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wives, there has been a dearth of literature examining the .
relationship between victim and perpetrator levels of aggression. The

purpose of this study was to explore those variables that are related

to female victims' own level of aggression toward spouses.
Demographic variables, personality variables, and wives' ratings of

husbands' level of aggression were used to predict wives' rates of

agression. A demograsphic questionnsire; five scales of the 16PF, and

thiz Conflict Tactics Scale were administersd to 108 battered women.

The results indicated that the sample and their spouses engaged in
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variables. Wives' age and husbands’' level of reasoning and verbal
aggression predicted wives®' level of verbal aggression., Husbands'
level of physical aggression was the best predictor of wives' level
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Ahgtract
Spouse abuse has emerged as an extensive social issue. Although many

studies have ex-iined characteristics of abused uwes there has been a
dearth of: literature 2xamining the relationship between victim and
perpetratar levels of aggression. The purpose of this study was to
explore those variables that are related to female victims® own level of

st wives' ratings of husbands' level of aggression were used to prédict
wives: fﬁtéS‘bf aggréssiaﬁ; A déméaraﬁhie questionnaire, five scales

battered women. The results indicatedthat the sample and their spouses
2mg38d in more acts of verbal and physical aggression than does the
n>-wal population. Tha sample also scored deviantly on all five

personality weriables. Wives' age and husbands' level of reasoning and

verbal aggrassion predicted wives' level of verbal aggression. Husbands'

Tevel of physical aggression was the best predictor of wives' level of

physical aggression:
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Predictors of Abused Wives' Own
Level of Aggression
Spouse abuse has emerged as an extensive social issue. The results

a7 % pationwide survey of 2,000 representative households indicated that

3

approximately 28% of couples in the United States had experienced at
least one violent episode, and 16% did so each 9&3?; Contrary to common
opinion, men and women exhibited nearly equal rates of both victimization
and perpetration of violence {Straus, 1977).

Despite the prevalence of spouse abuse, the problem was ignored unti)
the late 1960's. Many events at that time, not the least of which was
the women's movement, attracted attention to the issue of marital violence:
Studies began tc be published in the 1870's (e.g., Gelles, 1974; Walker,
1976) that provided descriptive accounts of domestic viclsrce, that
the personality characteristics of abused women.

Theoretical explanations for spouse abuse have included the feminist
perspective, a stress-resource mode}, and social learning theory. Feminist
relationshizs between the sexes (Martin, 1976). Stress-resource theory

describes marital aggression as an attempt to deal with stress when other

resources are lacking (Goode; 1971). Social learning theory (Kempe, 1962)
attributes aggression to the effects of role wodeling and direct experience

with violence:
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Several empirical investigations of marital aggression have focased
on the personality of the abused wives. The majority of these studies have
treated abused women as a homogeneous group. For instance, no studies
have differentiated —etween aggressive and non-aggressive victims of
spouse abuse. This may account for some of the contradictory findings
that have been reported with regard to the characteristics of abused

ego strength than a control group. Whereas Graff (1979) found abused
women to be social and dominant, Rosenbaum and O'Leary {1380) found them

to be unassertive and submissive. Moreover, no empirical research has been
conducted to explore the relationship between victim and perpetrator levels
of aggression. Although physical aggression may reduce stress for the
perpetrator; it increases the victims' level of stress. The stress-resource

model (Goode, 1971) predicts that a direct relationship exists between the

jevel of violence inflicted upon an individual and that victim's potential
for physical aggression. Hence, if the abused wife's other coping
strategies prove unsuccessful, she also may resort to violence to reduce
the stress of being abused.

