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Abstract

Survey research in the field of intimate partner violence is notably lacking in its attention to contextual
factors. Early measures of intimate partner violence focused on simple counts of behaviors, yet
attention to broader contextual factors remains limited. Contextual factors not only shape what
behaviors are defined as intimate partner violence but also influence the ways women respond to
victimization, the resources available to them, and the environments in which they cope with abuse.
This article advances methods for reconceptualizing and operationalizing contextual factors salient
to the measurement of intimate partner violence. The analytic focus of the discussion is on five
dimensions of the social context: the situational context, the social construction of meaning by the
survivor, cultural and historical contexts, and the context of systemic oppression. The authors
consider how each dimension matters in the measurement of intimate partner violence and offer
recommendations for systematically assessing these contextual factors in future research.
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In the past 30 years, research has documented high levels of intimate partner violence (IPV)
victimization among women (Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980; Tjaden & Thoennes, 2000).
Within the field of research on IPV, scholars have used qualitative and quantitative methods
to study the epidemiology of IPV and abuse-related fatalities, the pervasive economic and
physical and mental health consequences of victimization for women, and the effects of
differing policies for the identification and response to IPV and have developed interventions
to prevent violence and its sequelae. This body of research has fostered a growing awareness
that IPV plays a significant role in social processes as diverse as parent—child attachment, youth
delinquency, and HIV risk prevention. For example, studies have demonstrated an association
between IPV and HIV risk factors such as engaging in unprotected sex (Gilbert et al., 2000;
Maman, Campbell, Sweat, & Gielen, 2000) and having a sexually transmitted illness (El-
Bassel, Gilbert, Wu, Go, & Hill, 2005; Wu, El-Bassel, Witte, Gilbert, & Chang, 2003). Thus,
IPV has been both a focus of research attention in determining prevalence and sequelae and
one factor among many in survey research projects studying diverse social phenomena.
Although incorporating IPV as a factor in survey research designs represents a step forward in
our recognition of the interconnections between IPV and other social processes of interest,
problems arise when the conceptualization and measurement of IPV are strictly reduced to the
behavioral level (e.g., capturing only whether or not hitting or other violent behaviors occur)
without awareness of the contextual factors that are important to assess in research on IPV.

A rich body of literature has evolved in the study of IPV that critiques the decontextualized,
behaviorally focused measurement of IPV (for a summary of these arguments, see DeKeseredy
& Schwartz, 1999). For instance, feminist researchers have objected to the lack of identification
of situational context, so that behaviors such as hitting are evaluated as equivalent events,
despite the fact that some hitting occurs as self-defense, whereas other hitting is used for
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purposes of control and coercion (Dobash & Dobash, 1998; Kurz, 1993). Postmodern scholars
further complicate a purely behavioral focus through their work on the social construction of
meaning and how individual understanding and responses to events are shaped by social forces
that both support and constrain the meaning violence has in women’s lives (McHugh,
Livingston, & Ford, 2005). Critical theorists have also contributed to this critique by identifying
social-structural contexts related to culture, oppression, and history that affect women’s risk
of IPV victimization and the outcomes associated with its occurrence. As an example,
Crenshaw (1995) noted that women of color have a qualitatively different experience of
battering than do White women, in part because women of color are more likely to be struggling
with issues of poverty and racial discrimination. Each of these theoretical perspectives shares
a common concern for considering women’s experience of IPV in a larger ecological context,
meaning the social influences surrounding any particular event. Despite the emergence of these
rich theoretical frames for conceptualizing context in IPV research, the operationalization and
measurement of context are rarely holistically or systematically considered in survey research.

There are multiple dimensions to the conceptualization of IPV, including behaviors such as
hitting, power dynamics in the relationship, intent of the behavior, consequences (e.g., those
relating to health and everyday functioning), perceptions of normativeness of violence in
women’s lives, and severity. Various qualitative studies have shown the importance of
understanding contextual factors related to IPV (e.g., Beth Richie’s [1996] study of gender
entrapment among African American women). Here, however, our explicit focus is on
improving the quality of survey research that is done both within the field and by other
researchers who are relatively unfamiliar with the arguments about the conceptualization of
IPV. To inform survey research, whether IPV is the key construct or a variable of secondary
interest, an expanded research paradigm that defines the construct of IPV as encompassing
measures of behavior and situational or relational and social-cultural contexts is needed.

We begin with an assumption that behavioral measures (e.g., throwing something, hitting
someone or using a weapon) are essential to the valid (or accurate) measurement of IPV. We
consider as valid an instrument that measures all dimensions of the concept. According to
Royce (2004), instruments have content validity when they “contain a representative sampling
of the universe of behaviors, attitudes, or characteristics that are believed to be associated with
the concept” (p. 129). However, the validity of behavioral measures of IPV needs to be
strengthened by more systematically assessing other contextual factors. Just knowing that one
partner has hit another does not necessarily mean that IPV has occurred. If IPV is
conceptualized as encompassing (2) a pattern of behaviors that (b) yields adverse effects
perceived by the victim (e.g., injury, harm, fear, intimidation, etc.) and that is (c) motivated by
the perpetrator’s need for power, then measuring the physical act alone is insufficient to
accurately measuring the construct. The context surrounding behaviors associated with IPV
matters from a theoretical basis for a number of reasons. As we note later, prevalence rates for
IPV change when contextual measures are used. In addition, context has been implicated as a
cause for the variation in responses of battered women to the violence they experience (Dutton,
1996), it is fundamental to understanding the motivation for violence (Kimmel, 2002), and the
social significance of IPV, such as the response of others such as the police, is often dependent
on its social contexts (Crenshaw, 1995; Yoshihama, 2001).

