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 The analyt1c tools of nsk analy51s have hrstoncally )
‘been applied to cancer risks from man-made
technologies such as nuclear power, chemicals,

and food iterns. But the same tools.can offer

: insight into the problem of traumatic injury. .

This issue of RISK IN PERSPECTIVE explores

the risk of violence against women in intimate
relationships in the United, States. ' We explore

both perceived risk and actuarial risk. Although

© “domestic vrolence can describe either rien or

women as victims, the findings reviewed here
refer only-to women, who tend to. be moreé

- vulnerable in mtxmate relanonshrps

,How Blg is the Risk?: . .
- The last time that a representatlve study assessed

the national incidence of domestic violence in the
U.S. was 1985 In the Second Natlonal Family

Violence Survey, approx1mately 12% of women .

interviewed reported some physical violence from

“male partners in the past yeat. Slightly over

three percent of women 18 and older (or'about

" two million) experienced “severe™ abuse, includ-

ing acts such as hitting, kicking,. choking, and
threatening or injuring with a weapon. Survey-
methods often underestimate the rate of intimate
violence;, and experts are in geréral agréement

. that the number of severely abused women in

1985 was closer to three to four million;

These estimates of risk are ‘at odds with estimates -

reported by the National Crimne Victimization
Survey sponsored by the Department of Justice..

In 1992 this survey estimated only five violent *

victimizations by intimates {current-or former

- spouses/boyfriends) per 1,000 women per year in

~ the U.S., and these victimizations included not
~only assault but rape and robbery (i.e., fewer
.than one percent of women experience intimate*

violence in a year). This frgure is likely to be a
significarit underestimate, since the survey is
intréduced to respondents as focusing on
“crime;” and some women may not perceive
abuse within refationships as criminal. In addi-
tion, abused women might not have responded
fully, or may have refused participation in the -

"+ “survey altogether, due to'fear of their partner

‘ (e:g., fear of being listened to on the phone).

Recent revisions to the National Crime

;.- Victimization Survey rnethodology probe intimate

: v1olence more effectrvely, but do not overcome

all of these methodological drawbacks. Despite
the overall likelihood of underreporting intimate
violence, the DOJ survey documents that women -
report victimizations by people known to them -
(partners, other relatives, acquamtances) signifi-
cantly more often than by strangers.

" How Women Percewe Risk’

In the fall of 1995, the Harvard Center for Risk
Analysis sponsored a national survey on risk per-
ception: - The sample included 513 women:ages
18 and older, who were asked “How concerned
are you that the following things could happen

“to you in the future?” Thé list of potentral
" occurrences was: “being in a car accident”;

“being robbed by a stranger”; “getting a serious’

~ disease”; “being sexually. assaulted by a stranger”; -

“being in a plane crash”; “being sexually

.assaulted by someotie you know”; “being hit by

a stray bullet”. and “being physrcally assaulted
by your spouse or someone you were dating.”

" Generally speakmg, women rated their concern

about intimate violence as low. Tn fact, very rare
events, such as being in a plane crash or being -
hit by a stray bullet, were rated as great or '

" greater in level of concern as was intimate vio-

lence (see table). Of course, the salience and .

'fmallty of premature death might have inflo-

enced theif ratings, since plane crashes are more
likely to be fatal than attacks by a spouse.

A majority of women were moderately or very
concerned about being in a car accident (71 %)
or getting a serious dlsease (67%). Almost as
many wete hlghly concerned about the risk of
violence from strangers; 58% feared rape; 65%

.robbery However, only.a quaitér of the women
. were moderately or.very concerned about sexual

assault by someone known to them, and only
17% were equally concerned about bemg hit by’

-a husband or-a date.

Large- -scale studies have revealed’ that approxi- R
mately 15%-of American- adult women have

" been raped, dnd as many as ane in three have

experienced attempted rapes. In an-‘overwhelm-
ing percentage of cases, the perpetrators are

.. known to the victims (70%). Women, therefore,

seem to show’ dlspropomonate concern about .
v1c1:nmzat10n by.strangers, wha | pose less ofa
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' “How concerned are you that the followmg thlngs eould happen to you in the future?” -

‘Event © : Moderately or very concerned (%)
¢ar accident CT713
robbed by stranger "65.2
" get a serious disease’ 67.3
sexual assault by stranger . 98.2
plane crash- ' 34.1
-sexual assault by someone you know . 25.6
hit by stray bullet 347
phy51cally assaulted by spouse/date 16: 9

N Response categories were: not at all, a httle moderately, or very concerned.