The purpose of this study was to explore those variables that are
related to female victims' own levels of aggression. Demographic and
personality characteristics; as well as their husbands' level of aggression
(as reported by wives) were used to predict the womens' rates of aggression.
This approach extends previous research in that a) it includes demographic
variables in the analysis, b) it measures personality characteristics of

the identified victim,and c) it assesses spouses' level of aggression toward

2ach other:
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Method

Subjects

;fﬁé.sampié consisted of 108 battered women recruited from local
shelters, the local county atterrey's office; and a marital violence
treatment progoram who volunteered to participaté §a the research project.
To be aomitted to these programs women must have reported that they hiave
been beaten by their spouses: The mean age of ths women was 28.18 years
and they were married an average of 5:45 years. Fifty-six percent of the
women completed nigh school and eighty-five percent of the sample wis
caucasian.
Measures

Three instruments were administered to each subject for the purpese
of collecting demographic information, personality style data, and
information about self and spouse's use of conflict resolution styles.
h demographic form was used to determine subjects' age, length of time

Personality was assessed by using five scales of the 16PF (Institute
for Personality and Ability Testing, IPAT, 1979): Ego Strength,
Humble-Assertive, Superego Strength, Tough versus Tenderminded, and
Unperturbed versus Apprehensive. These five scales were selected either
because they had been used in previous research and had produced
contradictory findings or because of their face validity. Ego Strength
was included because it has been used often in research in the area of
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scored hicher on the Ego Strength scale than did non-battered women. The

women scored higher on it than did non-battered women and Star {1978}
foind no differences. The Humble-Assertive scale, sometimes referred
to as the submissiveness-dominance dimension, was chosen because of its
ability to identify individuals who tena to commit anti-social acts.

The Tough versus Tenderminded scale was included because of its ability

to discriminate between independent and dependent individuals: ©n the
surface these personality characteristics all appear related to
victimization and perpetration of aggression.

The Conflict Tactics Scale (ETS, Straus, 1379) was designed to —
the use of reasoning, verbal aggression, and physical aggression between
spouces. The Reasoning Scale is composed of items that describe an.
intellectua) approach to conflict resolution, including the use of rational
discussion, argument; and reasoning: The Verbal Aggression Scale includes
jtams that describe the use of verbal and non-verbal acts that symbolically
hurt the other. The Physical Aggression scale contains items that describe
the use of physical force against another person. The items in each scale
are behavioral descriptions of acts of reasoning, verbal aggression, and

physical aggression. Subjects indicate how many times during the past year
both they and thelir spouse engage in each aet in an attempt to resalve
conflict between themselves.

Data Analysis

To determine the predictors of wives' level of aggression, two

multiple regressions were used with the demographic variables; husb.nds’
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scores on the CTS as reported by wives, and scores on the 16PF as the
predictor variables and wives' scores on the verbal and physical aggression
scales of the CTS as the criterion variables. The predictor variables
were éhté}éd in a hierarchical fashion with the demographic variables
entered first, husbands® scores on the CTS entered second, and scores on

they are innate to the situation. The husbands' scores on the CTS were
enteéred next because they are situational variables. Personality variables
were entered last in order to determine whetner after taking into accourt
innate and situational variables, there is anything about the wives'
sersonality styles that predict aggressicn (Cohen & Cohen, 1975),

ResuIts

The mean snd standard deviaticns for the variables measured with an
interval scale are presented in Table 1.

............................

7o cetermine whether the personality and aggressicn variadles were
in the normal pange, the scores on these variables were Compared to
pubjished norms. With regard to scores on the 16PF scales, the distribution
of scores derived from the norming of the instrument was used {IPAT, 1979).
However, bacause the mean of the present sample was used, it was necessary
to compare it to the distribution of sample means, rather than to the
distribution of individual scores. Both distributions have the same mean;

; . S
however, the variance-of the former is J°/N, which can be estimated by
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s2/N. where s2 is the unbiased estimator of o° (Hays, 1981). Furthermore,
the distribution of sample means is asymptotically normal (Central Limit
Theorem; Hays, 1981). Therefore, the obtained mean score was compared to

a normal distribution with the mean equal to that found in the normative
sample and variznce equal to the variance fcund in the narmative sample
divided by 108, the size of the sample in the present study.