In this article, we review the theoretical and empirical literature to argue for the systematic
assessment of five contextual dimensions that have the potential to lead to more valid
understandings of the nature, dynamics, meaning, and consequences of IPV (see Figure 1).
These dimensions are the situational or relational context, the individualized social
construction of meaning, the cultural and historical contexts, and the context of oppression.
We believe that all IPV-related research needs to consider each of these contextual dimensions,
and all should be operationalized when IPV is the primary focus of study (i.e., the prevalence,
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consequences, etc.). When IPV is a factor among others being included in a survey, then the

three shaded areas should be measured and interpreted within a framework that includes the

larger contextual dimensions related to culture, history, and oppression. Below, we expand on
each dimension and its relevance to the conceptualization of IPV, offer examples of items to
strengthen the assessment of contextual factors in the measurement of IPV in survey research,
and briefly discuss pragmatic issues involved in taking this approach.

The Situational Context: Acts, Motivation, and Adverse Effects

We argue that to accurately measure IPV, it is necessary to assess not only whether given acts
occurred but also the extent of any adverse effects and the motivations surrounding the
behaviors. Below, we offer examples of survey instruments and items to enhance the
assessment of these dimensions of the situational context.

Survey researchers have at their disposal a wide array of instruments to operationalize
behavioral acts of IPV. Although many studies of IPV solely focus on physical or sexual
violence between intimate partners, researchers are increasingly attempting to measure a more
comprehensive range of injurious acts (DeKeseredy, 2000). Instruments have been developed
to measure a broad range of behaviors, including physical violence, sexual victimization,
psychological or emotional abuse, and stalking. Instruments such as the Composite Abuse
Scale (CAS) (Hegarty, Sheehan, & Schonfeld, 1999) assess a comprehensive range of acts,
including physical, sexual, psychological, and stalking victimization. The Revised Conflict
Tactics Scale (CTS-2; Straus, Hamby, Boney-McCoy, & Sugarman, 1996) measures physical
and psychological assault and sexual coercion. The Women’s Experiences with Battering
instrument focuses on assessing psychological or emotional victimization. The National
Violence Against Women Survey includes sub-scales to measure sexual victimization and
stalking behaviors (Tjaden & Thoennes, 1999). The National Crime Victims Survey (NCVS)
has been used for three decades by the U.S. Department of Justice to assess violent crime
victimization, including violence between intimate partners (for a compendium of IPV
assessment tools, see Thompson, Basile, Hertz, & Sitterle, 2006). DeKeseredy’s (2000) review
of IPV research indicated that broader definitions yield larger and more accurate prevalence
rates compared to narrower, legalistic definitions.

The assessment of motivation for violence may be achieved in different ways. Some
instruments, such as the Safe Dates Scale (Foshee et al., 1998), include a lead-in statement that
asks respondents to report only on experienced violence that was not done in self-defense.
Fergusson, Horwood, and Ridder (2005) supplemented their assessment of IPV (using a
modified version of the CTS-2) with questions related to who initiated the assault and whether
an assault was in self-defense to distinguish between aggressive and defensive behaviors. They
also included questions to assess the degree of fearfulness a partner experienced in response
to violence (needing to hide from partner for fear of being seriously harmed, being seriously
afraid of partner and the partner’s tendency to violence, and feeling seriously threatened or
intimidated by partner). DeKeseredy and Schwartz (1999) also created items that evaluate
motives for violent acts and who was the primary aggressor in the relationship overall (i.e.,
beyond just “who threw the first punch” in a particular fight). For example, one item asks about
the extent to which respondents were “primarily motivated by acting in self-defense” (see Table
1 for a listing of these and other example items measuring relevant aspects of situational and
other contexts). The relational context and history of power dynamics between intimate
partners may be captured through items such as those found in the CAS (Hegarty et al.,
1999). In addition to measuring the frequency of given acts of victimization, the CAS asks
respondents whether they (a) are currently afraid of their partner and (b) have ever been afraid
of any partner.
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Survey researchers have also developed various instruments to assess the adverse effects
associated with IPV. For instance, the NCVS routinely assesses the extent of crime
victimization and its consequences by measuring the victim’s injuries, medical care sought,
other help-seeking activities, and the victim’s reasons for not reporting the incident to police.
The Measure of Wife Abuse Scale (Rodenburg & Fantuzzo, 1993) asks respondents to indicate
the number of times each act occurred (in the past 6 months) and also to report how hurt or
upset they were by each action. The creators of the CTS recognized limitations of the original
scale and revised it to measure the extent of physical injuries sustained (Straus et al., 1996).
Straus et al. (1996) suggested further augmenting the CTS-2 with measures of power dynamics
and victim perceptions of fear. The CTS-2 Physical Injury subscale includes items such as
whether the respondent were “cut or bleeding, went to a doctors, or needed to see a doctor but
didn’t.” Molidor, Tolman, and Kober (2000) adapted the CTS to measure heterosexual dating
violence, supplementing the scale with items related to the situational context. Specifically,
respondents were asked about the physical effects of the worst incident of violence. In more
than 90% of the incidents, boys indicated that the physically violent behavior “did not hurt at
all” (56.2%) or “hurt a little” (34.3%). In contrast, only 8.7% of girls said the incident “did not
hurt at all.” Nearly half of the girls reported that the incident “hurt a lot,” and 33.6% of the
girls reported being bruised or needing medical attention. If adverse effects are conceptualized
as being central to the construct of IPV, then the operationalization of measures of injuries and
consequences is an important dimension and may help researchers interpret and contextualize
research findings.

