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‘more severe depressive symptoms. Exploratory ana)yses suggested

Battered Women

Abstract v

This study suggests a conceptual framework for examiniﬁg the
. {

impact of stress (i.e., level-of violence), personal resources,

v
rd

social support, institutional responsiveness, and coping upon the
psychological health (i.e., depression, mastery, and self-esteem)

of battered women. Respondents were 60 women who‘had sought

assistance from a shelter for battered women. Results indicated-

¢ -» °

that increased levels of violence, minimal personal resources,
. ‘e
Jack of institutional and informal social suppoii, and greater . .

avoidant coping styles were related to lowered self-esteem and

LR
. . ~

that stress ‘(i.e., level of violence) and pérsonal resources may

4 4
T

. ha've indifect effects upon functioning through their impact on

coping respon;es and the availabitity of social support. In : o

particular, women who had- fewer social ‘contacts unaccompanied by .

their partner were less likely  to receive SUpportfve responses from

friends. Implications for research and practice are discussed.
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¥ Battered Women: The Relationship of Stress)\Support,

]
0 a

and Coping to AdJustment

While initial research on domestic violence has described patterns of

- ¢
violence within the family, and the, reasons for its maintenance (Gelles,
. >

1974; Martin, 1976; Nieisen, Eberle, Thoennes,.& Walker, Note 1; Pagelow,
1981; SteinTetz & Straus, 197h4; Straus & Hotaltng, 1980) , more recent work
has tried to~provide some insight into the psycho]ogiéal consequences of
exposure to ;uch violence (Browne, Note 2; Walker, 1979) . For example,
Walker (1979) has argued that women subjected to unpredictable and uncon~

trollable violence are more likely to succumb to a process of ''learned
helplessness.'" Such a process may decrease women's sense of mastery and

. - ¥ '
sel f-esteem, hinder their ability to take active steps to change their sit-,

. ) . R . . .
uation, and result in severe psychological distress, particularly depression.

There are a number of unanswered questions, however, concerning the impact
of domestic violence upon, women, and the factors that might mediate its

effects:.(a) How do levels of stress and violence affect other aspects of

! 4 -
<

women's ‘ives, such as their maintenance of social ties and thefir coping

.

styles? (b) What are the circumstances under which women are most likely -

N - N
«

to receive support from friends and family in dealing'with a battering

relationship? (c) Can factors such as informal social support.and coping
. \ .

ability positively influence womeri's psychological health, either-directly, |,

o

or by lessening the stressful effects of a violent relationship? We address

these issues in this paper by formulating and evaluating a model which

suggests how stress, these mediating facters, and adjustment interrelate.

Y
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", In examining ‘these questions, we have applied @ stress- support-coping

" paradigm to the examination of adjustment among®battered women., This approach
. f .
assumes, first, that both situational and person-centered factors contribute

to adjustment. While domestic violence literature has often focused on

< <

either social or intrapsychi¢ causes, the relationship of both sets of factors

- ) \ ¢ . * . .
to adjustment, and to each other, need to be examined. For example, particular

. . f
social netwgrks may encourage batté?ed women to use particular coping strategies

in dealing with domestic.violence, while the types of coping styles used may
influ;née the likelihood of obtaining support. Each of these, in turn, may
influence adjustment. Second, stress and violence can be seen ;o have effects
not only upon women's immediate psychologicé] well-being, but also upon women's

¢personal and social resources. Stress-induced changes in individuals' life

-~ Ll -

contexts (e.g., reduced social contact) may increase their vulnerability to

N .
N .

current and future stress, as_well as ‘increase the Jikelihopd that additional

stressful .events will occur (Liem & piem, 1981).. Thus, it seems important ‘to

-

examine how battering may influence women's.functioning directly, as well as

® '

. . . ’
examine how domestic violence may have more subtle “impact, on other aspects,

_of women's lives (e.g., coping responses, maintenance of social ties).

+
‘

. ‘ A Model and Background

-

) The diagram in Figure 1 outlines the hypothesized relatjonships between

.

sederal personal factors (i.e., persbnal resources, coping responses) and
environmental factors (i.e., stress, social support, institutional .response)
\ ]

. and measures of adjustment (i.e., depression, mastery, and self-esteem) among

battered women. For example, the diagram §uggests several pathways through
which stress may influence psychological functiening. Stress may not on]y.

Al t

have indirect effects on mastery, self-esteem, and depression, but it may
‘ T/
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also have indirect eﬁfects;thrdugh its impact on the availabilitﬁ~of social
support and on the types of coping résponses.utilized. This model draws upon
previous work that has examined similar factors influencing battering in .

particular (Hodson, Note 3; Pagelow, 1981; Walke(, 1979) and adjustment more

generally (Dohrenwend & Dohrewend, 1981a; M & Billings, 1982; ‘Moos & Mifchell,

1982; Pearlin & Schooler, 1978; Pearlin, Lieperman, Menagh&n, & Mullan, 1981).
, , 3 N _
Below, we review evidence linking stress, pefsonal resources, social support,

institutional responsiétness, and coping to 'adjustment. v

.
)

INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE
¢

Womén in battering relationships experience not only the stress of discrete

battering incidents’, but also the strain associated with the anticipation

o .

of future battering. The psychological reactions of women to specific batter-
ing incidents have been Jikened to those more generally

displayed by victims of trauma. Such women are likely to report increased

<

fear, anxiety, depression and withdrawal (Browne, Note 2). Less obvious,

perhaps, are the effects of apprehension about “additional incidents. For

-~

examﬁle,~Walker (1979) suggests a cycle theory of battering in which a tension~
building phaSe‘precedes specific ba¥ggring incidents, Dhring §h;h phases,
women may experience increased fear as they try a variety of strategie; to
appease their partner and avoid "precipitating' another incident. As women
cont}nuq to stay in the relationship, the éeverity and frequency of the

Note 4).

