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. . . 
In a number of papers (straus* 1973; 1976; 1977), ani 

most clearly in a forthcoming book (Straus, Gelles and 
Steinmetz, 1979), I have presented evidence that the family 
is the most violent institution" group, or setting that a 
typical citizen is likely to encounter. There are of course 
ex~eptions, such as the police or the army in time 'f war. 
But the typical citizen has a high probability of being 
violently assaulted only in his or her own h~mPe 

I can malte this clear without .. at this point, giving 
detailed statistics by pointing out that the Uniform Crime 
Reports give data on violent crimes in rates per hundre5 
thousand. By contrast, in the book BEHIND CLOSED DOORS: 
VIOLENCE IN THE AMERICAN FAMILY just mentioned, we found it 
more appropiate to report rates per h~nd~gd, than per 
hundred thousand or 9ven per thousand. 

THE P~RADOX OP FAMILY VIOLENCE AND FAMILJ srRESS 

FamilI nQ!gn~~ 

These data point to the first of many ironies or 
pa~adoxes about the family. In this case, the paradox is 
the fact that the family is also the group to which people 
look for love, support, and gentleness. So the hallmark ~f 
family life is both love and violence. 

During the past few years I have directed a pr~gram ~f 
research designed to unravel that paradox. We are a long 
way from a full explanation. However, some pr~gress has 

• been made. This paper exalllines one of the several f'actors 
t*"' which go into that explana tion: the link between stress an a 

violence. . 

, §ll~~ iJ! lUUi!!§ 

Another irony of faaily life is the :fact that although 
the faaily is often seen as a place where one can find 
respite fro. the tensions of the vorld, in f~ct, the faaily 
tends to be a group with an inherently high level of 
conflict and stress. 

Richard Gelles and I have presented the thaoretical 
case for this view in detail elsewhere (Gelles and straus, 
1978). For the aaaent, I will siaply point out such things 
as the fact that, ~n addition to the noraal differences an~ 
conflicts between tvo or aore people.. the faaily has built 
into its basic structure the battle of the sexes and the 
so-called "generation gap." !oreover, in additi~n to the 
stresses inherent in individual differences. age 
diff~renc~s, and sex differenc;::s, there is the stress 
inherent in what is expected of faailies. For exaaple, 
faailies are expected to provide adequate foo:1, clothing an:! 

, I 
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shelter in a society which does not always give families tha 
resources necessary to do~this; or the expectation that 
families bring up healthy. well-adjusted, law-abiding ana 
intelligent children who can get ahead in the w~rld. The 
stress occurs because these traits, and the opportunity to 
get ahead, are all factors which are to a greater or lesser 
extent beyond the control of any given family. 

The basic argument of the paper has probably been made 
clear by what has just been said: that a major cause of the 
high rate of violence in families is the high level of 
stress and conflict which characterizes families. Of 
course, this is only a plausible argument. Brenner (1976, 
for example, has shown a clear relationship between stress 
as indexed by unemployment rate and the rate of ass~ult ani 
homicide in the US, Canada, and Great Britain. But is it 
other members ~f their own family who are assaulted or 
murdered by the unemployed? This needs t~ be deMonstrated 
with empirical data. Consequently. a major part of this 
paper is devoted to such an empirical study. 

THE THEORE,TICAL MODEL 

Although empirical findings will start with tha 
relationship between the level of stress in families and the 
level of violence. I do nQ~ believe that stress g~~~gtlY' 
Causes violence~ Violence is only one of many possible 
responses to stress. Among the alternatives are passivity, 
resignation. or just leaving. Academic departments, for 
example, are also stressful environments, but the rate of 
physical violence within such departments is close to zero. 

The absence of any necessary link between stress ani 
violence is shown in Brenner's data on the correlates of 
unemployment (1976). Unemployment is highly correlated not 
only with assault and homicide, but also with annual rates 
of hype~tensi:)n .. deaths from hE:art attacks, mental hospital 
admissions, and alcoholism. At the individual level Brown 
and Harris's (1978) study of a random sample of women in 
London includes, highly reliable -and valid data on life 
str~sses. rhe interesting point is that they d~monstrated ~ 
clear tendellcy for "hese wOlllen to respond to stress by 
deR~~2i~~ rather 'than violence. 

(Figure 1 about here) 

The center box of Figure 1 shows some 
variables which. Dust also be present 
correlation between stress and violence. 
p90ple are unlikely to r:spoJld to stress by 
this is part :)f the socially scripted method 

of the other 
to prod-uce a 
For exaapls~ 

vi:)lence unless 
of dealing with 
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stress and frus·tration--as it is in our society. So, an 
i~portant part of the model is the existence of norms or 
images of behavior which depict striking out at others wne!l 
under stress as part of human nature. 

Hovever. these are very general behavioral scripts. 
They cannot explain !~!~lI violence because they are part of 
the society's image of basic nature in all types· of 
situations. It may be part of the explanation, but is not 
sufficient. To find the additional variables which will 
lead to a sufficient explanation one pas to look at the 
nature of the family itself. 

R~~ms!ix~ &~g!ti~s£I ~f tsmilI ~i~l~n£~ 
One very simple, but nonetheless important factor is 

that the faaily has different rules about violence than 
other groups. In an academic department or a factory, the 
basic rule is that no one can hit anyone else, no matter 
what they do wrong. A person can be a pest, an intolerable 
bore, negligent, incompetent, 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, the 
situation is different. There, the basic rule is that if 
someone does wrong and won't listen to reason, violence is 
permissible, and sometimes even required. As one husband 
said about an incident in whj.ch his wife threw a coffee pot 
at him: "r was running around with other women--I deservei 
it ... 

