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ABSTRACT

TITLE: American Muslim Women’s Experiences of Abuse: A Narrative Study of
Life, Meaning, and Culture

AUTHOR:  Dena Saadat Hassouneh Phillips

seezover: [

Christine A. Tanner, RN, PhD

The researcher examined the lived experiences of American Muslim women with
incidences of emotional, physical, and/or sexual abuse. Using an adaptation of
interpretive phenomenology, data were collected from 17 American Muslim women
from diverse ethnic backgrounds. Three group and 17 individual unstructured
interviews were performed over 6 months. The interviews focused on abuse experiences
framed within the contexts of biography, culture, and meaning. The goal of analysis was
to uncover themes of commonality and difference and to place emergent themes in a
larger social context. Analysis consisted of an iterative process of refinement and review
of textual interpretation. Results indicate that Muslim culture profoundly shapes abused
American Muslim women’s experiences. Bound by cultural dictates, abused American
Muslim women face many complex barriers, both internal and external,.as they struggle
to end abuse in their lives. Understanding the barriers abused American Muslim women
face is a necessary prerequisite to the provision of culturally competent care to this

population. Ultimately, effective intervention requires challenging oppressive social



arrangements that disempower American Muslim women, both within and outside of

Muslim communities, over time.
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CHAPTER ONE:
INTRODUCTION AND STUDY AIMS

Abuse of women is a devastating social, legal, and health problem (Campbell, J.
1998; Fishwick, 1998; Jones, 1994; Sampselle, et al. 1992; Tift, 1993). A recent national
random survey estimated that 4.4 million women experience intimate partner abuse
every year (Plichta, 1997). Because battered women are stigmatized, and because they
may fear reprisals, the problem of battering is likely to be significantly under-reported.
Given these considerations, the actual incidence of domestic violence may approach
50% for all intimate couples (Tilden & Shepard, 1987).

Muslims, whose numbers have been estimated to be between 2 (Kosmin &
Lachman, 1993) and 6 million in the United States (Afranji, 1995; Goodwin, 1994;
Power, 1998), are not immune to this devastating phenomenon (Alkhateeb, 1998; Jilani,
1998). Despite the growing presence of Muslims in the U.S. (Stone, 1991), experiences
of abuse that may occur within American Muslim communities remain largely
undocumented. Indeed, there are no published studies that address the problem of
intimate partner abuse in the context of American Muslim communities to date.

Recognition that battering of women is a sociocultural phenomenen, and not only
an intra-personal and inter-personal problem, has surfaced in the US only in the last 20

years (Dobash & Dobash, 1979; Greenblat, 1985; Tift, 1993). Acknowledging that

existing hierarchies sexism, classism, and other forms of systematic



oppression—regularly generate, legitimize, and reinforce battering requires that
challenges to existing social relations through theory, practice, and research occur
(Crenshaw, 1995; Phillips, 1998; Sampselle, et al. 1992; Tift, 1993). Research
approaches that include study of the sociocultural contexts of abuse are necessary in
order to address the problem, since abuse occurs in and is mediated by a multiplicity of
cultural contexts (American Nurses Association, 1998). Ignoring sociocultural contexts
means denial of the significance of culture with regard to the problem of woman abuse.

The purpose of this research was to examine American Muslim women’s lived

cxpericnces with physical, emotional, and/or sexual abuse, u
approach. Understanding of the unique sociocultural influences which shape American
Muslim women’s experiences of abuse grounds effective intervention with this group of
women.
AIMS OF THE STUDY

In this research I examined the lived experiences of American Muslim women
with regard to incidences of physical, emotional, and/or sexual abuse. There is ample
evidence that abused American Muslim women are a marginalized group who are
differentially subjected to the harsh effects of multiple systems of oppression, including
gender, racial, and class oppressions (Alkhateeb, 1998; Ba-Yunus, 1995; Haddad, 1991;
Memon, 1993; Phillips, 1995; Phillips 1998; Power, 1998; Toulan, 19953. These

multiple systems of oppression interface with American Muslim women’s specific

cultural systems, shaping their experiences of abuse in ways that are culturally specific



and culturally bound. For this reason American Muslim women’s experiences with
abuse cannot be adequately addressed by the general abuse literature alone. Despite their
vulnerability as a group, and despite the emphasis on cultural diversity in the nursing
literature (ANA, 1998; Bohn, D., 1998; Campbell & Gary, 1998; Leininger, 1999;
Meleis, 1999; Rodriguez, 1998; Torres, 1998), American Muslim women’s experiences
of health and illness remain largely unexplored by researchers. Thus the specific aims for
this research were to: (a) describe American Muslim women’s lived experiences with
abuse, (b) identify culturally specific phenomena which shape American Muslim
woineii’s ¢xperiences and percepti
background, and (c) describe women’s interpretation and background meanings with
regard to their experiences with abuse.

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

Muslim Women’s Experiences of Abuse:
A Global Perspective

While abuse affects women across many cultures and of varying ethnicities, the
cultural and social structures that support men’s ability to batter women are imbued with
culturally specific meanings. The need for attention to culture in domestic violence
research has been underscored in a recent publication, Culturally Competent Assessment
for Family Violence (American Nurses Association, 1998). In this publication, the
American Nurses Association (1998) lamented the lack of research on family violence
that addresses issues of culture, making the development of culturally relevant practice

guidelines difficult.



Muslim women, like women from all over the world, experience abuse within
families. Worldwide, common religious cultural influences play a powerful role in
shaping abuse experiences for this group of women (Abu-Odeh, 1996; El-Saadawi,
1980; Haj-Yahia, 1998a; Haj-Yahia, 1998b; Phillips, 1995; Shaaban, 1991). This
assertion is not intended to imply that Muslim women who are abused have “cultural”
problems. Clearly, woman abuse is not culture specific. However, the influence of
culture in shaping women’s abuse experiences and their understandings of these

experiences is significant, and therefore worthy of the attention of researchers and

settings.

Violence Against Muslim Women is a Global Problem

The significance of religious cultural influences on Muslim women as interpreted
by the societies in which they live cannot be overemphasized. Recently there has been a
fundamentalist backlash in the Middle East and in parts of Asia, resulting in violence
against Muslim women in their homes and in public space (Bennoune, 1995; Hassan,
1999a; Kirshenbaum, 1997; Morgan, 1996; Nightline, 2/15-16, 1999; Sarwar, 1999).