I

physical and psychological abuse is likely to increase (Browne,

.
-~

1
Since chronic marital strain and stressful events have been associated with

poorer psychological adjustment among community samples more generally,

i

v




(Dohrewend & Dohrewend, 1981b; Pearlin & Schogler, 1978), one might

‘tre chronic stress and tension associated wnth increasing abuse would result:’

in |ncreased levels of depression for, battere¢ women. |

Stress may not only influence adjustment dlrectly; but it may also have

.~

lndlrect effects through its impact upOn coping responses and the avallabnllty-

of social slUpport. Women dealing with escalatlng levels of violence may find
/
it more difficult to malntaln ties with frlends, and to take effectlve steps

to change their situation. This would be consistent with studies of community
residents in which individuals\eXperiencjng.greater numbers of negatrve life
events were more likely to useé avoidance’coping, and-less likely to perceive
themSelvés as supported (Cronkite & Moo; Note 5).. Thus, negétive life events
Qze g., battering) may increase stress, while snmultaneously decreasing one's |
personal and social resourtes for effectively deallng wi th'such current (or

future) stress. o ‘ .

Personal Resources

? . —

While a number of personality characteristics can be seen‘as personal

resources for those dealing with stress (e.g., Kobasa, Maddi, & CGourington,

01981; Pearlin & Schooier, 1978), we chose to focus on several sociodeT?graphic

variables (i.e., education; personal income, job skills, current employment)

«

as particularly critical ones for women dealing with a battering re]ationéhip.
The absence o# an indépéndent personal income aﬁd job skill; makes it much ‘
more di}ficu?t for women to leave the relationship; it is also likely to
increase their feelings of apprehen;ion and helplessness about the.future
even if they do finally leave (Kalmuss & Straus, 1982; Pagelow, 1981 Straus,
1977; Walker, 1979). In a more subtle fashion, women with fewer persona{

resources are likely to have fewer opportunities to engage in varied occupa-
¢ .

tional and social roles outside the family which might in&rease their possi-
’ L8
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bilities for developing friends, obtaining more xg;ifd information about

services, and ultimately, bolsteriﬁg their sense self-worth. Thus, while

( -

battering occur¥ across the socioegonbmic spectrum (Straus, Gelles, & Stein-
. - -~
metz, 1980), women at the lower end of the SES ladder may be more likely to

lack the resources which moderate the effects of stress (Liem & Liem, 1987).

Institutional Responses -

Batteréd women are often frustrated in their efforts to obtain help from
traditional institutions such as the criminal justice, legal, and mental health

systems (Gelles, 1974; Martin, 1976; Walker, 1979). Police are often o
. .
reluctant to Tnvolve themselves in domestic violence disputes, and when .they

de, they may focus more on “preservihg the family" ratHer than on protecting
the woman from further assault or informimg her of legal alternatives (Straus, .

1978). If a woman does seek legal aid assistance,she is likely to be turned
J@r
_away because her husband's income is used in calculating financial eligibility.

Within the mental health field, professionals soheqimes focus soleiy on, the

personality characteristics of thé woman that '"keep'' hHer in the relationship,

ignoring the social and economic factors that encourage such behaviors, and

Y

éerye as barriers to the woman's departure. Such negative institutional )
responsés are likely to further erode women's sense of control over their lives.

/ - . . . .
There has been no empirical evidence, howeVer,.on what impact such institutional
* ~ N

~

responses might have on battered women's psychological health. ™

Social Support .

Thé%e is increasing evidence that social support may promote psycho~
logicél health in a variety of ways.” Supportive social ﬁetworks may promote

health directly by helping individuals to maintain valued social identifies,

.

as well as by providing material and emotional 5uppdrt during times of crisis

‘so that individuals will.be less likely to become I11 in the fage of stress L

S — .
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. )
(Caplan, 1974;‘ Cobb, 1576; Gottlieb, 1981; House, 1981; Mitchell &
.Trickett, ]980). It has been'suggested, hdwever, that battered women _are
often isolated from family and friends because of their partners' ef%ortﬁ to

keep them isolated and dependent (Hilperman & Munson, 1977-1978). In one

study, battered women reported that their whereabouts were closely moenitored

‘ -

by their partners, and that such monitoring restricted'the'range of places
they could go (Walker, Note 6). <
Even when friends are available, the battering experiencé may be a ) .

particularly difficult one around.which to seek support. Although in need .

of the support of others in order to understand.and actively respond to an

v
’

episode of violence, a battered woman may feel uneasy,‘hesitant and embarassed
about approachiqg friequ and fami]y.(BrOWne, Not; 2). _Such ambfva]egce’andi B
denial may make it more difficult for friends to learn of the situation, and
rto offer help and assistance sgontaneOUSIV. If friends and family are aware
of the‘situation,’at least to some degree, the woman's apparent reluctance

,

to' "open u“p"may reinforce their be]iefs.that it is a "private' matter between
husbana and wife in which they should not involve themselves.

What kind of response is to be expectedfrom others once the subject is

finaf[y broached? While family and friends may quickly rallz aiggﬂg an in&iv[—

_dual to proyide support’ in respo;se to stressful, but expected, iife transitions,
(such as birth of a child, or illness), they may be less Symp;thetic.in response .
to stressful siayatiopé which‘érouse feéliégf of discomfort or disapproval

(Kitson, Moir, & Mason, 1982} Wortman & Dunkel~Schetter, 1979). These nega-

tive reactions can be quite subtle. For example, individuals who feel un-
comfortable when confronted by the complaints of a depr;ssed friend may iry

a variety of strategies to minimize discomfort~producing "'depressed" behaviors

(Coates & Wortman, 1980). They ﬁay try to change the topic, to 'cheer' . the

(3

’
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person up, or‘to minimize the severity of the problem {e.g., by tellihg the

.
<

\pérson that things aren't so bad). For the battered woman, such responses

N .
! ¢

would contradic;‘her 3ense of the sé%iousness 6f the problem, and be’ligely
ito increase her feelings of frustration and iso]ation. Even when friends are
initially sympathetic, some may becdme frustrated and fmpatient with the woman
ff;their suggestions do not promptly produce the desired change. Th;s, it

may be important to examine the respanses of network members specifically

to the battering situation, in addition 'to women's more global reports of

social activity and social support.