I have heard statements like that from many husbands 
and wives. In another paper I have documented evidence in 
support of the idea that a marriage license is also a 
license to hit (Straus, 1976; 1~79b). Still, that does not 
explain vhy or how such a norm arose or why it persists. 
Here again, there are a number of factors, one of which is 
shown in Figure 1: the use of violence in child rearing; 
that is, physical punishment. 

Physical punishment provides the society's basic 
training in Yi~lence, but of course, training which applies 
most directly to behavior in the family. At least SOIll& use 
of physical punishment is just about universal in Allerican 
society, typically b&ginning in infancy (Steinmetz and 
Straus, 1974)c What are the reasons for saying that 
learning about violence starts with physical punishment? 

When 
expected 
learns to 
intended 

physical punishment is used, several things can ba 
to occur. Most obviously, the infant or chil:! 
do or not to do whatever the punishment is 
t~ t~ach; for example. to not pick up things fro. 

" 

VA16 Page 5 

the qround and put them in his or h~r mc~th. Less obvious, 
but equally or more important are th~ee 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. Mommy and daddy are ~he 
first and usually the only ones to hit an infant. For most 
children this continues throughout childhood. rha child 
therefore learns that those who love him or her the most, 
are also those who hit. 

Second, since physical punishment is used to train the 
child or to teach about dangerous things tG> be a voHed, it 
establishes the moral rightness of hitting other family 
members. 

The third unintended consequence is the principle that 
when something is really important, it justifies the use of 
phySical force. 

!nx~lun!~~~ H~!gt~ 2~ IsmtlI H§m~~~2h!2 
The last of the intervening variables which I have tima 

to discuss is the simple fact that the family is only a 
semi-voluntary institution. This is most obvious in the 
case of children. They cannot leave, and parents cannot 
throw thea out until a legally set age. So leaving--which 
is probably the most widely used and affactive sethod ~f 
avoiding vio1ence--is not available as an alternative in the 
parent-child aspect of the family. 

To a considerable extent the same is true for the 
marital relationship. Ninety-four percent of the population 
marries, and anything done by this large percent of the 
population is not 'likely to b= voluntary. No systelll of 
socialization is that effective. In fact, we all know the 
tremendous informal social pressures which. are put on people 
to get married and stay married. Although divorces are now 
easier to get p the economic, social, and emot.iona1 barriers 
to breaking up a marital relationship are still extremaly 
high. Even couples who are living together without a for.al 
marriage find it difficult to end the relationship. In 
cities like Boston and New York. there is a booming business 
~n.marriaqe counseling for the unmarried. 

There are a number of other factors which should be 
. included in .Figure 1 and in this discussion. Those which 
have been discussed. however, should be sufficient t~ 
illustrate the theory which guided the analysis to be 
reported in this paper.*1 
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By way of summar:Y6 the theory und-erlying this paper 
~ejects the idea that humans have ~n innate drive toward 
aggression, or an innate tendency to respond to stress by 
aggression. Rather v a link between stress and aggressi~n 
occurs only if the individual has learned an "aggressive B 

response to stress, if such a response is a culturally 
recognized script for behavior under stress, and if the 
situation seems to be cne which will produce rewards for 
agg cession. 

SAMPLE 

The data used to examine this theory were obtained fro~ 
a survey c:>nducted in January and FebrUary of 1976. 
Interviews were conducted with a national area-pr:>bability 
sample of 2,143 adults. To be eligible for inclusion in the 
sample each respondent had to be between 18 and 70 years of 
age and living with' a member of the opposite sex as ~ 
couple. However, the couple dii not have to be f:>cmally 
married. A random half of the respondents were female ani 
half vere male. Each interview lasted approxi~ately ~ne 
hour and was completely anonymous. Furthermore, 
interviewers were of the language or racial group which was 
predominant in the sampling area for which they were 
responsible. Fur~her details on the sample are given in 
Straus, Gelles an~ Steinmetz, 1979. 

DEFINITION AND 8EASURES OF STRESS 

There has been a vast debate on the con,pept of stress 
(8echanic, 1962; Lazarus, 1966; Levine and Scotch, 1~67; 
McGrath, 1910; Scott and Howard, 1970; selye~ 1956). Foc 
example, one issue is whether stress is a_property of the 
situation (such as illness, unemployment, family conflict, 
getting married, or getting promoted -to a nev job) oc" 
whether it is a subjective experience. For some people a 
new set of job responsibilities is experienced as stress, 
whereas for others, lack of such responsibility is a stress. 

_~he definition of stress which I favor treats stress as 
a function of the interaction of the subjectively define~ 
demands ~f a situation and the capabilities of an individual 
or group to respond to these demands. Stress exists when 
the subjectively experienced deaands are inconsistent" with 
response capabilities.*2 

In fact, there is a gap between the defiLition of 
stress given above and data I will actually report. rhis i~ 
because the methodology of this paper ~§.!!mS2 that (1) sOlie 
life event, su.r::h as having a child, produces a certain but 
unknown degree of'de'mand on parents, (2) that on the average 
this is subjectively experieLced as a demand, (3) that tbe 
capabilities of par~nts to respond to these demands will not 

Ta~le 1. Percent Experiencing 18 Life Stresses During Previous Year. 

