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Abstract

Women's use of violence in intimate relationships is an issue that is not well understood. Over
100 studies have found that women self-report as much perpetration of violent behavior as men (Straus,
1999). These findings have generated a great deal of controversy, in part because there has been no
theoretical framework advanced to explain women's violence and because issues of coercive control
have not been considered or measured until recently. Several reports have appeared recently in the
popular press, concluding that women, after all, are just as violent as men. These conclusions are
oversimplifications that fail to place the occurrence of women's violence in a broader social and
relational context.

The criminal justice system also struggles with how to deal with the issue of women's violence
with male partners. Many states have implemented mandatory arrest laws in cases of domestic violence,
and large numbers of women are being arrested. Most interventions for domestic violence offenders
were designed for men and do not necessarily translate well to female offenders. It is critical for theory
and research to be advanced in the area of women's violence for these interventions to meet women's
needs.

The purpose of this study was to develop an empirically based theoretical framework of women's
use of violence in intimate relationships. The study focuses on the following contextual factors:
Victimization: The study examines women’s violence in the context of their victimization from male
partners. Race/ethnicity: A major goal of the project was to examine the role of race, ethnicity, and

culture in shaping the experiences of women in violent relationships. Cognitive factors: The study

examines women’s motivations for using violent behavior, and the strategies that women use to cope

with violence in their relationships. Childhood trauma: Women who use violence have very high rates

of childhood trauma. Qutcomes: The outcomes of injury, depression, posttraumatic stress disorder,
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anxiety, and substance abuse were also examined.

Participants included a community sample of 150 African American, 150 Latina, and 112 White
women. Participants were administered an approximately two-hour quantitative interview. In addition
to the quantitative portion of the study, focus groups were conducted to qualitatively assess the role of
culture, ethnicity, and race on women’s motivations for and beliefs about their use of violence in
relationships.

This technical report provides a description of the methods used to conduct the study, a detailed
description of the measures used, challenges in conducting the study and how we dealt with them, and
descriptive results. Further data analyses and discussions of theoretical issues will be described in future

published papers.
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An Empirical Examination of a Theory of Women’s Use of Violence in Intimate Relationships

Women'’s use of violence in intimate relationships is an issue that is not well understood. Over 100
studies have found that women self-report as much perpetration of violent behavior as men (Straus, 1999). A
meta-analysis (Archer, 2000) of gender differences in rates of physical aggression with intimate partners
found equivalent rates of aggression by men and women. These findings have generated a great deal of
controversy, in part because there has been no theoretical framework to explain women's violence
(Straus, 1999).

Data from domestic violence arrests add to the controversy around women's violence, as women are
being arrested in increasing numbers for domestic violence offenses. In Concord, New Hampshire, 35%
of domestic violence arrests in 1999 were of women, compared to 23% in 1993. In Vermont, 23% of
arrests in 1999 were of women, compared with 16% in 1997 (Goldberg, 1999). And in Connecticut,
20% of persons classified as domestic violence offenders were female in 1999 (Connecticut Department
of Public Safety, 1999).

Several reports have appeared in the popular press, concluding that women, after all, are just as

violent as men (e.g., Zuger, “A Fistful of Hostility is Found in Women”, The New York Times). These

conclusions are oversimplifications drawn solely on the basis of reported incidence rates of certain types
of behaviors, and do not place the occurrence of women's violence in a broader social and relational
context. Without a theoretical framework that includes these contextual variables, women's violence in
intimate relationships cannot be understood. Renzetti (1999) argues that intimate violence is gendered,
i.e., women's motivations for violence and the contexts in which the violence takes place are
qualitatively different than those of men. A gendered, feminist theoretical approach, i.e., one that “uses
gender as a central organizing variable for understanding human behavior and social organization”
(Renzetti, 1999, p. 45) is needed to understand women’s violence.

