University of Windsor

Scholarship at UWindsor

Electronic Theses and Dissertations Theses, Dissertations, and Major Papers

1997

Social support for women who are abused in heterosexual
relationships.

Katherine T. Dunham
University of Windsor

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholar.uwindsor.ca/etd

Recommended Citation

Dunham, Katherine T., "Social support for women who are abused in heterosexual relationships." (1997).
Electronic Theses and Dissertations. 3496.

https://scholar.uwindsor.ca/etd/3496

This online database contains the full-text of PhD dissertations and Masters’ theses of University of Windsor
students from 1954 forward. These documents are made available for personal study and research purposes only,
in accordance with the Canadian Copyright Act and the Creative Commons license—CC BY-NC-ND (Attribution,
Non-Commercial, No Derivative Works). Under this license, works must always be attributed to the copyright holder
(original author), cannot be used for any commercial purposes, and may not be altered. Any other use would
require the permission of the copyright holder. Students may inquire about withdrawing their dissertation and/or
thesis from this database. For additional inquiries, please contact the repository administrator via email
(scholarship@uwindsor.ca) or by telephone at 519-253-3000ext. 3208.












107
Women often blame themselves for abuse, believing there is something wrong with
them if a man hits them (Hanmer & Saunders, 1984). Such feelings of inferiority
could lead the confidants to react badly and perhaps dismiss the other women’s
experiences.

In sum, the data from the present investigation provided little evidence that a
shared experience of abuse leads to more supportive responses to disclosures of abuse,
or to more positive evaluations of support attempts. This finding was derived from
analyses with several other factors held constant. This result flies in the face of
arguments by social support researchers for the importance of shared experience (e.g.,
Thoits, 1986), and policies of feminist shelters who employ survivors of abuse as staff
members in order to facilitate social support to residents (e.g., Rodriguez, 1988).
Therefore, the question of the impact of similarity of experience should be investigated
further. Perhaps the women disclosing abuse and their confidants were not truly
similar. Even though they may have both experienced abuse, the disparity in severity
or type of abuse may manifest itself in unsupportive responses and negative
evaluations of support attempts. Confidants who have more similar abuse experiences
may be able to offer more supportive responses.

People involved in romantic relationships that do not involve abuse prefer
confidants who are receptive to requests for support and who will not be burdened by
such requests (Goldsmith & Parks, 1990). Though women in the present study may
have sought individuals with these characteristics, they may not have found such a

situation when their chosen confidants had experienced more severe abuse than they
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had. The unsupportive responses to disclosure could actually be the opposite of what
is sought from such help-seeking efforts. It is also possible that abused women expect
too much from confidants who have also experienced abuse which results in
perceptions that the support attempts are ineffective.

Characteristics of the abused woman

Potential influences on social support for abused women were assessed only
from the abused woman’s perspective. These included the abused woman’s network
orientation or view of help-seeking, and her attributions for her experiences of abuse.
Individuals with a positive network orientation, who feel that seeking social support is
beneficial, tend to perceive support attempts as more helpful than those with a
negative view of help-seeking (Barrera & Baca, 1986; Vaux & Wood, 1987). If
participants in the current study had a negative network orientation, they tended to
evaluate the response they received more negatively. The negative evaluation included
less satisfaction with the response and perceptions that the response had not
accomplished much and had not enhanced the relationship with the confidant.
Moreover, the response was often rated as burdening the confidant, ieading her to
interfere in the situation or to further upset the abused woman. Thus, this general
attitude toward help-seeking can colour women’s perceptions of their confidants’
responses to disclosures of abuse. Confidants could try to address the abused
women’s negative views of help-seeking by encouraging them to recognize the
potential value of support from friends and relatives. If women with negative network

orientations could be convinced of the potential merits of seeking support from those
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close to them, they may be more likely to react favourably to support attempts and
reap the benefits of such support.

Participants’ attributions for their own abuse emerged as significant predictors
of the evaluation of social support in the current study. Specifically, if women blamed
their partner for the origin of the abuse, they rated the confidants’ responses as more
negative about their partners. This evaluation included perceptions that the
conversation had created a negative impression of the abusive partner and the
woman’s relationship with him, which had led to the possibility that she would
terminate her relationship with him. Women who blamed their partners for the abuse
also rated the response more negatively overall, including feeling more upset
afterward, burdening the confidants who may have reacted more negatively than
anticipated, and gaining little from the response. Confidants may have tried to support
the women’s judgements that their partners were to blame, but went too far with
negative portrayals of the partners to the point where the women evaluated the
responses negatively. Women can experience criticism of their abusive partners as an
indirect insult to themselves (Mahlstedt & Keeny, 1993). They may also feel that the
confidants overreacted to the situation if they had already concluded that their partners
were responsible for the abuse.