Ny

Coping Responses ’ ;

What kind of responses are women likely to use in the aftermath of a \ §

\ « battering incident? [n one of the few studies to -date, Browne (Note, 2).
. \ . L LI - v B ’ )
. found that a large percentage of women tended to withdraw, to hide the incident ;- ’

. from others, and to avoid seek}qg outside help. As Walker (Note 6) suggests,
such resﬁonses may be aimed at minimizing the likelihood that the batterer

b '\ wWill be ""provoked' into another episode of violence. In addition, these’

L coping st;atégies may help the woman to avdid dealing fully with the emotional

X ‘ impact of the incident. A reiiance on avoid?nce-oriented coping strategies

", Qf may have‘negative psychological consequences in the long~run, however. For - ¥ 3
= examptle, individuals using avaidance-oriented coping strategies in response
- “\‘ . - 4 S .

" to a stressful ‘event were more likely to develop depressive symptoms than

e 1
those using cognitive or behavioral coping strategies that attempted to deal

more directly with the problem (Billings.& Moos, 1981). Similarly, Pearlin

+ r

. and Schooler .(1980) found that péople who use more avoidant strategies

(e.g., selective ignoring) in dealing with marital strain were more likely
¢ . .

to exqegi ce emotional. distress. Thus, the way that women react to and -

' *

. cope with the §\gain of involvemeptlin a battering relationship may have a
. ’ \ "
- . [] ’ o~
ERIC | v »
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significant impact on their psychological health, 5

a

Adjustment : .

Self-esteem, mastery, and depression were chosen as the most relevant

adjustment measures for two reasons. First, Walker (1979; 1981) argues that

exposure to unpredictable violence within a battering relationship, coupled -~

.

with early sex-role socialization, teaches women that their behaviors do .
not produce expected or desired outcomes. Such a cognitive set of léarned

helplessness,is'likely to diminish active coping efforts to change the situa-

o
]

tion, and ultimately result in lowered self-esteem and:increased depression
N (Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdéle, 1978). Second, Pearlin et al (1981) link ’
the more general stress process to similar dutcome variables. They shggest
“that ongoihg»sfresgors have a large degfee of their impact through their
erosion of individuals' sense of master;-and sel f-esteem, which can influence
N the emergence of depressive symptoms. Thus, one woxld expect that greater

levels of violence within a battering relationship would lead to lowered

-

sense of mastery and self-estfeem, and greater depression, . s
| {
METHOD .
)
‘ . \ Sample

The sample consisted of 60 batéered women who had sought assistance’jjﬁm

one of six shelters in’ the San FrapsiscaBay area. To be included in this

N s

study, a woman must have been physically assaulted at least twice by a man

with whom she had an intimate relationship. Bhl rty-one women were married to
.
their assailant, and all but five were living with the batteser before coming

\)to the shelter. The women had been in a Pelationship with their partners

for an average of 5.4 yéars, and physical abuse had begun an average of- 1.7
2

e -

years after the start of the relationship. The average.age of the women was

'

. N \ R ;
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27:h years. Forty-eight percent of the women were Caucasion, 44% were Black,
_and 8% were of other ethnic backgrounds. In terms ef éducation, 33% had m;e-g

c0mpleted some high school, 32% had completed high school, and ;5% had

obtained at least séﬁé po;t high school traininé. While the majority of—women
~ had %ew independent financial resources (for example, 68% earned $4,000 or

7/
»

less), ‘their partner's income was more substantial (e.g., the majority .

AY

earned $12,000 or morei) At the time of the last battering incident, an S

average of 2.1 childred lived jn the homes of the women who had children. -

Six of the women. had no children.

Measures

y

Respondents completed A questionnaire packet containing measures of stress,, \ '
personal resaurces, social support, insgitutional response, coping, and -

o ! ’ . . * . .
adjustment. Attempts were made to administer the questionnaire packet to *

.respondents-within a week after their arrival at the shelter. Approximately

80% of the women asked to participate agreed to do so.

, o . o/

.‘Stress ' g < 7 - y '
! A% indices of stress, both the frequency and level of violence were
! , - .
assessed , . .

f‘ N
Times battered. Respondents reported the number ‘of times they had been

.battered by their current partner (I= one time. 2=two times; 3=three to five . ) '
times; b=six .to ten times; 5=11 to 15 times; 6=more than 15 times).

Overall violence index. Level of violence was assessed by the overall

violence ‘index of the Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS)., an 18-item neasare

assessing the degree to which reasoning, verbal aggressnon and violence are

-

' ufed by couples in reso]vnng intrafamily conflict (Straus 1979). The violence
" subscale of the CTS-contains eight items reflecting physical coercion (e.g., .
;> "Kicked, bit, or’hit wi th ; fist" and ''threatened with a knife or-a gun''). — .
1 - -
. ) ] .

12
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The instructions were modified so that women reported whether the man had

. > e

- ‘ ’ . Kl /
ever «diretted Violence against hér (rather than whether viol%g:e had been .
! - . .
. .- )
exhiblted by either member oﬁ the couple). Cronbach's alpha for the scale
s .69. . -7 ” - ) / - - -

. - -Personal Resources ‘ -,

"3

-~

N % > :
" A personal resources composite measure included data about the woman's

’ 4 ‘

edication, income, occupation at the time of the last)béttering incident,

.

-and occupation describing the-woman's #'best_job''. Education spo}es ranged

from 1 (for eight or less years of eduéation) to 10 (for five gr more years

-

T of college).- Inco eferréd to the amount of money women made ‘personally,

. : 3
independent of their partner's incomes. Occupational status for respondents'’
last job and "hest job" was assessed using the Duncan Index of Socioeconomic

Status (Duncan, 1961). Each of these four scores was standardized and .added_

.together to form a composite. The internal reliability of these four scores

. 3 ;
Social Support & -~

was .73.

12N

B \ .

»

In order to exam{ggqﬁifferent.aspects of the social support process, five
different measures L social suppoft,were constructed: contact with friends
B and’ relatives, both/ accompanied andyaccompanied by one's spouse; number of

5upporters, empathic responses of friends; and avoidance responses of friends.