The risk of an approach that ignores gender is that policy makers and others will draw erroneous

conclusions from the data and will implement policies that penalize women and place them in increased
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danger.

The primary goal of this project was to develop a comprehensive, theory-driven approach to
understanding women's violence by empirically examining a theory of women's violence in intimate
relationships. The second goal was to examine women's violence within the context of race, ethnicity,
and culture. Quantitative interviews were conducted with a community sample of 112 White, 150
African American, and 150 Latina women. In addition to the quantitative portion of the study, eleven
focus groups — four with African American women, four with Latina, and three with White women --
were conducted to qualitatively assess the role of culture, ethnicity, and race on women’s motivations
for and beliefs about their use of violence in relationships.

This technical report will provide a description of the methods used to conduct the study, a detailed
description of the measures used, challenges in conducting the study and how we dealt with them, and
descriptive results. Further data analyses and discussions of theoretical issues will be described in future
published papers.

Methods
Quantitative Interviews

Recruitment. The community sample was initially recruited from four large inner-city primary care
clinics. To increase the number of interviews, recruitment was expanded to include many locations
throughout the New Haven area, including other health clinics, churches, shops, libraries, community
kiosks, restaurants, grocery stores, laundromats, convenience stores, tiendas, etc. Our primary method
of recruitment was to place brochures and posters with tear-off sheets in these locations. All recruitment
materials were written in both English and Spanish. In the four large primary care clinics, brochures
included a tear-off sheet, on which people interested in the study could write their contact information.
Brochures instructed them to put the tear-off sheets in locked boxes located in the waiting rooms. To
“give back” to the clinics and increase the interest of staff in the study, we conducted “Domestic

Violence 101 for Health Practitioners” training for staff, and we used this as an opportunity to inform
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staff about the study and ask for their help in recruitment.

Telephone screening. A fifteen minute telephone screen was conducted with women interested in
the study to assess if they met study criteria. Questions on the screen included demographic items and
abuse items from the Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus et al., 1996). The screening measure is shown in
Appendix A. The primary study criteria were that the woman 1) was African-American, White, or
Latina; 2) had committed at least one physically violent behavior against a male partner in the previous
six months; 3) did not exceed our income criteria. The purpose of the income criteria was to maximize
demographic similarity among the three ethnic groups.

Procedures. Individual interviews were conducted at a community-based agency. All interviews
were conducted by female interviewers who were of the same race/ethnicity as the participants they
interviewed. Latina participants were interviewed by a bilingual/bicultural interviewer. The surveys
were administered on laptop computers using Questionnaire Development System software.
Interviewers read questions to participants and typed in their responses. Interviewers and participants
sat next to each other so that participants could see the computer screen. The advantages of
computerized survey administration were considerable: no data entry and immediate access to the data.
Interviews took, on average, two hours to complete. Participants were compensated $50 for their time.

Maximizing safety of participants. Several steps were taken to decrease the possibility that women’s
safety would be jeopardized due to participation in the study. When women wrote their contact
information and left it in the boxes at the health clinics, they were asked to indicate if it was okay for us
to contact them by phone or letter. If not, the brochure provided a phone number for them to call us.
When interviews were scheduled, participants were again asked if it was okay to call them at the number
they provided. At the time of reviewing informed consent forms, women were asked to consider
carefully if their participation in the interview would create a problem with their partners. Finally,
because of the possibility that study-related paperwork participants brought home might be found by

partners, we did not provide copies of consent forms unless participants asked for them. After
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completing the interview, participants were given brochures with detailed information about local
resources for domestic violence, counseling, substance abuse treatment, housing, food, and other issues.

Measures.

The Relationship Self-Efficacy scale (Lopez & Lent, 1991) assesses the extent to which respondents
feel able to openly and effectively participate in their relationships, and is used here as an indicator of
women’s empowerment in their relationships and the extent to which relationships are egalitarian.
Sample items include, “how confident are you that you can share equally with your partner in planning
activities together?” and “how confident are you that you can openly express your personal wishes and
needs?” Reliability in the present study is alpha = .92.