Without knowing what the participants’ views were prior to the disclosure, it is
difficult to draw clear conclusions from these findings. Perhaps when the discussion
was not overly negative about the partner, the abused woman came to believe that the

partner could cease his abusive behaviour. When women attributed responsibility for
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the solution to the abuse to their partner, they tended to describe the support attempt
as less negative about the partner. The abused woman'’s belief that her abusive partner
can change is less derogatory about him and may have set the tone of her discussion
with her confidant. Perhaps women who believed their partners could change
convinced the confidants of this, making the discussion less derogatory about the
abusive partners and not having a negative impact on the abusive relationships. This
outcome cannot be seen positively. Little evidence exists that abusive men will
change their behaviour (Walker, 1981), and women should not be encouraged to
consider this as a likely outcome.

The issue of the confidant’s reaction to the abusive partner’s behaviour is a
difficult one. Relevant studies have found that confidants’ anger toward women'’s
abusive partners can sometimes be experienced as supportive, but is not always
perceived that way. Such anger can also insinuate that the woman is to blame for the
abuse. Some women want confidants to blame their partners for the abuse, but the
blame needs to be communicated carefully (Mahlstedt & Keeny, 1993). Ideally,
women experiencing abuse need tol perceive that they have options, and discussion
with friends and relatives should promote this view. In sum, confidants must take care
not to strongly criticize women’s abusive partners in order to provide more effective
support to abused women.

Characteristics of the abuse

The type of relationship between the woman and the abusive partner was also

related to her evaluation of the support attempt. If the women were dating their
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abusive partners, they rated the response to their disclosure more positively than
women who were married or cohabiting with their abusive partners. The positive
evaluation included feelings that the discussion provided useful information or
enhanced the relationship with the confidant, and overall satisfaction with the
response. Results from previous studies indicate that women who are married or
cohabiting with the abusive partner have a greater investment in the relationship than
most dating couples and are thus less likely to leave the relationship (Stets & Straus,
1989). As a result, if the confidant does not seem to appreciate the complexities of
the woman’s relationship with her abusive parter, the confidant’s response may be
evaluated more negatively. In addition, the common view that violence in the family
is a private matter may be more likely to shield married and cohabiting couples from
successful intervention by friends or relatives (Makepeace, 1989; Stets & Straus,
1989). Confidants of married and cohabiting women may not have appreciated the
unique difficulties they experience, particularly because most of the confidants were
young, single women.

Certain findings emerged only in the analyses of data obtained from confidants
to abused women. For example, confidants reported offering more supportive
responses to women who experienced more severe abuse, yet they evaluated their
responses less positively. Other studies have not found a relationship between severity
of abuse and supportive responses, but have reported increases in avoidant responses
to women who experienced more severe abuse (Mitchell & Hodson, 1983). As was

discussed earlier, the data obtained from abused women revealed a significant effect of
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severity on unsupportive responses, but the effect depended on the confidants’
experiences of abuse. Mitchell and Hodson’s (1983) measure of avoidant responses
included a few behaviours similar to those in the current study (e.g., changing the
topic). The measure also included aspects similar to the negative evaluation assessed
in the current study, such as annoying the confidant or making her uncomfortable.

The difference in findings could have resultcd from this conflation of support

behaviour and gvaluation, or perhaps it arose due to different definitions of abuse

severity. Mitchell and Hodson (1983) used the Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus, 1979)
which has been criticized for inaccurately measuring severity (e.g., Smith, 1987).
Regardless, this finding requires further investigation.

Characteristics of the confidant

Previous studies have suggested that loyalty to the abusive partner can
complicate the confidant’s ability to provide effective support to abused women
(Mahlstedt & Keeny, 1993; Stacey and Shupe, 1983). Confidants who are loyal to the
abusive partners may take his side and blame the woman for the problems. The
present study found that if the confidant was loyal to the abused woman’s partner, her
response was evaluated as less negative about him. Loyalty to the women’s abusive
partners may have led confidants to be less derogatory about the women’s partners. It
is also possible that the abused women may not have expressed an intention to end
their abusive relationships to confidants who were loyal to their abusive partners.
Confidants who were loyal to these men may have hoped that the relationship would

be preserved, and may have even encouraged the abused women to stay with their
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partners.