Women are being beaten in the streets and are being viciously murdered by family



members all in the name of Islam. The dire affects of Taliban-style' fundamentalism in
Pakistan exemplify this problem:
Islamic tribesmen . . . killed a teenage girl who had been raped because they
believed the rape brought shame on their community. The girl was taken to a
field near her house and executed by a firing squad . . . . Less than one month later
a similar murder occurred. This time 29-year-old Samia Sarwar was killed by a
hit man hired by her family. They said she dishonored the community by seeking
a divorce from her abusive husband. The killing took place in Lahore, the cultural
and inteliectus
Women continue to be the targets of the most serious human rights violations that occur
in so-called Muslim nations (Hassan, 1999a). The subjugation and murder of women by
their husbands and other male relatives (Baker, Gregware & Cassidy, 1999; Hassan,
1999; Jehl, 1999; Nightline 2/15-16, 1999; Ruggi, 1999), and the problem of female
genital mutilation (Morris, 1996; Taylor, 199 8), pose serious threats to Muslim women’s
health worldwide.
While many Muslims vehemently condemn such practices as un-Islamic, the fact

that perpetrators use Islam to justify violence against women, individually and

collectively, shapes Muslim women’s abuse experiences. Muslim women in the United

-~

! The Taliban are an Islamic fundamentalist faction in Afghanistan that seized control of
the country, ending 18 years of war, while at the same time beginning a new era of
repression for Afghani women. The Taliban have banned women from working outside
of the home, closed schools for girls and women, and mandated shrouding of women
from head to toe in public space. Those who have failed to comply have been beaten in
the streets by members of the Taliban militia.



States are no exception to this rule. The gap between ideal Islam and actual practice is
vast: “Woman and man created by God and standing equal in the sight of God, have
become very unequal in Muslim societies” (Hassan, 19993, p. 9).

To a large degree, the inequalities Muslim women are subjected to in Muslim
societies stem from misogynist interpretations of Islam. A recent documentary on honor
killings provided an example of the dire effects such interpretations have on the safety of
women. Here, a Pakistani man is quoted. He claimed to have seen his wife speaking to
another man, and had murdered both:

I kiiied them. We are Muslims. Our Sharia tells us if you see them kill them.

We cannot spare them. If we see them. It says so in the Sharia and in the Koran.

Even the Mullahs say it. And we are Muslims aren’t we? (Nightline, 2/15-16,

1993)

The ghastly effects of misogynist interpretations of Islam on Muslim women in
communities abroad have received recent media attention; however, the plight of
Muslim women in America has been largely ignored. This is true, despite the fact that
American Muslim women share a common religious culture with Muslims living across
the globe.

American Muslim Women’s Perceptions of Abuse

Islamic Worldview

In a study of practicing Muslims in America, Hermansen (1991) (using

participant observation methods) concluded that Muslim women in America have a



shared world of experience and communication, despite the diversity of their
backgrounds. This shared world is derived from a common Muslim culture. Because
human perceptions are filtered through the lens of culture (Saleebey, 1994; Unger,
1993), American Muslim women’s perceptions of experiences of abuse are necessarily
culturally mediated. Providing culturally competent care to abused American Muslim
women requires an understanding of and sensitivity to this cultural lens. For the
purposes of this research, the term Muslim culture refers to the culture of Muslim
communities that governs daily life and shapes human perceptions and understandings
of the world. Muslim culture is not identified with
system that has been shaped by common interpretations of Islam by various ethnic
groups.

For Muslims, Islamic traditions permeate daily life. Prescriptions for behavior,
from significant acts to even the most banal aspects of life, proliferate. The duties of
Muslims direct . . . everyone toward the same idea: submission of the daily behavior of
the individual to a strict discipline” (Mernissi, 1987, p. 27). Indeed, for Muslims, Islam
is the . . . matrix and the worldview within which all other human activities, efforts,
creations, take place” (Nasr, 1993, p. 339). Thus, because Muslims experience their
religion as a . . . total way of life . . . ” (Nasr, 1993, p. 440), abused Muslim women
must necessarily perceive their experiences through a religious lens. This religious lens

is shaped by a system of values and beliefs that place a serious emphasis on the



importance of family life with clearly defined roles for husbands and wives framed
within a patriarchal structure (Ahmed, 1992).

Importance of Family Life

According to religious tradition the Prophet Mohammed said “Marriage 1s my
sunna [example or custom]. Whosoever keeps away from it is not from me” and “When
a man marries, he has fulfilled half of his religion, so let him fear Allah regarding the
remaining half” (Rahman, 1999, pp. 1-2). Thus, marriage for Muslim women is an act

that pleases God. This total commitment to the family as a way of life is particularly

PRy | Avrah i i
ingrained among Arab-American Muslim women whose Arab culture empha;

motherhood as an avenue to increased power and status within family structures (Meleis,
1991, Meleis, Arruda, Lane, & Bernal, 1994). Additionally, despite the differences in
culture between Arab-American and African-American women in general, it may be that
one of the strong attractions for African-American converts to Islam is the image of a
secure family life framed around clearly delineated gender roles (Kosmin & Lachman,
1993). Certainly Muslim women from both of these ethnic groups are strongly
influenced by the Islamic emphasis on marriage and motherhood as a means toward
obtaining spiritual rewards both in this life and the after-life. Because of this emphasis
on the family, some American Muslim women perceive themselves as bound by duty to
God and family not to leave their abusers (Memon, 1993; Phillips, 19953. Finally,

because of the environment created by the manipulation of religious text, abused Muslim



women in America, like abused Muslim women abroad, may believe abusers’ claims
that their acts are justified by God-given authority.

Contextual Aspects of American Muslim
Women’s Experiences with Abuse

Spiritual Abuse

Religious traditions provide the underpinnings of social norms within religious
cultures (Bohn, 1985). Bohn, (1985) theorized that the use of violence against women by
men is simply an extension of men’s ownership of women promulgated by patriarchal
religions. In Muslim communities, abusers often invoke the authority of God,
interpreting Islam to legitimize abusive behaviors (Alkhateeb, 1998; Memon, 1993;
Phillips, 1995). By invoking religious text to justify and uphold abusive behavior,
American Muslim abusers use their victims’ own spirituality as a weapon against them.
Through this manipulation of religious text, abusers attempt to maintain power and
control over their wives, culminating in emotional and/or physical assault (Alkhateeb,
1998; Phillips, 1995). This problem is further compounded when Muslim religious
leaders instruct women seeking help to pray harder and be more obedient to abusive
husbands (Jilani, 1998).

