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' and Crime YA16 In a nunber of papers (Straus, 1973; 1976: 1977), and
g:tigggiu;ngz‘iﬁizsgf Law Enfo;cement < Jan 30 1979 most clearly in a forthcoming book (Straus, Gelles and
and Criminal Justice--MITRE Corporation, Steinmetz, 1979), I have presented evidence that the family
Washington, D.C. December 4-5, 1978 is +the nmost violent institution, group, or setting that a

g ¢ Tems ” typical citizen is likely to encounter. There are of courss

exceptions, such as the polices or thz army in tims >f war.
But the typical citizen has a high probability of being
violently assaulted only in his or her own home.

AND ASSAULT IN A NATIONAL SANPLE : . :
SIEESS 280 ASSAOLT 14 T10HAL ) . I can make this clear without, at +this point, giving
OF AMERICAN FAMILIES* detailed statistics by pointing out that the tUniform Crime

Reports give data on violent crimes in rates per hundrel
thousand. By contrast, in +the book BEHIND CLOSED DOORS:
VIOLENCE IN THE AMERICAN FAHILY just mentioned, we found it
‘more appropiate to report rates per hundred, than per
hundred thousand or even per thousand.

Hurray A. Straus
University of New Hampshire

THE PARADOX OF PAMILY VIOLENCE AND FAMILY STRESS

Ziz:;z :ioizggiies . ) THE PARADOX OF PAMILY VIOLENCE AND FAMILY SIRESS

THE THEORETICAL HODEL Papily Yiolence »
gig:::;gg ::gi:gtziy of Pamily violence These data point to the first of many ironies or
Family Socialization in violence paradoxes about the fagily. In this case, the.paradox is
Involuntary Nature of Family Membership the fact that the family is also the group to which peopla
- n look for love, support, and gentleness. So the hallmark of
rﬁ (::ﬁj FQ E; family life is both love and violence.

SAMPLE

. SURES OF STRUSS During the past few years I have diracted a program of
D T e Earence research dssigned to unravel that paradox. We are a long

gizggif;i;r?}cgifferent Sereusors ; JUL 30 1979 vay from a full explanation. Howsver, som2 progress has
. been nade. This paper examines one of the several factors

DEFINITION AND MEASURES OF VIOLZNCE v which go into that explanation: the link between stress and

3?2{::?5302‘ i ACQ UIS!TIONS violence.

Spouse Violence Rates

]

. Stress in Families

Another irony of family life is the fact that although
the family is often seen as a place wherec oce can find
respite froa the tensions of the world, in fact, the family
tends to be a group wit an  inherently high level of
conflict ard stress. ) T

STRESSFUL LIFE EVENTS AND ASSSULT BETWEEN SPOUSES

TYPES OF STRESS50BS AND ASSAULT

FACTORS LIBKING STRESS ARD HiPE-BElTING
Socialization for Violence

itd of Family Vviolerce s .
reitar ey ! Richard Gelles and I have presented the thsoretical

i i i d Importance
gziiﬁiioiiﬁiifggﬁtﬁg ana Tmp case for this viev in detail elsewhere (Gelles and Straus,
Marital Powar 1978%5 gortttﬁ :ongnt,dgi:+ll fllsiy po1ntlog@f§uch thzng;v
s carati : 3 as e fac at, in a ion to e norma jffarances an
’,§gc1al Integration and Iselation conflicts between two or more people, the family has built
into its basic structure the battle of the sexes and th2
so~called "generation gap." Moraover, in additisn  to the
‘REPERENCES : . stresses inharent in individual differencses, aga
; : differences, and sex ‘differences, +there 3is +ths stress
POOTNOTES ' inhgrent in what is expected of families. For example,
: families are expected to provide adequate food, clothing and

SUMMARY AND CONCLOSIONS
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shelter in a society which does not always give families ths
resources necessary to dosthis; or +the =xpectation that
families  bring wup healthy, well-adjusted, law-abiding ani
intelligent children who can get ahead in the worlad. The
stress occurs because these traits, and the opportunity to
get ahead, are all factors which are to a greater or 1lesser
extent beyond the control c£ any given fanmily.

The basic argument of the paper has probably bsen nade
clear by what has just been said: that a major cause of tha
high rate of violence in families is the high 1level of
stress and conflict which characterizes families. of
course, this is only a plausible argument. Brenner (1976)
for example, has shown a clear relationship batwesn stress
as indexed by unemployment rate and the rate of assault ani
homicide in the US, Canada, and Great Britain. But is it
other ma2mbers 2f their own <family who are assaulted or
nurdered by <the unemployed? This needs to be dzmonstrated
with empirical data. Consequertly, a major part of this
paper is devoted to such an empirical study.

THE THEORETICAL MODEL

Although  empirical f£indings will start with tha
relationship between the level of stress in families and th=
lavel of vinlence;, I do not believe that stress directly-
causes violence. violence is only one of many possibls
responses +o stress. Among the alternatives are passivity,
resignation, or Jjust leaving. Rcadenmic departments, for
example, are also stressful environments, but ths rate of
physical violence within such departments is close to zero.

The absence of any necessary link = between stress ani
violence is shown in Brennert's data on the correlates of
unemployaent (1976). Unemployment is highly correlated not
only with assault and homicidz, but also with arnual rates
of hypertension, deaths from heart attacks, mental hospital
admissions, and alcoholism. At the individual level Browa
and Harris's (1978) study of a random sample of wuomen in
London. includes. highly reliable .and wvalid data on lifa2
stresses. The interesting point is that they d2monstrated a
clear tenderncy for <hese women +to <Tespond t> stress by
depressign rather than violence. .

