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Mission 
The Iowa Coalition 
Against Domestic 
Violence seeks to 
engage all people in 
a movement to 
change the social 
and political 
systems that 
perpetuate violence 
against women. We 
do this through 
education, 
advocacy and 
quality victim 
services. 

Laurie Schipper, 
Executive Director 

 
 
This document is 
intended to be a 
comprehensive 
companion to the 
Quick Tips 
document.   
 

 

BEST MEDIA PRACTICES 
The following best practices are based on real life experiences with media 
coverage of domestic violence stories as well as recommendations gathered 
from statewide domestic violence coalitions across the country. The best 
practices provide examples from actual media coverage of domestic violence 
stories from around the country and here in Iowa. 
 

 
INTERVIEWING POLICE/DOMESTIC VIOLENCE PROFESSIONALS: 
Ask police whether the murder is legally domestic violence. 
Domestic violence murders are not always charged under the domestic 
violence statute.  This can make it more difficult for a journalist to establish 
that the crime is domestic violence. But if the perpetrator and victim(s) are 
related as defined by the Iowa Code, the case is a domestic violence crime. A 
prior documented history of domestic violence is not required. 
 
Poor Example: 
“Joycelynn Watson, who moved to New York from Barbados, had filed a 
domestic incident report against her husband last September for verbal 
harassment, and the couple filed matching complaints the next month, but 
there was no history of violence in the relationship, police said.” – New York 
Daily News, Saturday, January 22, 2005   Murderous Frenzy Wife Killed With 
Brick 

 
Talk to domestic violence professionals who can provide 
information and statistics. 
Domestic violence advocates and professionals can offer current statistics on 
and an explanation of domestic violence with accurate language.  Avoid 
statements that describe a relationship as a “violent relationship” or “troubled 
marriage.”  These statements imply that domestic violence is an issue between 

BEST MEDIA PRACTICE 
“It’s another tragic case of domestic violence – a person with no 
apparent history of violence…took her life.” The Freelance Star, 
February 15, 2001 Former Marine Pleads Guilty to Murder of Wife 
 

BEST MEDIA PRACTICE 
“Wendy Peck and Lovetinsky had a relationship dating about 12 years, 
Richard Peck said. Court records indicate the couple had experienced 
problems, including domestic violence, in recent years. In 2001, Lovetinsky 
was charged with domestic assault, false imprisonment and criminal 
mischief.” Des Moines Register, February 3, 2008 Couple’s Deaths 
Called Suspicious 
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two people rather than an abuser who is responsible for violent actions.  Accurate coverage 
describes domestic violence as an abuser committing a crime against another person. Refrain 
from using words like “domestic dispute,” “quarrel,” or “argument,” as they detract from the 
violent and criminal nature of the behavior.  
 
Poor Example: 
“Police, neighbors and relatives spent Thursday trying to determine how an apparent lover‘s 
quarrel led to a fatal car accident that left a Des Moines woman dead and her boyfriend in 
jail.”  Des Moines Register, August 5, 2005 Police Say Lovers' Spat Preceded Car Death  

 
Illuminate the psychology of battering. 
Use your sources to illuminate the psychology of domestic violence. Interview experts, 
family, co-workers, and friends to look for warning signs—a pattern of control, 
intimidation, and/or violence. 
 
When the perpetrator commits suicide, reporters and headline writers may treat the 
murder as an epic tragedy rather than domestic violence.  Almost a third of domestic 
violence homicides are homicide-suicides. In these cases, neighbors, family and friends 
may comment on how nice the abuser was. Often people know about the abuse, but do 
not want to say anything negative about a person who has just committed suicide.  
 
Poor Example: 
“He, too, never thought his son was capable of hurting someone he loved so much.” KCCI 
October 14, 2010 

 
Without context, these statements obscure the violent nature and criminality of the 
perpetrator.  

BEST MEDIA PRACTICE 
“Ryan has an extensive criminal record.  He’s been arrested more than a dozen 
times on charges of harassment, assault involving weapons and several domestic 
abuse charges.” WHO, December 29, 2010 The Search Ends for a Man Who 
Allegedly Abused His Girlfriend and Held Her Captive in Her Own Home 

BETTER MEDIA PRACTICE 
“New numbers from the Iowa Coalition Against Domestic Violence show so far this 
year, 15 Iowans have been murdered in domestic violence crimes.” KCCI, October 
6, 2010 Domestic Violence Survivor Tells Her Story 
 
The BEST PRACTICE WOULD have read, “Fifteen Iowans have been murdered by their 
intimate partners in domestic abuse homicides.”  This quote keeps the 
perpetrator accountable.  The other quote removes the perpetrator from the crime 
entirely, though it attempts to employ accurate language. 
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PUT THE STORY IN THE CONTEXT OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE: 
Use sources emotionally involved with the perpetrator judiciously. 
The perpetrator’s grieving family and friends often try to explain the inexplicable, to excuse 
the inexcusable.  
 