It is not clear whether the evaluation of the confidant’s response as negative
about the woman’s abusive partner was experienced as supportive or unsupportive,
other than the fact that it was positively correlated with the negative evaluation. In
this study, the loyalty of the confidant to the partner may not have been experienced
as unsupportive by abused women, but this is difficult to discern from the available
data.

Some potential influences on support could be assessed only from the
perspective of participants as confidants. For example, confidants’ attributions for the
abuse affected how they responded to the abused women. Attributions were evaluated
in the context of helping models that are defined by specific combinations of
attributions for the origin and solution to a problem (Brickman et al., 1982: Dunst &
Trivette, 1988). The autribution of responsibility for the origin and solution to a
problem to the person in distress defines the moral helping model. The compensatory
model is characterized by attributions of responsibility only for the solution of the
problem. These models permit the examination of the effect of specific constellations
of attributions for the origin versus the solution to abuse. Specifically, the moral
helping model was contrasted with the compensatory model in terms of their effects
on support for abused women and confidants’ evaluation of their own responses.
Confidants who held women responsible for the abuse and its solution (moral model)
were less negative about the abusive partners and reported offering more supportive

behaviours. Yet, confidants with this view also rated their response to the abused
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woman’s disclosure less positively (e.g., felt they had not been supportive, felt
burdened, felt alienated from the abused women) than those who held the
compensatory model. Confidants following the moral model in the current study may
be responding with more support attempts but their attempts are not received well. In
some ways, the moral model views the abused women as defective in some way, a
person who could have stopped the abuse and did not. While this may invoke helping
in the mode of "charity", the attitude is probably not likely to receive a favourable
response from the women being helped, as she may feel offended by the confidant’s
approach. The recipient could perceive the confidant’s response as interference and
react against that (Fisher, Nadler, & Whitcher-Alagna, 1982). Perhaps then,
participants who held women responsible for both the origin and solution to their
abuse felt that they had offered more supportive behaviours but that their response had
not been effective. Social support is more likely to be beneficial if the recipient is
held responsible for the solution to the problem but not for its origin (Dunst &
Trivette, 1988). This finding supports the view that abused women should not be
encouraged to believe that they can stop the abuse, as they often are made to feel that
way by the abusive partner but can rarely force him to cease the abuse. Rather, if
they consider leaving the abusive partner, support for that option should be offered.

Characteristics of the relationship with the confidant
Another potential influence on social support was the abused woman’s
perception of her'relationship with the confidant prior to disclosure. It was

hypothesized that this relationship would colour her perceptions of the confidant’s
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response to her disclosure of abuse. In the current study, a history of conflict with the
confidant was associated with a greater incidence of unsupportive responses and less
positive evaluations of the support attempts. If the relationship was supportive and
close, however, confidants’ responses were rated more positively (e.g., they were
satisfied with the response, viewed the confidant as very supportive and as not being
burdened). The present findings confirm Pierce’s (1994) conclusions that a history of
conflict in a relationship with the support provider predicts unsupportive responses.
Moreover, the findings demonstrate that the relationship history with the confidant can
influence the social support she offers to an abused woman and its evaluation. Thus,
abused women should be advised to choose confidants with whom they share close
and supportive relationships, if they have a choice at all.

Characteristics of the response

Supportive and unsupportive responses to disclosures by abused women
influenced evaluations of the support attempt. Supportive responses by the confidant
were positively evaluated by both the confidant and the abused woman. Although the
number of support behaviours does not necessarily dictate perceptions of
supportiveness, a positive association between the number of behaviours and
evaluation was discovered. The number of unsupportive responses to disclosure also
predicted positive and negative evaluations (in the expected direction), but only from
the perspective of abused women. In addition to its role in the regression analyses in
the current study, this finding supports the validity of the categorization of behaviours

as supportive or unsupportive.
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Reasons for Differences in Findings in the Two Roles