Male 
(N=960) 

Female Total 
Life Event 

1. "Troubles with the boss, 
2. Troubles with other people at work 
3. Got laid off or fired from work 
4. Got arrested or convicted of something serious 
5. Death of someone close 
6. Foreclosure of a mortgage or loan 
7. Being pregnant or having a child born 
8. Serious sickness. or injury 
9. Serious problem with health or behavior of 

a family member 

25.8 
31.4 
10.0 
1.9 

41.5 
1.5 
8.1 

18.9 
23.0 

10. Sexual difficulties 9.0 
11. In-law troubles 10.9 
12. A lot worse off financially 15.8 
13. Separated or divorced ·3.6 
14. Big increase in arguments with spouse/partner 8.1 
15. Big increase in hrs. worked or job responsi1ities28.9 
16. Moved to different neighborhood or town 11.2 
17. Child kicked out of school or suspended 1.6 
18. Child got caught doing something illegal 2.7 

Table 2. Mean "Scores on Stress Indexes, by Sex 

(N=1183) -(N=2143) 

9.9 
11.2 
5.9 
0".9 

38.8 
1.6 

15.8 
16.7 
29.0 

13.1 
12.0 
12.1 
2.6 
9.4 

16.3 
16.4 
1.6 
3.0 

17.0 
20.3 
7.7 
1.3 

40.0 
1.6 

12.4 
17.6 
26.3 

11.6 
11.5 
13.7 
3.0 
8.8 

21.9 
16.8 
1.6 
2.8 

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 
O~cupationa1 stress 1}.2, 15 28.7 lZ.4 19.7 
Economic stress 3-, _6, 12" 9.0- 6.5 7.6 
Occ. and Ecan. 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 
Spou~a1: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 14.2 

* The scores are in percentage form in order to make the scores on eaCh ~naex 
so~ewhat comparable. That is, each is a percentage of the maximum possible 
raw score. Thus, a mean of 14.9 on the Overall Stress Index means that 
this group averaged 14.9% of the 18 points which are possible; a mean of 
28.7 on the Occupational Stress Index means that this group averaged 28.7% 
of the three points which are possible on this index. See StLaus, 1979, 
Chapter 2 for further explanation of percentage standardization. 
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always be sufficient, and (4) tnat tne result ~s 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 violence in the family. Obviously, 
tha t leaves a large agenda for other investigators who will 
deal with this issue more adegu~tely. 

(Tables 1 and 2 about here) 

As indicated above, the aspect of. stress which is 
measured in this study is limited to what are called 
"stressor stimuli." Ne admir.istered a modified version of 
the Holmes and Rahe stressful life events sc~le (1967)8 
Because of liuited interview time, the scale Mas restricte5 
to the 18 items listed in Table 1.*3 The scores on this 
scale ranged from zero to 18, with a mean ~f ·2.~ and a 
standard deviation of 2.1. In addition to the over~ll 
s~ress score, ve ~lso considere5 different subgroupings of 
items. The subscores and their means are given in Table 2. 

~~ Dif~stsngs~ 

The first thing to notice in Table 1 is that the 
experiences reported by the men and women resp~naents are 
quite simil~r. The exceptions are events for which men ani 
wemen have different exposure: Thus, fewer women have paid 
employment, S~ 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.*q 
There are a few other interesting sex differences. 

First, itea q shows that twice as many men vere 
arrested or convictlad of a serious. crime. An interestin; 
sidel:i.ght is that to a non-criminologist. an annual ~rrest 
or conviction rate of tvo per hundred men seems quite high. 

The only other item with a non-trivial difference is 
number 10, having had some type of sexual problem in the 
previous year. The rate for women is half again higher th~n 
the rate ~or men (13.1 versus 9.0). 

ft~g:Y~n£I 2! I!illi~ent stre s~ 

The most frequent.ly occurring stress among the 18 on 
the list is the death of someone close to the respondent 
(ite. 5). This happened to 40 percent of our r.espondents 
during the year We asked about~ The next 1I0S·t frequent 
stress is closely related: item 9. a serious problea with 
the health or behavior of someone in the family. rhis 
occurred in the lives of about one out of four. For men, 
however, occJlpational stresses occurred more frequently • 
.ItePl 2 sh~ws that abont 30 percent had a difficulty .with 
their boss,' and at the positive end about the same 
percentage had a large increase ~n.~ their work 
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responsibilities (item 15). 

DEFINITION AND ~EASURES OF VIOLENCE 

I can deal more adequately--both conceptually and 
operationa~ly--with violence. This is because violence h~s 
been the focus of my research on families for the past seven 
years, and is the main focus of the study I vill be 
reporting. The definition of violence which. underlies this 
resear·ch treats vio~ence as one type of aggressive act. So 
I will first define aggression. 

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

tl2!2£~ 

Violence is an act carried out with the intention or 
per.ceived intention to cause physical hurt, pain, or injury 
to another person. Violence, as I am using that term, is 
therefore synonymous \d th .. physical aggr:essi:>n. II 

Althou;h this is the basic definition of violence usei 
in studies undertaken as part of the Family Violence 
Rasearch Pr~gram at the University of New Hampshire, it is 
usually necessary to take into account a number of other 
C'haracteristics of the violent act. T~ese include (1) the 
~everity of the act, ranging from a slap to torture and 
murder; (2, whether it is "instrumental" to some other 
purpose such as forcing anothe~ to do or not to d~ 
something; or "ex;pressive," i.e. an end in itself; (3, 
~hether it is a culturally permitted or required act or ~ne 
which runs counter to cultural norms (legitiPlate versus 
illegitimate or criminal violence). 

To illustrate these three dimensions in re~ation to 
violence within the family, a child may be slapped 1I1H11 
fQ~ some ~isdeed or beaten so severely that .edical 
treatment is necessary; the spanking or beating eay be 
inst·rumental to teaching thr~ chila not to run into a busy 
street, or it may be done out of erasperation and anger: 
ana the child may be of an age when tne legiti~acy of 
parents hitting a child' is virtually ung:uestioned, as. 
compared to the general illegitimacy in our society ~f 
hitting an 18 year old child. 