Each of these strategies can enhance the measurement of a key facet of situational or relational
context; systematic measurement of IPV in context can deepen our understanding of the nature
and consequences of the violence. We suggest that such contextual dimensions (and others
discussed below) are critical to the conceptualization of IPV and that their operationalization
is essential to the valid measurement of IPV in survey research.

Social Construction of the Meaning of Violence

Historically, behavioral measures were developed as a response to the shortcomings of criminal
victimization surveys that narrowly defined violence exposure to encompass only those
behaviors that met legal definitions of crimes (DeKeseredy & Schwartz, 1999). Although
behavioral measures have been used to identify experiences thought to be associated with IPV
(e.g., having been “pushed, grabbed, or shoved”), these measures are at best rudimentary
representations of complex processes related to women’s interpretations of their situations.
Although some researchers may narrowly define the focus of their study as measuring whether
a crime occurred or not, regardless of its significance for the victim, we urge greater attention
to the context and the victim’s interpretation to better understand and interpret the social
meaning of the act. Women’s decision-making processes and their responses to IPV are
determined in part by the appraisals, or interpretations, they make of their situation (Lindhorst,
Nurius, & Macy, 2005; Pape & Arias, 2000). As our theoretical and empirical understandings
of IPV as a social construction have evolved, it has become apparent that operationalizations
of IPV should include some sense of the women’s construction and interpretation of the
experiences under study.

Postmodern theorists suggest that to understand the parameters of violence (what is considered
violent, the inter- and intrapersonal effects of violence, the responses of “helping”
organizations), one needs to understand the meaning attributed to these events, as persons from
varying standpoints will interpret the same events differently (Weis, 2001). The postmodern
critique proposes that meaning, including the meaning of violence to the woman experiencing
it, is socially constructed, that meaning is created (consciously or not) through the interactions
among people that are proscribed by the actors’ particular social locations. As a consequence,
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the meaning of an event cannot be taken for granted as a “truth” associated with a particular
set of events—although a woman is physically hurt by her partner, she may or may not construe
this to mean that she has been a victim of abuse. Postmodern theorists posit that rather than
producing “truth” as an objective, independently knowable fact, the design and methods of
research actually construct knowledge, and power relations determine which perspectives are
privileged over others (Smith, 1987). In particular, both feminist and postmodern theorists
share a focus on the importance of context as both an epistemological and methodological
issue, noting that lack of attention to context “frequently supports the status quo and potentially
defends oppressive conditions” (McHugh et al., 2005, p. 323).

Methodologically, this suggests the need to incorporate questions related to how women
perceive violence in their relationships and its consequences. Yoshihama (2001) proposes that
researchers directly inquire about the woman’s perception of the abusiveness of various acts,
diverging from the usual practice in the field that equates an act as abusive if it involves some
degree of physicality, regardless of the woman’s perception (see Table 1 for example
questions). This methodological strategy allows a researcher to determine the relative
importance of acts and the meanings that the acts evoke for victims (Waltermaurer, 2005).
Another example of an effort to measure the meaning attached to violent events is the work of
Hamby and Gray-Little (2000; see Table 1). These authors asked women who reported
experiencing physical force in their current relationship to identify the meanings they assigned
to these behaviors in terms of whether they believed (a) that it was abuse, (b) that they were a
victim of violence, and (c) that they were battered. This work illustrates the gap between
behaviors and their meaning in that fewer than half of the women in this study described the
experience of physical force in their relationship as abuse or even as an act of violence, and
only 25% defined themselves as battered women. Little research has yet been undertaken to
determine how or whether the meaning women attach to violence relates to the consequences
they experience. For instance, we do not yet know if women who perceive themselves as
victims of violence are more, less, or equally likely than women who do not hold this perception
to have negative mental health consequences from the violence. The congruence between
experiencing a behavior and perceiving it as a negative event is an empirical question that can
be answered only if women’s perceptions are assessed.

Directly inquiring about the perceived degree of threat or abuse involved in a particular
behavior incorporates the respondent’s own sense of the meaningfulness of an event rather
than relying on the researcher’s assumption that an event is a priori abusive. For example,
Molidor et al. (2000) measured heterosexual adolescent dating violence using a modified
version of the CTS. Survey responses indicated that 34.9% of the girls experienced some
physical or sexual violence in their current or most recent dating relationship and 38.1% of the
boys reported experiencing such violence. Thus, without measuring the context or meaning of
the experiences for those victimized, rates of victimization appear comparable across girls and
boys, with boys actually reporting higher rates than girls. However, the study also assessed the
situational context (as described in our earlier section) and the meaning of the incidents by
asking respondents about their reaction to the worst incident of violence. Significant gender
differences were found. Boys were significantly more likely to say their reaction to the event
was to “laugh” (53.8%) or “ignore it” (30.8%), viewing these events as relatively meaningless;
few girls responded in that way (10.2% and 14.5%, respectively). Instead, 40.2% of girls
reacted by “crying,” and 35.9% reported “fighting back.” Boys were more likely than were
girls to be identified as the initiators of the violence (70.0% vs. 27.0%), with girls’ violence
more likely to be in self-defense, often in response to the boys’ sexual advances. Thus, to
conclude that boys and girls in the study were equally likely to be victims of IPV would be
inaccurate because the experiences and their meaning were significantly different for boys and
girls. In fact, assessing these contextual factors that measure perceptions of the meaning the
event had (i.e., whether it was something to laugh at or something that caused intense feelings)
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and aspects of the situational context previously discussed (i.e., extent of injury) revealed that
what many of the boys described was not IPV at all. These findings indicate that without paying
attention to the meaning people ascribe to the behaviors they experience, inaccurate
interpretations of these behaviors will occur.