The results varied to some degree depending on the perspective of the

participants (i.e., as abused woman versus confidant). There could be several reasons
for the differences in findings. One possibility could stem from the fact that women
who disclosed to participants tended to have more cases of physical, sexual or
psychological abuse than did the participants themselves. Participants may have
recalled such cases because they seemed more prototypically "abusive” than cases of
women who experienced only verbal abuse. Support for this claim is found in the
results of a recent study that assessed attitudes toward physical and psychological
abuse in high school students and found that students were more accepting of
psychological abuse (Byers, 1995). The same pattern was observed in the present
sample. Therefore, the differences in findings between the two roles could have arisen
due to this discrepancy in the abuse experiences of the women seeking support. It
may be that confidants may have felt more pressure when dealing with women with
more severe abuse to provide the "correct” response and to be very supportive, or at
least to report that they had been supportive.

Another possibility is that the confidant’s perspective on her behaviour and her
evaluation of her response was biased. Specifically, confidants reported significantly
more supportive and less unsupportive behaviour than did the abused women.? This
finding could represent a self-enhancing bias on the part of the confidant. Other
studies have also reported that support providers often claim to offer more support

than the recipient reports receiving (Buunk & Hoorens, 1992; Sarason et al., 1990,
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1994). Indeed, the self-enhancing bias in confidants’ reports of social support appears
to be a common feature of social support research in general, and not just this study.

A third possibility is that the same type of support attempt is experienced
differently by abused women and confidants. Because actual dyads were not used in
the present study, this hypothesis cannot be tested directly. Nevertheless, the confidant
may feel that she tried her best to provide effective support, but that her response was
inadequate at meeting the needs of the abused woman. Nowhere was this situation
more obvious than in the difficult area of reactions to the abusive partner.
Strengths and Weaknesses of the Present Study
A critical examination of the sample, measures, and methods used in the

present study revealed certain strengths and weaknesses that should be acknowledged.
With respect to the sample, social support for women experiencing abuse has not been
studied with younger women in dating relationships as much as it has with married
women who seek help from shelters. The sample in the present study was relatively
young (85% < 26 years), but included women up to 51 years of age. There was also a
reasonable representation of women of colour (25%). Previous studies of abuse with
undergraduates have used samples that were predominantly of European origin
(DeKeseredy & Kelly, 1993; Gryl et al., 1991; Stets & Pirog-Good, 1989). The larger
proportion of dating relationships was anticipated based on the age level of the sample.
The sample also included a fairly sizeable number of women who were married or
cohabiting with their abusive partners (20.3% of abused participants and 31.5% of

women who disclosed to participants), which allowed for comparisons between dating
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and married/cohabiting women. In short, the demographics of the present sample
substantially extend the existing research base in this area.

The sample for the present study allowed the expansion of some previous
studies of support for abused women to non-shelter samples. It has been noted
repeatedly that relatively fewer women turn to shelters than to other sources of
assistance (Gelles & Straus, 1988), and the generalizability of findings of studies
relying on shelter samples is limited. It should be noted that it is not known whether
the participants or the women who disclosed to participants had also sought
professional or legal assistance in response to their experiences of abuse. Given the
relatively low severity of abuse experienced by most participants, it is reasonable to
assume that most have not.

For the most part, the measures used in the present study represent an
improvement over those used in past research. Specifically, the present measures were
more comprehensive and multidimensional than those used previously. For example,
the present abuse measure assessed four types of abuse, whereas other studies have
assessed only physical abuse. Many of the measures used here were standardized
published scales (e.g., Measure of Wife Abuse, Rodenburg & Fantuzzo, 1993), or
slight modifications of published scales (e.g., evaluation measures, Goldsmith & Parks,
1990; attributions for abuse, Sugarman & Cohn, 1986). Others were developed for the
present study and require further validation. The qualitative data obtained through
open-ended questions concerning issues such as evaluation of social support and

perceptions about the most beneficial forms of support served as a rich source of
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information that supplemented the closed-ended responses.

A specific example where the open-ended questions were particularly useful
was the scoring of the Measure of Wife Abuse (Rodenburg & Fantuzzo, 1993). This
measure contained a few behaviours that many participants dismissed as unimportant
and not upsetting. For example, screaming by their partner was often dismissed and
some participants indicated that they had never been upset by this behaviour,
particularly if it was the only type of incident reported. Other behaviours considered
to be examples of sexual abuse were described by some participants as consensual or
even pleasurable (e.g., squeezing breasts). The inclusion of the severity rating (never
upset to often upset) and open-ended comments afforded the opportunity to record
such instances. A revised scoring method was developed where certain participants
who endorsed one or a few behaviours on the abuse measure but had never been upset
by them could be rescored as not having experienced abuse. This prevented the
contamination of the sample of women who had been abused by nonabused
participants.