Absence of Social Support

In addition to the use of religious text to disempower Muslim women, a lack of
social support for victims exacerbates the problem of abuse among American Muslim
women. Social support is an important concept when considering the health of

individuals and families (Norbeck & Tilden, 1983). Social support systems are
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comprised of meaningful ties with friends, relatives, and social groups which provide
satisfaction and assistance when needed (Friedman, 1986). For American Muslim
women who object to abuse or who attempt to leave an abuser, social support may be
lacking. These women risk being ostracized by Muslim communities, often their only
source of connection (Memon, 1993). This is significant in view of research that has
demonstrated that . . . encouraging less contact with family members exclusively and
more with friends within a person’s social network can be helpful in reducing the tension
and isolation that often precipitate battering” (Tilden, 1987, p. 62).

T
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communities, many abused American Muslim women are eventually forced to look to
non-Muslims for help in the form of social services. Unfortunately, because American
Muslim women are subject to the marginalizing effects of societal stigma, negative
stereotyping, and discrimination, access and quality of non-Muslim services for this
population is likely to be poor (Ba-Yunus, 1995; Haddad, 1991; Hall, Stevens, &
Meleis, 1994; Stevens, 1993; Toulan, 1995). Pervasive negative stereotyping of Muslims
reinforces the fear harbored by many American Muslims that non-Muslim service
providers lack sensitivity to and understanding of Muslims’ unique cultural beliefs
(Memon, 1993). This negative stereotyping, accompanied by a paucity of information

about American Muslim women in the literature, leaves nurses and other health care

providers unprepared to effectively provide care to this population.
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SUMMARY

In summary, American Muslim women, like Muslim women abroad, are
vulnerable to abuse in ways that are culturally constructed. Because of the importance of
family and religion in the daily life of Muslim women, they are vulnerable to spiritual
manipulation by abusers. This vulnerability is compounded by an absence of social
support for Muslim women in the United States who are victims of abuse in families.
The influence of systems of oppression and pervasive negative stereotyping are
additional concerns for this population. Effective intervention with abused American
Muslim women requires an undersianding of ihe meanings and contexts which shape
abuse experiences. This understanding is crucial in view of the vulnerability of the
group, and nursing’s commitment to provide culturally competent care to diverse
populations.

It is my hope that this work will help foster an understanding of American
Muslim women’s experiences. Chapter two provides an overview of domestic violence
research literature along disciplinary and academic boundaries. Highlighted in this
chapter are particular foci, strengths, and shortcomings of psychological,
sociological/structural, feminist, and health approaches. Also included is a brief
overview of culturally focused domestic violence research among Muslims and/or
Arabs. i

Chapter three provides background information about Islam, its theology, history,

and texts. This chapter also includes an outline of Muslim feminist discourse and of
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twentieth century influences on Islam. Literature addressing the experiences of African-
American and Arab-American Muslim women completes the third chapter.

Chapter four describes the philosophy of science and methods that comprise the
study’s methodology. I chose to call this approach counter-hegemonic, because this
research is intended to challenge hegemonic processes that support violence against
women and marginalize Muslims in American culture and society. While the primary
mode of investigation has been hermeneutic, both critical and post-modern philosophical
perspectives shaped my understandings of the research process.
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Marriage is a culturally prescribed practice that was central to the lives of participants.

Chapter six describes divorce themes. Divorce was a particularly difficult
experience for participants since divorced women often found themselves isolated and
alone. Women sometimes had difficulty obtaining Islamic divorces, and when they were
divorced, more often than not they faced social stigma.

Chapter seven describes Muslim community themes. Community, like marriage,
was a central part of Muslim women’s stories. It provided a sense of identity, meaning,
and connection in their lives. This chapter describes Muslim community structure,
norms, and responses to abuse.

Chapter eight focuses on the actual abuse experiences of particir:ants. Emotional,

physical, and sexual abuse, the cultural norms surrounding abuse, and the sequela of

abuse are all addressed in this chapter.



Finally, chapter nine is a summary chapter that synthesizes findings and

highlights implications for practice and research.
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CHAPTER TWO:
REVIEW OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE RESEARCH

Research on violence against women over the past 30 years has significantly
shaped our understanding of this phenomenon. Despite the complexity of domestic
violence, however, violence against women has largely been studied within the confines
of disciplinary and/or academic boundaries. In particular, psychology, sociology,
criminology, health, and feminist approaches to the study of violence against women
predominate. Accordingly, this review presents selected domestic violence research
literature in four broad categories. The review concludes by examining recent research
literature that addresses the problem of domestic violence in specific cultural settings.

In psychological studies, the psychopathology of abusers, victims, dyads, and
families of origin has been of particular interest to researchers. In sociological/structural
studies, abuse of women has been conceptualized as a socially patterned phenomenon.
This approach attempts to explain how the . . . organizational features of married life
contribute to domestic violence and does not attempt to explain the behavior of individual
family members” (Bagarozzi & Giddings, 1983, p. 4). Feminist approaches have sought
to link patriarchy and the subordination of women in general to abuse of women in
families specifically. This approach has conceptualized domestic violence as part of a
wider repertoire of power and control tactics used by men to maintain positions of

socially ordained dominance over women (Dutton, 1995). In health research
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approaches, domestic violence has been conceptualized as a health problem requiring
intervention (Barnett, Miller-Perrin, & Perrin, 1997). Assessment and intervention
strategies for use in health care settings have been the focus of health research.
Additionally, public health research has commonly focused on the epidemiology of
violence against women. Finally, culturally focused research approaches to the study of
domestic violence is an emerging area. As researchers increasingly realize the
importance of culture in shaping domestic violence perceptions, experiences, and
responses, more attention is being paid to this important aspect of the phenomenon.
While there is also a large body of criminology and legal research conducted in the field
of domestic violence, these perspectives are beyond the scope of this review.
Criminological approaches have focused on domestic violence as a crime, amassing
crime statistics, examining perpetrator characteristics, and exploring the effectiveness of
criminal/legal intervention.

The vast majority of single-factor theoretical approaches is consistent with one of
the aforementioned broad categories. Within each of these categories, researchers have
sought to find the cause and extent of domestic violence, and to identify factors
associated with the phenomenon. While research that emphasizes the importance of
context in shaping abused women’s lives is becoming increasingly common
(Antonopoulou, 1999; Corsi, 1999; Horne, 1999; Kozu, 1999; Valencia & Van Hoormne,

1999), this review highlights the paucity of such approaches overall.
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Finally, the plethora of terminology around the subject of violence against women
along with the heéted debate that has accompanied the use of various terms deserves
some brief attention. The use of the term domestic violence has been criticized as a . . .
euphemistic abstraction that keeps us at a dispassionate distance far removed from the
repugnant spectacle of human beings in pain” (Jones, 1994, p. 81). Furthermore, many
women’s advocates have rejected the term victim, preferring instead to use the term
survivor. However, I have chosen to use the term victim in this work when appropriate,
to reflect the influences of culture and history on each woman as an individual. Also, for
the purposes of this work the terms domestic violence, woman abuse, and intimate
partner violence are used interchangeably.