(Figure 1 about here) -

Mediating Variables

The center box of Pigure 1 shows some of the other
variables  which  must also bz present to proiuce a
correlation between stress and violence. - For exaspls,
people are nnlikely to respond to strass by vioslence unlass
this is part of the socially scripted method of dealing with
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stress and frustration--as it is in our society. So, an
important part 5f the model is the existence of norms or
images of behavior which depict striking out at others whea
under stress as part of human nature.

Hovever, these are very general  behavioral scripts.
the society's image “of basic nature in all types »of
situations. It may be part of the explanatian. but is not
sufficient. To find the additjional wvariables which will
lead to a sufficient explanation one has to look at the
nature of the family itself,

2gitimacy of Family Violence

Hormative

i

One very simple, but nonetheless important factor 1is
that +the family  has different rules about violence than
other groups. In an academic d2partment or a factory, the
basic rule is that no one can hit anyone else, no matter
vhat they do wrong. A person can be a pest, an intolerabls
bore, negligsnt, dincompetent, selfish, or unwilling to
listen to reason. But that still does not give anyone the
right  to -hit such a person. In the family, as I said, th=
situation is different. There, the basic rule 1is that " if
someone does wrong and won't listen to reason, violance is
permissible, and sometimes even requirad. As one  husband
said about an incident in which his wife threw a ceoffee pot
at him: ©™I was running around with other women--I deserved
it_ i - .

I have heard statements like that from many huasbands
and wives. In another paper I.have documented evidence ip
support of the idea that a marriage license is also a
license to hit (Straus, 1976; 1979b). Still, that does not
explain why or bhow such a norm arose or why it persists.
Here again, there are a number of factors, one of which is
shown in Pigure 1: the use of violence in child rearing;
that is, physical punishment.

Pamily Socialization in Violence

Physical punishment provides the society's basic
training 4in vionlence, but of course, training which applies
most directly to behavior in ths family. At least some use
of physical punishment is just about universal in American
society, +typically begirning in infancy (Steinmetz and
Straus, 1974). ¥hat are the reasons for sayirg ¢that
learning about violence starts with physical punishaent?

When physical punishment is used, several things-can b2
expected to occur. Most obviously, the infant or chili
learns to do or not to do whatever the  punishmsnt 1is
intended t> teach; for example, to not pick up things froa
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the ground and put them in his or her meuth. Less obvious,
but egqually or more important are thrxee other lessons which
are so deeply learned that they become an integral part of
one's personality and world view.

The first of these unintended consequences is the
association of love with violence. Monmy and daddy are the
first and usually the only ones to hit an infart. For nmost
children +this continues throughout childhsod. Th2 child
therefore learns that those who love him or her the nmost,
are .also those who hit. .

Second, since physical punishment is used to train the
child or to teach about dangerous things to be avoided, it
establishes the moral rightness of hitting other fanmily
members.

The third unintended consequence is the principle thai

" when something is really important, it justifies the use of

physical force.

LS8 4 L L2 D P A4

The last of the intervening variables which I have tims
to discuss 1is the simple fact that the family is only a
semi-voluntary institution. This is most obvious in th2
case of children. They cannot leave, and parants cannot
throw thea out until a legally set age. So leaving--which
is probably the nost widely used and 2ffsctive method of
avoiding violence—-is not available as an alternative in th2
parent-child aspect of the family.

To a considerable extent the same is trus for ths
narital relationship. Ninety-four percent of the population
rarries, and anything dore by this 1large percent of the
population is mnot 1likely to bz voluntary. - N> system of
socializatiosn is that effective. In fact, we all know ‘th=s
tremendous informal social pressures which.arz put an pesple
to get married and stay married. Although divorces are now
easier +o get, the economic, social, and emotional barrisrs
to breaking up a marital relationship are still extremsly
high. BEven couples who are living together without a formal
marriage find it difficult to ‘end the relationship. In
cities like Boston and ¥New York, there is a booming business

in-.marriage counseling for the unmarried.

There are a number of other <factors vwhich should be

"incloded in Pigure 1 and in this discussion. Thosz which

have been discussed, however, should be suffizient ¢t>
illustrate the theory which gquided the analysis to bz
reported in this paper.*1

e T
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By way of sunmary, the +theory underlying this paper
rejects the idea that humans have an innate drive toward

aggression, or an innate tendercy to respond to ' stress by
aggression. Rather, a 1link between stress and aggression
occurs only if the individual has learned an Maggressiver
response to  stress, if such a response is a culturally
recognized script for behavior under stress, and if the
situation seems to be c¢ne which will produce rewards for

aggression.

SAMPLE

The data used to examine this theory were obtained from
3 survey conducted in January and February of 1976.
Interviews were conducted with a national area-probability
sample of 2,143 adults. To be eligible for inclusion in ths
sanple each respondent had %o bz between 18 and 70 years  of
age and 1living with ' a member of the opposite sex as 2
couple. However, the couple did not have to b= formally
marrizd. A random half of the respondents were female anl
half were male. Bach interview lasted approximately one2
hour and was completely anonymous. Furthermore,
interviewers ware of the language or racial group which was
pradominant in the sampling area for which ~they were
responsible. Purzher details on the sample are giver in
Straus, Gelles and Steinmetz, 1979.

DEFINITION AND HEASURES OF STRESS

There has been a vast debate on the concept of stress
(Mechanic, 1962; Lazarus, 1966; Levine and Scotch, 1957;
HcGrath, 1970: Scott and Howard, 1970; Selye, 1956). Por
exampla, one issue is whether stress is a_pzoperty of the
situation (such as illness, unemployment, family conflict,
getting ‘married, or getting promoted .to a

whether it is a subjective experience. For some
new set of job responsibilities is experienc2d as stress,
whereas for others, lack of such responsibility is a stress.