The present study revealed that women do not always fully disclose their
experiences of abuse to friends and relatives. Over one-third (36.1%) of participants
who disclosed abuse had minimized their experiences of abuse (often substantially)
when they related them to friends or relatives. Studies of support for abused women
need to address this issue to accurately document the support process. Experiences of
abuse may affect abused women’s needs for support and their reaction to support

attempts, while the confidants remain unaware of the extent of the abuse. Future
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investigations should assess both the women’s self-reports of abuse and the abuse
experiences they choose to reveal to friends and relatives, without assuming that these
are identical.

The importance of assessing instances of unsupportive behaviour in sudies of
support for abused women was highlighted, both due to the low variance in the type of
supportive behaviours reported and because the extent of unsupportive behaviours was
found to be associated with the confidant’s abuse and her relationship history with the
abused woman.

The inclusion of the confidant’s perspective on social support for abused
women represents a substantial addition to social support research in general, and to
studies of support for abused women in particular. Many social support researchers
have argued for the need to include the confidant’s viewpoint in order to capture the
actual behaviour or intentions of the confidant (Dunkel-Schetter et al., 1987; Sarason
et al., 1990). Indeed, the current study permitted exploration of the confidant’s own
experiences of abuse, her attributions for the woman’s abuse, her feelings toward the
woman’s partner, and the effects of these experiences, attributions, and feelings on the
support she offered. The study revealed that these factors play an important role in
social support for abused women.

The present study examined a multifaceted model of social support for abused
women and its evaluation. Such models have been developed for social support in
other situations, but not for abuse. Several researchers have noted the importance of

developing models of the causes and correlates of social support (Dunkel-Schetter et
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al., 1987; Fisher et al., 1988; Sarason et al., 1990). These models can help to inform
interventions designed to mobilize social support for abused women. Such
multifaceted models, evaluated in a single study, represent an improvement over more
piecemeal approaches where one or very few factors are examined per study. Indeed,
some factors may lose or change their impact on social support in the context of other
influences. Several factors were identified in the present study that had substantial
effects on perceptions of support (e.g., attributions, network orientation, relationship
history with the confidant). Analyses without inclusion of such factors would be
misleading.

Even with these strengths, some problems exist with the sample and methods
used in the present study. The generalizability of the results may be limited by the
fact that the experiences of women in university do not necessarily resemble those of
women in general. Indeed, the experiences of women of lower socioeconomic status
who encounter barriers to access to higher education could be substantially different.

The frequencies of the different types of social support as assessed by the
support behaviour checklist were similar to findings based on comparable coding
schemes from previous studies (e.g., Cutrona & Suhr, 1992). Informational,
emotional, and esteem support were reported by almost all participants. Unfortunately,
this finding precluded consideration of influences on the specific type or function of
support (e.g., informational or emotional) offered to abused women.

Much of the data collected in the present study asked respondents to speculate

about the experiences of others, and on the efficacy of their own actions. For
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example, participants were asked about the abuse experienced by their confidants and
by the women who disclosed to them. They were also asked to evaluate the support
they offered to abused women. The validity of these reports could be questioned due
to their second-hand and sometimes self-serving nature. The common findings in the
study across the two roles, however, indicate that a severe problem with validity was
not evident. Until research with confidant-abused woman dyads is possible, this
limitation is unavoidable.

Some features of the methods of the current study may limit the validity of the
findings to some extent. The assessment of social support focused on one specific
interaction, namely the first time participants had disclosed abuse or were told by
other women about abuse. This focus was intended to control for previous discussions
of experiences of abuse. Social support can be construed as a temporal process,
gained through repeated interactions between an abused woman and her confidant.
Thus, a snapshot of one interaction may not fully capture this process. Nonetheless,
the initial disclosure of abuse is likely to be critical in shaping the support process that
follows. The cross-sectional nature of the assessment of this first interaction limits the
ability to make causal inferences about the influence of specific factors on support and
evaluation. Longitudinal designs would be useful in this regard, although the logistics
of such designs are difficult. At the very least, future studies could assess the efficacy
of social support by examining more than one interaction.