PSYCHOLOGICAL RESEARCH

Psychological research on domestic violence is often predicated on the
assumption that abusers are abnormal because they abuse their loved-ones and that
victims are abnormal because they are abused (victims’ proposed abnormality is
conceptualized as either a precursor to, or sequela of abuse). A second assumption of
psychological research has been that abnormal abusers and victims are the products of
abnormal families of origin. Thus, psychopathology has been the focus of domestic
violence research and intervention in the field of psychology.

Unfortunately, the focus of psychological research on the psychopathology
associated with domestic violence historically has resulted in the pathologizing of

victims. Pre-Freudian psychiatry condemned both victims and perpetrators as social and
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genetic inferiors. Subsequently, Freudian influences promulgated misogynist images of
“ .. the seductive daughter, the nagging wife, and the lying hysteric” (Pleck, 1987,
p. 146). While Freud later renounced his seduction theory he replaced it with a new
interpretation of violence against women which posed no threat to the existing social
order. Abused women and girls, Freud argued, had an unconscious wish for such
treatment (Pleck, 1987). Thus early psychiatrists confronted with the reality of domestic
violence labeled battered women as masochistic, a belief that set a precedent for future
work (Pleck, 1987). The popularity of the theory of learned helplessness in the 1970s
(Walker, 1977-78), and its broad application to all battered women, contributed to the
common perception that battered women are psychologically paralyzed and helpless.
While researchers’ eagerness to document battered women’s psychopathology has
recently come under attack, the legacy of victim-blaming remains (Jones, 1994). The
question “why do women stay?” has yet to be replaced on a grand scale by the question
“why do we allow battering to continue in our society?”
.Individuals and Dyads

Psychological research that focuses on individuals and dyads has examined the
psychopathology of abusers. In addition, studies investigating wife responses and/or
clinical recommendations involving both abusers and victims are common. Multiple
associations between battering behavior and individual psychopathology have been

demonstrated.
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Abusers’ hostility toward victims was examined by Holtzworth-Munroe 17
Smutzler (1996) using a quasi-experimental design. Violent and non-violent men were
exposed to wife-behaviors via written descriptions and videotaped depictions.
Consistent with what one might expect, violent men were less likely to be supportive,
caring, sympathetic, and communicative toward wives than were non-violent men. In
addition, violent men were more likely to verbalize hostility, and were more likely to be
irritated by wives than were non-violent men. The researchers speculated that these

group differences were the result of a skills deficit in social interactions of violent men.

Similarly, Eckhardt, Rarbour, (199R8) studied correlates of anger arousal

among batterers in a community-based sample of married men. Participants were rated
for irrational beliefs, biases, hostility, and anger-control statements as they listened to
anger-arousing audio-tapes. Again, the investigators identified skills deficits among
violent men. Violent men lacked anger controlling pro-social coping strategies and
tended to be entrenched in aversive communication patterns that involved escalating
anger, contempt, and belligerence toward wives. These studies highlight the importance
of social skills for non-violent communication and interaction, explaining, from the
perspective of the authors, why some men batter and others do not.

Like Eckhardt and colleagues (1998), Yelsma (1996) also studied communication
deficits in abusive marriages, for both abusers and victims. Yelsma (1996) compared
affective orientations among abusers, victims, and non-violent couples. Findings

revealed that violent couples in the study were significantly less able to express
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emotions using words than were non-violent couples. In addition, violent couples, both
abusers and victims, were significantly less aware of their feelings than were same-sex
controls. Expression of positive emotions was significantly less for victims than for
control females. Finally, deficits in positive affect were noted to be significant
indicators of physical abuse. Based on these findings, Yelsma (1996) suggested that
both abusers and victims had deficits in their ability to express and be aware of their own
affective states.

Yelsma’s (1996) study highlights the problematic nature of research that focuses
on pathologic states of women in abusive relationships. While abnormal characteristics
were identified among victims in this study, the temporal relationship between battering
and the emergence of abnormal affective states was not addressed. The unfortunate
implication, that victims are somehow responsible for their pain as a result of their own
psychosocial pathology, calls atténtion to the need for more thoughtful and sensitive
approaches in this area of research.

Jones (1994), in her book Next Time She’ll be Dead, addressed the problem of
victim-blaming in domestic violence research. By studying the characteristics of
battered women, researchers have attempted to find something about this group to
explain why they are battered and why they stay. According to Jones (1994), too often
research has framed the problem of intimate partner violence as one rooted in victim

pathology, instead of conceptualizing battering as a problem of male violence:
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The experts have examined the personalities of women, their education, their
family history, their previous experience with violence, their physical health, their
mental health, their employment record, their use of alcohol and drugs, their
sexual history and attitudes, their religious beliefs, their child-rearing practices,
their veracity, their verbal skills, their problem-solving skills, their ‘interpersonal
tactics’ (which means mostly what they do when a man hits them),
and-—endlessly—their self-esteem . . . Gender bias oozes from the very methods
of the academics: quantitative, statistical, “objective,” and as distant as possible

from the real experiences of real women (Jones, 1994, pp. 143-154).

The tendency to pathologize victims, and ultimately, to blame victims for their suffering,
has a long history in the field of domestic violence research (Pleck, 1987). Feminist
criticism has been an important impetus for change in this arena (Jones, 1994).

Similar to Yelsma’s (1996) interest in affective states and domestic violence,
Vivian and Malone (1997) examined the association between depressive
symptomatology and husbands’ marital violence. Findings revealed that severe physical
abuse was associated with decreased marital and communicative satisfaction, increased
verbal and spouse-specific aggression, increased dysfunctional marital cognitions, and
increased levels of depressive symptomatology. Despite the authors’ emphasis on
battering as a “. . . couple dynamic related to interactional and communication based
problems in both spouses” (Vivian & Maline, 1997, p. 14), readers are cautioned by the

authors of the study against the view that both spouses “. . . are responsible for escalation
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processes likely to end in violence” (Vivian & Malone, 1997, p. 14). Studies by both
Yelsma (1996) and Vivian and Malone (1997) highlight the association between
battering and the affective states of both batterers and victims, with depression and
diminished self-awareness being particularly problematic.