L Contact wrth friends and relatives (unaccompanled by partner). Respondents

were asked to report the nUmbér of times they got together with friends -and
relatives, unaccompanied by their partner, during the month before they last

‘ left their partner - ' )
v _ N

Contact with friends and relatives (accompanied by partner). Respondents

reported the number of times they got together with friends and relatives,

accompanied by their parfner, during the month before they left their partner.

,‘ " ’
. ) .

1
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Number of supporters. Respondents were asked how many people there were

Mthat you could be with when you wanted to have fun or relax", and ''that you

. x

could talk to about personal problems or how you were feeling.' Responses to

éhese questions were added together to form a number of supporters scsre.
) As mentioned earlier, the level of support that individuals receive may
in part be determined by the type of stresso:/fhvolved'(Coates & Wortman,
1:980; Moos & Mitchell, 1982; Wortman & Dunkei*échetter: 1979). Therefore;

bY 4
an:éttempt was Fade to assess the response of others to Qomen's requests
for assistance-in &ealing with the battéring siéuatipn. Specifically,
respondents were asked to recall the months preceding their departure from

their partner, and to rate the degree to which friends displayed a variety

of behaviors when the women attempted to talk with them about the battering

Y

~——~————f——————s$fuaf+enh{4=ne{~ae~a44%—h=quite_a—bdiiw_lhe_LLems_Lsee_Appendix_Al_are
grouped into the following categoriesE .
Empathic response%. The three items. in this scale assess the degree to

&

< . - . . W
which respondents were encouraged by friends to continue to discuss the

battering Situation (e.g., ''were sympathetic") (Alpha=.84).

-~
Avoidance responses. The six items in this scale reflect friends'

¥

' o

attempts to not deal with the battering situation, either through avoidance
(e.g., "tried to, change the topic'!) or minimizing the problem (e.g.,
"pointed out the good parts of your relatbonship with your husband/boyfriend"

or Ysaid things weren't so bad") (Alpha=.83).

- b3 -/
Institutional Responses

The response of social institutions to battered women's requests for
4

as§istance was assessed by asking respondents to compJete'a scale describMg
whether police, lawyers, and therapists with whom they had contact had taken

particular actions. To construct this scale, the authors searched the spouse
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abuse literature for examples of representative institutional responses (e.g.,

Marfin, 19765 Roy, 1978), which were then categorized as helpful or not helb-

ful. A ten-item scale- for polite was constructed (e.g., ''"They told me about

~

‘other places to get help' and “They never showed up at all"), a six-i}em scale
- for lawyers (e g., ""He/She told me about my legal rights" and ""She/He suggested

| shouldn't press charges'), and a nine-item scale for therapists (e.g., "He/

®

* ’
She suggested that | should change my behavior so the man would stop hitting‘ :

-

me''). Respondents checked which behaviors they had experiencéd. Summary

scores were derived for’police, lawyer, and therapist helpfulness scales, with

resulting internal rellabllltles (Kuder-Richardson) of .50, .77, and .69, .
' )

respectlvely., The' three summary scores were-standardized, and a summary

-

"average helpfulness' score was derived, base upon the number of institutions

’ -
-

actually contacted. P

-

Coping . ' ' , .

A measure developed by Billings and Moos (l98})rto assess coping responses

to stressful events was used here to assess women's responses to battering

- .~

. incidents.  Respondents checked whether they had used any of 17 different
strategiegvfor’dealing with the battering incident which occurred immediately
prior to the one which precipitated leaving the relationship. |ltems were :

then grouped into Billings and Maos"* (1981) three method Of‘QOping categories:

Active behavioral coping was meagyred by* the number of ''yes'' responses

to six action-oriented alternatives such as ''talked with a friend about the

_situation" and " tried to find out more about the situation,'' These responses
v .
reflect "'overt behayioral attempts to deal directly with the. problem and .

its effects,"

- ¢

Active cognitive coping was measured by the number of "yes' responses to

six cognitively oriented responses such as '""Tried to step back from the

.
’

. L
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situation and be more objective'' and "Drew on my past experiences in similar

.situations." These reSpohées re?Iect "attempts to manage one's appraisal
of the stressfulpess of the event.' -
Avoidance coping was measured by the number of ''yes''responses to five

@
alternatives indicative of avoidance, denial, or tension reduction, such as

r

"Prepared for the worst'" and "Kept my feelings to.myself."

Billings and Moos (1981) reported alphas of .80, .72, -and b4 for
active behavioral, active cognitive, and avoidance” coping, }espectrvely.
Adjustment

. .Depression was assessed by the six item depression scale of the Brief
Symptom lnventory (BS1), which is a,shortened version of thenwide]y used

Hopkins SyhptOm Check List (SCL-90). The depression stale of the BS1 has been

shown to have high internal consistency, andfto correlate highly with other

~measures of depression, such as thg depression scales of the SCL-90-R, the

MMP1, and the CES-D (Amenson & Lewinsohn, 1981; Derogatis, 1975; and Derogatis

i
& Melisaratos, Note 7).

Mastery. The seven item mastery scale developed by Pearlin and Schooler

(1978) was used in this study. Respondents were asked to rate on a L-point

;cafe the degree to which they agreed or disagreed with a series of statements -

about themselves (e.é., "Sometimes | feel thgtyl'm being pushed around

in Tife). ‘

Se]f—Esteemf‘ The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale asks individuals to rate
their extent of agreement (l=strongly,disagree; L=strongly agree) witﬁ 5
series of statements about themseélves, -such as 'l am able to do ‘things as
well as most other people' (Roseagfrg, f979). As used by Pearlin and Schooler
(1978), this stale yields a score ranging from 1 to k. The Internal con-

\

sistencies for mastery and selfresteem were .72 and .90, respectively.

‘
YA
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RESULTS N ;

Overview .

”

Descriptive analyses of women's level -of support and &djustment are

.

presentea first. Correlation tables are then presented which examine .the

)

personal and environmental factors that predict adjustment, social support,

and coping responses. Finally, there is a de;criptfon of partial correlation

and regression analyses which examine: (a) the indirect effect of stress upon

functioning through its impact upon coping and support; and (b) the “buffering”‘
- ‘ P - N
effect of social support and coping in lessening the maladaptive effects

gf stress.