Similar to almost all other research in the field, participants’ reports of their

experiences with disclosures of abuse were retrospective. On average, disclosures had
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occurred approximately two years prior to data collection, and a few as long as 30
years prior. Although the disclosure was probably a significant and salient event in
these women’s lives, their recall may have been faulty. Participants recall past events
in light of later events or present circumstances that shape their perceptions of the past
(Arvey & Cavanaugh, 1995; Bemard, Kilworth, Kronenfeld, & Sailer, 1984). Events
since the disclosure, such as further discussions with the same or another confidant,
may have coloured their perceptions of the support attempts at the first disclosure.
Because events such as social support for abuse do not necessarily happen regularly,
retrospective reports are often a necessary research tool. In future studies, participants
could be asked to limit responses to discussions in the past year to reduce the
possibility of memory distortion, although such a time limitation would require a much
larger sample size.

The quantitative nature of the study did not allow participants to express feely
their subjective views of social support for abused women. Further, as with any
quantitative study, the conclusions regarding what abused women find supportive and
unsupportive do not reflect every woman’s perceptions but rather the trends among the

women as a group.

Interventions Suggested by the Findings

Informal social support tor abused women is of crucial importance. Families
and friends know about a woman’s abuse long before professionals are told.
Futhermore, professional services cannot possibly meet the demands of all abused

women. The findings of the present study highlight several possible options for
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educational programs designed to facilitate effective social support for abused women.
These programs would be appropriate for "general” audiences that contain abused
women as well as potential confidants, such as peer counselling programs or
community workshops. While it would be unfair to place the onus on abused women
to learn how to obtain effective social support, participation in some of the programs
described below might assist abused women in avoiding some of the problems that can
arise in the process of obtaining help.

Women who are experiencing abuse need to be informed about a number of
issues. Because serious problems such as abuse may not elicit spontaneous offers of
support, women should be informed that this does not necessarily reflect a lack of
concern (Fisher et al., 1988). Moreover, women may need to be prepared for all types
of responses from confidants, including potentially unsupportive behaviours (Kellogg
& Huston, 1995; McNulty & Wardle, 1994). In this study, confidants’ loyalty to the
abusive partners and a history of conflict with the confidants were identified as
potential impediments to supportive responses. Assaulted women could be informed
that confidants who are friends or relatives of their abusive partners may not be
effective sources of support (Mitchell & Hodson, 1983), and that it might be better to
avoid confiding in people with whom they have a history of conflict. Women should
also be encouraged to seek social support elsewhere (e.g., from professional sources) if
they do not receive helpful responses to their initial disclosures. Sadly, women who
are experiencing abuse may have little choice of who they can approach for social

support.
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Potential confidants to abused women could be educated about the support
needs of abused women in order to produce more sensitive support networks (Heise,
1996). For example, potential confidants could be told that they must manage their
own feelings of anger and their need to control the situation in order to provide the
most effective support (Mahlstedt & Keeny, 1993). Programs could also address
attitudes toward abuse and attributions for abuse, since both of these factors were
shown to affect support and its evaluation in the present study. Young people need to
be educated about the dynamics of abuse and its social and cultural bases. In addition,
people could be taught how to communicate their awareness of abuse and their desire
to help in a nonthreatening manner (Fisher et al., 1988). Potential confidants to
abused women could be trained in common techniques of crisis intervention, such as
giving the abused woman options without telling her what to do (Kelly, 1996).

Implications for Future Research

If possible, future studies should use actual dyads of abused women and their
confidants to compare their viewpoints on the support process. Although this would
be logistically difficult, it would shed light on many issues raised in the present study.
It would reduce the possible bias of speculative reports and allow contextualization of
self-enhancing portrayals by confidants.

Modifications to the design of the present study might clarify some of the
present findings. The impact of the confidants’ experiences of abuse on social support
and its evaluation could be explored in more detail through specific questions that

address abused women’s feelings about receiving support from someone who was also
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abused. Qualitative data may provide a better means of exploring this issue.

