of those who have sexually offended.

In conclusion, our model represents, to our knowledge, the first attempt to describe
the relationship decision-making process in non-offending partners of individuals who
have sexually offended. Given the dearth of research and theory examining the ex-
periences of this population, using Grounded Theory methodology allowed us to
develop a flexible yet detailed model based upon the individual narratives of non-
offending partners. We hope that practitioners and researchers working with this
population will build upon our research and use it to develop their understanding of
non-offending partners’ experiences.
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