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Introduction

The focus in this paper is on how social workers understand men as victims of violence. There is a strong connection between men and violence, not only men using violence but also experiencing violence (Kullberg, Skillmark, Herz & Fäldt, in press). This later matter raises a conceptual problem as the cultural image of masculinity, the hegemonic masculinity (i.e., the idealized image of masculinity that exist in a society and structure men's lives towards authority, control, autonomy, competition, aggressiveness and a capacity and opportunity structures to use violence [Messerschmidt 2000, p.10]), means something completely different than being a victim. Masculinity is, by tradition, associated with strength, control, power and activity (see, for example Burcar 2005). The cultural image of a victim of violence represents none of these characteristics. Rather, a victim tends to be associated with someone who is inferior, powerless and passive (Newburn and Stanko 1994; Christie 2001; Svensson 2006) more often represented in the cultural image of what it means to be a women. This image appears to be found among social service professionals (Ljungwald & Svensson 2006). According to Hollander (2001) shared beliefs about women as more or less vulnerable to violence and men as more or less potentially capable of using violence are closely connected to human bodies, and thus on perceived natural differences between men and women. This of course makes it hard for most men to be viewed as victims. As a matter of fact it has been claimed that, discursively, men cannot be victims as the representation of the concept is the antithesis of masculinity (Sundaram et al 2004). In our opinion, it is central to take these discourses in consideration when analyzing men, violence and victimization.

In criminology (as well as in other research disciplines), when men and violence are in focus, the men most often represent the offender. This research has been criticized for being “gender blind”, not taking the perspective of gender seriously when analyzing the violence of men (Messerschmidt 1993, p.1). This also extends to de sub-discipline of victimology (as well as related fields), namely that the research lacks empirical findings of men as victims of violence, especially using knowledge from the field of gender and masculinities. Newburn and Stanko (1994) argue that research in this field relatively unproblematic has assumed that men are less skilled at expressing feelings and therefore rarely has focused on the experiences of male victims, i.e. that this is a consequence of the image of masculinity in itself. However, especially in these last year’s, more studies of male victims of violence are conducted and published (see for example Stanko & Hobdell 1993; Burcar 2005; Åkerström 2007; Burcar & Åkerström 2009. Also, for men experiencing rape, see Knutagård 2009). 

A growing interest in victims the last decades has, naturally, resulted in a growing number of support organizations. In Sweden the responsibility of helping and supporting crime victims are regulated in Swedish Social Service Act (SoL 2001:453). It is the social services that should ensure that crime victims get the appropriate support needed (SoL 5:11).[footnoteRef:1] Of course, social workers have always interacted with people affected by crime, meeting them in more traditional matters (i.e. assessment work, psychosocial counseling, family support etc). Today, however, there are social workers who support clients, especially focusing on the consequences of being victimized. The social workers being interviewed in this research project, for example, worked at support centers for young crime victims, with prevention programs focusing partly on victimization and with victim offender mediation. [1:  In her thesis, Ljungwald (2011), seek to explain how crime victims emerged as a target group in the Swedish social service act.  ] 


Considering the conclusions drawn in previous research, done on the general population, showing that men, when victimized, tend to be attributed with more behavioral blame (i.e. looking scared, not fighting back and not trying to escape) compared to women (Howard 1984a; Howard, 1984b) and that men compared to women, to a lesser extent receives sympathy when experiencing crime and violence (Mendelssohn & Sewell 2004) and the emergence of social work interventions aimed at this group makes it interesting to examine how social workers understand male victims of violence. This is also motivated with regard to the relatively few studies which could be linked to this area, showing us that social workers tend to view men as problematic victims, requiring a special expertise or skill on behalf of the professional. When examining previous research done on professionals who support crime victims, a common understanding of male victims of violence is that they, if they don’t process their experience properly, themselves will become offender as a reaction to the victimization (Burcar 2005; Hansen Löfstrand 2009a, b). However, none of these studies aimed primarily on social workers understandings of men as victims of violence from a gender perspective.