Cultural Context

Culture is a complex construct with no single definition (Cousineau & Rondeau, 2004).
Almeida and Dolan-Delvecchio (1999) suggested that “any group that arguably has a common
history and heritage can be identified as a cultural entity” (p. 658). Yet the boundaries defining
such social groups are sociopolitically constructed. Warrier et al. (2002) emphasized that
culture is not static, defining it as “shared experiences and commonalities that evolve under
changing social and political landscapes” (p. 662). The conceptualization of cultural context
in IPV research matters because the distribution of “material and rhetorical resources” is
contingent on how problems and cultural contexts are defined (Crenshaw, 1995). Cultural
context is germane to the study of IPV in that it shapes the level of support and the social
consequences victims experience (Sokoloff & Dupont, 2005). Of particular relevance for the
conceptualization of IPV is that cultures shape community norms, traditions, values, and family
patterns (Almeida & Dolan-Delvecchio, 1999). For example, Yoshioka, DiNoia, and Ullah’s
(2001) study of attitudes toward wife abuse within and among four Asian American ethnic
groups found differential support for victims of IPV across the different subgroups. When
asked whether they believed that some women seem to ask for beatings from their hushands,
fully 57% of Vietnamese Americans endorsed this belief, compared to only 6% of Korean
Americans, 23% of Chinese Americans, and 25% of Cambodian Americans. More than 40%
of both Vietnamese and Cambodian American respondents disagreed with the statement that
wife beating is grounds for divorce, compared to 14% among Korean Americans and 11%
among Chinese. These findings demonstrate considerable variability in norms and attitudes
regarding IPV across different Asian American cultural contexts. Furthermore, we adopt an
intersectionality framework that emphasizes multiple identity groupings that interact
differentially with systems of power and oppression. Individuals have multiple “axes of
identification” (Warrier et al., 2002), and victims of IPV may (and often do) identify with more
than one culture.

Culture matters to the conceptualization of IPV in that it plays a role in defining what behaviors
are deemed abusive and in what particular situational contexts, and it shapes the personal
meaning that victims attach to their experiences. Researchers studying IPV among particular
racial, ethnic, or identity groups or those intending to make comparisons among groups can
benefit from preliminary studies to determine whether culturally linked forms of abuse
(Sokoloff & Dupont, 2005; Yoshihama, 2001) should be operationalized and which dimensions
of the cultural context are relevant to measure. For example, Yoshihama (2001) reported that
pilot tests with Japanese women identified unique “socioculturally rooted” forms of IPV that
were then included in future measurement instruments with Japanese and Japanese American
respondents. Culturally rooted forms of abuse included overturning a dining table, which
“represents the locus of family activities and, by extension, is a symbol of awoman’s legitimate
role and place in the Japanese home,” and a measure of sexual coercion, namely “being forced
to have sex when concerned about family members or others around,” which was perceived as
particularly harmful in this cultural context in which sleeping arrangements typically offer little
privacy (p. 310). Importantly, Yoshihama reported that including these two socioculturally
based items increased the rate of reported physical abuse by 5% and increased reported sexual
abuse by 11%. As Sokoloff and Dupont (2005) noted, attention to culturally linked forms of
abuse “does not mean that domestic violence is relative so much as that women must be able
to voice their concerns about how violated they feel within a cultural framework that is
meaningful to them” (p. 42).
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Despite the relevance of cultural context to theoretical understandings of IPV, survey research
in the United States on violence against women of differing racial and ethnic backgrounds
rarely directly examines the cultural context including shared values or beliefs; it instead
typically relies on measures of categorical membership to infer cultural differences
(Kasturirangan, Krishan, & Riger, 2004). That is, rather than directly assessing cultural values
or beliefs (e.g., norms regarding IPV, patriarchal beliefs, etc.), researchers often use
unidimensional measures such as race to infer cultural traits. In doing so, they risk drawing
conclusions that are inaccurate and may perpetuate negative perceptions of populations by
wrongly attributing to race differences explained by other factors, such as socioeconomic status
(Sokoloff & Dupont, 2005). Aggregated categories such as African American, Native
American, Asian American, or Latina are, at best, superficial measures of ethnic identity and
culture (Cauce, Coronado, & Watson, 1998). Even disaggregated measures of ethnicity may
obscure significant within-culture differences, such as differences in social class, levels of
cultural attachment, or ethnic identity. For example, among immigrants and refugees, cultural
factors such as generational status of immigration may influence definitions of what constitutes
IPV and may shape responses of immigrant victims (Menjivar & Salcido, 2002; Yoshihama,
2001). Indeed, Yoshihama (2001) found significant differences across generations of Japanese
American immigrant women, including differences in the types of violence reported and in
perceived abusiveness of the acts. Specifically, the study found that Japanese American women
who were more recent immigrants (e.g., “first generation”) reported higher rates of the
“socioculturally rooted” forms of IPV (e.g., overturning a table, dousing with liquid) than did
Japanese American women who were born in the United States (i.e., second-, third-, or fourth-
generation status). The former also tended to report these culturally linked forms of IPV as
more serious than did victims who were born in the United States. Yet Yoshihama also cautions
that it is incorrect to assume that immigrants’ generational status is always inversely related to
their attachment to their culture of origin. Individuals who have lived in the United States longer
are not necessarily more acculturated to dominant U.S. norms regarding IPV. Thus,
immigrants’ generational status and their levels of acculturation or enculturation are best
directly and separately measured. Furthermore, as discussed in more detail below, cultural
context factors such as generational status may intersect with the context of oppression and
should be viewed in historical context. In the face of limited knowledge, Yoshihama’s example
points to intragroup variation in the influence of ethnic and cultural factors on survivors’
experiences and perceptions. More routine use of multidimensional measures of cultural
context in IPV research, such as those items presented in Table 1, could help develop this body
of knowledge.

