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Violence against women and girls in 
the 21st century remains a common 
and profoundly consequential viola-
tion of women’s human rights. It is 
part of gender inequality, an integral 
part of the social system, and linked 
to other aspects of human and eco-
nomic development. When reporting 
about it, the media produce addition-
al damage by continuously highlight-
ing the hostile and violent treatment 
of women. Representations of gender 
and sexuality in the news reinforce the 
common perception that women are 
sexual objects and therefore disadvan-
tage women, continuously reinforcing 
imbalances of power between women 
and men. This study explores media 

representations in Croatian online 
media articles about violence against 
women. The results of analysis show 
how violence against women is framed 
as a private problem, how women are 
addressed as unfaithful wives and 
prostitutes which gives excuses for the 
perpetrator while the blame for the vi-
olence is partly shifted to the woman. 
Also, results show how the secondary 
victimization is manifested in articles, 
and how violence against women as a 
topic is exploited to attract the read-
ers’ attention.

Keywords: violence against women, 
journalistic reporting, media frames, 
Croatia. 

Despite significant accomplishments in gender equality over the past deca-
des, violence against women and girls remains common and profoundly 
consequential violation of women’s human rights. It is part of gender 

inequality, an integral part of the social system, and linked to other aspects of 
human and economic development (Walby, 2005: 2). 

The role of the media in promoting gender equality is an unavoidable factor 
in the development of democratic societies. Media have an especially important 
role in challenging gender stereotypes and bad custom of representing women as 
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132 victims when reporting on gender-based violence. Media practices continuously 
perpetuate and impose gender stereotypes, attributing strength characteristics 
and abilities to men while weak characteristics to women (Hermes, 2012: 14). Such 
practices reflect power relations. Representations of gender and sexuality in news 
and entertainment forms “tend to reinforce sexual difference and imbalances 
of power” in ways that disadvantage women (Carter, Steiner, and McLaughlin, 
2013: 3). Academic studies confirm that the media in different forms, from news 
to fiction, continuously highlight the hostile and violent treatment of women 
(Cuklanz, 2013: 32). The mediated representation of gendered power (Banks, 
2018: 157) has a direct effect on sympathetic or other kind of audience response 
(Carlyle et al., 2014).

Media representations which link masculinity and violence, and femininity 
and victimization, have been continuously studied and discussed in academic 
society since the 1970s (Mulvey 1975; Haskell, 1974; Tuchman, 1978). Media 
constructions of masculine identity are widely articulated with violence, 
power, and control, while women are objectified in the media since the focus 
is on presentation of the female body. Laura Mulvey (1975) argues that visual 
culture in patriarchy is structured with a “male gaze” that tends to objectify 
the female body and present the woman as a passive subject. According to 
objectification theory, the primary psychological consequence of sexual 
objectification is the development of unnatural perspectives on oneself which is 
called self-objectification (Calogero, 2004: 16). Additionally, the normalization 
of pornographic representations in mainstream media and mainstream culture 
reinforces the common perception that women are sexual objects (Carter, Steiner, 
and McLaughlin, 2013: 2). Further damage the media do is positioning sexually 
assaulted women as somehow “being out of line” or “to blame for such violence 
precisely because they have asserted their sexual agency”. (Ibidem) Even in non-
fiction media formats, like news, it is common that journalists tend to portray 
women or as victims, or those who deserved to be punished (Cullen, O’Brien, 
and Corcoran, 2019). 

JOURNALISTIC REPORTING ON VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN

The news is a vital component of the life of individuals, groups, communities, 
and nations. Whether it is written or visual, the news represents the world, and 
it represents it as “reality”. However, media affect the news they carry, and they 
frame reality. Media frames are generally seen as coherent packages of information 
containing “a central organizing idea or story line that provides meaning to an 
unfolding strip of events” (Gamson and Modigliani, 1987: 143). Through framing, 
or deciding to include or exclude contents and people, media construct the picture 
of reality and of everyday life. On the other hand, because of its mass influence, 
media helps preserving old or creating new social values. The media thus construct 
a different, in a way, “ideological reality” (Lewis, 1991) in which they understand 
the binary relationship between “us and them”, understand who is “good” and 
who is “bad”.
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In the process of creating a media image of society and reality, journalists, and 
editors, as well as other media professionals involved in the process of creating 
media content (graphic editors, photojournalists, cameramen, sound technicians, 
web designers, producers, etc.), make their choices (Car and Osmančević, 2016). 
All of them are directly involved in the process of constructing an image of what 
they are reporting about. The media thus represent influential critics and agents 
in contemporary processes of constructing knowledge (Hay and Israel, 2001: 108).