In addition to pathologic affective states and interpersonal skills deficits, other
psychological correlates of battering have been examined. Hanson, Cadsky, Harris, and
Lalonde (1997) determined that batterers were likely to have experienced violence in
childhood, to have anti-social personality disorders, to be distressed, to have attitudes
that were tolerant of wife assault, and to experience marital maladjustment. In addition,
batterers were more likely to display a range of impulsive behaviors in comparison to
non-violent men. In another study examining the relationship between psychopathology
and violent behavior Hamberger, Lohr, Bonge, and Tolin (1996) tested a theoretical
model delineating three main personality types: non-pathological, antisocial, and
passive-aggressive-dependent. Findings indicated that non-pathological men had the
lowest severity and frequency of violence. Non-patﬁological men restricted their
violence primarily to intimate relationships and had the fewest police contacts of all
groups. In contrast, anti-social men were the most generally violent and had the most
police contacts. Passive-aggressive dependent men had the highest frequency of
violence of all groups.

In another study examining the psychopathology of abusers, Byrne and Riggs

(1996) discovered a correlation between post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and
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battering. Their findings indicated that PTSD symptomatology placed Vietnam veterans
at increased risk of battering, regardless of the amount of their actual combat exposure.
The research of Hanson, et al. (1997), Hamberger, et al. (1996), and Byrne and Riggs
(1996) highlight the increased likelihood of battering behavior among men with
antisocial personality disorder, passive-aggressive personality disorder and PTSD.
While these studies provide important and useful information about the subset of men
who suffer from these psychiatric illnesses, they do not address the problematic behavior
of the so-called ‘normal’ men who comprise the majority of abusers in society.

Maoaving heyond the limitations of individual and dyad focused research, Dutton
and Starzomski (1997) added the social context of gender oppression to their
investigation of battering behavior. In recognition of the gendered aspects of battering
behavior, eight components of the Minnesota Power and Control Wheel (coercion,
intimidation, emotional abuse, isolation, minimizing and blaming, using children, male
privilege, and economic abuse) were measured along with personality characteristics
using the Propensity to Abuse Scale (PAS) (Dutton, 1995). Intercorrelations were found
among all eight components of the Minnesota Power and Control Wheel (MPCW)
(Pence, 1989), indicating that these components comprised a cohesive set of actions
found among batterers. Violent men were determined to display more controlling tactics
than non-violent men for four of the eight components. Strong differences between
groups were found in PAS scores and many intercorrelations between the PAS and

MPCW were noted. Interestingly, general measures of personality disorders did not
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correlate with the Minnesota Power and Control Wheel. The findings suggested that

“. .. the empirically derived PAS, constructed for use in this specific context, appears to
measure the forms of psychological dysfunction most related to male/female intimate
violence better than measures of more generic personality disturbance . ..” (Dutton &
Starzomski, 1997, p. 76). In addition, Dutton and Starzomski (1997) noted the
importance of “social factors as precursors to abusiveness” (Dutton & Starzomski, 1997,
p. 78). They hypothesized that personality features interacted with male sex-role
socialization, producing “variabilities in male sense of entitlement, power orientation in
intimate relationships, emotional accessibility, and expression” (Dutton & Starzomski,
1997 p. 78). A mix of misogynist cultural values and personality disturbances were
offered as an explanation for the heterogeneity of male abusers indicating a need for
diverse treatment approaches with abusive men.

While studies examining individual and dyad psychology and interaction patterns
provide important information about the characteristics of some abusers and some
victims, psychological research has failed to identify any consistent pattern of individual
psychopathology in men who batter or in women who are abused (Raj, Silverman,
Wingood, & Diclemente, 1999). Psychological approaches to the study of domestic
violence have been widely criticized by feminists and battered women’s advocates.
Dobash and Dobash (1992) have argued that these approaches perpetuate:

.. . unsubstantiated yet damaging theories about the problem, its victims,

perpetrators and solutions implicitly assume that this is strictly an individual



24

problem suffered by deviants needing psychiatric care rather than a social

problem in need of wider remedies (Dobash & Dobash, 1992, p. 32).

Likewise, Bograd (1988) criticized the focus on individual psychology because it
suggests that intimate partner violence is a problem of a few sick men and at times
implicates victims in the problem of battering. Psychological approaches that leave
unexamined power and gender relations in families and society are not without value,
but they are of limited value because they completely exclude the social context within
which abuse in families takes place. The research of Dutton and Starzomski (1997) cited
above exemplifies efforts in the field of psychology to move in that direction.

Family of Origin

In addition to individual and dyad psychopathology, the psychopathology of
families of origin has been a subject of investigation. The intergenerational transmission
of woman abuse has been widely studied by domestic violence researchers. Family of
origin research seeks to identify associations between child abuse and child witnessing
of spousal abuse with skills deficits, psychiatric illness, and violent behavior in
adulthood.

Choice, Lamke, and Pittman (1995) examined the mediating effects both of men’s
ineffective conflict resolution strategies and of marital distress on the intergenerational
transmission of woman abuse. Choice, et al. (1995), theorized that social learning theory
and social cognitive theory explained the link “between boys’ witnessing of interparental

violence and their later perpetration of violence against their wives” (Choice, et al. 1995,
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p. 107). In essence, boys learned problem-solving skills from their parental role models.
When boys’ parents suffered from problem-solving deficits, Choice, et al. (1995)
hypothesized that these deficits were learned and carried over into intimate partner
relationships in adulthood. The findings indicated that parents’ use of ineffective conflict
resolution strategies increased men’s likelihood of experiencing marital distress and
engaging in battering behavior. Like Choice, et al. (1995), Magdol, Moffit, Caspi, and
Silva (1998a) sought to identify antecedents to battering behavior. Magdol, et al.
(1998a) used a prospective longitudinal study design to measure four domains, including
socioeconomic resources, family relations, educational achievements, and problem
behaviors. The sample was comprised of a complete cohort of births between April 1,
1972, and March 31, 1973, in Dunedin, New Zealand. Variables were measured in early
and middle childhood and in adolescence. Partner abuse outcomes were measured when
the cohort was age 21. The most consistent predictor of abuse was the presence of early
problem behaviors; however, antecedents of abuse included risk factors from all four
domains.

Unlike the studies cited above, which sought to identify antecedents to battering,
other family of origin studies have focused on the long-term sequela of witnessing
interparental violence. Henning, Leitenberg, Coffey, Turner, and Bennett (1996) studied
the long-term psychological and social impact on females of witnessing parental
conflict. Their findings indicated that women who had witnessed husband-to-wife

spousal violence were more likely to suffer from psychological distress and decreased
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levels of social adjustment as adults. No psychological differences from comparisons
controls were identified among women who had witnessed only wife-to-husband
violence during childhood. In contrast, Fergusson and Horwood (1998) studied
psychosocial maladajustment and exposure to interparental violence in 18-year-olds and
identified harmful effects on men and women who witnessed both husband-wife and
wife-husband perpetrated violence during childhood. This study determined that
exposure to interparental violence increased the likelihood of mental health problems,
substance abuse, and juvenile crime in their cohort of 18-year-olds. There was a clear
relationship between exposure to interparental violence and interparental abuse severity,
with young adults from the most violent families having the greatest likelihood for
maladjustment. Similarly, McNeal and Amato (1998), in their study examining the long
term consequences of witnessing interparental violence, found patterns of maladjustment
in their sample of young adults. Using data from a 12-year longitudinal study of marital
instability, McNeal and Amato (1998) determined that witnessing of interparental
violence adversely affected young adults’ parental relationships and psychological well-
being. Additionally this study replicated other study findings (Cappell & Heiner, 1990;
Carter, Stacey, & Shupe, 1988) by identifying an association between witnessing
interparental violence and later involvement in intimate partner violence either as
perpetrator or victim of abuse.