As in the case of the measursmeut of stress; there is a 
gap between what this set of definitions demands an:l what is 
available for analysis. rhe technique used is known as the 



Table 3. Incidence Rates For Severe Violence Index, Overall 
Violence Index, and I!ems Making Up These Indexes. 

Rate Per 100 Frequency· 

Conflict Tactics Scale For 
Mean Median 

Violence Indexes Violence By: 
And Items H W H W H W 

Wife·B •• ting and Husband-Beating (Ntl> 3.6 4.6 8.0 8.9 2.4 3.0 
R) 

Overall Violenc .. In:l." (K to R) 12.1 U.6 8.6 10.1 2.5 • 3.0 

K. Threw something a\ spouse 2.8 6.2 5.5 4.5 2.2 2.0 
L. Push..!. grabbt><!, shoved spouse 10.7 8.3 4.2 4.6 2.0 2.1 

M. Slaee..! s~""" 5.1 4.6 4.2 3.5 1.6 1.9 
N. Kicked, bit, or hit with fist 2.~ 3.1 4.8 4.6 1.9 2.3 
O. Hit or tried to hit with something 2.2 3.0 4.5 7.4 2.0 3.8 
P.Beat up"pou:;e 1.1 0.6 5.5 3.9 1.7 1.4 
Q. 1'hreatened with a knife or gun 0.4 0.6 ~.6 3.1 1.8 2.0 
R Use<1 a knife or gun 0.3 0.2 5.3 1.8 1.5 1.5 

• For those who enKaged in Mch act, Le., omitll those with IICO .... of zero. 

.. 
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Conflict Tactics Scales (Straus~ 1979a). This measure 
consists of a check list of acts of physical violence. The 
respondent is asked about conflicts and difficulties with 
other family members. and then is asked if, in the course ~f 
the conflict, he or she did any of.the items on the list. 
The list starts with non-violent tactics, such as talkin~ 
things over, and then proceeds on to verbally aggressive 
tactics, and finally to physical aggression--that is, 
violent acts. . 

The vi~lent acts in turn were deliberately designed so 
as ,to permit a measure of the severity as well as the 
frequency of family viOlence. The list starts out with 
pushing, slapping, shoving and throwing things. These are 
what can be called the "ordinary" or "normal" violence of 
family life. It then gees on t·o kicking, biting .. punching, 
hitting with an object, beating up, and using a knife or 
.gun. This latter group of items are used to compute a 
measure of "severe viplence" which is comparable to what 
social workers call child abuse, feminists would call 
wife-beatin~, and criminologists would call assaults.' 

It can be seen from this description of the Violence 
Indexes of the conflict 'ractics Scales that they take into 
account the dimensions of intent and severity. However, we 
do not have data on whether the act vas primarily 
instrumental versus expressive, nor on whether the act was 
one which the members of that family believed to be 
lllegitimate~ or in the circumstances, legitimate. 

(!<\.ble 3 about here) 

~2Qg§~ !i9!~ng~ Rsz~ 

The first row of Table 3 show that violence by ~ 
husband against .his wife which was serious.eno~gh to be 
classified a's 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.ilportant t~ 
remember that these data are based on attacks, rather than 
on injuries produced. If one uses injorias as the 
criterion. then wife-beating would far outdistance 
~usband-beating.*5 

. What proportion of these attacks vere isolate~ 
incidents? Our data suggest that this vas rarely the case. 
For those "bo experienced an assault, the medians in the 
last column of Table 3 shov that it tended to happen ab~ut 
three tiaes during the year. If the means are used as the 
measure of frequency of occurrence, the' figure is .ncb 
Ligher--about eight or nine timeS. But this is because of a 
~elatively fev couples at the extreme for vhom su=h violence 
was just about a weekly event. 
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STRESSFUL LiFE EVENTS AND ASSAULT BETHEEN SP)USES 

For purposes of this analysiS, 
transferred to Z Scores and grouped 
a Z Score. Therefore, in Figure 2, 
category indicates the families who 
is half a standard deviation wide. 

the stress· Index 
into' categories of 

each horizontal 
fall within ~ band 

was 
h3.lf 
axis 
that 

(Figure 2 about here) 

The data plotted in Figure 2 clearly show 
higher the stress score the higher the rate 
betveen husband and wife. For the wives (solid 
curve approximately fits a power function. 
husbands, the relationship shows a general upward 
is irregular.*6 

that the 
of assault 
line) the 

For the 
trend, but 

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 hus.bands. 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 in the +1.6 to +2.0 ~ni 
+2.1 and over categories have assault rates which are 150 
percent and 50 percent greater than the rates for the 
husbands wh~ experienced this much stress. It seems that in 
the absence of stress women are less violent to their spouse 
than are sen, but under stressful conditions women are more 
violent. 

An analysis identical to that in Figure 2 was done, 
except that the dependent variable vas not limited to the 
types of severely violent acts used in Figure 2; that is, 
the measure included pushing, slapping, shoving, ~ni 
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 helps 
establish a connection which is extremely important f~r 
understanding serious assaults: over and over in our 
research, we find a clear. connection between the "~rdinary" 
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. I~!:!;!i!! aggression is also part of this netlfork of 
relationships. People who hurt another family member 
verbally are also the ones m~st likely to hurt them 

_.physically. HoreOver, the same set of cansil fact~rs 
~pplie.s to both the lIIilder forlls of violence and acts of 
violence that are serious enough to be c~nsidarad child. 
abuse ·or an assault on a spouse. The similarity of the 
relationship between stress and the ovarall violence icde~ 
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with the relationship between stress and serious assault~'is 
but one of !Dany such examples found for this sa.mple (straus, 
Gelles, and steinmetz, 1979). 