Measures of abuse. All of the abuse measures assess the participants’ own violent and abusive
behaviors (perpetration), and the violent or abusive behavior of their partners towards them
(victimization). The Conflict Tactics Scale is a very widely used measure of physical aggression within
the field of family violence. We used the physical assault, psychological aggression, and injury
subscales from the revised Conflict Tactics Scale-2 (Straus et al., 1996). In the present study, reliability
for the CTS perpetration scale was alpha = .87. Reliability for the victimization subscale was alpha =
.91. The brief version of the Psychological Maltreatment of Women Inventory (Tolman, 1999) was
used to assess emotional abuse and coercive control behaviors. Reliability for the perpetration subscale
of the PMWI was alpha = .66, and reliability for the victimization subscale was alpha = .82. Sexual
coercion was assessed with the commonly used Sexual Experiences Survey (Koss & Oros, 1982). The
Sexual Experiences Survey has been used primarily with college populations and requires a fairly high
reading level. We believed that the measure would be difficult to understand for many participants, so
we created a simplified version for this study. Reliability for the perpetration subscale was alpha = .83,
and for the victimization subscale was .90. A Stalking measure used in the National Violence Against
Women Survey (Tjaden & Thoennes, 1998) was also included. Reliability for the perpetration subscale

was alpha = .77, and for the victimization subscale was alpha = .73. To our knowledge, this is the first
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time the Psychological Maltreatment of Women Inventory has been used to measure women’s
coercively controlling behaviors. Likewise, we believe this is the first time the Sexual Experiences
Survey has been used to assess women’s sexually coercive behaviors.

The Motivations for Violence scale, developed by the researchers, assessed participants’ motivations
for their use of violent behaviors (Swan & Sullivan, 2002). Reliability for the measure is alpha = .93.
The Motivations for Violence scale is described in detail in the results section. The Women’s
Experiences of Battering scale (Hall Smith, Earp, & DeVellis, 1995) was used to assess women’s fear,
shame, and feelings of being controlled by their partners. Sample items include, “He makes me feel
unsafe even in my own home” and “I feel ashamed of the things he does to me”. Reliability for the
measure is alpha = .92. The Shame for Violent Behavior (Swan, 2002) and the Fear of Partner scale
(Swan, 2002) were both developed by the researchers for this project and are described in detail in the
results section. Reliabilities are alpha = .83 for the Shame for Violent Behavior scale and alpha = .90
for the Fear of Partner scale.

Experiences of childhood physical, sexual, and emotional abuse were assessed with the widely used
Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ; Bernstein et al., 1994). The CTQ assesses physical abuse
(“People in my family hit me so hard that it left me with bruises or marks”), physical neglect (“My
parents were too drunk or high to take care of me”), emotional abuse (“I thought that my parents wished
I had never been born”), emotional neglect (“People in my family looked out for each other”, recoded),
and sexual abuse (“Someone molested me”). The measure also contains an assessment of minimization
and denial of childhood abuse (“I had the perfect childhood”). This measure obtained a reliability of
alpha = .95 in the present study.

Participants’ ethnic identity was assessed with the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM,;
Phinney, 1992). The measure assesses the extent to which participants identify with, take pride in, and
participate in the cultural practices of their ethnic group. Examples of items include, “I have a clear

sense of my background as a [insert ethnic group label] and what it means for me” and “I participate in
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cultural practices of my own group, such as special food, music, or customs”. Reliability for the MEIM
is alpha = .85. For Latina participants, level of acculturation was assessed with the Short Acculturation
Scale for Hispanics (Marin, Sabogal, VanOss Marin, Otero-Sabogal, & Perez-Stable, 1987). Items
assess language use and social groups and include “What language do you speak at home?” and “You
prefer going to social gatherings/parties at which people are: primarily Latino or primarily non-Latino”.
Reliability for the acculturation scale is alpha = .90.