_.The definition of stress which I favor treats stress as
a function of +the interaction of ths subjectively defined
demands >f a situation and the capabilities of an individual
or group ¢to respond to these demands. Stress exists when
the subjectively experierced demands are inconsistent. with
response capabilities.*2
In fact, there is a gap between the <definition of
stress given above and data I will actually report. This is
because the methodology of this paper asgumes that (1) som2
life =vent, sach as having a child, produces a certain but
unknown degree of demand on parants, (2) that on the averags
‘this is sobjectively experienced as a demand, (3) that the
capabilities of parents to respond to these demands will not

Table 1. Percent Experiencing 18 Life Stresses During Previous Year.

nev job) or -
people a-

) Male Female Total
Life Event (N=960) (N=1183) ."(N=2143)
1. 'Troubles with the boss 25.8 9.9 17.0
2. Troubles with other people at work 31.4 11.2 20.3
3. Got laid off or fired from work : 10.C 5.9 7.7
4. Got arrested or convicted of something serious 1.9 0.9 1.3
5. Death of someone closé 41.5 38.8 40.0
6. Foreclosure of a mortgage or loan 1.5 1.6 1.6
7. Being pregnant or having a child born 8.1 15.8 12.4
8. Serious sickness.or injury 18.9 16.7 17.6
9, Serious problem with health or behavior of 23.0 29.0 26.3
a family member . :
10. Sexual difficulties 9.0 13.1 11.6
11. In-law troubles 10.9 12,0 11.5
* 12, A lot worse off financially 15.8 12.1 . 13.7
13. Separated or divorced ‘3.6 2.6 3.0
14. Big increase in arguments with spouse/partner 8.1 9.4 8.8
15. Big increase in hrs. worked or job responsilities?8.9 16.3 21.9
16. Moved to different neighborhood or town 17.2- 16.4 16.8
17. Child kicked out of school or suspended 1.6 1.6 1.6
18. Child got caught doing something illegal 2,7 3.0 2.8
Table 2. Mean Scores on Stress Indexes, by Sex
Mean Score* .
Index * Items Male Female Total
(N=960) (N=1183) (N=2143)
Overall stress index 1 to 18 14.9 12.4 13.5
Occupational stress 1, 2,15 28,7 12.4 19.7
Economic stress 1 3,.6, 12, 9.0- 6.5 7.6
Occ. and Econ, Stress Occ. + Econ. 27.3
Interpersonal stress 5, 9, 11, 16 23.1 24,1 23.6
Health stress 7, 8 13.3 16.2 ©14.9
Spousal.stress 10, 13, 14 ) 7.1 8.2 7.7
Parental stress 17, 18 2.7 3.1 2.9
Nuclear family strss Spousal + Parental 14.3 14.2 4.2

% The scores are In percentage form in order to make the scores on each indexX

sorewhat comparable.
raw score. Thus, a mean of 14.9 on the Overall Stress Index means that
this group averagéd 14.9Z of the 18 points which are possible; a mean o

28.7 on the Occupational Stress Index means that this group averaged 28.

_of the three points which are possible on this index. See Straus, 1979,
Chapter 2 for further explanation of percentage stapdardization.

That is, each is a percentage of the maximum possible

£
7%




. VA16

Page 7

alwvays be sufficient, and (4) that the result is a certain
level of stress. On the basis of these assumptions, it is
then possible to investigate the relationship between such
events and the level of vioclence in the family. obviously,
that leaves & large agenda for other investigators who will
deal with this issue more adequately.

{(Tables' 1 and 2 about here)

aspect ©of . stress ‘which is
measured in this study is 1limited +to what are called
“stressor stimuli." #¥e adairistered a mwmodified wversion cf
the Holmes and Rahe stressful 1life events scale (1967).
Bacause of limited interview time, the scale was restrictel

As indicated above, the

to the 18 4items listed in Table 1.#*3 The scores on this
_scale ranged from zero to 18, with a2 mean of *2.4 and a
standard deviation of 2.1. Ir addition to the overall

stress score, ¥e also considerel different subgroupings of
items. The subscores and their means are given in Table 2.

T d e

The first thing to notice in Table 1 is that ths
experiences Teported by +the men and women respondents ace
quite similar. The exceptions are events for which men anil
wemen  have different exposure. Thus, fewsr women have paid
enploymant, =53 it is not surprising that two to three times
as many men as. women experienced .an occupationally related
stress such as troubles with a boss or losing a Job.x*#
There are a few other interesting sex differences.

First, item 4 shows that twice as =many wmen were
arrested or convicted of a serious crime. An interesting
sidelight is that to a noi-criminologist, ar annual arrest
or conviction rate of *wo per hundred men seems quite high.

The only other item with a non-trivial d4ifference is
number 10, - having had some type of sexual problama in the
previous year. The rate for women is half again higher than
the rate for men (13.%1 wersus 9.0} .

Preguency of Different Stressors

The most frequently occurring stress among thz 18 on
the Jlist is the death of someone close to the respondant
(item 5). This happened to 40 percent of our cespondsnts
during the year we asked about. The next most fregusnt

stress is closely related: item 9, a serious probles with
the health or belavior of someone in the family. This
occurred in the lives of about one out of  four. For men,
kowever, occupational stresses occurred sore fresquently.
Iftem 2 shows ¢hat about 30 percent bhad a difficulty with
theiyr boss,  and at the positive end about ths same

increase ' .4n.; their work

percentage had a large

VA16
responsibilities (item 15).

DEFINITION AND MEASURES OF VIOLENCE

I can deal nore adequately--both conceptually and
operationally--with violence. This is because violence has
beepn- the focus of my research on families for the past seven
years, and is +the main focus of the study I will be
reporting. <The definition of violence which underlies this
research treats violence as one type of aggressive act. So
T will first define aggression.

Aggression is an act carried out with the intention of,
or perceived as having +the intention of, hurting another
person.