The focus of this paper is on how journalists construct news about the violence 
against women, and it is not on audience interpretation of news. How the media 
audience will understand and interpret the news depends on their knowledge, 
motivation, and abilities, but also on the context in which the news is watched 
or read. The process of deriving meaning from media representation is limited 
by social conventions, community experiences, and social context that limit the 
range of possible meanings in each situation (Car, 2015: 9). 

Research on media representations of violence against women confirms that 
news reports frequently mirror societal constructions and ambivalence about this 
issue (Morgan and Politoff, 2012). In media coverage on violence against women 
there are five common elements: omission of social context, sensationalism, 
misrepresentation, victim blaming, and the erasure of victim’s voices (Sutherland 
et al., 2016). UNESCO’s handbook for journalists (Impe, 2019) discusses the 
reflections, recommendations, and good practices common to the coverage of 
violence against women and girls. Authors recommend which words, language, 
images, or titles should be chosen, how should an article on gendered violence 
be framed and how a journalist should talk to a survivor. Among 15 general 
recommendations we have selected seven we found most suitable for analysis.

1. The first and the most important recommendation is to start talking 
about violence against women. Just to address gender-based violence as 
an important social issue is already an important contribution, because 
keeping silent endorses the idea that these are minor acts or an insignificant 
phenomenon. Still, the opposite trend of exaggeration, complacency, and 
voyeurism about violence against women is not professional journalistic 
approach, and should be avoided (Impe, 2019: 109). 

2. Gender-based violence should be treated as a violation of human rights and 
no longer as an isolated incident. Usually, such violations are presented in 
media as individual, private stories of events which happened within the 
family, but “violence against women is a systemic attack, resulting from 
power relationships and domination that affects society as a whole” (Impe, 
2019: 110). 

3. Explaining the context ensures that journalists provide keys to understanding 
the phenomenon of violence through statistical data, putting events in 
perspective and an explanation of its systemic nature. 

4. Journalists should be careful with vocabulary, especially using words which 
seem to question the victim’s word or role in the violent act. 

5. Journalists should reject language that ‘lectures’ or that could incite 
judgment. 
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134 6. It is important to avoid sensationalism, so editors should pay attention to 
headings. Headlines attract the reader more than the content and in the 
context of social media, shared links are sometimes not even opened, but 
are still shared and passed on just because of an attractive headline (Impe, 
2019: 113). 

7. It is important to describe reality while avoiding sensationalism. 

There are more academic and professional reports focused on this issue. 
International Federation of Journalists (IFJ) published a list of ten main Guidelines 
for Reporting on Violence Against Women (IFJ, 2014: 1-2) emphasizing how 
important is the report to be accurate, non-judgmental, avoiding victimization 
and sensationalism. Any framing of this issue brings with it inclusions and 
exclusions. According to Yates (2020: 5) “‘women-centred’ framing acknowledges 
that women are disproportionately affected” and it is important if a woman will 
be portrayed as a ‘victim’ or as a ‘survivor’. According to Berns (2004: 84) framing 
a woman as a victim is common in “sensational and titillating articles”. 

RESEARCH FRAMEWORK AND METHODS

The objective of this study is to identify framing in representing women in 
Croatian online media articles while reporting about violence against women. We 
especially focused on articles which represent a woman as a victim, emphasizing 
her responsibility for being raped or beaten, or abused in any other way. There 
are five research questions we want to answer:

• RQ1: How is violence against women framed in selected articles? 
• RQ2: How are women addressed in selected articles? 
• RQ3: Through which narratives the blame has been shifted from the 

perpetrator to survivor? 
• RQ4: How secondary victimization of a woman has been manifested in the 

article? 
• RQ5: How violence against women as a topic is exploited to attract the reader’s 

attention, through headings and through sensationalism? 