Descriptive Analyses . - ‘ T

A

The women in this samplé‘showed considerably high levels of depression.
The mean depreséion score on the BSI (X=2.15) was two standard deviations -
,above the norm for nonpatient females, and close to the mean score for
psychiatric outpatients (Derogatis & Melisaratos, Note 7).h Similarly, mean
mastery and self-esteem scores (3.03 and 2.89, reSpectively) were lower tﬁaa
ﬂthose reported for‘a sample of‘;ommuni;y residents (Y%3.15, SD=.62; and
X=3.52, SD=.47, respectively) who had experienced at least one stressful
event or strain (Lieberman & Mullan, 1978) .~

In terms of social contact and social sugport; the women jn this sample
seem tg bé somewhat isoléted. When asked to report the number of social
contacts with friends or family (unaccompanied by their partner) in the month
before their most recent@separétion, 28% of the women }eported no such visits,
while 24% reported on{y one visit. éimilar]y, when asked to name the number
of people they could’be with when they wanted to heve fun or with whom they

could discuss personai problems, 21% reported that they had no such person

available, while 40% ofi}he women reported only one.
~N

. . N\
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Factors Related to Adjustment
¢ ~

S

As seen in Table 1, the personal and environmental factors in the model

were significantly correlated with the measures of adjustment (i.e., depression,

mastery, se]f—qéteem). For €xample, measures of stress and coping were most
. strongly related to measures of depression. Less active-cognitive coping,
more avoidance coping, and greater frequency and severity of violence are
all associated with more severe depression. Several other variables (i;e,
personal ré50urces, institutional he]pfulness, and avoidance'responses of

friends) were significantly, but less strongly, associated with depression.

As expected, minimal peréonal resources, less help from institutional sources,

»
-

and more avoidance responses from friends were asspciated with greater dep-
ression: Finally, it seems noteworthy that depression was significantly

. . \ . .
related to the number of visits with friends and family that women made

'

unaccompanied by their partner (r= -.23, p%.05), but not to the number of
J )

visits that women and their partners made together (r = .09, n.s.).

,
T ; -
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"’ The patterns of results differ somewhat for mastery and self-esteem, the

other adjustment ;ariables considered in this study. As before, active .
coénitfve coping a:H avoidance coping are strongly related to mastery and to ’
sel%jesteem:. In cdhtrast, the actions of friends seem to have a much stronger

. impact. Having a larger number of supporters and fewer‘avoidance resﬁdnses‘

from friends is associated wifﬁ having a greater sense of mastery, while more

empathic and less ;’deance responses from friends are associated with‘higher

levels of self-esteem.
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Factors Related to Social Support and Coping y

If adjustment is influenced by coping responses and the supportive .
(and nonsupportive) responses of friends, what factors are relatéd to more
effective coping and more supportive social networks? Some possible answers
are sugested by Tables 2 and 3, which relate social snpport and coping to

the variables in the model which precede them.

/ T :

/ Social support.When are womengmost likely te receive supportive reactions

from friends in response to their attempts to talk about the battering situation?

As seen in Table 2, the intercérrelatibns among the support variables indicate

that:‘(a)lgreater contact with friends and relatives (unaccompanied by one's

partner) is significantly associated with having a larger number of supporters,

4,

and experiencing fewer avoidance and more empathic responses from‘?riends'

(B) in contrast VISItIng‘WIth friends and relatlves (accomganled by one's
partner) is not significantly related to these variables; and (c) wom who have
met greater proportions of their friends through their partner ire ‘likely”

to have lower levels of vngntnng lndependent of theun partner, and to experience
higher levels of avoigénée responses from friends. Table 2 also indicates

some interesting patterns of results between stress, personal resources, and

the support varnables. Women whn experience greater levels of violence and

who have fewer persona] resources are likely to have less contact with friends

and family (unaccompanied by their partners), to report fewer people they can

count on as supporters, and to experience more avoidance responses from friends.

' . v o o P o - P o o -
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Coping Responses. As seen in Table 3, there is‘a greater likelihood of
¥

individuals using avoidance coping strategies if they are experiencing
increased Iegele of violence, have fewer personal re50urce;, fewer numbers
of supporters, and minimal contact with friends and family. Active coping
strategies (i.e, those focused on dealiné more directly with tAe problem 3L
either the cognitive or behavioral level) were more likely to be use& when

women experiénced positive responses from institutional sources and when’
. ¢ \ .

women did not experience avoidance responses from friends.

- -

Indirect Effects of Stress

The results described above indicate that social support and coping
response vatiables are related to stress, as well as to levels of adjustment.
As the level and frequency of violence increase, women are less likely to
receive supportive responses from friends, and are more likely to use ,avoid-
ance coping responses.;\To what extent does stress have an indirect effect

upon functioning through its impact upon support and coping? Do support and
t

'¢c0ping still havel a significant impact upon tgggpicﬁfng'after the effects

of stres have been controlled for statlstlcally? To investigate this, a

series~of. TegreSSlOn ana]yses were performed to assess the effect of each

A

of the coping and support varnables upon adjustment (i.es, depressnon, mastery,

and self-esteem) after controlling for stress.

©

The_analyses indicate, with a fe&‘exceptions, that coping responses still

have a significant effect upon functioning after level and frequency of violence

X

‘are controlled for statnstlcally, even though the strength of the relation-

ships between c0p|ng and adJustmentis diminished somewhat. A sllghtly

di fferent pattern of results emerges for the SUpport variables. After qon?

trolling for level of vuolence, avoidance and empathlc responses of friends

are still related to women's selfresteem, and avoidance responses are still

-
Y
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’

negatively related to mastery. In contrast, support variables (i.e., avoid-

ance responses of friends; visits with friends unaccompanied by one's.partner)

-4

are no longer significantly related to depression. Thus, these results suggest
. * ' ' . -
that ‘the influence of stress upon adjustment occurs, in part, because of the

influence of stress on social .support and coping. As the level of violence

\}
-

increases, it. becomes more likely that women will use avoidance coping,

and that friends will be less’likely to respond favorably to women's requests

+

for assistance.