Yiolence

violsnce is an act carried out with the intention or
perceived intention to cause physical hurt, pain, »r injury
to another person. Violence, as I am using that term, is
therefore synonymous with “physical aggressiosn.t

Although this is the basic definition of violence used
in studies wundertaken as part of the Pamily Violencsz
Research Pragram at the Uriversity of New Hampshire, it is
usually necessary to take - into account a number of other
characteristics of the violent act. These include (1) the
ceverity of  the act, ranging from a slap to torture and
purder; (2) whether it is instrumental®” to some othar
purpose such as <forcing another to do or mot  to 4>
something; or Yexpressive," i.e. an end in  itself; {3)
shether it is a culturally permitted or required act or one
which runs counter to cultural norms {legitimate versus
illegitimate or criminal violezce).

To illustrate these three dimensions in relation +to
viclence within +the family, a child may be slapped milily
for some misdeed or  beaten 30 severely that sedical
treatment. is necessary; the spanking or beating may bz
instrumental to teaching the child not to run into a busy

strest, or it wmay be done out of exasperation and anpger;
and the child may be of an age when the legitimacy of
parents hitting a child is wvirtually unguestioned, as

compared to the general 3illegitimacy in our socizaty of

hitting an 18 year old child.

As in the case of the measursment of stress, there is a
gap between what this set of definitions demands and what is
available for analysis. The technigue used is known as ‘ths



Table 3. Incidence Rates For Severe Violence Index, Overall
Violence Index, and Items Making Up These Tudexes.

o

‘Rate Per 100 Frequency*
Conflict Tactics Scale For Mean Median

Violence Indexes . w .

And Ttems H w H w H W
Wife-Beating and Husband-Beating (N to 38 48 80 89 24 30
R)

QOverall Violence Inden (K to R} 121 11.6 88 10.1 25 * 30
K. Threw something at spouse 2.8 5.2 55 45 22 20
L. Pushed, grabbed, shoved spouse 10.7 83 4.2 4.6 20 21
M. Slapped spouse 5.1 4.6 4.2 35 16 19
N. Kicked, bit, or hit with fist 24 a1 4.8 4.6 19 23
O. Hit or tried to hit with something S22 3.0 45 74 20 38
P. Beat up spouse . N 11 0.6 55 39 1.7 14
Q. Threatened with a knife or gun 04 0.6 46 3.1 18 20
R. Used a knife or guri 03 0.2 53 1.8 15 15

* For those who engaged in each act, i.e., omits those with scores of zero.

' VR16 ' ?agelé

Conflict Tactics Scales (Straus, 197%). This measure
consists of a check list of acts of physical violance., The

. respondent is asked about conflicts and difficulties with

cther family members, and then is asked if, in th= course of
the conflict, he or she did any of the items on the list.
The list starts with non-violent tactics, such as talking
things over, and -then  proceeds on to verbally aggressive
tactics, and £finally to physical aggression~-that is,
violent acts. '

The violent acts in turn were deliberately designed so
as “to permit a measure of +the severity as well as the
frequency of family violence. The 1list starts out with
pushing, slapping, shoving and throwing things. Thase are
vhat can be called the "ordinary" or M"normal" violence of
family 1life. It then gces on to kicking, biting, punching,
hitting with an object, beating up, and wusing a knife or
guns This latter group of items are uszd to compute a
measure of ¥“severe violenceY which 1is comparable +to what
social workers call child &abuse, feminists would call
wife-beating, ard criminologists would call assaults.’ .

It can be seen from this description of the Violencs
Indexes of +the Conflict Tactics Scales that they take into
account the dimensions of intent and severity. However, wea
do - not have data on vwhether +the act was primarily
instrumental versus expressive, nor on whether the act was
one which +the  nmembers of that family believed ¢to be
illegitimatz; or in the circumstances, legitirate.

{Table 3 about here)

Spouse Violeuce Rates

R R R

The first Tow of Table 3 show  that violence by a

- husband against .his wife which was serious. enough to be

clasgsified as wife~beating occurred at a rate of 3.8 per
hundred couples. Violence by a wife serious enough to be
classified as husband-beating occurred .at ' an even higher
rate: 4.6 per hundred couples. However, it is impartant to
remember that these data are based on attacks, rather than
on injuries preduced. If one  uses injurias as the
criterion, = then  wife-beatirg would far outdistancs
kusband-beating.*5

. What proportion of these attacks wvere isoclateld
incidents? Qur data suggest that this wvas rarely the case.
For those who experienced an assault, the medians in the
last column of Table 3 show that it tended to happen about
three times during the year. If the means are nsed as the °
measure - of frequency of = occurrence, +the figure is much
Ligher~--about eight or nine times. . But this is because of a
1elatively fev couples at the extreme for whom such wviolencs
vas just about a weekly event,

’
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STRESS INDEX (IN Z SCORES) .

Figure 2. Marital Assault Rate by Stress Index Score .
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STRESSFUL LIFE EVENTS AND ASSAULT BETHEEN SPJOUSES

For purposes of this analysis, the  Stress - Index was
transferred to Z Scores and grouped into categories of half
a8 Z Score. Therefore, in Figure 2, each " horizontal axis
category  indicates the families who fall within a band that
is half a standard deviation wide.

(Figure 2 about here)

The data plotted in Figure 2 clearly show that the
higher the stress score the higher the rate of assault
betveen husband and wife. Por the wives (s0lid 1line) ths
curve approximately fits a power function. Por the
husbands, the relationship shows a general upward trend, but
is irregular.%6

Both the smooth shape of the curve, and the fact that
the line plotted for the women is above the line for the men
at the high stress end of the graph, suggest that stress has
more effect on wives than on husbands. At the low end of
the scale, women in the -1.0 to -1.4 stress group have an
assault rate which is about half that of the men in this
group (1.1 per hundred versus 2.2 for the men),. But at the
high stress end of the scale, women ir the +1.6 to +2.0 ani
+2.1 and over categories have assault rates which are 150
percent and 50 percent greater +than the rates for ths
busbands who experienceéd this much stress, It seems that in

- the absence of stress women are less violent to their spoans=

than are men, but under stressful conditions women are mors
violent. :

An analysis identical to that in Figure 2. 'was dons,

‘except that +the dependent variable was not limit=d to th2

types of severely violent acts usad in Figure 2; that is,
the ma2asure included pushing, slapping, shoving, ani
throwing things. Except for the fact that the rates are
much higher—--they start at five per hundred and range up to
48 per hundred--the results are very similar.