Discussions of culture and domestic violence have become entangled to such an extent that
violence against women may be ascribed as a cultural trait, with an outcome that “other”
cultures (i.e., non-American, non-White) are portrayed as pathologically violent (Crenshaw,
1995). Culture should not be confused with patriarchy; as Almeida and Dolan-Delvecchio
(1999) note, “Wife battering is not culture” (p. 667). As Dasgupta (1998) points out, “Every
culture has tenets that disenfranchise women, as well as empower them” (p. 217). Patriarchy,
or the control by men of a disproportionately large share of power and resources (Webster’s
Dictionary, 1999), may be a nearly universal ideology, but its local expression will vary
(Menjivar & Salcido, 2002; Sokoloff & Dupont, 2005). For instance, the United Nations
Development Program has created the Gender Development Index and the Gender
Empowerment Measure to identify variations in the degree of gender inequality as a result of
patriarchal ideology in each nation (Fukuda-Parr, 2004). These measures indicate that it is
possible to evaluate the level of patriarchy at national and community levels, allowing for the
empirical evaluation of the amount and impact of patriarchal systems within IPV research.

Frequently, culture is viewed in terms of how it creates risk. The conflation of culture and
patriarchy contributes to a focus on those cultural beliefs, traditions, and practices that place
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women at risk of abuse. Yet cultural practices can also prevent victimization and ameliorate
its effects once it occurs. In this way, the study of cultural context may include the study of
cultural narratives and coping strategies that may be sources of strength and perseverance
across generations. Women draw strength from cultural practices such as kinship networks and
through a culture’s values, spiritual beliefs, and practices (Kasturirangan et al., 2004). Cultural
factors such as ethnic identity, ethnic pride, and attachment to one’s culture of origin may
influence responses of IPV victims or may moderate the effects of IPV. Social networks offer
support and serve to establish social norms that may be protective of adverse effects (Beeman,
2001). Cultures characterized by strong social connections may therefore be a source of support
for victims and may also offer a foundation for effective intervention to address IPV.
Community may be an immigrant woman’s “lifeline” of personal, spiritual, and economic
support, yet for some women, cultural norms may dictate that leaving an abusive relationship
is unacceptable, and doing so may mean social ostracism from that very community and its
resources (Dasgupta, 1998).

Measuring IPV in specific cultural contexts is at an early stage of development. Although
researchers have interpreted findings from IPV research from a contextual perspective, that is,
they have linked discussion of results to broader ecological factors, actual measures of cultural
and historical context are rare (see Table 1). Although the field heavily relies on the use of the
CTS to document family violence, this measure has limited ability to identify behaviors
consistent with patterns of coercive control that are defined differently in nondominant U.S.
cultures (Dasgupta, 2002). Analysis that includes variables related to the cultural context may
yield more accurate estimates of prevalence, uncover important relationships, and enable
researchers to test hypotheses derived from theoretical approaches that emphasize context.
Absent measures of cultural factors in studies of IPV, researchers miss the opportunity to
examine culture as a mechanism for IPV prevention and as a source of resilience for survivors.
Asdepicted in Figure 1, we argue that the cultural context itself is better understood in historical
context and as potentially overlapping with the context of social oppression. Below, we
elaborate on the interconnections between the cultural and historical contexts and the context
of systemic oppression and the relevance of these domains for the measurement of IPV.

Context of Systemic Oppression

Often, issues of culture and oppression overlap to such an extent that it is difficult to
disaggregate the two concepts because, particularly in the American context, cultural
differences have often been associated with oppression (i.e., Jim Crow laws, immigration
restrictions, etc.). Here, we view these as separate, but intersecting, constructs that should each
be evaluated. Although we have previously defined culture as sharing experiences and a
common history, a definition of oppression, in contrast, incorporates issues of power,
domination, and the institutionalized power to harm. Prilleltensky and Gonick (1996) define
oppression as

a state of asymmetric power relations characterized by domination, subordination,
and resistance, where the dominating persons or groups exercise their power by
restricting access to material resources and by implanting in the subordinated persons
or groups fear or self-deprecating views about themselves. (pp. 129-130)

Conceptually, we differentiate the context of oppression from the historical context by focusing
in this section on the assessment of current-day perceptions of various forms of oppression
experienced by victims of IPV.

Viewing domestic violence as the same experience for all women conceals the systemic
subjugation some women face, which fosters a deep sense of mistrust in dominant cultural
systems such as the criminal justice and social service systems (Donnelly, Cook, VVan Ausdale,
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& Foley, 2005; Kasturirangan et al., 2004). Intersectionality theory proposes that differences
in social location lead to differences in experience and in interpretation of the same experiences
resulting in varying patterns of risk for women (Renzetti, 1998). Therefore, violence against
women must be understood in the context of the power for some generated by White
supremacy, patriarchy, colonialism, heterosexism, ableism, ageism, classism, and economic
exploitation, as these systems of oppression exacerbate the consequences of IPV for victims
(Renzetti, 1998; Sokoloff & Dupont, 2005). We offer three specific examples of the intersection
of oppression with cultural context to illustrate the role oppression plays in shaping the
experiences of violence for women because of their poverty, immigration status, and sexual
orientation.