In this qualitative media text analysis, we used three research methods: framing 
analysis, narrative analysis, and critical discourse analysis. Framing analysis is an 
approach to analysing news with focus on how public discourse about certain 
issue is constructed (Pan and Kosicki, 1993: 70). The concept of news framing 
refers to an interpretative frame, a cognitive system emanating from a journalist’s 
or an editor’s consciousness, that helps in the process of news selection and news 
coverage (Kunczik and Zipfel, 1998: 103). Framing analysis suggests:

Problems do not simply exist in the world as discrete constructs to be observed and then 
solved with an arithmetical determination of the correct sequence of actions, followed 
by implementation of those actions (Yates, 2020: 5). 
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Narrative analysis focuses on latent structures and significant elements that 
structure meaning of news and position the reader (Gillespie, 2006). It focuses 
on how the news story is structured (the beginning, the middle, and the end) 
and narrated (Car and Osmančević, 2016). Critical discourse analysis is an 
analysis of the language. It seeks to explore on the one hand, the ways in which a 
particular discourse, in our case news discourse, is shaped by power relations and 
domination in society, and on the other hand the ways in which discourse itself 
plays an active role in building or destroying those relationships (Fairclough, 
2010; Dijk, 2001; Wodak and Busch, 2004). 

Graph 1. Articles published under hashtags ‘violence against women’  
and ‘he has beaten up a woman’

Source: Authors. Research period: April 2018 – October 2020.

We decided to conduct this research on selected articles published on five 
Croatian news portals, from which the first three (Index.hr, 24sata online and 
Jutarnji online) are the most popular according to Reuters Digital News Report 
(2020).1 Since two of them advocate and promote liberal values (Index.hr and 
Jutarnji online), we decided to include another two (Večernji.hr and Dnevno.
hr) which are the most popular among conservative news portals. Research unit 
is an article with its headings and subheadings. Research period is from April 
2018 (when the Istanbul Convention was ratified in Croatia) to October 2020. 
We used keyword or hashtag search. Since different articles on domestic violence 
and violence against women were published under different labels, we decided 
to use the hashtags ‘violence against women’ and ‘he has beaten up a woman’. 

1  We excluded Dnevnik.hr and Net.hr, because they do not have a well-optimized 
search engine that would meet the needs of this research.



VIKTORIJA CAR, BARBARA RAVBAR
TR

IP
O

D
O

S 
20

21
   

|  
 5

0

136 In total, 943 articles were detected (N for Index.hr = 276; N for 24sata online = 
211; N for Jutarnji.hr = 179; N Vecernji.hr = 178; N for Dnevno.hr = 99). The 
final sample is intentionally selected, due to diversity of language and narrative 
elements used while reporting on the issue. Final sample includes 276 articles 
published on Index.hr, 211 published on 24sata online, 179 on Jutarnji.hr, 178 
on Vecernji.hr and 99 on Dnevno.hr.

ANALYSIS

News Framing: Violence Against Women Is a Private Problem

Framing gender-based violence as a violation of human rights and not as isolated 
incident is crucial for better understanding violence against women. Although 
violence against women is “a systemic attack, resulting from power relationships 
and domination that affects society as a whole” (Impe, 2019: 110), in articles we 
intentionally selected it is presented as a private problem of the family in which 
the violence has happened or a personal responsibility of a victim. 

Večernji.hr reported:

Chaos at the wedding reception: drunk man hits a woman, his friends say he never 
drinks, and he is not an aggressive type (Večernji.hr, 29.4.2019). 