The importance of this similarity is that it ‘thelps

establish a connection. which is  extrendely important f£or

understanding serious assaults: over and over in our

research, wvwe find a clear connection between the "ordipary” -

violence of family life,  such as spanking children or

. pushing or slapping a spouse, and serious violence such as
..child abuse and wife~beating. = Actually, the connection goes

deeper. Yerbal aggression is also part of this natwork of

i

relationships. People who ‘hurt another family nenber

. verbally are also the ones most 1likely to hurt them
. physically. Horeover, the same set of cauwsal factors

applies to both the mwmilder forms of wiolence and acts of

violence that are serious enough +to be eonsidsre2d child .

abuse or an assault on a spouse. The similarity of the
relationship between stress and the overall vwviolsnce indsx
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with ¢he relationship between stress and serious assaulté‘is
but one of many such examples found for this sample (Straus,
Gelles, and Steinmetz, 1979).

TYPES OF STRESSORS AND ASSAULTS

The analyses just reported were also carried out using
each of the stress subscores listed in Table 2 as tha
independent variable. In each case, as the amount >f stress
increased,  so did +the assault ratz. These realtionships
were strongest for the "Spousal Stress®"  and the ®Economic
Plus Occupational Stress" subscores. :

The fact that a very strong relationship was feund

" between stress in the spousal relationship and assault on a

spouse is what might be expected bzcause in such cases the
assaulter 1is 1lashing out at what he or she may believe is
the cause of the stress. The relationship between economic
and = occupational stress and assault is therefore better
evidence that stress per se is associated with wviolenca.
This relationship is shown in Figure 3.%7

(Figure 3 about here)

FACTORS LINKING STRESS AND WIFE-BEATING

Interesting as are the findings presented so far, thay

‘ do not reflect +the theoretical model sketched at the

beginning of this paper in Figure 1. One might even say
that the data just presented distort the situvation because
the draphs tend to draw attention away from a very important
fact: most - of the couples in this sample vho ware subject
to a high degree of stress were NOT violent.

A critical question is brought to light by this fact.

. What accounts for the fact that some people respond to

stress by violence whereas others do not? Part of the
ansver t9 that question was suggested in the center box of
Pigure 1. The variables included there , were selected  <to
illustrate the theory. They were not intended to ba 2a

” complete list, either of what is theorstically important or

a list of +the wvariables available for this saaple. Thz
available data actually cover three of the £four variables
listed in Pigure 1 plus a number of other variables.

The analysis carried cut tc - take int account- thess
Intervening variables focuses ©on assaunlts by husbands oa

. their wives. It is Trestricted +to this ‘one aspect of
‘intrafamily assault because, along with child abuse, it is

the most serious problem aspect of intrafamily violence, ani
because of limitations imposzd by the time available ¢
prepare this paper and by the length of the paper.



Table 4. Effect of Intervening Variables on the Incidence of Assault

by Husbands Experiencing High Stress. '

Assault Rate Per 100
Husbands when Inter-

vening Variable was: N¥

Intervening Variable = T T
A. Childhood Experience With Violence
Physical punish. after age 12 by mother (0 vs 44 per yr) 7 1 85 89
Phy51ca1 punish, after age 12 by father (0 vs 4+ per yr) 7.4 81 83
Husband's father hit his mother (0 vs 1+ per yr) 5.4 167 41
Husband's mother hit his father (0 vs 1+ per yr) 4.6 176 34
B. Legitimacy of Family Violence
Approval of parents slapping a 12 year old (0 vs high %) 5.9 34 71
Approval of slapping a spouse (0 vs any approval) 2.7 150 100
C. Marital Satisfaction and Importance .
Marital Satisfaction Index {low vs high quartile) 12.3 73 61
Marriage less important to husb. than to wife = high 5.9 - 17 34
D. Sociocecomic Status
Education . 6.1 49 56
Husband a blue-collar worker = law 9.2 284  202%.
Income (low %.$9,000, high = $22,500) ~ 16.4 122 113%*
E. Marital Power
Power Norm Index (high = husb. should have final say) 4.2 71 55
Decision Power Index (high = husb. has final say) 5.2 58 62
F. Social Intepration * :
Organizational Participation Index (0 vs 11+) 10.5 86 60
Religious service attendance (0-1/yr vs weekly) 8.9 79 56
Relatrives living near (0-2 vs 13+) . 5.7 124, 1I8%

*The N's vary because, even though the intent was for the high and lovw groups to

be the upper and lower quartiles, this was not always possible.

In the case of

occupational class, for example, the comparison is between a dichotomous nominal
variable. In the case of continuous variables, we sometimes wanted to preserve

the intrinsic meaning of a score category, such as.those who with a score of
zero, even though this might Le more of less 1/4 of the sample.
causing the N's to vary is that the division into quartiles was based on the

Another factor

distribution for the entire sample of 2,143, rather than just the high stress
subgroup analyzed in this table. Finally, there are three variables for which
the data was obtained from the wife as well as the husband (husband's. occupation,
family income, and relatives living nearby). The N's for these variables are
roughly double those for the other variables because they are based on the entire
sample, rather than-only on those families where the husband was the respondent.
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The analysis started by distinguishing husbands in. the
sample who experienced none of the stressful events in the
past year (¥=139) and those in the high quartile of the
index (N=258). Fach of these groups was further divided
into those who were in the high quartile of each intervening
variable, versus those in the low quartile. This enables us
to see if the intervening varilable was, as specified in tha
theoretical model, necessary for life strasses €5 result in
violence. 1If the theory is correct, the men who are high in
respect +to an intervening variable will have a high rate of
violence, whereas the men in the low ¢ategory. will not be
more violent than ‘the sample as a whole, despite the fact
that they vers under just as much stress during the year as
the others.