Poor Example: 
In the 1999 Young case, relatives and co-workers describe the batterer as “a good man, loving 
and caring . . . gentle, kind, wonderful.” (Young case, Providence Journal 3/26/99) 

 
Avoid quoting distant acquaintances. 
Eager for background, reporters often quote neighbors and distant acquaintances who 
actually know little about the perpetrator or victim. Reporters even use these sources when 
they suggest their own lack of information.  Lacking real information, they tend to reinforce 
popular myths about domestic violence murders as random unpredictable acts. 
 
Poor Example: 
“‘They seemed to be nice, you know,’ said a next-door neighbor.  ‘And they seemed to get 
along as far as I could see.’” Providence Journal, April 29, 1996, Mailloux case   
 
“Said Julie Gull who lived across the hall, ‘I never had a conversation with him.’ Albert 
Chace, who lives below [the perpetrator] said, ‘He’s very nice to me. I don’t know anything 
personal about him.’ ” Providence Journal, September 19, 1999, Robinson case 
 
Use murder stories as an opportunity to highlight domestic violence 
patterns. 
By choice of sources and with background to frame the issues, reporters can highlight 
recurring patterns of abusive behavior which put the more vulnerable members of families—
particularly women, children and elders—at risk.  Neighbors, friends, and relatives have 
perspectives that can be deceiving.  Just because someone appears to be a “good guy” or not 
suicidal, doesn’t mean he isn’t a perpetrator of violence requiring sympathy.  People don’t 
“just snap.”  
 
Poor Example: 
Louisa County Sheriff Curt Braby said shortly after the killings that Massey had been in good 
spirits and did not exhibit signs of depression or agitation at any time prior to the murders. 
Massey worked as a jailer and dispatcher for the sheriff‘s office.  “He was in the best humor I 
had seen him in quite awhile,” Braby said…  Quad City Times, April 5, 2007 

BEST MEDIA PRACTICE 
 One reporter gave play to these reactions, but qualified them in the same article by 
adding the perspective of a domestic violence expert. “Very often batterers are extremely 
skilled at putting a public image forward where people would not believe they could be 
violent at home,” said Deborah DeBare, Executive Director of the Rhode Island Coalition 
Against Domestic Violence. Providence Journal, March 26, 1999, Young Case 
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Background data can help establish the scope and dimension of domestic violence: 

 
Identify and address common questions and misconceptions. 
Coverage that conveys a sense of hopelessness and helplessness sends the message that there 
is nothing people can do about domestic violence.  In fact, everyone in the community can 
take steps to address domestic violence by learning about the warning signs, resources 
available, and how to support a friend or family member experiencing violence in their 
relationship (see Resources section of this toolkit). Communities can also work together to 
hold abusers accountable.  
 
Domestic violence murders provide a dramatic and important opportunity for reporters to 
address many questions and misconceptions about domestic violence. For example: What are 
the warning signs? What are obstacles to leaving and strategies to help victims leave safely? 
Where can people go for help? How does violence in the home affect children? 
 
Poor Example: 
Baughman, who made the 911 call, stood on her front step Friday and said the neighborhood 
would never be the same. “This kind of stuff doesn‘t happen,” she said. “Not to you, not to 
your next-door neighbor, not to your baby sitter. Not to the little boys who are in your front 
yard every night.”	 Des Moines Register, July 31, 2005  

BEST MEDIA PRACTICE 
“Well, my impression would be that perhaps there isn't a documented history," says 
Brenda Bash with Polk County Crisis and Advocacy Services, "You know, in terms of 
domestic violence, it's a hugely under-reported crime. And many times the victims 
don't go to the police. They don't make that report.” WHO, April 7, 2010 WOMAN 
MURDERED: Experts believe this wasn't the first attack 

BEST MEDIA PRACTICE 
Studies nationwide have found that 25 to 70 percent of children who are exposed to 
domestic violence suffer from serious behavioral, developmental, social, and emotional 
problems, compared with 10 percent of children who are not exposed.  Providence 
Journal, October 18, 1999 Children and a War Zone Called Home 

BEST MEDIA PRACTICE 
http://www.kcci.com/video/22368716/detail.html KCCI, January 28, 2010 More Iowans 
Dying From Domestic Abuse 

BEST MEDIA PRACTICE 
The following news clip closes with Iowa’s Statewide Domestic Violence Hotline Number.  
http://www.kcci.com/video/29874296/detail.html KCCI, November 2011, Domestic 
Violence Calls on the Rise 

http://www.kcci.com/video/22368716/detail.html
http://www.kcci.com/video/29874296/detail.html
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Let the story evolve. 
As is common with traumatic events, shock and disbelief are initial reactions of neighbors, 
family, friends and co-workers—even when they knew of ongoing domestic problems. 
Reporters often quote witnesses in the initial denial stage: “These things don’t happen 
around here, supposedly,” [said one shocked neighbor]. “This is a quiet neighborhood.” 
(Mailloux case, Providence Journal, 4/29/96) Interview the victims’ co-workers, relatives and 
friends several days after the initial shock because they are often aware of a history of 
controlling and abusive behaviors, if not an escalation in the abuse. 

 

BEST MEDIA PRACTICE 
“Mrs. Randolph [victim] was concerned enough that she asked her brother to meet her for 
lunch to try to figure out what to do…Michael Burrell [victim’s second brother] said, he, 
too, knew something was amiss in the marriage…” (Randolph case, Providence Journal 
5/2/96) 