This headline and its statements, which are later repeated in the text, are clearly 
in opposition of the event that occurred at the wedding reception. There is a 
statement from the friend of the drunk man, who says that “He probably gave 
himself little freedom at the wedding”. They fail to recognise that ‘giving yourself 
a little freedom’ does not mean a person can commit a violent crime. This kind 
of reporting normalises violence while being under the influence of alcohol and 
it defends toxic behaviours. It reflects the dominant stereotype that the only way 
men can loosen up during celebrations is alcohol and that this kind of behaviour 
will be tolerated, although it is ‘normally’ understood as bad. This sends a 
message that the victim’s experience is not important because the perpetrator 
‘gave himself little freedom’ and it is not to be taken seriously because it is not 
how the perpetrator usually behaves. 

In another example, also from Večernji.hr, the story is titled “Because of 
violence in the school she gained weight, and then she lost 50kg. Now she 
motivates other women” (Večernji.hr, 13.10.2020). This report presents violence 
and bullying by one’s peers as motivation to lose weight and fit into the beauty 
standard of ‘petite, blond woman’. They fail to explain the context of the story 
and, instead of explaining violence among teenagers and educating the audience 
about how damaging peer pressure can be, journalist decided to focus only on 
her weight loss. This sends a dangerous message that a person can escape violence 
by being skinny and conventionally pretty. Trying to lose weight only to please 
others creates a harmful pattern of behaviour and can lead to developing more 
serious health conditions. This kind of reporting is extremely damaging and can 
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have serious consequences for self-esteem and mental health of more sensitive, 
especially young readers. Moreover, Večernji.hr did not address violent behaviour 
and pointed it as a social problem. Framing this kind of story as inspirational, 
motivational and at the end, a private problem of the victim, fails to recognize 
peer pressure and violence as a systematic social problem among teenagers which 
needs to be addressed. 

Reporters of 24sata.hr also show little recognition of violence against women 
as structural or power-related problem. In their coverage of the divorce of famous 
actors, Johnny Depp and Amber Heard, they refer to violence in their marriage 
as “bringing out the dirty laundry” (24sata.hr, 10.7.2020). Calling domestic 
violence ‘dirty laundry’ is not an adequate term because it diminishes suffering 
of the survivors and trivialises domestic violence. With this story, 24sata.hr 
frames domestic violence as a private problem, which is best to keep between the 
partners, away from the public eye. By framing domestic violence as a private 
problem and by labelling this issue as ‘dirty laundry’, the media discourage the 
readers who are maybe thinking about reporting their abusers to the officials. 
This indicates that domestic violence brings shame to the survivor since it will be 
discussed among other people, among family, relatives, neighbours, or friends. It 
indicates judgement of the society. 

In selected articles violence against women is mostly framed as personal or 
marital problem. This shows a lack of understanding from journalists and editors 
and sends harmful messages to the victims that they are alone in their problems. 