Although domestic violence is found in all strata of society, “poor women of color are ‘most
likely to be in both dangerous intimate relationships and dangerous social positions’ (Richie,
2000, p. 1136). African American, Latina, and American Indian women have increased rates
of both poverty (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003a, 2003b) and violence (Tjaden & Thoennes,
2000) relative to their White counterparts. Poverty is implicated as a factor in women’s
continuation of abusive relationships because economic hardship is one of the most important
reasons for remaining with a violent partner (Strube & Barbour, 1983, 1984). Recent research
on the interrelationship between low income status and IPV demonstrates that IPV is associated
with longer use of welfare for women with children (Seefeldt & Orzol, 2005). Low-income
women without children are at equally high risk of exposure to IPV as women on welfare
(Lown, Schmidt, & Wiley, 2006). Complicating the picture for poor women further is the fact
that agencies identified to address issues of poverty are ill equipped to respond to domestic
violence among their clientele. For instance, welfare offices across the country have provided
little support to domestic violence victims who are unable to meet welfare work requirements
because of the abuse (Levin, 2001; Lindhorst & Padgett, 2005; Postmus, 2004). In this way,
the economic context of victims’ lives and the structure of the social welfare system’s response
also affect the impact of IPV and the options available to victims.

The experience of IPV for immigrant women in the United States must also be understood in
the context of their immigration status and the context of oppressive anti-immigrant policies
(Chang, 2000; Narayan, 1995; Shetty & Kaguyutan, 2002). Immigration status varies across
and within cultural groups (Yoshihama, 2001), with significant implications for victims of IPV.
For example, women with vulnerable immigration status may hesitate to disclose IPV or to
leave a batterer for fear of deportation (Dasgupta, 1998) or for fear of jeopardizing their chances
of gaining legal permanent resident or citizen status (Shetty & Kaguyutan, 2002). Gender
oppression inherent in many immigration policies shapes the power dynamics in relationships,
reinforcing inequalities and giving abusive partners additional tools for controlling and abusing
their partners (Chang, 2000; Narayan, 1995). In the context of existing immigration policy,
actions such as taking a victim’s passport or destroying her identification documents may be
perceived by victims as serious forms of abuse (Yoshihama, 2001). As Dasgupta (1998)
observed,

The chronicle of peoples’ immigration to the United States in neither benign nor fair.
The policies that historically have regulated migration, especially from nations of
color, were hardly based on generosity and a sense of justice. ... Although INS policies
have been universally prohibitive regardless of gender, women have had to bear the
brunt of its inherent misogyny, racism, and xenophobia. (p. 213)

Although certain legal protections for battered immigrant women have been achieved, policies
leave many women vulnerable. For example, federal welfare reform policy (the Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity and Reconciliation Act of 1996) targeted immigrant
groups for cuts in social assistance, leaving immigrant women fewer options for economic self-
sufficiency. Policies regarding child custody may leave immigrant victims of IPV in fear of
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losing their children should they seek to end an abusive relationship (Dasgupta, 1998; Shettty
& Kaguyutan, 2002).

Our third example draws on the experiences of lesbian and bisexual women who experience
abuse from other women. The struggle for validation of the relationships of lesbian and bisexual
women in the United States has a long historical context, in which sodomy laws have been
used to criminalize lesbian, gay, and bisexual relationships (Barret & Logan, 2002). Currently,
only Massachusetts legally recognizes lesbian marriages, and, in fact, several jurisdictions have
passed laws prohibiting legal recognition of gay and lesbian relationships (Rosenberg &
Breslau, 2005). As members of a stigmatized group, lesbian and bisexual women must cope
with the social context of oppression that is manifested through institutionalized
discrimination, personal prejudice encountered within families, and stresses unique to sexual
minorities, such as those surrounding the coming-out process or decisions to conceal one’s
identity (Balsam, 2003; Balsam & Szymanksi, 2005). Abusive partners within leshian or
bisexual relationships also employ tactics that rely on heterosexism to enforce control, such as
threatening to disclose their partner’s sexual orientation to employers or family members when
this information could have severe negative consequences (Renzetti, 1998). Women who
experience IPV in a leshian or bisexual relationship often encounter heteronormative
assumptions about violence from legal and domestic violence service providers, affecting
access to and the quality of help they can receive (Ristock, 1994). Although many leshian,
bisexual, and transgendered women share similar experiences related to the effects of living
in a heterosexist society, these consequences are further shaped by other systems of oppression.
Without understanding the contextual factors surrounding violence experienced by lesbian or
bisexual women, researchers may not be able to identify key dimensions of the abuse or factors
associated with the consequences of the violence.

As our theoretical understanding of oppression has increased in the past decades, so too has
our ability to measure aspects of oppression at the individual level. We next offer two examples
of survey research that is incorporating measurement of gender oppression and perceived
discrimination based on race/ethnicity.

One method for assessing gender oppression has been developed by the National Survey of
Families and Households (NSFH) and applied to IPV research (Atkinson, Greenstein, & Lang,
2005). The NSFH has developed an index that measures aspects of gender inequality that are
embedded in traditional views related to women’s work, care of children, and division of
household tasks (see Table 1 for examples). Using this measure of traditionalism, the authors
were able to demonstrate that husbands with higher levels of traditionalism and lower relative
earnings had higher predicted probabilities of abusing their wives than did men who held more
egalitarian views about appropriate roles for women.