{Table 4 about here)

ﬁu*.il_zati.gg. Eor Yioclence

The first row of Table 4 runs directly contrary to tha
theory being  examined. It shows that the men who were
physically punished the most by their mother when they wexrs
teenagers vwere slightly less violent under stress than thz

. men who were not or only rarely hit at this adge by their

mother. On the other hand, having beeén physically punished
a more than just a rare occasion by a father does relate to
assaulting a wife. Husbands whose father hit them the most
have an assault rate against their wives which is slightly
higher than d¢ husbands who were under equally high stress
that year, but who did not experience this much violence
directed against them as a teerager. The differencs between
the effect of having been hit by one's umother .varsus by
one's father suggests that violence by the father zgainst a
teenage boy is a more influential rolz wodel for violent
behavior which the sor will later display urder stress.

The next two rows of Table 4 refer to violence betwaen

=R 44

the parents of the husbands in this sample. These two rows
show large differences between husbands who are the sons of
parents who ‘engaged 1in - physical fights and those who diad
not. Th2 assault rate by husbands whose own father had hit
their mother was 216 percent higher than the rats for tha
men whose fathers pever hit their mother (17.1 per 100 vs
5.4). Surprisingly, the largest difference of all is it the

ruch greater assault rate by husbands who had grown uap in

. families where their mother had hit their fathesr. This

&+ 3-1"1

contradicts the idea of the same sex parent ba2icg a asrs
influential role model. Whatsver the intervening process,
however, Section LA of Table 4 shows that +the aen who
assaulted their wives were exposed to more family wviolence

as teenagars than were the Men who were not wiolernt desp-t=

an equally high level of stress.



YA16 Page 13

Legitimacy of Family Violence

Section B of Table #  reports
scores  (Osgood, Sucl and Tannenbauzm,
questions about slapping a chill and slapping one's

ssemantic differentialw
1957)) in response to
husband

or wifé. ©Pach score is made up by combining the ratings for
how Ynecessary,” "normal," and "good" the respondent - rated
slapping. :

The f£irst row of Section B =shows +that husbands wsh>
approved of slapping a child had a 68 percent greater rate

of assaulting their wives than did the husbands with'a scors

of zero on this index. When it comas to approval of
slapping g spouse, there is a 456 percent difference in ths
predicted direction. These findings are consistent with tha
theoretical model asserting that the relation betwesn stress
and = violence is a socially mediated process, rather than a
direct biologically determined relationship. Howsver,
these are cross sectional data, the findings do not provs
the correctness of the model, It is also quite plausible to>
interpret the greater assault rate by men who approva of
violence as an after-the-fact justification. Excspt for a
f2w variables which <clearly occurred at a previous time,
such as the ones on violence experienced as a child, this
caution applies to most of the f£indings to be reported.

Marital- Satisfaction and Importance

The first row of Section.C compares men who were low in
marital satisfaction with men in the high quartila. The low
quartile.@en had a 151 percent higher assault rate. .
similar difference is shown by comparing men who rated their
marriages as a less important part of their lives +than tha
marriage .played = in the life of their wives. Of course, as
noted above, these differences, like a number of others to
be reported in this paper, could vreflect the effect of
marital violence rather <than being a cause. Oonly a
longitudinal study can adeguately sort out this critical
issue. On the basis of this study, it can only be said that
the findirgs are not inconsistent with the idea that nmen
under stress are more likely to be violent if they do not
find the marriage a rewarding and important part of thair
lives.

Socigeconomic Status

Three aspects of sociceconomic status are examined in
Section D of Table &. The first of these, the sducatiopal
level of the couple, shovs findings which many will £inl
surprising. . The husbands in the high quartile of =ducation
were only slightly less violent than those 3in the 1low
gquartile. This 'is inconsistent with the videly held view
that less educatad people are =amore violent. Rctually, a

sinca
for

" may be  part -of the
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careful review of +the available studies fails to> suppsrt
this widespread idea (Straus, 1979c). ‘A number of studies
(including an analysis of this sample. Finkelhor, 1977)
suggest there is little or no difference in aggression and
violence according to education. .

On the other hand, when it comes ¢o indlcators »f
present sociveconomic position, the low groups are, as
expected, more violent. The second row of Sectizn D, £or

example, shows that the assault rate of blue-collar husbands
is 70 percent greater — than the assault  rate of the
wvhite-collar employed busbands. 3If the combined income of
the couple vas $9,000 or less, - the rate of assault by
husbands on their wives wvas 368 percent higher than in
families with a mnore adequate income (16.4 per hundred
versus 3.5 per hundred).

‘Hhat could account for the sharply different <£findings

education as compared +to5 occupation and income? One
fairly straight forward possibility is that low income - and
lov status occupations are indirsct indicators of =ven mor=
stress than is measured by the stress index. Low or high
education, on the other hand, does not necessarily mean that
the couple is currently in an economically bad position,
such as is indicated by a total family ipcom2 of $9,000 and
under.

Maprital Bowe:r

One of the most important factors accounting = for ths
high rate of marital violence is the use of forcz by men as
the ®ultimate resource”™ to back up their position as "head®
of the family (Allen and S+*raus, 1979; Goode, 1971
Straus, 1976, 1977). Section E provides evidence that this
explanation for why some men assault
their wives when.under stress and others do not.