. threat, at least in an actuarial sense. Women
clearly hold more vivid fears about events that

- - are less within their scope of perceived control
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(é.g., robbery, plane crash, rape by a stranger).
These findings indicate the need to enhance
awareness about the threat of intimate violence -
~in women’s lives, in arder to better prepare
women for the hazards they may encounter in
relatlonshlps

"The Known Risk Factors
Much of the early research on domestic violence

" focused on the victims and posed questions such

as:.“What is different about certain women that

causes them to.be abused?” and “Why' do women’

stay with abusive partners”’ Research over the
past decade indicates that the identifiable risk-
factors among victims ‘are scant. By far the most
important is age: younger women (18-25 years).
are three times more likely to report severe vio-
lence than older women. Women from homes
where they observed or experienced violence'as

~children also appear to be at increased" nsk for

victimization, although the only prospective study

.- on this question has just recently been launched.

" Among those factors assocxated with a2 man’s

risk of committing violence against his spouse
are unemployment and low educational attain-
ment, alcahol, past exposure to spousal violence
in their families of origin, head injuries, and -
criminal histories. ‘Some of these risk factors
appear to have a complex Tole as ‘catalyst for
domestic violence. For instance, although men’s
'.unemployment has been implicated in high com-
. munity rates of both wife and child abuse, some
studies have found that the risk is compounded
if there is an asymmetry in income or employ-
ment, favoring the wife. The 1985 national
survey found a clear association’ between a

" higher level of alcohol consumption and a higher

prevalence-of husband-to-wife violence, with the
lowest prevalence of violence among abstainers

~ (6%) and the highest among “binge” drinkers
(19%). It is important to highlight, however, that"

abuse is not absent among abstainers or yniver-
sal among heavy drinkers. " Also; the extent to
which alcohol use is present in abusive. episodes

- varies across different cultures, which suggests

that’ soc1al norms. and expectations- probably

. mediate the. assoc1at10n between bmge drmkmg

and the abuse of women

- Reducing the Risk -
. Various approaches have been developed to

address the problem of domestic violence and to

_ reduce the risk for women. Shelters for battered
- women became widespread during the 1970%s,

offering phy51cal protection and counselmg to’

- women. Only a “small proportion of women -
-‘who are battéred actually go to shelters; Wthh

siggests that shelter programs may be insufficient
to address the needs of women in communmes

In our opinion, even well: funded commumty
programs cannot substitute for economic auton- -

" omy, chlldcare subsidies enabling women to

work, access to education and job training, egah-
tarian relatlonshlps, and political voice, all of .-

. which would expand options for women other-.

wise lacking the necessary independence to leave .
abusive relatlonshlps In addmon to providing
counselirig services to women, some programs

‘have been launched focusing on treating the men
. for their abusive practices. There is little evi-

dence, however, that batteter treatment pro-

_grams are successful. ‘It may.be difficullt for .

treatrnent to change entrenched- -aggressive

‘behaviors that are tacxtly condoned through -

social norms. Criminal justice approaches that
include mandatory arrest policies at'a domestic -
violence scene, probatlon, and restrammg orders
have been developed as well across the country
to address the problem. The efféctiveness of -

“these strategies in. reducing future violence

remains uriclear, and lax enforcement and mini- .
mal accountability of these’ systerns remain

* major problems.

Over the past two decades wife abuse has

~ -gained heightened social awareness as reflected
. in agencies and laws, butthe problem remains -

widespread. Tt seems unlikely that a‘unitary

- remedy will be forthcoming, but enhancing gen--

der equality in both economic and political ~
spheres ptobably offers the best hope. Some -’

‘men will persist in trying to use coercion.to coft- .
" trol theu sexual partners; but if the women have .
“autonomous channels of finaricial support, they

are more able to leave these relationships.

Studies haveshown that a combination of eco-
nomic and soc1a1 resources differentiate women
who leave abusive relatlons_hlps from those who
do hot.. Women with small children are particu-
larly vulnerable to the conflicting demands of the

- workplace and family, and they- are overrepre-
", sented in the population. of women seeking'shel-
" ter from abusive relationships. It is especially - -

critical to extend childcare subsidies and income

_ transfers to these women who might otherwise

have to ‘endure relationship abuse in order to
feed their children. The extraordinary mental.

“and physical health:costs of domestic v1olence,

and the relatively high incidence of the problem, -
make it especially xmportant to prov1de women -

_with the means to escape it.