Unfaithful Wives and Prostitutes Simply Deserved  
To Be Punished

To protect survivor’s privacy, it is recommended to use neutral addressing, like 
‘a woman’. However, to address the problem not as an isolated incident it is 
important sometimes to mention survivor’s profession, just to point out that it 
happened to women of all professions: to managers, teachers, pilots, etc. But it 
is common that journalists mention a woman’s profession only when they find 
it will attract more readers. An analysed article titled ‘The tycoon’s son killed a 
porn actress and tortured another woman for four days’ (Index.hr, 18.09.2018) 
emphasizes the profession of the killed woman, mentioning she was working 
in porn industry, but does not write about the profession of the tortured 
woman. They simply name her ‘the other woman’. This way of describing the 
victims is very problematic in two ways. Firstly, by mentioning she was a porn 
actress, Index.hr intentionally brings the controversy and sensationalism in 
the story about violent crimes with a clear intention to attract more readers. 
By connecting violence and the porn industry, Index.hr brings their readers 
the intrigue and dramatic plots inherent in television shows. This has far-
reaching consequences for the perpetuation of the stigma that accompanies 
porn industry actresses and the perception of their problems as something they 
themselves deserve because they are engaged in this type of work. Secondly, the 
tortured woman was not mentioned by any characteristics just because there is 
nothing sensational about her.
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138 Another representation category which was found in analysed articles was 
the category of ‘unfaithful woman/wife’, where the media emphasized that the 
violence happened because of the woman’s infidelity. An example is article 
“Chaos on the island of Ugljan: A jealous husband interred into the house of 
a wife’s lover and made a mess: He demolished furniture with an ax, hitting 
a woman on the head” (Jutarnji.hr, 27.02.2020). The title highlights the 
information that the wife had a lover, and that the husband committed the act 
of violence out of jealousy and anger. This finds excuses for the perpetrator from 
the beginning, and the blame for the violence is partly shifted to the woman. 
However, the text states that the woman was already living with her lover at the 
time of the violent act, which means that this was not news to the perpetrator 
and that he committed the violence rationally and not out of affect, as stated 
in the headline, which reads that perpetrator’s mind was clouded by anger. 
This way of reporting is extremely harmful because it puts in the foreground 
the information that the woman was the one who had a lover and portrays her 
as the seductress and an infidel. Written like that, the article suggests that the 
husband was simply jealous. The whole narrative of the text, from emphasizing 
the love affair and ‘clouding of the mind’, leads the reader to think that the 
abuser is not entirely to blame for his act, and moreover it suggests to readers to 
even feel sorry for him. For Jutarnji.hr jealousy is an excuse for ‘making a mess’, 
for breaking into the house without permission, for cutting furniture, physically 
attacking another man and then the woman. Jutarnji.hr describes how a man 
broke into the house of a lover and found his wife there which contradicts the 
information they provided earlier in the text, that she has already lived with her 
lover, which means that she has already left her violent husband. The storyline 
is intentionally modified to bring more drama between the protagonists, and to 
share responsibility between the abuser and the victim.

Večernji.hr writes:

He found his woman with her lover, so he beat her up: ‘He hit her with the doorframe’ 
(Večernji.hr, 14.05.2020). 

The title emphasizes that it was the woman who committed the fraud, so she 
probably deserved what happened to her. The way of reporting on this event has 
a frivolous tone, and at the beginning of the article the author presents the man’s 
defence by quoting his statement that he ‘committed the violence in affection’. 
Večernji.hr continues “That evening, he found his wife in his own house in bed 
with a lover who managed to escape through the window and passed without 
serious consequences. But the unfaithful wife was badly hurt”. Her infidelity and 
the fact that she cheated on her husband in their house is emphasized five times 
through the text which shifts the blame on the wife, while reducing the husband’s 
responsibility for his violent behaviour. Reporting about the lover who escaped 
through the window gives the article some comic elements, almost reality TV 
worthy, and provokes readers’ interest towards the victim’s sexual past. Writing 
about the wife’s sexual past indicates judgement of the audience and partially 
shifts the blame to her. This way of reporting is harmful because it perpetuates 
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social stereotypes about an unfaithful seductive woman and a man who ‘can’t 
help himself’ and becomes violent just because of anger and disappointment. 
Public support is present in the comment section, where readers write: ‘She asked 
for it, I’m sad for the man’ or the sarcastic comment: ‘The man is guilty because 
the woman was a whore? Bravo!’ 

The same story was covered by another, more conservative news portal 
Dnevno.hr (Dnevno.hr, 14.5.2020). The author of the article emphasized four 
times through the article that the woman was unfaithful, writing that “the 
unfaithful woman got multiple injuries…” and repeating her unfaithfulness 
every time the crime was mentioned. On the other hand, the author decided to 
publish the husband’s statement that he “did that in affect”. With such kind of 
reporting Dnevno.hr leads readers towards judgement of blaming the wife for 
what happened to her. In the comment section a couple of comments support the 
man, like this one: “Wow, imagine that, he is guilty that he beat up an unfaithful 
wife. What would happen to a poor woman if she was in the Saudi Arabia, in 
Jordan or in Indonesia. They would shoot her for that”. This kind of victim-
blaming is in direct opposition with IFJ recommendations and shows a toxic 
media environment which perpetuates stereotypes and defends the perpetrator. 