The first row of Section E shows that the assault rate

in most family decisions is 288 percent higher - than it is
for husbands who are not -committed to such mala dominance
norms.  The second rowv suggests that when this is translated
into actual decision power, the differences are almrost as’
great.  The husbhands who actoally did have the f£inal say in
most family decisiops had an assault rate of 16.1 per
hundred as compared to 5.2 for the husbands who were also
under high stress but shared decisiors with their wives.
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Social Integration and Isolation

The last set of intervening factors: included in this
paper explore the theory that violence will be higher in the
absence of a network of personal ties. Such ties can
provide help in dealing with the stresses of life, and
perhaps intervene when disputes within the  family threaten
to become violent. .

The first row of Seétion F shows that men whd belonged
to no organizations (such as clubs, lodges, business or
professional organizations, or unions) had a higher rate of

assault than 4id the men vwho participated in many such
attendedl

organizatioas. The same  applies +to men whe
religious services ‘as comparzd to men who rarely or never
did.

The third row of Section P, however, shows opposite

results. Couples ¥ho
couples with few 'relatz;n§-~nearby. This finding is not
necessarily inconsistent with social network theory. The
usual formulation of that theory assumes that the network

will be #pro-social."™ Usually, that is a raasonable
assumption. However, 'a social network c¢an also support
fanti-social” behavior. That is the essence of the
ndifferential association™ theory of criminal behavior. 1In

respect to. the family, Bott (1957) and others have shown
that involvement in a closed network helps maintain ssxually
segregated family roles, whereas couples not tied in to such
networks tend to have a more 2qual and shared task typs of
family organization. 1In the present case, the assumption
that: the kin networit will be opposed to violsnce is not
necessarily correct. Por example, - a . number of women
indicated that when +they 1left their husband because of a
violert attack, thelr mothers' responses -included such
things as " urging her to deal with the situation by being a
better houszkeeper, a better sex partner, by just avciding
him, . etc. In some cases, the advise was Yyou just have t>
put up with if for the sake of the kids--that's what I did.”

SUNMMARY AND CORCLUSIONS

This paper wvas deSLgned to. determime the ' extent to
which stressfunl life experlences are asSsociated with assault
between husbands and wives, and to explore the <zre2asoas £or
such an association. The data used to answer thes:
questions come from a nationally representative sample of
2,143 American couples. Stress ‘was measured by an
instrument patterned after the Holmes and - Rahe scals. It
consisted  of a list of 18 stressful events which could have
occurred during the year covered by the survey.  Assault was
m2asured by the severe violence index of the family Conflict
Tactics Scales. This consists of whether any of the
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-the assault rate of the husbands.

had many relatives living Hlthln an‘
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vinlent acts had occurred in the course of a
family dispute during the past year: punching, kicking,
biting, hitting with .- an’' object, beating up, and using 2

knife or gun.

The findings show that respondents who experienced nons
of the 18 stresses in the index had the lowsst rate of
assault. This applies to assaults by wives as well as by
husbands. As the number of stressors experienced during the
year increased, so d4id the assault rate. This was most
clear in the case of the wives. Wives with a stress score
of zero had a lover rate of assault on  their husbands as
compared to the assaults by husbands with a stress score of

But the issault rate of wives climbed steadily with
increment of stress, and gradually became greaﬁer than
Thus, although wives wers
less assaultive under normal conditions, under stress they
were more assaultive than the husbands.

each

The second part of the analysis was based on the theory

that stress by itself does not necessarily lead to- violence.

Rather, it was assumed that othar factors must b2 present.
Several such factors were examined by focusing on men who
vere in the top quartile in stressss experienced during the

year. These men were divided into low and high groups on
the basis of variables which might account for the
.correlation between stress and violence. It was assumedl

that, if the theory is correct, the men who were high in ths
presumed intsrvening wvariable should have a high assault
rate, whereas the men in the low category on thess variables
should not be more assaultive than the sample as a whole,
despite the fact that they were under as much stress during
the yesy as were the other high-stress subgroup of men.

The results were generally consistent with this theury.

suggest the following <conclusions: (1) Physical
punishment by fathers, and observing parents hit each other
train men to respord to stress by violenca. (2) Men wh>

assault their wives believe that physical punishment of
children and slapplng a spouse are appropriate behavior.
Their early experience with violence therefore seems to have
carried over into their present normative stance. Howevar,
a longitudinal study is needed to establish whether this is
actually +the causal direction. {3) M2n under strass are
more lik=ly to assault their wife if the marriage is not an
important and rTewarding part of their life. (4) Education
do2s not affect the link between stress and violence.
However, lowvw income and a lovw status occupation 10, perhaps
because these are indicators of additional stressss. {5)
Men who believe that husbands should be the dominant persorn
in a ‘marriage, and especi ially husbands who havz actually
achieved such a power position, had assault rates from onz
and a half to three times higher than the men without such
values - who were also under 'stress. {6) H#Hen who wers:
socially isolated (in the sers2 of not participating  in
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or other organizations) had higher rates of
assault on their wives, whereas men whe¢ were invdlved  in
supportive nstworks of this type, only rarely assaultel
their wives despite being under extremely high stress.

unions, c¢lubs,

Humar beings clearly have an dinherent capacity for
violence. They also have an inherent capacity for doing
algebra. This capacity is only +translated dintd> actually
solving an equation, or actually assaulting a spouse, if one
has learned to respond to scientific or technical = problems
by using wathematics or
family problems by using violence.  Even with such training,
violence is not an automatic response to stress, nor algebra
to a sc¢ientific problem. One also has to believe that the
is amenable to a mathematical solation or to 2
violent solution. The findings presented in this paper show
that violence +tends to be high when these conditions ars
present; for example amonyg those whose childhood
experiences taught them <the use of violence and whose
present need to dominate the marriage provides a - situation
vhich is likely to yield to violence. If conditions such as
these are present, stress is related to violence. If these
conditions are not present, the relation between stress and
violence is absent or minimal.