Feminist research by women of color has demonstrated that gender is but one aspect of
oppression experienced by some women (Kanuha, 1994). Gender oppression differs depending
on its co-occurrence within other systems of power and oppression based on race, class,
sexuality, age, and disability (Sokoloff & Dupont, 2005). The impact of these inequalities may
be considered in survey research by inclusion of measures of perceived “microaggressions,”
or the daily hassles associated with oppressive structures, such as racism, sexism, classism, or
heterosexism. For instance, national epidemiological surveys on mental health (Kessler,
Mickelson, & Williams, 1999) have incorporated measures of perceived day-to-day
discrimination that can be used to measure microaggressions related to race, ethnicity, sexual
or gender orientation, age, disability, or other identity grouping (see Table 1 for example
questions). Various researchers are also working on group-specific indices measuring aspects
of oppression, such as the African American Adolescent Respect Scale, which incorporates
measures of perception of social value and interactions with social institutions (Leary, Brennan,
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& Briggs, 2005). These scales show that measures that are sensitive to the experiences of
oppression and that can differentiate these experiences among respondents are available.

Historical Context

Toassess IPV without understanding the historical context within which each person’s identity
and interpretation of events is formed is to obscure historical institutionalized inequities.
Historical context may be particularly relevant to understanding patterns of and responses to
IPV among groups that have been historically marginalized or oppressed. While recognizing
that not all who are exposed to historical trauma and oppression will be adversely affected,
below we argue the salience of historical context and offer examples of measures that enhance
assessment of historical factors.

Earlier, we offered the example of generational status as a factor of relevance in the
measurement of the cultural context of immigrants and refugees. Of importance, measurement
of a cultural context factor such as generational status should be considered in historical
context. For instance, Vietnamese immigrants and refugees first arrived in the United States
in 1975, as U.S. involvement in the Vietham War drew to a close (Nguyen, Messe, & Stollak,
1999). This first wave of refugees from Vietnam was highly educated, was often politically
connected, and usually migrated as intact families (Rice, 1996). These families received a fairly
supportive social reception in the United States and have been relatively economically secure.
However, around 1978, a second wave of Vietnamese refugees began arriving in the United
States after surviving oftentimes traumatic escapes from their war-ravaged country. These
individuals were less educated, were often ethnic minority Vietnamese, and had limited
resources (Lee, 1990). The latter group remains considerably more economically vulnerable.
Thus, among Vietnamese refugees and immigrants, a measure of generational status alone
would not adequately capture the variation in individuals’ migration experience, an experience
that may have implications for IPV patterns and effects. Surveys involving Vietnamese
participants should therefore measure the historical time period of the migration experience,
as was done in the recent Cross Cultural Families Study, a longitudinal study involving
Vietnamese and Cambodian immigrant and refugee families in the United States (Choi &
Harachi, 2002).

The growing literature on the intergenerational transmission of historical trauma (e.g., Brave
Heart & DeBruyn, 1998; Evans-Campbell, 2008 [this issue]; Leary, 2005; Whitbeck, Adams,
Hoyt, & Chen, 2004) demonstrates that traumatic experiences of prior generations may exert
ongoing influences on later generations. Describing the conceptualization of historical trauma
among Native Americans, Whitbeck et al. (2004) pointed to a historical context marked by
genocidal federal policy, systematic ethnic cleansing efforts, and policies of forced assimilation
that spanned generations. Of importance, they observe that

American Indian people are faced with daily reminders of loss: reservation living,
encroachment of Europeans on even their reservation lands, loss of language, loss and
confusion regarding traditional religious practices, loss of traditional family systems,
and loss of traditional healing practices. We believe that these daily reminders of
ethnic cleansing coupled with persistent discrimination are the keys to understanding
historical trauma among American Indian people. The losses are not “historical” in
the sense that they are in the past and a new life has begun in a new land. Rather, the
losses are ever present, represented by the economic conditions of reservation life,
discrimination, and a sense of cultural loss. (p. 121)

Whitbeck et al. used a measure of historical trauma that measures an individual’s perception
of the emotional impact of various losses, such as the “loss of our family ties because of
boarding schools” and “the loss of respect from our children and grandchildren for elders” (see
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Table 1). The study found substantial prevalence rates of historical trauma and grief among
younger generations of Native Americans, showing that awareness of loss was not unique to
elders. Furthermore, their findings demonstrated that perceptions of historical losses were
significantly related to emotional distress in their sample. Measures of historical trauma or loss
in studies involving historically oppressed populations such as Native Americans and African
Americans can deepen our understanding of whether and how historical trauma compounds
the effects of IPV on victims. Including measures of historical trauma among IPV perpetrators
also offers the opportunity to empirically examine its role in the etiology of violence in the
home.

Summary of Recommendations for Conceptualizing Context in IPV Survey

Research

As can be seen from the previous discussion, IPV is conceptualized as multidimensional, with
factors representing multiple, intersecting contexts, and our measurement of this experience
should be similarly multidimensional. The need for greater complexity in this research is not
without cost, and the constraints of survey research, including interviewing costs, recruitment
challenges, respondent fatigue, participant attrition, and translation costs, impose limits on
what information can be obtained in surveys. However, if researchers are aware of aspects of
context that they are not including in their research studies, they will also be more informed
about the limitations of their own data and the conclusions that can be drawn from it. As our
theoretical understanding of IPV grows, additional contexts such as those related to age or
generational cohort (Moon, 2000) may need to be included in the operationalization of context.

As we note in Figure 1, although behavioral measurement of physical acts is an important
element in the conceptualization of IPV, measurement of situational or relational, cultural, and
historical contexts, the context of oppression, and how the acts are socially constructed by
survivors is also critical in developing a more valid assessment of IPV and its consequences.
Below, we summarize the specific strategies we have suggested for sharpening the
contextualized conceptualization and operationalization of IPV in survey research:

1. Assess the situational context, specifically the motivations for (e.g., self-defense,
control, coercion) and adverse effects of (injury, emotional impact, responses)
violence and relationship power dynamics (history of power and control, history of
battering).