In an ongoing research project we seek to explore this issue further. In this paper we report some preliminary results from our research. The aim of the project is to describe and analyze how social workers understand men as victims of violence. We will in the following sections show that social workers conceptions of young men as victims of violence are closely interwoven with what is traditionally being associated with masculinity. This means that men are presumed to have a potential to engage in violence, illustrated by their willingness to take revenge, and that their innocence is questioned. This link also appears when social workers talk about men’s emotions and their need to process the violent incidents. But first, we report the projects theoretical departure, and the method used.

Theory and method

As the research referred to in the introduction show us, our conceptions and images of men and women tend to influence our assessments and strategies towards them. These conceptions and images are interconnected with societal and cultural representations of masculinity and femininity. Hence, they are produced and reproduced by professionals. 

The theoretical considerations in the study reported here draw heavily from social psychological research showing us that gender are a product of the ongoing interaction in different social contexts (Deaux 1984; Deaux & Major 1987; Fäldt & Kullberg, in press). Men as victims can in this respect be understood trough four parallel processes, separated analytically: 

1. The way men as victims present themselves, their intentions and expectations in interaction with social workers.
2. The way social workers and the men appear before each other and are interpreted by the other person.
3. How identities and gender are negotiated in the overall progress of the interaction between social workers and men as victims.
4. How the context and the categorization systems or cultural codes that are linked to this contributes to the construction of men as victims.

These self presentations, appearances’, negotiations and categorization systems should be regarded as complementary and mutually influential. This means that in many cases, they, in a synergic way, contribute to social workers understandings of male victims of violence. In our ongoing project, the focus is mainly on process two and four, that is how social workers and clients appear in front of each other and are interpreted by each other and how the context and the categorization systems or cultural codes that are linked to this contributes to the construction.
In order to understand how social workers view men as victims of violence we choose a qualitative approach using data from three focus groups with social workers. Our interest is on how a group, namely social workers working with victims of crime, view men victimized by violence. This makes the focus group method appropriate as it gives us the opportunity to come close to contexts were social workers form their understandings and representations together (Kitzinger, 1994). In this respect, the focus group a method seems better suited than, for example, interviews. A second motive for using this method is that it is in line with the theoretical considerations guiding this project, namely that gender is constructed trough interaction. A third reason for using this method is the explorative nature of the study´s topic. Focus groups have been shown useful when this is the case (Stewart, Shamdasani & Rook 2007). 
Therefore, already existing groups of respondents were contacted. A guiding criterion when selecting the participants (practicing social workers) to this study was that they regularly meet and interact with male victims of violence. A second criterion was that, in their work, they should have a focus on victimhood when they meet these men. Therefore, social workers working to support young crime victims at so called Support centers and social workers working with victim offender mediation seemed suitable as respondents. These two different interventions are often organized very closely in the municipalities in Sweden. In some cases, the same social workers share their time between the two. 
Four different workplaces/units where contacted. All four were interested in taking part in the study, however one unit expressed time pressure as a reason for not being able to participate. Hence, three focus groups were conducted. This is usually considered a minimum for collecting a satisfying result using this method (Wibeck 2000). Two of the groups consisted of three professional social workers, the third consisted of four. In the groups one moderator presented a set of themes, to be discussed by the social workers, relating to the focus of the research. All groups were conducted in different municipalities in Sweden, were the respondents worked. The group interviews were transcribed and analyzed searching for patterns and themes in the material relating to the focus of the research. Content analyses of this kind are appropriate considering it is a specific groups understanding that are in focus (Wibeck 2000). Hence, previous studies and the theoretical considerations made in this project guided not only the themes to be discussed but the analysis of the material. 
There is always a possibility when using the focus group method that the respondents do not express their actual thoughts and speak their mind considering the fact that others also participate in the interview. This could for example be about fear of judgment from the others and/or conflicts within the group. Another problem is that respondents just express what they think is socially acceptable (Wibeck 2000) or that the “group-feeling” enhances some arguments and comments made that would not be found in individual interviews with the respondents. In a study like this, when peoples understandings and representations of a certain (sensitive) topic are in focus, this is probable. The fact that the presented aim and questions asked at the interviews was about men may as well indicate that the gathered data was going to be analyzed from a gender perspective. Therefore, there may be a risk that the respondents would try to be as “gender-neutral” as possible in their discussions. However, in all the focus groups the atmosphere was open and relaxed and all respondents got to speak their mind and were most willing to do so. This could possibly be because the interviews were conducted at the respondent’s workplaces (Wibeck 2000). 