TrPES OF STRESSORS AND ASSAULTS 

..... ---~ Assaut.ts by Husbands L
" ... -: The analyses just r~ported were also carried out using 

each of the stress subscores list~d in Table 2 as the 
independent variable. In each case, as the amount ~f stress 
increased, so .did the assaul t rat.e. The.se realtionships 
were strongest for the "Spousal Stress" and the "Economic 
Plus occupational stress" subscores. 

____ • Assaults by Wives .... 
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The fact that a very strong relationship was found 
between stress in the spousal relationship and assault on ! 
spouse is what might be expected bacause in such cases the 
assaulter is lashing 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 violence. 
This relationship is shown ~n Figure 3.*7 

..... -:---- --_. - --,.._- .--
(Figure 3 about here) 

..... -_._._- _ .. "--'.'.'. "- .. /.-
I 

- 1-- --_. 
. ... • ... . 1._. ___ ~ ... : 

I 
---..... _ ....... ,. . --··1 -.- ---

-/ -
... I·­

I . - -l-" 
. I ... 
I 

I 
. I ... 

--_ I 
'-::-:---1 ~ .. --- .. -----

4 5 

F~CTORS LINKING STRESS AND WIFE-BEATING 

Interesting as are the findings presented so far, they 
do not reflect the theoretical model sketched a~ the 
beginning of this paper in Figure 1. one might even say 
that the dalta just presented distort the situati:>n because 
the graphs tend to draw attention away from a very important 
fact: .ost of the couples in this sample ,·tll) vere subject 
to a high degree of stress vere 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 vhereas others do not? Part :>f the 
answer t:> that question vas suggested in the center box of 
Figure 1. The variables included there. were selected ~:> 
illustrate the theory. They vere not intended to be ! 
complete list, either of what is theoretically important :>r 
a list of the variables available for this sa.ple. The 
available data actually cover three of tb.e fOllr variables 
listed in Fignre 1 plus a nu.ber of other variables. 

ECONOMIC AND .. OCCUPATIONAL STRESS INDEX (RAW SCORES) 

Figure 3. Marital Assault Rate by Economic Plus Occupationel Stress Index 

The analysis carried cut to take into accoun-c thssa 
.i.ntervening variables focuses on assaults by husbands on 
their vives. It is restricted to this one aspect of 
intrafamily assault because. along with child abuse. it i~ 
the most serious problem aspect of intrafaaily violence, :ina 
because of liaitations imposed by the time available t~ 
prepare this paper and by the length of the paper. 
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Te.b1e 4. Effect of .Intervcning Variables on the Incidence of Assault 
by Husbands Experiencing High Stress. 

Intervening Variable 

Assault Rate Per 100 
Husbands when Inter­
vening Variable was: 

Low High 

A. Childhood EX2erience With Violence 
yr) 6.7 Physical punishi after age 12 by mother (0 VB 4+ per 7.1 

Physical punish. after age 12 by father (0 VB 4+ per yr) 7.4 8.4 
Husband's father hit his mother (0 vs 1+ per yr) 5.4 17.1 
Husband's mother hit his father (0 VB 1+ per yr) 4.6 .23.5 

B. Legitimacy of Family Violence 
Approval of parents slapping a 12 year old (0 vs high ~) 5.9 9.9 
Approval of slapping a spouse (0 vs any approval) 2.7 15.0 

C. Marital Satisfaction and ImEortance 
Marital Satisfaction Index (low vs high quartile) 12.3 4.9 
Marriage less important to husb. than to wife = high 5.9 11.7 

D. Socioecomic Status 
Education 6.1. ,5.4 
Husband a blue-collar worker = law 9.2 5.4' 
Income (low' $9,000, high ~ $22,500) 16.4 3.5 

E. Marital Power 
Power Norm Index (high = husb. should have final say) 4.2 16.3 
Decision ~ower Index (high = husb. has final say) 5.2 16.1 

F. Social InteSEation 
Organizational Participation Index (0 vs 11+) 10.5 1;7 
Religious service attendance (O-l/yr vs weekly) 8.9 5.4 
Relatives living near (0-2 vs 13+) 5.7 11.9 

N*. 
Low High 

85 89 
81 83 

167 41 
176 34 

34 71 
150 WO 

73 61 
17 34 

49 56 
284 202~, 

122 113* 

71 55 
58 62 

86 60 
79 56 

124 118* 

*The N's vary because, even though the intent was Lor the high and 10!i' groups to 
be the upper and lower quartiles. this was not always possible. In the case of 
occtlp·ational class, for example, the comparison is between a dichotomous nominal 
variable. In the case of continuous variables. we sometimes wanted to pr~serve 
the intrinsic meaning of a score category, such as t'hase .ho with Ii score of 
zero, even though this migut b~ more or 1.ess 1/4 of the samp12. Another factor 
causillg the N's to vary is that the division into quarti1es was based on the 
distribution for the entire sample of 2,1.43. 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 (8=139) and those in the high quartile of the 
in:1ex (N=2S8). Each of these groups was further divide:1 
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 variable vas, as specified in the 
theoretical model, necessary for life stresses to cesult in 
violence. If'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 category. will not be 
more violent than the sample as a whole, despite the fact 
that they vere under just as much stress during the year as 
the others. 