It would be useful to determine if negative comments about the abusive
partners lead to a more negative evaluation overall. The two scales were moderately
correlated in the present study, but only from the perspective of the abused women.
Many participants reported in open-ended questions that they found anger toward their
partners to be unhelpful. The issue of expressing blame and anger toward the abusive
partner is complicated in those circumstances. Because it is such a common
component of responses to abused women, it is worthy of further study. Specifically,
studies could investigate whether responses that derogate the abusive partner and the
relationship become more acceptable later in the support process, perhaps in
discussions subsequent to the first disclosure or after the abusive relationship has
ended. In addition, the difference between negative comments about the partner’s
behaviour versus about the partner as a person could be explored.

Future studies could assess abused women’s reasons for disclosure. Several
studies have examined reasons why abused women do not disclose. It is possible that
their motivation for disclosing would affect the way that they present their situation,
and how they evaluate the responses they receive. Furthermore, their reasons for
choosing a particular confidant could be explored on the same grounds. Finally, the
ways that abused women elicit support could be assessed, because these could
influence the responses received and their subsequent evaluation. Cutrona et al.
(1990) developed a coding scheme for elicitation strategies that could prove to be

useful in these types of investigations.
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It would also be helpful to assess how many people abused women tell. If
they only tell one person, that places a tremendous responsibility on that one

individual as compared to situations where the abused woman seeks support from a

number of individuals.
Summary/Conclusions

One of the most compelling findings of the present study is that a majority
(79.3%) of participants who disclosed experiences of abuse received at least one
unsupportive behaviour from their confidants, and that 72.6% of participants who had
been confidants offered at least one unsupportive behaviour. Nonetheless, many
participants reported overall satisfaction with the support they received from friends
and relatives, and similarly positive evaluations were offered by confidants. Thus, the
picture is not entirely negative.

The present study replicated previous findings regarding what abused women
find helpful and unhelpful with a larger and more diverse sample. The importance of
emotional support and validation of abused women’s self-worth was confirmed in the
present study. In addition, the conclusion of earlier studies (e.g., Mahlstedt & Keeny,
1993) that anger toward the abusive partner is a complicated issue was also replicated
in the present study, and needs further study.

With respect to influences on social support and evaluation, one of the main
questions addressed in the present study was the role of the confidant’s abuse. It
seems that a disparity in the experience of abuse between the abused woman and her

confidant often leads to unsupportive responses, even after other influences on social
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support were held constant. The confidant’s loyalty to the woman’s abusive partner
also complicates her ability to provide effective social support. The confidant’s
attributions for the woman’s abuse also played a role, as predicted. Confidants who
held women responsible for the origin of the abuse were less supportive. Moreover,
women’s attributions for their own abuse influenced their reactions to social support
attempts. For example, if women blamed their partners for the abuse, they evaluated
the response they received as less supportive and as having a negative impact on their
relationship with their partners. General factors such as the abused women’s beliefs
about help-seeking and their relationship history with the confidants also affected their
perceptions of social support. All of these factors play a role in social support for
abused women, and their reactions to such support. These results illustrate important
areas to address in educating abused women and potential confidants about how to

best support women who experience violence in intimate relationships.
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Endnotes
1. Prior to aggregating the confidants who had not been abused with the confidants
who had been abused since the disclosure, these two groups were compared on the
dependent variables and the patterns of correlations between the independent and
dependent variables. Multivariate ANOV As on the supportive and unsupportive scores
and the three outcome scales revealed no significant differences between the
nonabused confidants and those abused after the disclosure. Comparisons of the
correlations between the independent and dependent variables across these two groups
revealed no significant differences. Thus it was deemed appropriate to aggregate the
two groups into the nonabused category.
2. Prior to aggregating the participants who were confidants to other abused women
who had not been abused themselves with those who had been abused after the
disclosure, the two groups were compared on the dependent variables and the patterns
of correlations between the independent and dependent variables. Multivariate
ANOVAs of the supportive and unsupportive scores and the three outcome scores
revealed no significant differences. Comparisons of the correlations between the
independent and dependent variables across the two groups revealed only one
significant difference; specifically, the correlation of the total abuse score of the
women who disclosed to participants (covariate) and the Negative Outcome score
differed across the two groups. Thus, it was deemed appropriate to aggregate the two

groups into the nonabused category.
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3. Paired t-tests were performed to compare the self-report to the confidant’s report on
the supportive and unsupportive behaviour scores. These comparisons revealed that
confidants reported significantly more supportive and significantly less unsupportive

behaviour, ts = -3.62 and 3.84, p < .001).
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