Using this stratedy the sample of women exceeded 95% of the population
on the Humbie-Assertive scale in the direction of domimance. They scored

were 1ow on the Superego scale; Toughminded on the Tough versus Tenderminded

engaging in more varbaily aggressive acts towsrd nusbands than 57X of the
populstion. The women also exceeded 95% of the female population in rates
of physical aggression toward mates, Tne wowens' reported rate of using
‘reasoning skills to resolve conflict with mates exceeded 65% of the
normative population. Based upon the wives' report; husbands' exceaded
anly 25% of the male population in rates of reasoning. With regard te
verbal and physical aggression, wives rated husbands more aggressive than
97% and 99% of the normative male population, respectiveiy. Morgover, wives

rated husbands as more aggressive than themselves in rates of both verba)
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and physical aggression. It Should be noted that because the variance of
the distributien of sample means is less than the variance of the
distribution of the norming sample (by 3 factor of 17/108), these estimates
are dramatically conservative; that is, they underestimate the percentile
ranks above 50%, which included verbal and physical aggression by wives
and husbands.

Muitiple Regressions

The correlations between the criteérion and the predictor variables
are presented in Table 2.

L L T T = P

Tha results of the hierarchical regressions are presented in Table 3.

With regard to the wives' level of verbal aggression; both demographics
and wives' rating of husbands' rate of aggression, as sets; were significant
gredictors. To examire the saliency of variables within these two séts,

a variation of Fishers' protected t procedure wes used (Cohen & Cohen, 1975):
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variable within demographics that achieved significance. Reascning and
Verbal Aggrassion as reported by wives were the variables within the set of

husbands' rate of aggression that achieved significance.

rate of aggressien as reported by. wives was the only set that reached
significance (see Table 3). Again using the protected t procedure;
physical aggression was the only variable within this set that reached

significanc2, as shown in Table 5.

- e e o WP W W - -

P A Y LA T Y P A R X

reasoning and verbal aggression as reported by wives. The only significant
predictor of wives' level of physical aggression was husbands' rate of
shysical aggression toward wives. Aside from age, demographic and
cersonality viriables did not predict wives' level of verbal or physical
aggression.
Discussion

Normative Data Analysis

The high rate of aggression reported by the wives has theoretical

implications. The feminist perspective. (Hiiberman & Munson, 1977; Martin,
1976), which contends that women are taught to project a vulnerable image
that contributes to their victimization, would not predict that abused
wives would be verbally and physically aggressive. Instead the results

of the present study support Straus’ (1977) findings that both men and

11
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somen exhibit high rates of victimization and perpetration of violence:
The wemen reported engaging in less aggressive acts, verbal and

physical, than did their husbands. This finding contradicts Straus' (1980}

for this discrepancy. Whereas the results of the present study relied on.
wives' report exclusively, Straus obtained self-reported rates of violence
deviated significantly from the mean of the established norms (IPAT, 1979).
On the Ego Strength scale the women scored significantly belew the mean.
This implies that abused women tend to be emotionally less stable, easily
upset, low in frustration tolerance, and easiiy annoyed. With regard to
the Humble-Assertive dimension, the mean score of the sample was in the
divoction of assertiveness. As measured by the 16PF (IPAT, 1979) this

iz defined as assured, independent, hostile, extrapunitive, authoritarian,
and disregarcing of authority: Thesé descriptors seems closer in definition
to aggression than assertiveness and as such are consistent with the high
rates of verbal and physical aggression reported in the present study.

On the Superego scale the women also scored below average, implying that
they are unstezdy in purpose, lacking in effort for group undertakings and
ciiltural demands, and 1ikely to commit anti-secial acts (IPAT, 1979).

Given that physical aggression can be:construed as an anti-social act;

this fiﬁaiﬁé ie consistent with wives' scores on the (TS (Straus, 1979).