Resource utilization and coping. A measure of resource utilization, the Resource Utilization
Questionnaire (RUQ), was developed for the study and is described in detail in the results (Swan, Gill,
& Sullivan, 2002). The measure assesses resources participants used to help them with violence in their
relationships across a number of domains, including social services, legal interventions, and family,
friends, and community supports. Reliability for the RUQ is alpha = .74. Two measures were used to
assess how participants coped with the difficulties in their relationships. Amirkhan's (1990) Coping
Strategies Inventory was used to assess the extent to which participants used the traditional coping
categories of avoidance of the problem (“trying to distract yourself from the problem”), problem-solving
activities (“setting some goals for yourself to deal with the situation”), and seeking social support
(“confide your fears and worries to a friend or relative”). Reliability for the Coping Strategies Inventory
is alpha = .80. The Africultural Coping Systems Inventory (Utsey, Adams, & Bolden, 2000) was also
used with all participants to assess coping behaviors not examined in the traditional coping literature, but
nonetheless frequently used. These included cognitive/emotional debriefing (“Sought out people |
thought would make me laugh”), spiritual-centered coping (“Praying that things would work themselves
out”), collective coping (“Got a group of family or friends together to help with the problem”), and
ritual-centered coping (“Light a candle for strength or guidance in dealing with the problem”). One item
from the original scale that would not be applicable to all ethnic groups was deleted: “I thought of all the

struggles Black people have had to endure and this gave me strength to deal with the situation.” The
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reliability for the Africultural Coping scale is alpha = .89.

Various mental health-related symptoms and behaviors were assessed, including depression (via the
Center for Epidemiological Studies-Depression scale, Radloff, 1977; alpha = .92 in the present study),
posttraumatic stress disorder (using the Posttraumatic Stress Diagnostic scale, Foa, 1995; alpha = .91 in
the present study), anxiety (with the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory, Spielberger, Gorsuch, & Lushene,
1970; alpha = .93 in the present study), problem drinking (using the Alcohol Use Disorders
Identification Test, Babor & Grant, 1989; alpha = .89 in the present study), and drug abuse with the
Drug Abuse Screening Test (Skinner, 1982; alpha = .86 in the present study).

The extent to which participants wished to appear socially desirable was assessed with the Short
Social Desirability Scale (Greenwald & Satow, 1970). Examples of items include “There have been
occasions when | took advantage of someone” and “I would never think of letting someone else be
punished for my wrongdoing”. Reliability for the Social Desirability Scale is alpha = .76.

Translation Procedures. A few measures had Spanish versions available. Most measures, along
with brochures and other study materials, were translated by the bilingual/bicultural member of the
research team. An experienced translator and researcher reviewed all translations.

Qualitative Methods

Eleven focus groups -- four with African American women, four with Latina women, and three with
White women -- were conducted to qualitatively assess the role of culture, ethnicity, and race on
women’s motivations for and beliefs about their use of violence in relationships. Participants were told
that they would be asked a series of questions about norms, beliefs, and behaviors among men and
women in intimate relationships specifically in their communities (e.g., the African American
community in New Haven). They were then asked to describe what roles men and women should have
in relationships; what kinds of things men and women should not do in relationships; what kinds of
violent and coercive control behaviors men and women commit, and how they may differ; and how men

and women who are abusive are viewed in the community. Participants were also asked some questions
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about their own relationships: what were the motivations behind their use of violence against their
partners; what messages they received from their families, friends, and communities about their
violence; how they felt about themselves when they were violent; and what advice they would give to
other women experiencing violence in their relationships. Participants were paid $50.