Preliminary results

A problematic victim
Previous studies of young men who have experienced crime show that they present themselves as both manly and as a victim, by a discursive balancing of these identities (Burcar & Åkerström 2009). Just as the young men interviewed in the research conducted by Burcar & Åkerström (2009) has to relate to these different representations and figure out how they can be integrated in their lives, so do the social workers in this study. When social workers talk about what it means to be a victim and a young man they talk about a problematic victim, in many ways because of the close link between masculinity and violence. Consider for example the following episode in one of the focus groups.

-No, when it comes to crime victims, it sounds incredible, not derogatory, but it sounds like you cannot take care of yourself, you become a victim of circumstances and other people, you are not capable to take care of yourself, well, it has a bad sound to be a victim. (Social worker c3)

-Yes, after all, one is a victim of crime but they [the young men] don’t want to title themselves as victims because of its passivity. (Social worker c2)

- I am thinking about the young guys that we have, they for the most part feel, they have usually been assaulted or been in a situation where they could not defend themselves ore take care of themselves in such a way that. They may not see themselves as a victim even if they are one, they take revenge, yes that is the way they look at themselves, not as a victim, but as one who takes revenge, who gives back. It does not come down to a situation where you could not take care of yourselves; it is a situation you could not handle. I think they reason in this way; a situation they could not handle. (Social worker c3)

In this example the social workers talk about the discrepancy between that which is connected to victimhood and masculinity and the problems associated with this. First, the men are assumed to distance themselves from the meanings of what it typically means to be a victim. Second, they do so by taking actions, i.e., seeking revenge and try to “give back”. If the statement made by the social worker (c3) is considered in light of what is traditionally associated with masculinity, such as strength, control, power and activity (see for example Burcar 2005; Messerschmidt 2000), i.e. that men are supposed to be able to take care of themselves, one could ask if the reflection made is applicable to other categories of victims than men, for example women or children. As Hollander (2001) has shown us, men are usually associated with the potential to engage in and use violence. In this respect the statement made by the social worker can be interpreted as a view of male victims as potential perpetrators, taking (violent) actions in their own hands. This view of the problematic male victim also produces a special rationale for the social workers to work with these men, namely that it will prevent future crime (se also Hansen Löfstrand 2009a, b).



A questionable victim
A second theme in the material that emerges is that the conditions under which the victimization took place influence social workers understandings. In one of the focus groups (C) it was stated that some of the victims themselves ensures that they end up in situations that involves violence and that they “readily become victims very often” (C3). In the following episode one of the social workers questions how often the violence really is unprovoked.

- (unhearable) unprovoked violence, then one can wonder how often it is just that. I mean, has it been anything before the violence, that is, has the victim been cocky and stuff like that. It’s like you move around were you are being viewed as rather provocative. This surely has to affect ending up in these situations, the way you are as a person. Are you cocky when walking around town yelling and screaming and then all of a sudden slamming it. (Social worker A1)

· what you mean is that they have some insight in there their own actions leading to this (Social worker A2)

· yes, maybe somewhere (Social worker A1)

· Maybe (Social worker A2)

· I don’t know, what do you think? (Social worker A1)

· I don’t know  (Social worker A2)

· I’m sure of it regarding some of the guys, maybe they know that had some part of it, but at the same time, this doesn’t make it right, them being exposed to violence (no, no that’s not what I mean [Social worker A1]) no, I understand that to but it sort of, it could of course be that the men would be viewed as partly responsible, or that they themselves think that they are responsible and are ashamed of it. Under these conditions, maybe you would want to put it behind you quicker. (Social worker A3)

Before the above episode the social workers discussed what it means to be a victim. One of the points being made by the first social worker is probably therefore that this depends on the circumstances. Bearing this in mind, however, the social worker questions and puts the innocence of the male victim under scrutiny by saying that “one can wonder how often it is just that [unprovoked violence]”. As a response to this it is likely that the social worker making the last quotation feel a need to clarify that this does not mean that the men deserve to be exposed. Together the social workers come to the conclusion that the young men’s victimhood is rather problematic and although there have been some involvement in the situation, the exposure is undeserved. However, it is hard not to see the way these men is so closely connected to violence and to what it means to be a man. The social workers appear to talk about a rather stereotypical male who have the ability and willingness to engage in verbal discussions and being cocky, with the risk of all of a sudden being victimized. Social workers view of male victims of violence thus tends to be influenced by their understandings of the situation and actions taken when the confrontation occurred. This together with the view that some men are becoming victims very often (social worker C3) could be interpreted as to mean that they are attributed own complicity in the violence and thus reducing the responsibility of the perpetrator to some extent. This is something male victims have to deal with when they present themselves as both a man and as a victim, according to previous research (Åkerström 2007). 

