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Some domestic abusers provoke their target, inciting what’s often known 
as reactive abuse, and use the resulting recordings to flip the story.  

Here are some examples: 

Gary would humiliate Sandra, prevent her from sleeping and grab and 
shake her. Sometimes he interrogated her for hours about where she had 
been and who she had seen. And sometimes Sandra responded in ways 
that she now regrets—shouting at Gary, throwing things and slamming 
doors in frustration. She finally filed for divorce to protect herself and her 
children from Gary’s control and drunken outbursts. She was shocked 
when Gary filed for a protective order, claiming that she had abused him, 
using recordings that he had secretly taken as evidence. He showed 
carefully edited clips from the recordings to neighbors, family members 
and friends. He tried to make people believe that Sandra was a crazy 
abuser and that he was an innocent victim. 

One day Kayesha noticed that her wife, Samantha, was not helping with 
Rhondelle, their 10-year-old special needs daughter who was screaming 
and refusing to move when she was supposed to be getting dressed. 
Instead, Samantha was recording the incident with her cell phone. Later 
that day, Samantha provoked Rhondelle to have a “meltdown” and then 
stepped away to record Kayesha trying to handle their very upset 
daughter. Later, Samantha used these recordings to claim that Kayesha 
did not know how to handle Rhondelle and should not have custody. 

Randall beat Maria frequently, even while she was pregnant and even when 
she was holding their toddler son. She stayed because she was too afraid 
to leave and wanted her son to grow up with his father. The morning after 
a brutal beating Maria raised a knife, cursed at Randall and told him that 
she couldn’t take it anymore and was going to kill him. A week later she 
reported to the police that Randall had strangled her. A forensic nurse 
exam found evidence of strangulation and other bruises. A detective 
interviewed Randall, who showed him the video of Maria threatening him. 
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The detective filed misdemeanor charges against both Maria and Randall, 
and both of them may have to attend groups for domestic abusers.  

 
How Survivors Can Protect Themselves from Being Tricked 
 
Increasingly, domestic abusers are relying on recordings to claim that their 
abuse victims are actually the primary aggressors or unfit parents. This serves 
as a form of gaslighting (making the other person feel crazy or seem crazy to 
others) as well as “flipping the story” (making others believe the victim is the 
aggressor). Sometimes abuse victims begin to wonder if they are equally 
responsible for the abuse because they fought back, shouted or maybe even 
threatened the abuser with a weapon when they felt terrified and knew they did 
not have the strength to fight without a weapon. 

Here are some tips to protect yourself from this trickery: 
1. Try to Avoid Reacting Violently: Like other victims, you may engage in reactive 

abuse to protect yourself—maybe pushing or threatening the abuser. While this is 

understandable, it can still get you in trouble. Much better, find a way out before the 

situation escalates to the point where you might get provoked and recorded doing 

something violent. 

2. Stay Calm: Keep in mind that the abuser will use anything you do or say against you. 

Try not to allow yourself to be provoked into doing or saying something you will 

regret—whether in person, on a call or through texts or emails. The gray rock 

technique works for some people.  

3. Collect Evidence: Any of the following may help you in a legal case for protection, 

divorce, or child custody: Photographs of bruises, holes in walls or doors, or objects that 

the abuser has broken; and copies of texts or emails, especially if these contain lies, 

intimidation, or threats. Keep a journal of the abuse and send it to someone or store it in a 

computer cloud. If possible, keep the evidence safe and date-stamped. Get statements 

from witnesses. If you need medical care for injuries, do not lie to the provider about the 

source of your injuries—someday, you may need this paper trail. 

4. Seek Help and Make a Safe Exit Strategy:  Contact your local domestic violence 

agency and make a safety plan, especially if you find yourself behaving in ways that are 

“not you. 

5. Report the Abuse: People fail to report abuse to the police for many reasons, including 

fear, love for the abuser, economic dependence, and not wanting to harm the parent of 

their children. However, when domestic abuse victims do not report assaults or fail to file 
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for orders of protection, they leave themselves open to false claims by the abuser about 

who is hurting whom. This is a special problem in cases of child custody. 

 
Unfortunately, many police officers, judges and others do not understand 
dynamics of domestic abuse. No matter what domestic abuse victim/survivors 
do—the abuse will likely escalate, and they will suffer. They can comply, respond 
with rage, hit back, curse, or suffer in silence. Anything and everything can be 
used by an abuser against the victim/survivor. Yes, it’s hard to maintain your 
composure if someone is deliberately provoking you and trying to get you upset. 
But remember, the situation may be recorded. Try to resist falling victim to 
“Provoke and Record.” 
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