Focus groups ranged in size from 3-9 participants. The final sample achieved for the qualitative
focus groups was 23 African Americans, ranging from 5-7 women in each of the four focus groups, 21
Latinas, with 4-6 in each of the four focus groups, and 16 White participants, ranging between 3-9
across the three focus groups. For the African American and Latina focus groups, participants were
recruited from the community in the same manner as the participants who completed the interviews.
Because we had difficulty recruiting White participants for the interviews, White focus group
participants were recruited from the participants who had already completed interviews and who had
consented to be contacted later regarding future studies.

We did have two additional study criteria for focus group participants. Because the questions
focused on how people in the women’s communities (e.g., the Latino community in New Haven) viewed
violence in relationships among people of that community, we excluded women whose partners were
not of the same ethnicity as themselves. We also required participants to have lived in New Haven for at
least two years so that they could have knowledge of and experience with the community

The focus groups were conducted by teams of researchers and assistants who were of the same
ethnicity as the participants. Following focus group procedures recommended by Morgan and Krueger’s
(1998) The Focus Group Kit, a research assistant served as the note taker, whose role was to write the
participants” answers to questions on flip charts so that the participants could review the data as it was
being collected and make corrections if necessary. Another research assistant tape recorded the focus
groups and took her own notes. For the African American and Latina focus groups, this individual then
transcribed the tapes. The White focus groups tapes were translated by students, with the aid of the

Principal Investigator. Translation of the Latina focus groups was conducted by the research assistant
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who aided in conducting these focus groups.

Methodological challenges

Our primary challenge was that we were not able to achieve our goal of 150 White participants. Our
final N for the White sample is 112. In contrast, we easily achieved our sample of 150 African
American women. Achieving the sample of 150 Latina participants took longer than expected but was
achieved. We received a no-cost extension additional year to the two-year grant to be able to complete
the Latina and White samples, to conduct the White focus groups, and to complete translation of the
Latina focus group transcripts.

We speculate that there are several reasons why we were unable to obtain a complete White sample.
Because we were trying to achieve demographically matched ethnic groups, we recruited heavily from
lower income areas and excluded women whose incomes were above $50,000 per year. Few White
people live in these areas. We expanded our recruitment to include other lower income White areas, but
this still did not yield as many White participants as we had hoped. Secondly, we suspect that White
women are less likely to be interested in participating in this kind of research. Some of our White
participants told us that women in their communities kept violence in their relationship to themselves
and did not want to “discuss their business” with others.

We know of at least one other study of intimate partner violence that has found lower participation
rates among White women than women of other ethnic groups. In their seven year longitudinal studies
of partner violence among African American, Mexican American, and White women in Texas, Linda
Marshall and Rebecca Weston found that 80% of African Americans completed all six interviews, as
compared to 72% of the Mexican Americans and 67% of the White participants (Marshall & Weston,
2004 grant report for National Institute of Justice).

Because of our difficulty in recruiting White participants, White focus group participants were
recruited from the participants who had already completed interviews and who had consented to be

contacted later regarding future studies. We were only able to conduct three White focus groups,
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whereas we were able to conduct four groups with African American and Latina women.

The second challenge we encountered is that we were not able to achieve demographic matching
between the three ethnic groups that were the focus of the study. The income per person (household
income divided by the number of people supported by that income) did not differ significantly between
African American and Latina participants, but it was significantly higher for White participants as
compared to the other two groups.

Our third challenge was that we had to delete the data of 26 participants (6 African American, 7
Latina, 13 White) who appeared to meet study criteria in the initial screen, but did not meet criteria
according to their interview data. Because we used computerized survey administration and had
immediate access to the data, we were able to identify this problem early on and compensate by
conducting additional interviews. Data was purged for reasons including: participant did not commit a
physically violent behavior against a male partner in the past six months; participant had ended her
relationship and no longer had contact with her partner; duration of relationship was less than six
months; participant income level was above the $50,000 limit; participant was too heavily medicated to
complete interview; participant became ill during the interview and could not complete it. In addition,
after completing the interview, three participants gave a different name so that they could participate in
the study again. The second interview was deleted from the data set.