Moderating Effects of Social Support and Coping

»

Do social support and active coping responses ''buffer'' women froﬁ the
maladaptive effects of stress? Similarly, do negative Eesponses of frien&s
and avoidance coping strategies “exaée;bate“ the effects of stress§ Each
of these {uestions implies a moderating role of support and copigg, i.e.,
téat they Qi]ﬂ have their strongest impact upon psychological health when |
womeg are experiencing high;stress.' To test for such moderating effects in
this sample, hierarchical regression gnalysé§)were perfoFmed ‘in which a
stress x support (or stress X coping)‘ipteraction term was entered follawing
the main effect of stress (i.e., times batteréd) and fﬁe main effect of support
(or coping), for each of the adjustﬁent variables (i.e.,’depression, mastery,
and_self—esteem). The number of significant interaction terms found did not
exceed that which would have been expected by chance. The failure té find

S¥gnificant interaction effects in this study, however, may be due to the

low staE}stical power afforded by the small sample size.

’
L]
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. DISCUSSJON

In the present study, we have sought to use a stress-support-coping

paradigm in understanding the consequences of domestic violence. We feel that
this approéch has been a useful one, in that it has ajlowed us to: (a) describe

.

how a variety of personal and environmental variabies influerce the adjustment

(N

of battered women; and (b) outline a model whiéh suggésts some potential path-
. s .
ways through which’ vnolence may |nd|rectly influence personal adjustment through

its impact on other characteristics of women's lives’ (such as coping responses

and the availability of social support). -~

. - \.
Factors Influencing Adjustment : ‘

N .

&

. The high depressﬁbn and low self-esteem scores of the women studied here _;

. - * ‘ 3 .
do support Walker's (1979) contentions that stressful violent relationships do
-

hsve serious negative psychologieal consequences. As described earlier, increased

frequency and severity of vidjence were strongly related to more severe de-
- v . ' N .
pression and lowered self-esteem. A number of other variablesy- though, also

~

contribute to the psychological adjustment of battered women. Individuals with *
[ ..
L4 greater personal resources, more supportive respoﬁses from formal and informal

-

-
sources of help, and less avoidant coping styles are more likely to show psycho-

logical health. Personal resources (i.e., education, employment, job skills)

- . 3
. . M

may positively influence adjustment by decréasing women's apprehension &bout

their ability to follow through on a decision to leaye the relationship. In
T
terms of social support, both negative and positive responses of friends have

v
an ‘impact on adjustment. Women's sense of Self-esteem and masteﬁ?‘are llkeTy to

be lower if their attempts to obtaln*help from their informal sodf’z network are
met with discomfort and avoidance on the part of friends,

The results also suggest some ways in which stress and personal resources

ERIC : ' o R2 R o
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may influence adjustment iqdf?ectly by affecting some other aspects of women's

lives. ¥or example, greater levels of violence are associated.with a greater
)

“likelihood that women will experience nonsuppoq;iQe responses from friends.

This may occur because increased violence causes women to decrease their degree

' /
of social contact, thereby limiting their ability to maintain supportive: ties,

i .
and/or because friends feel reluctant to involve themselves . in situattons where
o

, there is g‘high level of aomestic yiolence. Increasing frequency and severity
of violence are also associated with greater use ofiavoidahce coping, which is
associated wifh more severe depression, lowered self-esteem, and decreased

‘mastery, Tﬁus, episodes of violence may influence adjustmeht not-only throwgh
their immediate traumatic ef fects, but also through their deleterious impact

s

. on women's coping and social resourcés.

. 9
2

In-a contrasting manner, personal resources may also influence adjustmen}'
indirectly through their impact on social support and coping. Women witg greater
P personal resources report having;more contact with, and‘Eore supportive feSpaneé
g from, friends. Increased education, income, and job skills may make it ea§ier
for women to gain access to non-marFfii social roles which provide opportunities
for &eveloping friendsh.ips o;tQide of the marital context. This may alsp léad
to the development of more ''looge-knit' and less tightly-bounded social networks,
which are likely to pﬁt Qomen in touch with more diverse channels of information

about formal and informal sources of support (Wellman, 1981). ;

Factors Related to Social Support .
i

.

. Why‘do some women receive more supportive responses from friends than others?

Are there factors besides level qf violence that might influence support? The

k4 .

results suggest a possible link between the structure of women's social ties and

: their supportiveness: i.e., the more that womeh's social ties overlap with their

3
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partners, the more difficulty women may have in obtaining support in dealing ° "

with the battering situation. For example, women who have met a larger pro-
. b . -
portion of their friends through their partners, and who have fewer social

contacts umaccompanied by their partners, are more likely to encounter friends

" .

who respond to their help-seeking efforts by.avoiding the issue, or minimizing
its seriousness. This may be because individuals who are friends of the man

as well as the woman may be reluctant to involve themselves in ''taking sides'
. \
in'a marital dispute. These results seem -consistent with a stpdy of separated '

and divqrced women which found that friendships dependent upon the link betwégz\

-~

tﬁe couple were least likely to persevere through the separation p?oceés. ’
Friends of the woman who were also spouses of their husband's friends and business
associates were more likely to be unavailable to the women as sources of support

(Wilcox, 1981). For battered women in tightfy knitt social networks, then,
J ) ‘
separation from their husbands may also mean the disruption of the major portion

»

"of their social ties. Thus, an examination of women's-social networks may be

Y

useful in understanding the availability of social support.
Limi-tations

Given the exploratory nature of this study, these results have to be
interpreted with some caution. First, the cross-sectional design of the study
allows for alternatlve explanations of several findings. For example, severity

"of depression may influence support, as well as support influencing depression.

N s

Women who are depressed may be more likely to underestimate the degree of

»

support they receive as one way of explaining, or making sense of , their current

®

distress (Gore, 1981). In aqdition, their depressed behavior mdy increase the
likelihood of their alienating sources of support (Coates & Wortman, 1980) .

@ ;

¥ . . .
Similarly, informal and institutional help may be associated with more active

- - - 5
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coping because women who use more effective coping responses may be better able

to demand more adequate service from criminal, legal and mental health systems,

as well as. obtain more supportive responses from friends. Thus, while the
4

paths in the model presented earlier are unidirectional, we recognize that

: S
these processes are lijkely to be reciprocal. ‘ !