(Table 4 about here) 

~~iali~aii2~ ~~£ I1Q!gnsg 

The first row of Table 4 runs directly contrary to th9 
theory being examined. It shows that the men who were 
physically puni~hed the most by their mother when'they vera 
teenagers were slightly ~22 violent under stress than the 
Men who were not or only rarely hit at this age by their 
mother. On the other hand, having been physically punished 
a more than just a rare occasion by a fsih~~ does relate to 
assaulting a wife. Husbands whose father hit them the .)st 
have an assault rate against their wives which is slightly 
higher than do husbands who were under equally high stress 
that year, but who did not experience this much violence 
directed against them as a teenager. The difference between 
the effect of having been hit by one's mother versus by 
one's' father suggests that viole~ce by the father against ~ 
teenage boy is a more influential role .odel. for viOlent 
behavior which the sor. will later display under stress. 

The next two rows of Table 4 refer to violence ~Ks~~ 
the lH!~nS2 of the husbands. in thissallple. These tllO rOils 
show large differences between husbands who are the sons of 
parents ~ho engaged in physical fights and th~se who did 
not. The assault rate by husbandS whose o~n father had hit 
their mother was 216 ,pe.~c::;ent higher than. the rate for the 
lien ~hose fathers hever hit their lIother (17.1 per 100 vs 
5.4). surprisingly, the largest difference of all is in the 
much greater assault rate by husbands who had grown up in 
faailies where their m2ihg! had hit their father. This 
contradicts the idea of the salle sex parent bei~g a .~re 
influential role Model. Whatever the intervening process, 
however, Se::tion A of Table 4 shows that the aen who 
assaulted their wives were exposed to more faaily violence 
as teenagers than were thellien who were not violent dl;sp:'te 
an equally high level of stress. 
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1~~~i~ma~I ~t l~ Ii~~~ 

Section B of Tab1e 4 reports "semantic differential" 
scores (Osgo::>d, Suci and Tannenbaum~ 1957» in response t::> 
questions about slapping a chilft and slapping one's husband 
or. wife. Each score is made up by combining the ratings for 
how "necessary," "normal," and "good" the respondent rated 
slapping. 

The first row of section B shows that husbands wh~ 
approved of slapping a chi1d had a 66 percent greater rate 
of assaulting their wives than did the hU$bands with a score 
of zero on this index. When it comes to approval of 
slapping S 2eaY2~' there is a 456 percent difference in the 
predicted direction. These findings are consis~ent with the 
theoretical m::>del asserting that the relation between stres3 
and violence is a socially mediated process, rather than ~ 
direct biologically determined relationship. However, since 
these are cross sectional data, the findings do not prove 
the correctness of the mode1~ It is also quite plausible t~ 
interpret the greater assault rate by men who approve of 
violence as an after-the-fact j11stification. Except for a 
few variables which clearly occurred at a previous time, 
such as the ones on violence experienced as a child, tbis 
caution applies to most of the findings to be reported. 

~s~~isi'~sii2t~giiQn ~ng lm~2~~gn£§ 

The first row of Section C compares men who were low in 
marital satisfaction with men in the high quartile. The low 
quartils,Ren 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 th~n the 
marriage played in the life of their wives. Of c~urse. as 
noted ab~ve, these differences, like a number of others to 
be reported in this paper, could reflect the effect of 
marital violence rather than being a cause. Only ~ 
longitudinal study can adequ~te.ly sort out this critical 
issue. On the basis of. this study, it can only be said that 
the findicgs are not inconsistent with the idea that men 
unier stress. are more likely to be violent if they do not 
find the marriage a rewarding and important part of their 
lives. 

~i~~Q!lQ!1s;: ~iS~Y§ 

Three :1.spects of socioeconomic statu,s are examined in 
Section D of Table~. The first of these, the educati~nal 
level of the couple, shows findings which many will fini 
surprising. , The husbands in the high quartile of education 
were only slightly less violent than those in the low 
quartile. This is inconsistent with the widely held view 
that less educat~d people are lore violent. Actually, ~ 
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careful review of the available stUdies fails t::> supp~rt 
this widespread idea (straus, 1979c). A number of studies 
(including an analysis of this sample, Finkelh~r. 1977) 
suggest there is little or no difference in aggression and 
violence according to educa~ioL. 

On the other hand, when it comes to indlcat::>rs of 
present socioeconomic position, the low groups are, as 
expected, more violent. The second row of Secti~n D, f~r 
example, sh~vs that the assault rate of blue-collar husbands 
is 70 percent greater than the assault rate of the 
white-collar employed husbands. If the combined income of 
the couple was $9,000 or less, the rate of assault by 
husbands on their wives was 368 percent higher than in 
families with a more adequate income (16.4 per hundred 
versus 3.5 per hundred). 

What c~uld account for the sharply different findings 
for education as compared t::> occupation and inc~me? one 
fairly straight forward possibility is that low income ~na 
low status occupations are indirect indicators of e·ven llI::>re 
stress than is measured by the stress index. tow 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 income of $9~000 and 
under. 

§.gilll gQ:!~t 

One of the 1II0st important factors accounting for thOe 
high rate of marital violence is the use of force by men as 
the "ultiliate resource" to back up th~ir position as "he~d" 
of th.e family (Allen and Straus, 1979; GooQ.e. 1971; 
straus, 1976~ 1977). section E provides evidence that this 
may be part oof the 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 r~te 
of husbands who feel that husbands §h2ylg hsY~ the final say 
in most family decisions is 288 percent higher. than it is 
for husbands .who are not ,committed to such sale dOlllinance 
norms. The second rov suggests that when this is translated 
into actual decision power, the differences are al.ost as 
great. TU9 husbands who actually did have the final say in 
.ost family decisions had, an assault rate ~f 16.1 per 
hundred as compared to 5.2 for the husbands who were also 
under high stress but shared decisions with their vives. 
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~~gi~l Int~gI~112n ~ Isol~t!Qn 

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, ~nd 
perhaps intervene when disputes within the family threaten 
to become violent. 