Results

Descriptive information for interview participants

As can be seen in Tables 1 and 2, the socioeconomic status of the sample was very low. Forty-one
percent of the sample had a high school education, but 28% did not finish high school. Thirty-one
percent continued education past high school. The income level of the sample was very low; 43% of the
sample had a household income of less than $10,000 per year. Twenty-eight percent of the sample’s
household income was greater than $10,000 and less than $20,000 per year. Thirty-seven percent of the

women were unemployed, and an additional 27% were not able to work. Twenty percent worked part
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time and only 14% worked full time. The majority of the women in the sample received state
assistance, food stamps, or disability payments. Seventy-seven percent of the women had children.

Information about relationships and the women’s partners is shown in Table 3. The most frequent
type of relationship status was unmarried and living together (43%), followed by dating, living apart
(26%) and married (24%). Women were in the relationships eight years, on average, and most saw their
partners every day. Women’s relationship efficacy (how confident they felt in their ability to openly and
effectively participate in their relationship) was surprisingly high, given the violence in the relationships.
Most women expressed being more confident than not in their ability to manage their relationships.
Partners were more likely to be working than the participants. More partners graduated from high
school than women, but more women received higher education than their partners.

The prevalence of both women’s aggression and victimization was very high, as shown in Table 4.
A higher percentage of women committed moderate and severe physical violence as compared to what
their partners did to them. However, a higher percentage of partners committed coercive control, sexual
coercion, and injury as compared to the women’s commission of these behaviors. A comparable
number of women stalked their partners as were stalked by them, as shown in Table 5. However, the
mean number of stalking behaviors that partners committed was higher than the stalking behaviors the
women enacted.

Motivations for Violence. The motivations for violence scale, developed by the investigators for
this study, assessed how often participants used violence for particular reasons. Factor analysis was
conducted with the scale using principal components analysis. Four factors emerged that accounted for
50% of the scale variance. The four factors include Control, Self-defense, Desire to intimidate or hurt
partner, and Jealousy. Table 12 portrays loadings for the four factors. Two items that loaded on more

than one factor were deleted. Means for the four factors, shown in Table 6, indicate that self-defense
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and control motives were the most frequent. Using violence to hurt the partner was the least commonly

endorsed motive.

Women’s Experiences of Battering, Shame for Violent Behavior, and Fear of Partner. Many

women experienced to some degree the fear, shame, and control of being battered, as evidenced by a

mean of 3.15 on the WEB scale, shown in Table 6.

The purpose of the Shame for Violent Behavior scale was to assess women’s shame and

embarrassment regarding their own use of violence. Two items that detracted from the scale’s reliability

were deleted. The items included in the final version of the scale are:

1.

2.

6.

7.

| am embarrassed about how | sometimes abuse my partner.

Other people tend to look down on you if they know you have been violent with your partner.
| do not tell people that | sometimes am abusive towards my partner.

| would be embarrassed if anyone found out about my abuse towards my partner.

| feel guilty about my abusive behavior towards my partner.

Some of my friends would look down on me if they knew about my abusive behavior.

| feel guilty after I have been abusive to my partner.

Women expressed some degree of shame for their violent behavior, as shown in Table 6.

The purpose of the Fear of Partner scale was to assess women’s fears that their partner would

hurt them and the extent to which women altered their behavior to avoid angering their partners. The

items for the Fear scale are:

1.

I watch what I do to try to avoid setting off my partner.
| avoid talking to people that might make my partner jealous.
| try hard not to make my partner angry.

| am afraid of my partner.
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5. My partner scares me sometimes.
6. | do what my partner tells me to do to avoid making him angry.
7. Sometimes | get scared of what my partner might do to me.
8. Ithink my partner could really hurt me one of these days.
9. I'would like to leave my relationship, but I am worried about what my partner will do to me.
10. | feel safe that my partner will not hurt me. (reverse coded)
11. People who are close to me worry that my partner will hurt me.
Some women were afraid of their partners, as shown in Table 6.