Family of origin research clearly demonstrates that witnessing interparental

violence during childhood places children at risk for future abuse either as perpetrators
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or as victims. Additionally, witnessing interparental violence also places children at risk
for psychosocial maladjustment in adulthood. Still, the complexity of long term
psychological damage to children growing up in violent homes continues to be only
partially understood at best.

SOCIOLOGICAL/STRUCTURAL RESEARCH

Unlike psychological approaches, sociological/structural approaches to
understanding violence against women do not involve an assumption that battering is
associated with psychopathology. Instead, power relationships within families and
society at large are examined. Also race, class, gender, employment, and other
sociological variables are of interest to sociological/structural researchers.

Sociological research in the field of domestic violence often has incorporated
large, nationally representative samples. Perhaps most notable among these studies has
been the work of Straus and Gelles (1986). Using large nationally representative
samples, sociological/structural researchers have amassed a great wealth of information
(Straus, 1990b). In particular, statistics regarding the incidence and prevalence rates of
domestic violence in the United States, and many associated social risk factors, abound.
Inherent in the quantitative, sociological/structural emphasis on nationally representative
samples has been an interest in developing and refining reliable and valid measurement
tools. The Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS) (Straus, 1979), a controversial yet widely used
instrument, was designed for use in domestic violence research. Further development

and refinement of this tool has continued to be an area of interest in the field (Straus,
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1990a). Unfortunately, qualitative research approaches which provide important
contextual information around the phenomenon of abuse continue to be underutilized.

Incidence and Prevalence Rates
Research examining the incidence and prevalence of domestic violence has
yielded wide variations in estimates. These variations have been largely attributed to
differences in sampling and measurement approaches. Despite the lack of uniformity of
studies examining incidence and prevalence of domestic violence, the information

available has been useful for researchers and policy makers alike. Currently, studies of
incidence and prevalence have been used to examine specific subsets of the population
for the purpose of identifying segments of society at greater risk of experiencing
violence in the context of intimate partnerships.

Because the majority of domestic violence research has specifically addressed the
problem as it occurs among married women, Magdol, Moffitt, Caspi, and Silva (1998b)
sought to examine intimate partner violence among cohabiting couples. Using a
representative sample of young adults who were age 21 between 1993 and 1994,
Magdol, et al. (1998b) compared rates and levels of partner abuse among cohabiting and
dating couples. During a 50-minute standardized interview, part of the Conflict Tactics
Scale (Straus, 1979), and 4 itemé from Margolin’s Domestic Conflict Index (Margolin,
et al. 1990, as cited by Magdol et al. 1998b), were administered. In addition, 13 other

measures were administered investigating individual, relationship, and social factors.

Findings indicated that cohabiters were significantly more likely than daters to report
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having abused their partners (men and women both). About half (52%) of the cohabiting
participants in the study reported that they had behaved abusively toward their partners
compared to about one fourth of the daters (27%). Significant differences between
daters and cohabiters were found even after controlling for several covariates. This
study identified cohabiting couples as a population at increased risk of domestic violence
in comparison to dating couples.

Like cohabiting couples, lesbian and gay couples have largely been ignored by
researchers studying intimate partner violence. In response to this gap,
Waldner-Hangrud, Gratch, and Magruder (1997) explored domestic violence among
lesbian and gay couples using a snowball sample of 283 subjects. Using a modified
version of the Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980), respondents
indicated whether they had been threatened, pushed, slapped, punched, struck with an
object, or had a weapon used against them in the context of an intimate same-sex
relationship. Iterhs were weighted to assess the severity of victimization. The same
modified Conflict Tactics Scale was used to assess rates of perpetration. The following
three questions were addressed:

1. Is the classification of victim or perpetrator related to gender?

2. Does the number of different tactics (experienced by victims or perpetrated by
abusers) differ by gender?

3. Is the severity of violence (either experienced or perpetrated) related to

gender?
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The findings indicated that 47.5% of lesbians and 29.7% of gays reported past or current
domestic violence experiences in same sex relationships. In addition, 38% of lesbians
and 21.8% of gays reported having used violence against their partners. No significant
differences were found regarding the severity of violence experienced by victims or
perpetrated by abusers. Waldner-Haugrud, et al. (1997) theorized that greater levels of
dependency in lesbian relationships, gender-role socialization consistent with a “victim”
role, alcohol abuse, power and status inequality between partners, childhood
victimization experiences, and personality disorders were potential explanations for the
greater incidence of lesbian battering identified by this study. No contextual data were
collected to further elucidate these findings.

In another study intended to identify rates of domestic violence in a specific
population, Romkens (1997) combined qualitative and quantitative methods to ascertain
the prevalence of wife-abuse in the Netherlands. Romkens (1997) developed a
semi-structured interview schedule for conducting face-to-face interviews. Data were
collected from a random sample of 1,016 women between ages of 20 and 60.
Face-to-face interviews lasted between 1 and 9 hours with an average of 2 hours for
victimized women. Findings indicated that 20.3% of the women sampled experienced
unilateral violence by a male partner. A small minority of one in five within this group
used defensive violence. Two-thirds of all abused women sustained injury, and 50%
sought medical treatment. One in five injured women suffered permanent physical

injury. Unilateral violence against men was reported to occur in 10.6% of the sample.
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Injuries in this male group were fewer and less severe overall. Within the legally
divorced group, 43% of women reported physical violence (40% of which was reported
as severe) from their previous husbands. Many of the divorced women stated they
would not have divulged this information had they still been married to their abusers.
When all violence reports were counted, almost 40% of all of the respondents had been
engaged in some form of spousal violence. In almost two thirds of these cases, women
were unilaterally the victim, and often had been physically injured. Mutual violence
occurred in less than one fifth of all violence reported. The difference in these findings in
comparison to earlier survey findings by other researchers is attributed to the use of . . .
a specific measurement for investigating mutual and unilateral violence and . . . sexual
force” (Romkens, 1997, p. 118).
Measurement

As mentioned previously, there is a fair amount of attention paid by
sociological/structural researchers to measurement issues in domestic violence research.
In particular, measurement of the rate of intimate violence is of interest. Bohannon,
Dosser, and Lindley (1995) replicated earlier work which suggested that higher rates of
domestic violence reporting are obtained when both spouses’ reports of violence are
measured. Using the Conflict Tactics scale (Straus, 1979), they obtained couple
aggregate data. Findings indicated that violence rates reported in other studies may be

serious underestimates. Thus, Bohannon, et al. (1995) suggested that ““. . . only data
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collected from both spouses can give a complete estimate of the rate of violence within
couples” (Bohannon, et al. 1995, p. 140).