Second, the self-selected nature of the sample makes it difficult to know
the generalizability of the findings. For example, are women who seek help
from shflters more likely to have experienced negativé responses from fnstitutionalv
and inférmal sources to their requests for assistance? Are the deleterious con-
sequences of violence upon psychological health equally strong among women who
do not seek assistance from shelters? While early psychodynamically oriented
writings tended to focus on the "abnormality" of battered women who sought
assistance, more recent investigatérs have argued strongly that the experiences
of wémen s%;Zjng refuge in shelters are typical of large number's of battered
women who can not be éccomodatéd in current overcrowded shelters (Walke§; 1981).
Never theless, such issues can bé'clarified only through the difficult process .
;f examining such questions among women in non-refuge settings (e.g., Straus,

Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980). : .

Implications for Practice

“While the practitioner is not likely to be surprised by the fact that stress,

support and coping are related to depression, such findings help to remind us of

their importance. In working with the victims of trauma such as rape or spouse

.
N ¢

abuse, one may overlook symptoms of depression when dealing with women's more

) ‘ P .
urgent concerns about security and safety (Atkeson, Calhoun, Resick, & Ellis,
1982). * An explicit dicussion of how the variables represented in the model can
increase or decrease vulnerability to depression may help women understand and

s
\
v
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J ‘ N -
deal with these pressures. For example, therapists might use social network

B . l . . . - ! . ) . M - ,
analysis to help women understand how social ties maintaiped primarily through .
_ : 3
their partnersare less likely to provide assistance in dealing with the batter-~
. ) ¢ , '
ing. -t

N 4 ) 8

,Thegse results also habe implications for the evaluation of services for

battered women (e.g., shelters and refuges). .Discussions of the effectiveness

c

of such services have typically.focused upon the degree to which they increase

women's resolve to leave the battering relationship. §In one follow-up study of -
. -

Iy - -

women two months after their brief residence at a shelter, though, more than

3

4 ;v : v
half had returned to living with. their assailant (Snyder & Scheer, 1981). Rather

4

than considering ‘these women "treatment failures," one might look more broadly

i

at the impact of shelter programs on women's subsequent levels of social contact,
coping ngsponseé, and sense of mastery and self-esteem. Although they have
returned to the battering relatjonship, some women may be more readily able to

mobilize support and leave were a subse€quent violent episode to occur. Similarly,

o

. one might examine changes_in support and functioning variables to determine which
. -

o

programs (or elements of programs) were most etﬁe&give in helping those wémggkfh

who do decnde to leave the battering relatnbnshnp An examination of only sub \;>’

sequent‘I|V|ng arrangements (l.e\s resndnng or not fesiding with the batterer)
' .

-

masks such differences.

Implications for Research

One issue raised by this study is the relative utility of different
. o,
approaches to Investigatd cial support processes. In this study, measures
) ] -~ ~
of support that were closegy related to the stress at hand (i.e., willingness of

friends to talk about the battering situation) were more strongly related to ad-

justment than were more global measures of support (i:e., number of supporters)
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or social activity (i.e., numbers of visits with friends and family). This .Jr
- finding geems consistent with the ;rguments ;f investigators who have récent]y
emphasized the speciffcity in ;tress-suppgrt~adjustment relationships (Gottlieb,
19§]; Mitchell, Billings, & Moos, in press). ‘Nevertheless, we feel that there ‘

should be an interplay between attempts to look at, the more general and the
< ' -

-

more specific aspects of social networks. Our understanding of support processes
. -~
will benefit from jnvestigations of both: (a) the types of support that are

most effective in dealing with ﬁarticular types of stressful ‘events or situations;

and (b) the more general characteristics of social networks that are important

-

." in detérmining when these more specific types of support are most likely to be

»

.. < provided. In this study, the overlap between husbands' and wives' social ties

seemed to work against_ women's ability to gain support from friends in dealing

- - \

with the battering situation.

-

A final issue involves the integration of analyses at the individual and

social level. Although this study has focused updn analyses of stress, coping,
- # ’

" and support at the—legel of the individual, we recognize the importance of
linking such procgsseS“té their broader sociocultural context. For_ekample, to

what extent is the reluctance of friends to involve themselves in helping a

-
-

women deal with a battering situation related to more traditional views of sex-

roles and mar;iage (e.g.,_the Yprivacy' of the husband-wife re]ationship)? To

what extent is the relative isolation of some.women from social contacts enhanced

. by a social structure which increases dqmands.(e.g., child-rearing responsibilities)

and reduces opportunities (e.g., unequa) pay for equal work) for women? As we
. begin to understand the way individuals cope with domestic violence, it is import-
ant'that we also apprecjate the way individuals' options are influenced by broader

. .social forces. As PearLfn and Schooler (1979) state: ''In a climate where it

y

v - 5
L ¢
- ’ -
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may be politically fashiona;?g to ignore the connections between&social problems
t and personal problems, we should resist the tembtation of’trying to explain
~bsycﬁological distress solely in terms-of coping failures or breakdowns of
support systems'" (p. 205). Future research should examine how social structures
constrain and limit the options available to battered women,‘gg_ygll as the
psychosocial processes that determine how effectiVély women will use those
resolirces that are available to them for coping with their situatiohs.
v
, . —
' ) t ‘ .
~ ‘ .
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Footnotes

] - y - " - '
While there certainly may be non-battering related sources of stress

x

- - ’ N . ' -
. _in women's lives, the level and frequency of violence experienced by women

o is seen as a major indicator of stress. In fact, battering incidents may

[}

‘ : precipiggte the occurrence of negative 1ife changes that are more
typically measured by 1ife event scales; for example,” absences at work .
because of batterings couid lead to trouble with supervisors, and eventually

loss of job.