On the Tough versus Tenderminded scale the women scored significantly in

the toughminded direction, suggesting that they are resilient, down to

o |
OO
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garth, independent; responsible; hard, unmoved, cynical, and smug (IPAT,
1979). Although we might expect battered women to become hard and cynical,
it ig'gaﬁpfiséng to find them describe themselves as independent. This
may be a result of testing abused women who have taken action to stop
violence by either seeking treatment or respite from the marital
wives' scored within thke unperturbed realm, implying that they are unruffled,
Zith unshakable nerve; mature; and may evoke antipathy and distrust from
others (IPAT, 1979).
The results of the present study help to clarify the results of

personality studies previously reported in the literature. The finding
that the women scored below the mean on the Ego Strength scale, for example,
supports Hartik's (1978) results and contradicts Star's (1978) results.
Also, the finding that the women scored in the unperturbed direction of
the Unperturbed versus Apprehensive scale contradicts Rartiks (1978) findings
that battered women were more apprehensive than the mean and Star's (1978)
findings that there were no differences. Both studies contained
methodological flaws, however, that threaten their validity. They each
jtilized too small a sample size in relationship to the number of predictor
variables. The present study utilized an adequate sample size and
therefore more credence can be given to these results.
Based upon this analysis we cannot determine whether women with these

personality characteristics tend to marry violent men or if these

characteristics are the result of a violent relationship. Moreover,

these results were obtained from a sample of battered women seeking

13
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assistance from social service and cr minal justice agencies. We cannot

determine the generality of these findings to abused women who do not

request public services.

Wives' Levels of Aggression

It is apparent that husbands' level of aggression as reported by wives
was the best predictor of wives' level of verbal and physical aggression.
Although not every abused wife is aggressive, the probability that she is
verbally and physically aggressive increases as the frequency and intensity
of her husbands® level of aggression rises. Tiiis supports Straus' (1980)
finding that both men and women use and escalate their use of aggression
toward spouses.

With the present regression analysis it is not possible to determine
who is the instigator of aggression: Although it cannot be determined
if the women in the sample instigate violence or respond in self defense,

is consistent with research that shows that the negative behaviors of
distressed couples are reciprocal (Margolin & Wampold, 1981) and that
aversive behaviors within families are reciprocal (Patterson, 1975):

It is somewhat surprising that age predicted womens' raie of verbal

marital violence occurs across 2 wide range of demographic variables and
there was little reason to expect that womens' rate of verbal aggression
would be different. Based upon these results we cannot determine whether
verbal aggression tends to decline with age or if the present societal

and cultural norms approve of more verbal aggression by women thzn did the

14
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preceding generation. Alternatively, the results may be an artifact of
sampling error.

Interestingly, husbands' level of reasoning predicted wives' level

of vertal aggression. The use of rational problem solving skills does not
seem to prevent verba! aggression as would be expected; in fact it seems

to increase it. Despite husbands' attempt to rationally resolve conflicts
discussion invelving conflict, women escalate their behavior and engage in
acts of verbal aggression toward mates. This is consistent with Patterson's
(1975) finding that family members attempt to control other members' . .
behavior and win arguments through the use of coercive means when
non-coercive tacties fail.

sample, personality variables did not predict wives' level of either

verbal or physical aggression. Compared to the normative population

(IPAT, 1979) this sample can be described as a group of dominant,
tough-minded, unperturbed women that have low levels of ego and superego
strength. Yet rone of these characteristics predicted wives' level of
aggression. It appears that as a group these variables differentiate

the sample they do not differentiate among women reporting different

levels of aggression.

imitations

Q 15
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both spouses in treatment to bring about the cessation of physical aggression
and to teach couples adeguate skills to prevemt the reoccurance of
aggression. The focus of treatment would be on the clients' behavior

in the context of a relationship and would offer both spouses the opportunity
to learn more constructive ways to ressive conflicts. Second, the finding
that husbands' levei of reasonina, although below average, does in fact
predict wives' level of verbal aggression is relevant tc treatment. This
implies that the use of rational problem solving skills by agjressive couples
would not seem to prevent aggression. It is therefore recommended that

and techniques to prevent the escalation of conflict and aggression. Only
after these skills are learned, would treatment focus on improving reasening
skills, rational problem solving skills; and communication skills: Third;
since it cannot be determined whether the deviant personality profiles
obtained from the sample precede or result from victimization, it would

be useful for ccunselors working with this population to assess personality
after the physical aggression has stopped and couples are practicing new
ways to core with stress and interpersonal conflict. If at that time,

restructuring might be indicated, depending on the orientation of the

counselor. However, it should be recalled that the results suggest that

restructuring personality is unlikely to affect rates of aggression.
There are several methodological limitations to the present study.