2. Incorporate questions that directly measure women’s perceptions of the degree of
abusiveness of each act (perceived severity, perceived impact).

3. Identify culturally specific acts that are considered abusive to women within the
culture under study (e.g., via consultation, focus groups, or pretesting).

4. Separate patriarchy from culture; directly measure levels of gender oppression.

5. Identify relevant aspects of culture for each group or subgroup and assess these,
including (but not limited to) acculturation or enculturation, ethnic identity,
attachment to culture, migration experiences, generational status, and cultural beliefs,
norms, attitudes, and traditions.

6. Assess experiences of institutionalized oppression such as daily hassles or
microaggressions and discriminatory treatment.

7. Assess experiences of factors such as poverty or classism, heterosexism, ageism, and
ableism.

8. Assess historical trauma and losses.
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Conclusion

In this article, we have called attention to the benefits of broadening the contextual
operationalization of IPV in survey research. We urge researchers to utilize their expertise
regarding participant populations to formulate measures that capture these key dimensions of
situation, culture, oppression, historical context, and socially constructed meaning. To
accomplish the goal of understanding the rich contexts of women’s lived experiences, we have
to release the comfort of a “one-size-fits-all” definition of domestic violence. Some argue that
quantitative methods will never do justice to the complexity of IPV (DeKeseredy, & Schwartz,
1999). Although we acknowledge limitations of quantitative measures of IPV, we have argued
that they may be designed to more effectively foreground contextual factors. We believe that
by adopting a more complex conceptualization and operationalization of IPV in survey
research, we will reap the benefits in increased validity, closer alignment with theory, and the
opportunity to test explanations for the patterns we observe.
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Table 1

Examples of Items and Measures that Operationalize Aspects of Context

Context Domain

Author

Construct and Example of Item or Measure

Situational

Construction of meaning

Cultural context

Oppression

Historical context

DeKeseredy and
Schwartz (1999)

Fergusson, Horwood,
and Ridder (2005)

Rodenburg and Fantuzzo
(1993) Measure of wife
abuse

Straus, Hamby, Boney-
McCoy, and Sugarman
(1996)

Revised Conflict
Tactics Scale Injury
subscale
Yoshihama (2001)

Hamby and Gray-Little
(2000)

For example, Choi and
Harachi (2002) and
Suinn, Rickard-
Figueroa, Lew, and Vigil
(1987)

For example, see
Yoshihama (2001)
Atkinson, Greenstein,
and Lang (2005)

Kessler, Mickelson, and
Williams (1999)

Whitbeck, Adams, Hoyt,
and Chen (2004)

Primary aggressor, self-defense

“On [the following] items, what percentage of these times overall do you estimate
that ... you were primarily motivated by acting in self-defense, that is, protecting
yourself from immediate physical harm?” or “What percentage of these times overall
do you estimate that you used these actions on your dating partners before they actually
attacked you or threatened to attack you?” (p. 4).
Fear and intimidation

Questions related to “needing to hide from partner for fear of being seriously harmed,
being seriously afraid of partner and their tendency to violence, and feeling seriously
threatened or intimidated by partner” (p. 1106).
Injury, harm

“Please circle one answer for how hurt or upset you were by each action: 1) This
never hurt or upset me; 2) This rarely hurt or upset me; 3) This sometimes hurt or upset
me; 4) This often hurt or upset me.”
Physical injury

“Was cut or bleeding; went to doctor; needed to see doctor but didn’t; felt pain the
next day; had sprain or bruise could see; private parts were bleeding.”

Perceived severity of abuse

Ask the respondent to rate her experience of the abusiveness of the partner’s behavior
on a 4-point Likert-type scale ranging from1 (not at all abusive) to 4 (very abusive)
(p. 311).
Personal meaning, self-identity

“Do you believe this event to be an instance of abuse?”

“Do you think of yourself as a victim of violence?”

“Do you think of yourself as a battered woman?”
Acculturation

Items measure preferences in the domains of language, food, music, movies, and
association, such as:

“If you could pick, whom would you prefer to associate with in the community?”
Response options: 1 = almost exclusively Asians or Asian Americans, 2 = mostly
Asians or Asian Americans, 3 = about equal Asian and non-Asian groups, 4 = mostly
non-Asian ethnic groups, and 5 = almost exclusively non-Asian ethnic groups. or “Do

you speak”: 1 = only (Vietnamese/Khmer) language, 2 = (Vietnamese/Khmer)
language better than English, 3 = both(Vietnamese/Khmer) and English equally
well, 4 = English better than (Viethamese/Khmer), and 5 = only English.
Culturally defined intimate partner violence (IPV)
Identify and measure culturally specific behaviors associated with IPV
Gender inequality
Example questions on gender traditionalism from the National Survey of Families and
Households. Respondents were asked how much they approved of “mothers who work
full-time when their youngest child is under age five.”
Respondents were asked how much they agreed with statements such as “If a husband
and wife both work full-time, they should share housework tasks equally” (p. 1141).
Day-to-day perceived discrimination From the Midlife Development in the US survey.
“In your day-to-day life, how often are you treated with less courtesy than other people
because you are (fill in race or other identity grouping)?”

“Do you receive poorer service than other people at restaurants and stores because

you are
“Do people act as if they think you are dishonest because you are ”
“Are you threatened or harassed because you are ”

“Are you called names or insulted because you are
Historical trauma, historical loss

Loss of our family ties because of boarding schools.

Loss of families from the reservation to government relocation.

Loss of self-respect from poor treatment by government officials.

Loss of trust in Whites from broken treaties.

Loss of respect from our children and grandchildren for elders.

Loss of our people through early death.
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