A victim with difficulties talking about feelings
As mentioned above, one rationale for engaging with this category of victims is that they otherwise risk becoming offender.  There seems to be a strong consensus among the social workers that crime victims, in general, have a need to process their experiences - one point for doing this is thus for crime prevention. However, when it comes to male victims of crime, there is an assumption that especially men have difficulties expressing their feelings, making it hard to process the violent experience. As one social worker puts it “one should not be brittle and fragile, one should be strong and manly” (Social worker A3). Even though the social workers meet men who in fact express some of their deepest feeling this is viewed as something extraordinary. The following episode can illuminate this.

- In my experience, girls are more open then guys. It takes a little more time [with guys]. (Social worker C3).

- I don’t know. I just meet them one time as a mediator, and I still find myself surprised getting to know so much at that moment, that you get to access so deep feelings and strong reactions. (Social worker C2).

Even though the social worker presents a quiet different picture, namely, that men actually can convey their deep feelings, something that could be interpreted as a resistance to the notion that men are less likely than women to open up and talk about emotions, it seems like the representation of the silent man is still present considering the fact that the social worker expresses a surprise getting to “know so much”. One interpretation of this is that what the social worker really was expecting was the opposite. 

The assumption that men are assumed to have trouble talking about feelings after they have been victims of crime has also been found in previous research (Hansen Löfstrand 2008; Hansen Löfstrand 2009a; Burcar 2005). In a study conducted by Ryding (2005) focusing on volunteers within the crime victim movement the respondents describe that men are more likely to express anger but more difficult to express other emotions, while women are more likely to show grief and fear, but harder with anger. It is not an overly strange notion that men, unlike women, have difficulty expressing emotions and both men and women relate to these representations. It can of course also mean that the men who come to social workers present themselves in gender stereotypical way. This could be what one social worker mean when saying that the young men coming to talk often shows a “facade” (Social worker A1). However, what may be problematic is if these representations inhibit social workers so they become unable to see or hear the men’s emotional descriptions. Previous research of male victim’s shows that men themselves express a reticent and reluctant to talk about their feelings (Stanko & Hobdell 1993) and that they relate to stereotypical images of what it means to be a man (Burcar 2005). However, in Stanko & Hobdells (1993) study it seemed like the interview situation made the men talk about their feelings and in Burcars (2005) study the men spoke about their feelings without using conventional concepts such as fear, hatred, anxiety and worry. Instead they used descriptions such as “don’t want to sew more stitches” (Burcar 2005, p 132). If the social workers understandings of men as silent and with difficulties to talk about feelings is seen in the context of the now referenced research, one interpretation could be that social workers first of all don’t expect that men are going to talk openly about their feelings, second that they value what a “real” feeling are and how it is expressed. 

Feminine and masculine
In the case of men there is a perception among social workers that they are "doubly offended" (Social worker A1) because they do not have the ability to talk about and thus process the emotions that arise as a result of the victimization. However, there are different opinions as to whether men have an equally great need to talk to about their feelings compared to women. In one of the focus groups this was discussed using the terms “manly” and “womanly”. In the following section the term “preparatory interview” is mentioned which is the first meeting with a crime victim in the mediation context. That is, a preparatory meeting done before the possible meeting with the offender, where a face to face situation would become current. 
· But I think it is a bit womanly and manly in there too. Many of the victims that we are talking to and who are interested in a preparatory interview, they are quite satisfied with this excuse they get in the court. Women (laughs) are more eager to talk about things, if you say, a greater need (laughs) to meet face to face. For the guys it is more ok (others agree), they can say that he [the offender] took responsibility for he’s actions in the court and apologized and I am happy with that. And I think that it is true (others agree). (social worker B4)
· I think so too, they cannot see the point of a second meeting with the offender (laughs). (Social worker B2)
· And talk (laughs). (Social worker B3)
· Its true (Social worker)
· There are quite many like that I think (Social worker B2)
In another focus group, it was concluded that men has lots to talk about after being victimized by violence.