2Although the term “sqpporters“-is used to describe the number of ‘:a
: ‘ _s
people the woman sees as available for 'socializing' or for talking about "g

. »
P
i«

»

‘personal problems', we recognize the complexity involved in categorizing
multidimensional relationships as supportive or nonsupportive. As Wellman

-* (1981) points out,‘inaividuals seek a variety of support and exchange
functions in their relationships with each other. Any network member can ih
be a source of both support and stress, depending upon the context and'thelj;

supportive function being considered. Nonetheless, our intent here is to -
. . - o,
obtain some global estimate of the supportive capacity of the woman's ©

network (i.e., number of supporters) that can be contrasted with the more

specific Fes?onses of network members to the woman's help-seeking efforts

regarding the battering sitaution.

3Of the 60 women in the sample, 45 had contacted the police, 26 had

- 7

contacted therapists, and 17 had contacted lawyers. All of the women had
contacted at least one of the above service systems.

hHigh scores on self-report measures‘of'depressive s?mpfoms do not
néCessaKin reflect the presence of ; diagnosable clinfcal depregsion
(Lewinsohn & Teri, 1982)k\NonetEeless, such scores are> likely to indicate

" ¢
considerable psychological distress.

.
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ASSuch cross-sectional analyses as these need to be complimented with
more longitudinal analyses that examine the processes of support over time..

In this study, women were asked to report on the, reactions of friends

to their first, as well as their more recent attempt 'to discqss'the

-

battering situation. [nitial }esponses of friends were significantly more

likely to involve avoidance and minimization of the problem, and less
likely to involve a recommendation to contact the police or a lawyer.
Interpretaion of ‘these results is difficult however, since it is not

known whether: (a) the reactions of friends change over. time; (b) women

*

become more selective in seeking out more responsjve friends for assistance;
. . ¥
: or (c) both of the above. More longitudinal analyses might address such. :

issues.
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Table |

Correlations Among Personal and Environmental Factors and Adjustment Variables

<

¢ i N
4
Depression Mastery Self-Esteem
‘4
Stress T ' ¢
Times battered . . NV -.12 . -.3]b
_ Level of violence 3P -6 -.20
Personal Resources '
Composite of woman's income,
.education, and occupational - -.Z9a ZSa 40°¢
status
Institutional Response ‘
Composite of helpfulness” of a .
police, lawyers, and therapists . =.25 A3 .10

Social Support

Empathic responses\bf friends o . , a
to discussing battering Ce -.10 .24 .28

Avoidance responses of friends a
to discussing battering . .2b < -

Contact with frieﬁds and family a - a .
(unaccompanied by partne() -.23 . .26 .21

Contact with friends and family .
. (accompanied by partner) - .09 .17 .19
.15

— ., . Number of supporters N 27

Coping Responées

Active-cognitive coping ™~ -.42€ . hg® 4y

Act ive~behavioral coping -.25° ’.33b .31€

Avoidance coping T.38P -.36° -.50¢
) E

. v
Note: Ns vary due to missing data.

A .05 Ppe.or SpE.001 -

ERIC ~ 3




36

Table 2

Correlations among Stress, Personal Resources, and Social Support Vari

panied by pa rtner)

es .
A ] o
, Empathic.Fe- Avoidance re- Con}f,;act" wi th Contact with Number
* sponses of sponses of friends and fam- friends and fami- of
. friends - friends i1y (unaccompanied ily (accompanied supporters
by partner) by partner) .
., S
Stress X 7
b e »
Times battered -0 .33 -.23 ~-.02 -.ll:?
Level of violence -.18 .35b -.42° -.07 7 .30
Personal Resources
Composite of income, b . b Y b
education, and oc- .hsC . =33 .39 .07 .38
cupational status ‘
Social Support i .
Number of friends b a )
met through partner -.18 41 -.25 -‘2 . =05
" Empathic responses c b - :
of friends - -. by 40 J5 0 .15
LI .
Avoidance responses b
of friends - -.32 -.21 - =.19 .
.
Contact with friends /
and family (unaccom- o c
panied by partner) . a2 by
/
> - ﬁ) \
Contact with frlengs )
and family (accom- - -.02

—r

Note: Ns vary due to missing data, “p=.05 bp-“'—‘.O'l ¢p £.001
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Correlations Among Cop;ng Variables and Personal and Envirommental Factors

/ Active- Active- Avoidance
Cognitive 8ehavioral Coping
Coping Coping -
Stress
Times battered -.09 4520 -.35P
Level of violence -0l -.10 .35b
Personal Resources
Composite of income, education,
and occupational status .08 .20 - . 4gc
Institutional Response
—_
Composite of helpfulness of b a
police, Jlawyers, and therapists .31 .25 -.16
Social Support v
Empathic responses of friends .
to discussing battering .16 .23 -.0b"
" Avoidance responses of friends b ] ~
to discussing battering -.37 -.28 .23
Contact with friends and family ‘ b
(unaccompanied by partner) .16 .12 -.ho
Contact with friends and family .
(accompanied by partner) .10 .21 ~.10
Number of supporters -.0h T .06 -.32°
F‘

Note: Ns vary due to.missing data.
a
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) yFigure Caption

Figure 1: A conceptual Framework of the Determinants gf Adjustment
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Appendix A
Reactions of Friends to Women's Attempts to Discuss the Battering Situation o
I tems ) o Mean® Standard
. ' Deviation-
»

Empathic Responses -

Were sympathetié‘ : ‘ 5.58 1.20
Urged you to talk about how you felt 2.56 .98
) Met with you more of ten - 2.1h 1.12
Total scale score - . . 2.43 .97
Avoidance Responseé ‘ \
Seemed uncomfértable talking about it 2.16 {.09
Became annoyed when you didn't accept 2,02 1.18
’his/her advice
Saw less of you . 1.91 1.13
Tried to cahnge the topic ‘ 1.86 1.15
Pointed out the goaﬂ parts of your = - 1.56 .86
relationship with your husband/
boyfriend ' .
Said things weren't so bad . 144 .88
Total scale score 1.83 .78
Advocacy Re;ponsesb .
Urged\ydu to call a lawyer or police . %.03 1.15 !
d#fer;d you a place to stay ‘ 2.00 1.22
Urged you to see a counselor - 1.79 1.15 ' '
a 1=not‘at”?gl; =3 little; 3=ﬁodera;ely; b=quite a bit. )
b Becafise of low internal cénsiétency ‘scores, a scale for these items . %

was not constructed.