The first row of Section F shows that men wh:> belonged 
to no :>rganizations (such as clubs, lodges, business or 
professional organizations, or unions) had a higher rate of 
assault than did the men who participated in many such 
organizations. The same applies to men wh;-;, attendei 
religious services as compared to men who rarely or never 
did. 

The third row ~f Section F, however, shows opposite 
results. couples who had many relatives livin~ within an' 
hour's tra vel time had a hig!!§£ rate of assaul t than did 
couples with few· rela ti ves nearby. This finding is not 
necessarily inconsistent with social network theory. The 
usual formulation of that theory ~§§Ym~§ that the network 
will be "pro-social." usually, that is a reasonable 
assumption. However, a social network can also support 
"anti-social" behavior. That is the essence of the 
"differential association" theory of cri.inal behavior. In 
respect to, the family, Bott (1951) and others hawe shown 
that inVOlvement in a closed network helps maintain sexually 
segregated family roles, whereas couples not tied in to such 
networks tend· to have a more equal and shared t~sk type of 
family organiza.tiop. In the present case, the asslimption 
that the kin network will be opposed to violence is not 
necessarily correct. For exalllple, a number of women 
indicated that when they, 1e'ft their husband bec~use of a 
vtoleI!t attack, their mothers' responses included such 
things as urging her to deal with the situation by being '~ 
better h::lusekeeper, a better sex partner, by just avoiding 
him, etc. In sOllie cases, the advise was "you just have t:> 
put up with if for the sake of the kids--thatts what I did." 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

This paper was design~d to determine the extent to 
which stressful life experiences are associated with ass~u1t 
between husbands and wives, and to explore the reasons for 
such an association. The data used to answer these 
questions COMe £roa a nationally representatiye saaple of 
2,143 Aseric~n couples. Stress was aeasured by ~n 
instrUMent patterned after the Holses and Bahe scale. It 
consisted ,::If a list of 18 stressful events which could have 
occurred during the year coyered by the survey. Assault was 
measured by the severe Yiolence index of the faaily Conflict 
Tactics Scales. This consists of whether any of the 
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following violent acts 
family dispute during the 
biting, hitting with a,n 
knife or gun. 
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had occurred in the course of ~ 
past year: punching 6 kicking, 
object, beating up, and using a 

The findings show that respondents who experienced none 
of the 18 stresses in the index had the lowest rate of 
assault. This applies to assaults by wives as well as by 
husbands. As the number of stressors experien~ed during the 
year increased, so did the assault rate. This was most 
clear in the case of the wives. Rives 'with a stress score 
of zero had a lower rate of assault on their 'husbands ~s 
compared to the assaults by husbands with a stress score of 
zel:O. But the ;).ssault rate of wives climped steadily with 
each increment of stress, and gradually becaue grea~er than 
the assault rate of the husbands. Thus, although wives were 
less assaultive under normal conditions, under stress they 
were more assaultive than the husbands. 

The second part of the analysis was based on the theory 
tha t stress by itself does not necessarily lead to- violence. 
Rather, it was assumed that other factors must be present. 
Several such factors were examined by focusing on men who 
were in the top quartile in stresses experienced during the 
year. These men were divided into low and high groups on 
the basis of ~ariables Which might account for the 

"correlation between stress and violence. It was assumei 
'that, if the thl~Qi'ir is correct, the inen who were high in the 
presumed intervening variable should have a high ass~ult 
rate, whereas the men in the low category on these variables 
should not be more assaultive than the sample as a whole, 
despitp. the fact that they were under as much stress during 
the ye~~ as were the other high-str~ss subgroup of men. 

The results were generally consistent with this the~ry. 
They suggest the following conclusions: (1) Physic~l 
punishment by fathers, and observing parents hit each other 
train men to respond to stress by violence. (2) Men wh:> 
assault their wives believe that physical punishment of 
children and slapping a spouse are appropriate behavior. 
Their early experience with violence therefore seems to h~ye 
carried over into their present normative stance. However, 
a longitudinal study is needed to establish whether this is 
actually the causal direction. (3) 8en under stress are 
aore likely to assault their wife if the marriage is not an 
important and rewarding part of their life. (4) Education 
does not affect the link between stress and violence. 
However, low income and a low st~tus occupation io, perhaps 
becausa these are indicators of additional stresses~ (5, 
Man who believe that husbands should be the dominant persoc 
in a marriage, and especially husbands who have actually 
achieved such a power position, had assault rates from one 
and a ha+f to three times higher than the men with~ut such 
val ues who were also under 'stress. (6) flen wh(,,:"ere 
socially isolated (in ~he sense of not participatirig in 
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unions, clubs, or other organizations) had higher rates of 
assault on their vives, whereas men whc; vere inv;:,lved in 
supportive networks of this type, only rarely assaulte!!. 
their ~ives despite being under extremely high stress. 

Human beings clearly have an inherent capacity for 
violence. They also have an inherent capacity f.or doing 
algebra. This capacity is only translated int::> actually 
solving an equation, or actually assaulting a spouse, if one 
has learned to respond to scientific or technical problems 
by using mathematics or learned to respond to stress ~na 
family problems by using violente. Even with such training, 
violence is n::>t an automatic response to stress, nor algebr~ 
to a scientific problem. One also has to believe that the 
problem is amenable to a mathematical solution or to ~ 
violent solution. The findings presented in this paper show 

I
f that violence tends to be high when these conditions ~re 

Present; for example among those whose childh::>od 
~ experiences taught them the use of violence and whose 
I present need to dominate the marriage provides a situation 
I which is likely to yield to violence. If conditions such as 
i these are present, stress is related to violence. If these 

conditions are not present, the relation between stI;ess ani 
violence is absent or minimal. 