Firstly, She Is a Victim of Violent Man,  
and Later She Is a Victim of Blame and Shame

Secondary victimization occurs every time the victim’s actions are further 
questioned in the media and when the emphasis is placed on what he or she 
did to provoke the stated behaviour. This is particularly inappropriate in cases 
of violence against women and domestic violence when victims are already 
traumatized by the committed act. At that point, the media must be extremely 
careful with their reporting, so they do not subject the victim to additional 
stigma, shame, fear, or insecurity. The already mentioned report of Jutarnji.hr 
from the island of Ugljan (Jutarnji.hr, 27.02.2020), where a husband broke into 
the house, demolished furniture, and hit the woman, can also be an example 
of secondary victimization. The survivor is portrayed as infidel and actions of 
the violent husband are partially excused by stating that she had a lover. By 
writing about the love life of the victim Jutarnji.hr indirectly questions if it was 
actually her fault that her husband reacted violently. By addressing the woman 
as a seductress and infidel, the blame for the violence is indirectly shifted to her, 
which later results in secondary victimization. In reporting on violence against 
women, these elements are often intertwined.

In another already mentioned article published on Večernji.hr (Večernji.hr, 
14.05.2020) again the secondary victimization is made by blaming the wife for 
cheating on her husband, while forgiving the man because he “committed the 
violence in affection”. Also, in Dnevno.hr in an article about the same story 
(Dnevno.hr, 14.5.2020) the victim is additionally traumatized each time her 
unfaithfulness is mentioned. 

It is important to note that detailed reporting on the love life of a survivor, 
especially when she is a victim of a violent crime, is not only distasteful, but also 
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140 contrary to all the rules of the journalistic profession and ethics. By stating facts 
that have little to do with the violent act, the media bring dramatic effect to the 
story and suggest that the survivor is in some way responsible for what happened 
to her. Such articles not only traumatize victims again, but also discourage other 
victims of violence who may be considering reporting their perpetrator. In 
addition, sending a message that the woman is to blame for what happened to 
her, diminishes public sensibility, and creates the image that the victim does not 
have the right to seek protection from the police or the court.

Sensationalism Sells Good As it Is a ‘Clickbait Catcher’ 

Clickbait headlines boost advertising sale. According to the Reuters Digital News 
Report (2020), Index.hr is the most read news portal in Croatia. Although it 
represents liberal social values, it does not hesitate to be gender biased and 
highly sensational with an aim to attract as large audience as possible. They use 
bombastic, clickbait headlines and shocking details narrating on violence against 
women as in a crime novel. In such articles journalists write about violence 
very explicitly, for example: “Terrible confession of a woman from Russia: My 
husband cut off my hands with an ax” (Index.hr, 15.11.2018), “He imprisoned 
and beat his wife in Bakar: ‘Die, may the cancer eat you’” (Index.hr, 26.02.2019), 
“A young man savagely beat his mother, strangled her and hit her on the head. 
He’s not going to jail” (Index.hr, 13.02.2019) For such explicit depictions of 
violence, the Croatian Gender Equality Ombudsman says that they are used 
“as a hook for those who are not really interested in the suffering of victims or 
punishing the perpetrators, but perceive such reports as crime stories in sequels, 
as if they were not about real people” (Gender Equality Ombudsperson, 2014: 2). 
Such articles are written in the manner of a fiction text spiced with expressions 
that fall into the realm of horror films or crime series. 

In the headlines of 24sata.hr violence against women is described in detail, 
like crime stories with very explicit and frightening details. In March 2019, a 
journalist of 24sata.hr made a series of articles in which the abused woman 
described in detail the ways of her abuse. The titles are written sensationally and 
bring creepy details of abuse: “Did they f**k you? When I come back, you won’t 
be there, you’ll be dead...” (24sata.hr, 07.03.2019), “First he stabbed me in the 
leg with a fork, then he stabbed me in the knee” (24sata.hr, 06.03.2019) and 
“He beat me, took scissors and threatened: ‘I’ll take your scalp off’” (24sata.hr, 
06.03.2019). Such shocking and sensational titles are simply not appropriate for 
the topic being written about and they dehumanize the victim. 