0of course, conclusions such as these, although
consistent with the findings reported in this paper, are not
proved by the findings. Hany of the findings are
other equally plausible interpretations, particularly as to
causal direction. Other findings may be confounded with
variables such as socioeconomic status. An analysis to deal
with the problea of confounding with socioceconomic status is
now  being run and would have been reported had there heen
more time before this conferencs. The question of ' causal
direction can only be adequately dealt with by a
longitudinal study. Such a longitudiral study shouldl have
the  highest priority in funding research to test theories

: about the link between stress and violence.
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criticisas and suggestions
violence Research Progranm

1. Figure 1 is intended to illustrate +the gemneral
nature of the theory, rather than to list all the variables
wiich need to be taken into account. Thare are also tw>
aspects of the pmodel which are included simply to alert
readers to their importance, but which will not figure in
the empirical analysis. First, +this paper will not deal
with feedback processes. Second,  within ' the center box
illustrating some of the intervening variables, the arrovs
show that each of these variables is realted to the othars.,
They ares a mptually supporting system, and interaction
effects are no doubt also present. BHowever, in this paper,
these and other interverning varlables will be dealt with one
by one :
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2. This can be demands in excess of capabilities or a
loy level of demand relative to responss capabilites. 2
more adequate formulation of stress includes a number of
other element s. For example, Farrington (19739) has
identified six components which need to be taken into
account in research on stress: the stressor stiaulus,
objective demands, subjective demands, respons2
capabilities, choice + of ra2sponse, and stress level.
Important as are these six components, they will be dignorel
in this paper for the simple rsason that there is no way to
investigate them with the data I have available.

3. The stress index used in this study actually
departs in other ways than length from ths Holmes and Rahe
scale. (1) One of the criteria used ‘to select ' items from
the larger original set was to 2liminate stresses which havs
a Ypositive cathexis."™ This was done on the basis of
methodological studies which show that it is the "negative”
items which account for most of the relationship between
scores. on the stress index and other variables (Gersten,
Langner, Eisenberq and Orzek, 1974; Paykel, 1974) . (2) W2
modified some items and added some which are not in the
Holmes and Rahe scale to secure a set of stressors which
seemed best for +the purpose of this research.  (3) The
Bolmes and Rahe weights were not used in computing the index
score for each respondent. This was based on research which
found that the weighting makes little differemce in th2
validity of scales of this type (Straus, and Kumagai, 1979),
and of the Holmes and Rahe scale specifically (Hotaling,

twell and Linsky, 1979).

An important liamitation which this stress index shares
with the Holmes and Rahe index is that one does not know the
time distribution of the stressful events, At one extreme,
a person who experiepced four of the stressors during thz
year could have had them spread out over the year, or at thz

- other extrame, all four could have occurred at roughly ths
same time,

. 4., Th=s sex difference in item 7 (being pregn&nt or
having a child} is probably due.to a misunderstanrding of ths
guestion by the male respondents. It was meant to apply to

the men as well as the women in +he sample, in the sense of
whether the wife was pregnant or had 2 child ip the 1last
year.

5. Although these findings show high rates of violence
by wuives, this should not dAivert attention from thes need ¢
give primary attentior to wives as victims as the
focns of social policy. There are a npumber of reasons for

this:
a., R vaiiaity study carried out in preparation for

this research ' {Bulcrof:+ ard Straus, 1975) shows that
underreporting of violence is gqreater for violence. by

immediate

)
¥
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husbands than it is for violence by wives. This LIs probably
because the use of physical force is so nuch a part of thez
male wvay of life that it is typically not the dramatic ani
¢ften traumatic event that the same act of violente is for a

sOman. To be vwiolent is not unmasculine. But to bs
rhysically violent is unfeminin= according. to c¢ontenporary
American standards. Consequently, if it were possible to

allow for this difference in reporting rates, it is 1likely
that, even in simple numerical terms, wife-beating would be
the more severe problem., .

b. Evan if one does not take intd account this
difference in underreposrting, the data in Table 3 show that
husbands have higher mmtes in +the mnost dangerous arnd
injurious forms of wviolence (beating up and using a knife or

gun) .

. c. Table 1 also shows that when violent acts are
committed by a husband, they are repeated more often than is
the case for wives.

d. Thess data do not tell us what proportion of the
violent acts by wives were in rasponse to blows initiated by

hushands. HRolfgang's data on husband~wife homicides (1957)
suggest that this is an important factor.
e. The greater physical strength of men makes it more

liiely that a woman will be seriously injured when beaten up
by her husband than the reverse.

f. A disproportiovonately large
husbards seem to occur when the wife is pregnant (Selles,
1975) thus posing a danger to the as yet unborp child.

© g. Women are locked into marriage to a much greater
extent than men, Because of a variety of economic and
social constraints, they often have no alternative +to
putting up with beatirgs by their husband (Gellas, 19763
Martin, 1976; sStraus, 1%76, 1977).

6. The number of husbands and wives on vhich eacK of

the rates in Pigure 2 is based are: -~1.0 = 361 and 365;
~0.5 = 5§59 and 460; 0.0 = 414 and 815; +0.1 = 304 and 303;
+0.6 = 224 and 218; +1.1 = 128 and 129; +1.6 = 45 ard 45;
+2.1 = 103 and 10S5.

7. Th2 number of husbands and wives on which ' each of
the rates in Figure 3 .is based are: O = 1053 and 1058;
1 = 544 and 548; 2 = 25f and 256; 3 = 135 and 130; & = 43
and 44; 5 = 12 and 12.- '

’gage 25.

number of attacks by
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