Childhood Abuse. A high percentage of the sample experienced childhood abuse, as shown in
Table 7. Sixty percent of the women experienced emotional abuse and neglect, 58% were sexually
abused, 52% were physically abused, and 41% had their physical needs neglected. These percentages
may underreport the amount of childhood trauma, as 18% of the sample may have minimized or denied
their experiences.

Ethnic Identity. African American women were particularly likely to strongly identify with their
ethnic group, as shown in Table 8. Latina women did not identify with their ethnic group as much as
African Americans. White women were the least likely to identify with their ethnic group. The
acculturation results indicate that many Latinas are bilingual but tend to speak more Spanish than
English.

The Resource Utilization Questionnaire was developed by the investigators to examine what
resources women used to deal with the violence in their relationships, and how helpful they found these
resources to be. As shown in Table 9, the most frequently used resource was talking to friends and
family for social support (68%), followed by attending religious services (63%). For almost half of the

women (48%), the police had been called, although often the woman was not the person who placed the
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call. Thirty-seven percent attended individual counseling, and 29% attended a 12 step group. The
resources that were most helpful were in many cases the ones that were most frequently used. Substance
abuse treatment was rated as the most helpful resource, followed by attending religious services, 12 step
groups, individual counseling, and receiving parenting skills counseling for those women who were
mothers. The least commonly used resources were domestic violence shelters (4%) and transitional
housing (4%). Fifteen percent of the participants were themselves arrested for domestic violence in their
current relationships, and 14% were arrested in past relationships. Twenty-two percent received child
protective services.

Women used a variety of coping strategies to deal with the violence in their relationships, as
shown in Table 10. Given the large percentage of women who attended religious services and found
them to be helpful, it is not surprising that spiritual coping was the most frequently used of the
Africultural coping types, followed by cognitive/emotional debriefing (a similar construct to seeking
social support). Fewer women used ritual-centered coping. Regarding the more traditional Coping
Strategies Inventory, the most frequently used strategy was problem solving coping, followed by
avoidance coping. Finally, some women did show some socially desirable responding, as indicated in
Table 10. The social desirability scale will be used as a covariate in future analyses.

Many of the women were dealing with mental health issues, as shown in Table 11. Twenty-four
percent of participants took psychiatric medication, and 69% were struggling with depression. Almost
one in three met criteria on the PTSD screen. It should be noted that the PTSD measure assessed
posttraumatic stress reactions to their experiences of violence with their partners, not other traumatic
events in their lives. Most of the participants met criterion B (reexperiencing the violence from their
partners), criterion D (persistent increased arousal), or criterion E (duration of PTSD symptoms greater

than one month). Almost one in five were suffering from alcohol or drug problems.
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Conclusions

Although these results are preliminary, this report indicates that the overwhelming majority of these
women were victims of violence themselves. Participants were more likely to experience coercive
control, sexual coercion, injury, and stalking than they were to commit these behaviors against their
partners. Many participants appear to be battered women who have used violence, as indicated by
scores on the Women’s Experiences of Battering and Fear of Partner scales. Women’s motivations for
their behaviors were complex and indicated that violence was often multiply determined by different
motivations. Many women used violence in self defense, but many also used violence to control their
partners. Jealousy was a frequent motivator of women’s violence. Most women were dealing with
many challenges in addition to relationship violence, including extreme poverty and a range of mental
health difficulties. In addition, the majority of women had endured traumatic childhood abuse. These
data suggest that the context of women’s use of violence differs in many ways from that of male
violence with intimate partners. A greater understanding of the variety of reactions women have to
abuse, including mental health difficulties, substance use, and fighting back, is needed to improve the

criminal justice system’s responses to women involved in domestic violence.
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