The stated sensationalism of the 24sata.hr is also visible in the article from the 
protest for women’s rights in South America, titled “She walked naked among 
soldiers at the protest after ‘Women’s Day’” (24sata.hr, 09.03.2020). One of the 
protesters stripped herself naked and painted her body with protest messages. 
The cover image with her naked buttocks is in close-up, which is completely 
contrary to the messages written in the text. This example shows that, although 
the text is written in a quality and informative way, the selected picture indicates 
that the naked female body is still used as bait for glances and cheap clicks.
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Jutarnji.hr also has sensationalist tendencies in reporting on this topic. 
Headlines such as “Women are beaten to the death or strangled” (Jutarnji.hr, 
19.5.2020) or “He cut off the head of his Roma daughter with a sickle because 
of her love affair, which he did not support” (Jutarnji.hr, 28.05.2020) describe 
violence in a very explicit way and invite readers to click on the text to find out 
all the details.

Sensationalism used in the headlines is against professional journalistic 
standards. When reading about the horrific and unbelievable crimes happening 
to women, the reader may become alienated from the case being reported, 
thinking that it could never happen near her or him. 

CONCLUSION

In contrary to UNESCO and IFJ recommendations that gender-based violence 
should be treated as a violation of human rights and not as an isolated incident, 
this analysis shows how violence against women is framed as a private problem 
(RQ1). Not one analysed article tried to represent violence against women as 
a problem of power relationships or as a complex social and cultural problem. 
In framing the story, authors of selected articles did not explain the context of 
the story. 

The women represented in articles in this study were categorised in two main 
categories: unfaithful wives and prostitutes (RQ2). This kind of addressing women 
excuses the perpetrator from the violence act he made, while the blame for the 
violence is partly shifted to the woman. Further, treating a woman as a seductress 
and infidel, by connecting her infidelity with the husband’s violent behaviour, 
the articles suggest that she intentionally provoked such behaviour (RQ3). 
Questioning the survivor’s innocence, citing her sexual past and the partners 
she was with, leads to further degradation of the victim and provides a firmer 
framework within which the perpetrator can defend himself. Also, questioning 
the victim and citing details from her private life discourages readers who may be 
considering reporting gender-based violence which they experienced.

Women survivors are firstly victims of violent men, and additionally in 
the media they are presented as victims of blame and shame. Such secondary 
victimization occurs every time the victim’s actions are further questioned in 
the media, narrating, and constructing the story on what she did to provoke the 
man’s violent behaviour (Q4).

Selected Croatian online media write about violence very explicitly and 
they use bombastic, clickbait headlines and shocking details when narrating 
on violence against women (Q5). Such style is common for fiction in a crime 
novel. Short, superficial news stories with elements of sensationalism are not the 
professional, journalistic approach to address such important social problems as 
violence against women is. 

Unfortunately, this research has proven that the Croatian online media is 
often interested in as many clicks as possible to make a profit, even when they 
report on someone else’s misfortune. In selected articles journalists and editors 
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142 do not follow the professional journalistic standards and recommendations from 
UNESCO (Impe, 2019) and IFJ (2014) on reporting about violence against women, 
and fundamental ethical principles are simply diminished by the possibility of 
earning money. Women-centred was by far the most common type of framing 
in this analysis, and women are framed as victims (Berns, 2004). By blaming the 
victim for provoking the perpetrator to do a violence act, the Croatian media 
perpetuate harmful social patterns by which the perpetrator is defended, and 
his actions are diminished (Cullen, O’Brien, and Corcoran, 2019). Victims are 
additionally traumatized and are not adequately protected in later legislative 
proceedings because their innocence is constantly questioned through the 
media (Yates, 2020). Also, by explicitly writing about the sexual past of victims 
of violence, it is once again proven that sex, unfortunately, sells, although it is 
based on violence.

Only continuous, thorough, and systematic education on reporting about 
women’s and human rights, as well as on ethical reporting, can make journalists 
and editors fulfilling their professional tasks. The harmful practice of using 
tasteless clickbait should become irrelevant for journalistic reporting. 
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