Like Bohannon et al. (1995), Morse (1995) used the Conflict Tactics Scale
(Straus, 1979) to investigate rates of domestic assault. The purpose of Morse’s study
was to address the controversial finding of other studies that assault of husbands by
wives is just as commonplace as assaults of wives by husbands. Using additional
measures, the investigators obtained data regarding physical injury, including, for
example, who initiated conflict, whether both partners engaged in violence, and who
initiated the progression to violence. Findings indicated that while both men and women
engaged in violent acts toward their intimate partners, men were more likely than
women to initiate violence, were more likely to repeatedly ‘beat-up’ their partners, and
were more likely to inflict physical injury on their partners than were women. This
study provided important information for understanding increasingly common claims
that men are victims of domestic violence in the same way that women are, thus
narrowing the gap between research and practice.

Measurement of rates of intimate partner assault was also the focus of Hamby,
Poindexter, and Gray-Little’s (1996) study of four measures of partner violence. To
ascertain whether differences in prevalence rates obtained with different measures of
violence were due to random or systematic measurement error, the authors examined the
variation and consistency of four measures. They compared the Conflict Tactics Scale

(Straus, 1979), the Judges’ Severity Rating of Description of Worst Incident (Judges’
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Severity) (Hamby, et al. 1996), the Self-Report Severity Rating of the Worst Incident
(Self-Report Severity) (Hamby, et al. 1996), and the Self-Report Aggregate Frequency
Question (Aggregate Frequency) (Hamby, et al. 1996). The four measures examined
were strongly intercorrelated with one another, and they yielded relatively similar
prevalence rates. However, even though the overall prevalence rates obtained were
similar among the four measures, confirmatory factor-analysis indicated that the
measures did not equally represent the construct ‘partner violence.” Frequency measures
were more strongly associated with the construct partner violence than were severity
measures. There was some systematic variation across measures, with participants
reporting milder and more infrequent abuse being classified most inconsistently. Hamby
et al. (1996) questioned research approaches that “. . . perceive violence as an
all-or-nothing phenomenon” since this tends to oversimplifies women’s experiences
(Hamby, et al. 1996, p. 137), and the logic that places . . . individuals who have
experienced a single push or one grab in the same category as those who have
experienced repeated and severe beatings” (Hamby, et al. 1996, p. 137). The data
suggested that “. . . dichotomous prevalence rates based on single measures may be
relatively unstable . . .” (Hamby, et al. 1996, p. 137). This study underscored the
importance of using multiple measures to assess partner violence.

As mentioned previously, sociological/structural approaches to domestic violence
research often measure the incidence and prevalence of abuse, and attempt to identify

social risk factors associated with abuse. While such quantitative approaches provide
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important statistical information about the problem of domestic violence, this approach
provides no information about the context of abuse. As with the work of
Waldner-Haugrud, et al. (1997), such approaches leave researchers with findings that
have no social meaning beyond the recognition that some groups may suffer higher rates
of domestic violence than others. The absence of contextual data within which statistical
data can be placed for interpretation, sometimes tempts researchers to speculate as to the
meaning of the information they have amassed. Such speculation is hard to resist, since
just knowing that certain groups have higher rates of abuse than others does not tell us
why this is so, or what the processes that shape such differences are. The meaning of
such differences in incidence and prevalence are lost to us without this knowledge of
context. Unfortunately, speculation without important information regarding the
sociocultural context of the phenomenon is sometimes harmful. For example,
speculating that lesbians have greater levels of dependency, childhood victimization, and
so on, than other groups, again without reference to the larger social context, is not
useful. Rather, this serves only to pathologize this already marginalized group.

While the development of reliable and valid instruments and the gathering of
incidence and prevalence data are important and useful endeavors, caution must be
exercised in interpreting statistics. Greater efforts to collect contextual data to enhance
our understanding of statistical data are needed. Given the large discrepancies in
incidence and prevalence rates which can be found from study to study (depending on

which data collection methods and instruments are used), findings which suggest that
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some groups suffer higher rates of domestic violence than others also should be
interpreted with caution.
FEMINIST RESEARCH

Feminist research is a small but significant body of research in the field of
domestic violence (Dobash & Dobash, 1979; Yllo & Straus, 1990). Indeed, it is
grassroots feminist movements that identified intimate violence as a widespread social
problem (Gelles, 1993; Jones, 1994). According to feminist perspectives, patriarchal
cultural influences legitimize male authority within families and society. Men assume
both the right and responsibility to discipline women as governors within families.
Conversely, women’s roles within patriarchal cultures are those of subordinates, who
selflessly serve home and family (Smith, 1997). Because of the pervasiveness of
patriarchal influences in society, the applicability of feminist perspectives to the study of
domestic violence has been broad in scope. Cultural, legal, educational, social, and
health research pertaining to domestic violence all have been conducted using a feminist
lens.

Early feminist research on domestic violence has provided a foundation for
continuing efforts. The work of Dobash and Dobash (1979) has been an important
springboard for feminist research in the field. In their work, Dobash and Dobash (1979)
reviewed historical and contemporary documents in legal, religious, and cultural spheres
that supported marital hierarchy and violence against wives, thus documenting the

legacy of patriarchy and its influence on wife-beating. In addition, they reported on the
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prevalence and predominance of wife-beating and presented research findings from their
work in Scotland. This research reported high rates of wife-beating and identified firm
associations with domination, control, and chastisement of women in their positions as
wives. Dobash and Dobash (1979) showed how the legacy of patriarchy has shaped the
problem of wife-beating for centuries as they pointed out that the ideologies and social
arrangements that have supported wife-beating over time are still in existence and are
inextricably intertwined with contemporary legal, religious, political, and economic
practices. Also of importance has been the work of Greenblat (1983, 1985). Greenblat
(1985) sought to elucidate the degree to which normative support for wife-beating
existed. A sample of college students completed various measures of sex role
orientation, moral values, and attitudes about physical force and family violence.
Findings indicated that while the use of physical force by husbands was widely
condemned, there were a number of legitimating circumstances that led to approval of
such force. In addition, the level of condemnation varied depending on perceptions of
wives’s behavior and husbands’ motivations. Greenblat (1985) emphasized that the
most important specific finding of this research was the consistent strength of traditional
sex-role orientations in differentiating between those with low and high approval and
tolerance of physical force by husbands. Traditional participants in this study were more

likely to approve of wives being slapped or beaten by husbands even when the

aggressive husband was believed to be wrong. This finding supported feminist
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arguments that normative support for the use of force against women stems from
patriarchal worldviews.