Of course. conclusions such as these, although 
consistent vith the findings reported in this paper, are not 
proved by the findings. Hany of the findings are open to 
other equally plausible interpretations, particularly as to 
causal direction. Other findings may be confouniei witb 
variables such as socioeconomic status. An analysis to deal 
with the problem of confounding with socioeconomic status is 
nov being run and would have been reported had there been 
more time before this conference. The question of causal 
direction can only be adequately dealt with by a 
longitudinal study. Such a longitudiLal study shouli have 
the highest priority in funding research to test theories 
about the link between stress and violence. 
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1. Figure 1 is intended to i11ustrate the general 
Ilature of the theory. rather tha,n to list all the variables 
which need to be taken into account. There are also tw~ 
aspects of the ~odel which are inclUded siaply to alert 
reauers to their iaportance, but which will not figure in 
the empirical analysis. First, this paper will not ae~l 
with feedback processes. Second. within the center b~x 
illustrating some of the intervening variables, the arrows 
show that each of ,these variables is realted to the ~thers. 
They are a mutually supporting system. and interaction 
effects ar~ no doubt also present. However. in this paper, 
these and other intervening variables will be dealt with ~ne 
by one. 
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2. This can be demands in excess of capabilities or a 
lou level of demand relative to response capabilites. A 
more adequate formulation of stress includes a numb~r of 
other elements. For example, Farrington (1979) nas 
identified six compon~nts which need to be taken into 
account in research ~n stress: the stressor stimulus. 
objective demands, subjective demands, response 
capabilities, choic~' of response, and stress level. 
Important as are these six comp~nents, they will be ignorei 
in this paper for the simple reason that there is no way to 
investigate them with the data I ·have available. 

3. The stress index used in this study actu~lly 
departs in other ways than length from the Holmes and Rahe 
scale. (1) One of the criteria used ·to select· i te ms from 
the larger original set was to eliminate stresses which have 
a "positive cathexis." This was done on the basis DE 
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~ Eisenberg and Orzek, 1974; Parkel, 1974). (2) We 
modified some items and added some whicn are n~t in the 
Holmes and Bahe scale to secure a set of stressors which 
seemed best for the purpose of this research. (3, The 
Holmes 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 difference in the 
validity of scales of this type (Straus, and Kuma~ai, 1979), 
and of the Holmes and Rahe scale specifically (Hotaling, 
Atwell and Linsky, 1979). 

An important liaitation which this stress index shares 
with the Holmes and Bahe index is that one does not know the 
tillle distribution of the stresseul events. At. one extre.e, 
a person who experienced four of the stressors d.uring the 
year could have had them spread out over the year. ~r at the 
other extreme, all four could have occurred at roughly the 
same tille. 

4. The sex difference in itell 7 (being pregnant or 
having a child) is probably due·to a misunderstanding of the 
.question by the !lale respondents. It was lIean t to apply t~ 
the men as vel.l as the women in ~.he sample, in the sense of 
whether the vife was pregnant or had a chili in the last 
year. 

5. Although these findings shoy high rates of violence 
~l wi!~~, this should not divert attention froll the need t~ 
give primary attention to vives ~ victi!2 as the im.ediate 
fOCl,lS of social policy. There are a number of reasons for 
this: 

a. ~ validity study carried out in preparation 
this re~earch (Bulcroft aLd St~aus, 1975) sh~vs 
underreporting of violence is greater for ~iolence 

for 
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husbands than it is for violence by vives. This is probably 
because the use of physical force is so much a part of the 
male vay of life that it is typically not the dramatic an~ 
c·ften traumatic event that the same act of violen::e is f~r a 
!toman. T.o be tliolent is not unl\lasculine. But to be 
t;·hysically violent i.S! unfeminine according to contenporary 
American standards. Consequently, if it were possible to 
allow for this difference in reporting rates, it is likely 
that, even in simple numerical terms, wife-beating would be 
the more severe problem. 

b. Even if one does not take 
difference in underreporting, the data 
husbands have higher n. tes in the 
injurious f~r~5 of violence (beating up 
gun). 

into ac::ount tnis 
in Table 3 show that 
most dangerous and 
and using a knife or 

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

d. These data do not tell us what proportion ot the 
violent acts by vives were in response to blows initiated by 
husbands. Rolfgang's data on husband-wife homicides (1957) 
sugqest that this is an important factor. 

. '.' e. The greater physical strength of lIIen makes it lII~re 
likely that a woman will be seriously injured when beaten up 
by her husband than the reverse. 

f. A disproporticnately large nu.ber of attacks by 
husbands seem to occur when the vife is pregnant (~elles, 
1975) thus'posing a danger to the as y~t unborn child. 

g. 
extent 
social 
putting 
t'artin, 

Women are locked into marriage to a much greater 
than lIIen. Because of a variety of economic and 
constraints, they often have no alternative to 

up with beatings by their husband (Gelles, 1976; 
1976; straus,. 1976, 1977). 

6. The number of husbands and wives on which each of 
the rates in Figure 2 is based are: -1.0 = 361 and 365; 
-0.5 = ~59 and 460; 0.0 = 414 and ~15; +0.1 = 304 and 303; 
+0.6 = 224 and 218; +1.1 = 128 and 129; +1.6 = 45 and 45; 
+2.1 = 103 and 105. 

7. Th= nu.ber of husbands and 
the rates in figure 3 ,is based 
1 = 544 and 548; 2 = 25P and 256. 
and 44; 5 = 12 and 12 •. 

-'. ", ~ . 

wives on which each of 
are: 0 = 1053 and 1056; 
3 = 135 and 130; 4 = 43 