· And then it comes to what you talked about, locking them up. (Social worker A3)
· Yes, finding something (Social worker A1)
· Finding the right key (Social worker A3)
· And being able to talk, because I thing they have a lot to talk about, as men. (Social worker A1)

In the first episode above the social workers makes difference between men and women and their need to process being victimized. In the statement made, the social workers relate to their own claims with laughter and a certain measure of irony. This could for example be seen in social worker B3 confirmation to B2´s statement that men cannot see the point to meet the offender another time. Laughing and joking can be a way to deal with tensions and paradoxes. Considering this, the statements made by the social workers can thus be interpreted as trying to deal with the problem in claiming that men, unlike women do not have that much of a need to talk about the crime they experienced. It is likely that the social workers are aware that the statement could be interpreted as gender stereotyped. This could be why the jocular tone is used. 

In the second quotation under this theme, another dilemma with masculinity is expressed. Men are in fact assumed to find it difficult to talk (also shown above). This thus requires a skill from the social workers to find “the right key” because they have “a lot to talk about”. Unlike the previous episode, masculinity can in this later episode be said to restrain and prevent their need to get support.   

One interpretation of the two episodes above is that the hegemonic discourse is present and affects the ways in which social workers understand male victims of violence. However, the expressions are somewhat different. In the first episode it is assumed that men, unlike women, ha a fairly smaller need to process what has happened. The doing of gender trough a creation of difference between women and men (West & Zimmermann, 1987) emerges in the episode and the male victim are attributed the traditional rationality when the social worker states that “he [the offender] took responsibility for he’s actions” and so the male victim can move on. No need to dwell on it. In the second episode the challenge for the social workers are to find the right key, to unlock the man and thus free him from the chains of the “mask of the hegemonic masculinity” (cf. Johansson 2000).  
Summary and discussion
In this paper we have tried to show some of the consequences of the contradictions that exist between that which is usually associated with masculinity and the connotations of the term victim, when being dealt with by professional social workers. The preliminary results shown in this paper thus indicate that social workers understandings of men as victims of violence are interwoven with traditional expectations of masculinity. These expectations link men as victims near the use of violence, illustrated by their expected willingness to revenge the violence they have experienced and a questionable innocence. Also, among social workers there seems to exist an understanding of these men as, either, on the one hand, rational enough to not need the interventions the social workers offer, or, on the other that they are so emotionally locked so that social workers need to “pick” up their emotional barriers. The result we present in this paper can thus be said to replicate and mirror existing ideas and images about men and masculinity that exist in our society, this being the “cultural equation of masculinity with dangerousness” (Hollander, 2001, p.87). 

In this paper we have focused on two out of the four parallel processes that influences social workers understandings, that is how social workers and clients appear in front of each other and are interpreted by each other and how the context and the categorization systems or cultural codes that are linked to this contributes to the construction. The social psychological research (Deaux 1984; Deaux & Major 1987; Fäldt & Kullberg, in press) that constitutes the frame of reference suggests that these ideas of men as victims of violence influence the actual interaction between the social worker and the client. One could say that the social workers expect the men to behave in certain ways, under certain conditions. This is probably enhanced when they meet men that live up to those expectations and thus trigger these ideas about this client group. This could be problematic for those men who in fact do not behave according to these expectations. However, with regard to the method used in this study, we cannot surely draw any conclusions on how men in fact present themselves in interaction with social workers.

In the ongoing project our aim is to explore how social workers understand men as victims of violence further. We will conduct several more group interviews that will be homogenous as well as heterogeneous with regard to the informant’s sex because previous studies have shown that results can differ in all male and all female contexts. Another important aspect is to seek for resistance against conventional representations about gender. A view of gender as primarily socially constructed suggests that gender is malleable and can and is being reconstructed trough interaction. Even though these interaction events are many times fewer than those that replicate existing ideas, especially those that question ideas about masculinity, they are none the less important and should be brought to surface (Hollander 2002; Kullberg, Skillmark, Herz & Fäldt, in press).
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