More recent feminist research continues to examine the influence of patriarchy on
domestic violence in societies. Rigakos (1995) explored the influence of patriarchal
culture on police subcultures. Specifically, the influence of patriarchy on police
subculture and individual attitudes toward the enforcement of protection orders for
battered women was explored. Rigakos (1995), using in-depth face-to face interviews
with police officers and justice officials in Canada, obtained contextualized accounts.

Four major themes emerged: First, justice officials and police officers felt that they were

doing everything they could to ameliorate the suffering of women but that other
institutions were impeding them. Second, the respondents demonstrated conservative
attitudes toward marﬁage and violence in the home. These attitudes tended to focus on
explanations of this phenomenon that excused violent men’s abuse of their intimate
partners. Third, this orientation deflected attention onto the actions of battered women
and constructed them as ‘unreliable.” Finally, when these constructions were examined
further, Rigikaos (1995) discovered that officers were making generalizations that were
easily buttressed by existing ideologies of women but were not supported by official
court records (Rigakos, 1995). This study revealed the ways in which macro-level

theorizing about patriarchal relations can be applied to individual and small group daily

practices and decision-making processes.
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Like Rigakos (1995), Saunders (1995) studied attitudes and perceptions of police
officers and the problem of victim arrests. It was hypothesized that police officers
holding negative and stereotypical views toward victims and toward women in general
would be likely to arrest victims and justify acts of violence by male perpetrators.
Findings indicated that officers who were most likely to arrest victims believed that, in
some cases, domestic violence was justifiable and that victims stayed in relationships
with abusers for psychological reasons. In addition, these officers Weré reportedly less
comfortable conversing with victims than were officers who did not hold such
stereotypical views. Links to sex-role stereotypes were not identified.

Some sociological researchers, in recognition of the strength of feminist
perspectives in addressing issues of gender oppression, have begun to integrate this
perspective into their work. Anderson (1997) reviewed feminist and sociological
literature and theorized that feminist and structural theories of domestic violence were
compatible. The compatibility of feminist and sociological perspective was examined in
a study of the relationships between socio-demographic variables, gender, status, and
domestic assaults. Results indicated that elements of the structural environment—-. . .
age, race, cohabitation, and educational and income resources—are associated with
domestic violence” (Anderson, 1997, p. 667). However, many of these same structural
characteristics interact with gender. In particular, gender interacts with structures of
“race, marital status, and socioeconomic status to influence power within relationships

and propensities for domestic violence” (Anderson, 1997, p. 667). The findings
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suggested that structural and feminist insights were compatible and complementary,
together providing an enhanced understanding of domestic violence.

As this review has demonstrated, feminist research is broad in scope. In addition,
consistent with its critical roots, it has provided the field of domestic violence with a
critique of patriarchy at all levels. Feminism’s emphasis on examining patriarchal social
attitudes and institutional arrangements suggests need for intervention at both the
individual and sociocultural levels. However, as is the case with all doxﬁestic violence
research to date, and as is evidenced by this review, more attention to the abuse
experiences of women of color and other marginalized groups is needed.

HEALTH RESEARCH

Nursing, medicine, dentistry, and social work all have contributed to the field of
domestic violence research (Campbell & Campbell, 1996; Campbell & Soeken, 1999;
Caralis & Musialowski, 1997; El-Bayoumi, Borum, & Haywood, 1998; Harry &
Zimmerschied, 1997; McDowell & Miller, 1996; McFarlane, Greenberg, Weltge, &
Watson, 1995; Parker & McFarlane, 1991; Rivara, et al. 1997; Short, Tiedemann, &
Rose, 1997, Sleutel, 1998). The contribution of nursing is highlighted in the following
section. Following in part the structure of Campbell’s (1992) review of nursing resecarch
on battering, this review highlights nursing research in the following areas: (a) research
aimed at identifying battered women in the health care system, (b) batter}ng during

pregnancy, and (¢) women’s responses to battering.
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Identification of Battered Women
in the Health Care System

Nursing research has been a major contributor to the development of screening
tools for use in clinical settings. In addition, the nursing literature has emphasized the
importance of screening for domestic violence in all health care settings.

McFarlane, et al. (1995) tested the effectiveness of a two-question, nurse-
administered screening tool to detect physical abuse. A convenience sample of 416
ethnically diverse women who came to two public and one private emergency
department, with primary symptoms of vaginal bleeding, were screened for physical
abuse. A two-question abuse screen and 14-question Danger Assessment ( DA)
(Campbell, 1986) questionnaire were administered to each woman and responses were
recorded. The women were asked “Have you ever been hit, slapped, kicked, or
otherwise physically hurt by your male partner?” and “Have you ever been forced to
have sexual activities?”” (McFarlane, et al. 1995, p. 392). Affirmative answers were
followed up with inquiries regarding the date of the most recent episode of abuse.
Women who answered either question yes were categorized as abused.

The DA is a 14 item scale developed to assess a woman’s risk of homicide. The
DA was administered and scores were analyzed. Of the 416 women in the sample, 38%
reported a history of abuse. Among abused women, 27% reported both physical and
sexual abuse, 61% reported physical abuse only, and 10% reported sexual abuse only.
Not surprisingly, abused women scored higher than non-abused women on the DA.

Compared with adult women, higher percentages of teenagers reported risk factors for
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homicide and increased frequency of violence. In addition, teenagers were more likely
to report the presence of a gun in the home. The authors concluded that the two-question
assessment tool is effective and that the assessment of abused women’s levels of
personal danger is important. They cited the emergency room visit as a potential
window of opportunity for identification and assessment of abuse, and for the
implementation of intervention in the form of abuse protocols.

While the development of effective screening tools has continued to evolve,
finding ways to get clinicians to use them has not. In a study of nurse practitioner
performance, Gagan (1998) set out to answer three questions:

1. What was the performance accuracy for ANPs and FNPs in formulating
accurate diagnoses and acceptable interventions for suspected cases of domestic
violence?

2. What was the relationship between ANP and FNP characteristics to diagnosis
and intervention performance accuracy in potential cases of domestic violence?
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