First, the results indicated that with regard to personality, the sample
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results of the present investigation are based on the self-reports of
women that have sought assistance from a social service or a criminal
justice agency. In general, it cannot be determined the generalizability
of these results to women who are abused but do not seek assistance.
Specifically, it canot be determined whether women who are abused and
do not seek refuge or treatment are more or less verbally and physically
aggressive or deviant with 1egard to personality than those that do seek
refuge and treatment. On the other hand, with respect to rates of aggression,
the fact that the present results are consistent with those based on a
national survey (Straus; 1979) provides some justification to believe that
the results are generalizable beyond the sample; Third, information
aggression was obtained from wives' reports. Thus, the validity of these
ratings is unknown. Wives may have overestimated or underestimated
husbands' use of specific behaviors to resolve conflict. Finally, many
of the women completed thé questionnaires within a few days after leaving
home. It is possible that at that time they were in a state of crisis
that 1ed them to answer the questionnaires in an atypical manner. Likewise,
it is not possible to determine the accuracy of the wives' reports of

k|
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Table )
Mean Scores on the Demggraphis

The CTS; and the 16PF

Variable

Demographics
Age
Nutber of Years Married
Wives' Conflict Tactics Scale Scores
Verbal Reasoning
Verbal Aggression
Physical Agression

Husbands' Conflict Tactirs Scales Scores,
as Reported by Wives

Verbal Reasoning

Verbal Aggression

Physical Aggression
personality {16PF)

Ego Strength

Humble-Assertive

Superego Strength

Tough versus Tenderminded

Ungerturbed sed_versus Apprehens ive

8.67
14,98
5.33

4.45
25.35

22.58

3.85
5.47
6.29
4.66

[o - NI - ¥

o] W
L L 2

13.7

.66
.38
.14
.36
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Table 2

Cotrelatidis between the Criterion and the Predtctor Varishles

Variables 1

i;
2,
5

G,

Age
Yeare Married
Edicatisn

Wives' Reasontng

54

5. Wives' V Aggression

03
08

=01

b .20

6. Wives' P Aggresston =18 =00 ~05 04 .62

1. Husbends' Reagoning ) -0 .05 W45 .26 .08

8. Husbands'V Aggressfon .10 .15 .19 .30 .39 .26 .08

9. Husbands' P Apgresston .09 .13 =02 .29 .19 .33 Gl 82

11, Husble-Assertive B TR R T [
12, Sierego Steength 2 0% =20 13 -0

i3, Tough ve Tenderminded 05 .12 18 20,04

i, ipprebensioe v8 Uoper =13 01 -0 03ELL 00 -0 -0

15, Ethatelty =13 01 -04 03 -iit 00 =02 =10

1 Nott: Vafirbat; Pathyaical; UpersUapertitbed
LS. .
'ERIC 2]



Table 3

=% and Increase in RC for Wives' Rate of

Verbal and Physical Aggression

Number of Verba! Aggression Physical Aggression

variable Variables

Set in Set R2 skl R

Demograohic 3 .109 .109* .038 .034
Husbands' sccres

on CTSas B _ o o R
reported by Wives 3 3N .202%* . 169 130w

Scores on , o o .
16 PF 5 .349 -038 ;204 035

Note. N = 108
* g< .05 ** <p ;01

23




: Table 3
Protected Tests of Beta Weights for

#ives’ Verbal Aggression

. Verbal Aggression

Variables ~ Beta

Demographics
Age -.353%*
Years Living Together .128

(a2
al
[~%
(g N
[}
ﬁ\
e
O
3!
o
(1]
<
(1]
|
L L]
.
g (=]
o E o
w &

Ethnicity
fonflict Tactics Scales
yerbal Reasoning 197

Verbal Aggression A28

¢
Q

Lo
RS

Physical Aggression

- T

* p <.05 **p <.01
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Table 5
Protected Tests of Beta Weights for

Wives' Phys:

Variables

Cowtliet Tzcties Sacles
Verbal Reassning
Verbal Aggression

Physical Aggression

an



