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In South Africa, studies have shown that one in every four women are abused or
battered. Put graphically, 25% of women in the Republic of South Africa (RSA) are
assaulted by their boyfriend/partner or husband and a woman suffer battering on
average of 39 times before she seeks outside help. Woman battering can leave women
abused, distressed, create fear, limits behaviour, cause psychological damage and
physical harms and very often breaks down self-esteem and leaves the individual
self-incompetent. Hence the need to understand how women who have been abused
rate their pre and post abuse self-concepts, how their demographic characteristics
influence their self-concepts and also understand their attitude towards their abuser.

Through in-depth interviews using a questionnaire, data were collected from 150
randomly selected abused women attending a respite centre located in Johannes-
burg. Age of women ranged from 16 years to 49 years with a mean age of 32.2
(SD=8.27). Abuse or being battered in this study is defined as “women who have
been emotionally abused or physically beaten by husband/boyfriend with blows,
slapped, kicked and have experienced these over three times in a single relationship.

The study was anchored on a three research questions. Results showed that before
abuse, women rated themselves positively (X bar = 82.4) and negatively after abuse
(X bar = 69.9). The study showed a huge drop in self-concept change (X bar = 23.9)
after abuse. At a pre-abuse level, women generally rated themselves positively on
almost all dimensions and negatively after abuse on almost all bi-polar items. The
study also found that demographics of abused women such as marital status (C2(1,
N = 149)=7.30, P<.01), educational level (C2(1, N = 149) =15.89, P <.001), duration of
abuse (C2(1, N=149)=12.71, P<,002), and nature ofabuse (C2(1, N = 149) =4.502, P
<.05) do influence self-concepts of abused women. Age of women was not signifi-
cant. Finally, results also indicate that majority of the women have negative attitude
towards their abuser (C2(1, N = 149) =4.051, P< .05). The abuser was described
negatively as cold, slow, passive, weak, sick, tense, unpredictable, sad, dangerous,
ignorant and bad. Surprisingly, the abuser was also described as rich, wise, clean and
valuable.

These findings have significant practical implications for intimate partner violence or
Gender-based violence and the health and psychological outcomes for battered
women. The study also suggests the need for more research in this direction and a
need for culturally relevant programmes to help women in abusive relationships and
in addition help the abusers deal with myths that have cultural relevance to factors
maintaining battering.
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Introduction and

background

In South Africa, studies (De Sousa,
1992: I,POWA, 2006:2) reveal that 1in
every 4 South African women or put
graphically, 25% of women in the Re-
public of South Africa (RSA) are as-
saulted by their boyfriend/partner or
husband and a woman suffers batter-
ing on average of 39 times before she
seeks outside help. Woman battering
can take many forms: physical, sexual,
psychological and or a combination of
all these.

In Africa, the story is not different. Vio-
lence against women is also a wide-
spread problem. Odunjirin, (1993) and
Wood & Jewkes (1997) reveal a preva-
lent rate 0f46% (Uganda), 60% (Tanza-
nia), 42% (Kenya) 40% (Zambia), and
81% (Nigeria).

In the United States, intimate partner
violence remains a prevalent, danger-
ous and a serious public health prob-
lem: 850, 000-1, 5 million women are
raped or physically assaulted by a part-
ner each year and the lifetime preva-
lence of physical assault by a partner
is 22% (Tjaden & Thoennes, 2000:8).
Recent annual estimates in the US alone
indicate that over 8.7 million women are
battered by husbands, boyfriends, and
other intimate partners (Roberts, 2002:
4; Roberts and Roberts, 2005: 6) or
graphically put, in every nine seconds,
somewhere in the United States, a
woman is battered by someone she
knows (Roberts 2005:13).

In addition, approximately one in three
homicides in the US are committed by
intimate partners (Paulozzi, Saltman,
Thompson, & Holmgreen, 2001:7). In-
juries sustained by women ranging in
age from 15to 44 occur because of inti-
mate partner violence (IPV) more often
than cancer, motor vehicles accidents,
and violence by strangers or acquaint-
ances (Boes 1998: 5).

In non-western societies, relationships
are organized in culturally interdepend-
ent networks. Matsumoto (2001) and
Wang (2006) have shown the signifi-
cant impact of culture on self in inter-
dependent (Asians/Africans) socie-
ties, which are embedded in group and
social relations. According to
Baumeister (1999), the selfis a psycho-

logical rather than a physical being, and
it is one that contains thought, feel-
ings, and attitudes, one that is socially
validated and holds multiple places in
the matrix of social relationships. Inthe
words of Wang (2006), “Asian (and
African) cultures prominence is given
to interrelatedness and collectivity that
governs the social network and as such
individual tends to perceive themselves
focusing on their social roles and rela-
tionships”. For this reason, many bat-
tered women do not make criminal com-
plains due to cultural beliefs and there-
fore stay in battering relationships for
many years.

Cultural beliefs may exacerbate the ef-
fects of domestic violence because
women may stay in an abusive relation-
ship longer to protect the family’s pri-
vacy. African women are socialized to
believe that the family is of paramount
importance and that males are known
to be dominant as heads of households
while the women serve as caretakers of
the family. Deviating from this belief
system may portray a woman as bad
wife or bad mother. In many African
societies, families and communities
perceive reporting abuse by a spouse
negatively particularly ifthey are mar-
ried. According to Odunjirin, (1993),
cultural mores against reporting abuse
make women endure the relationships
and hence suffer years of abuse and
violence.

According to Campbell and
Lewandowski (1997), McCauley et al
(1995), Thompson, Kaslow & Kingree,
(2002), and Valentine, Roberts and Bur-
gess (1998) battering of women has
serious and long-term impact on the
woman’s emotional wellbeing and is
likely to cause symptoms ofdepression
and anxiety, as well as suicidal
thoughts and low self-esteem.

Woman battering can leave women
abused, distressed, create fear, limits
behaviour, cause psychological dam-
age and physical harms and very often
breaks down self-esteem and leaves the
individual self-incompetent. Self-com-
petency is about an individual’s strong
belief that he/she is capable. When a
woman is self-incompetent, she may
commit suicide. According to Heise
(1993), one out of every four suicide
attempts by women is preceded by
abuse and this abuse may in turn cause
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aggression and depression in their chil-
dren. Unfortunately studies on self-
concepts of battered women are under
investigated in Africa.

According to Connelly (1999) and
Greenberg and Bolger (2001) to be daily
assaulted and physically abused
amounts to a kind of suffering which
leave the individual broken, shattered,
empty and lost. Fears and altered be-
liefs emerge from an experience of suf-
fering, together with related emotions
of distress, misery, anguish, agony,
agitation, unhappiness, torment, anger,
frustration, hopelessness, destruction
and worry. For Morse (2001) the nature
ofsuffering involves loss: for example
the loss of dignity, the loss of self, etc.
Such loses often involve discomfort,
anguish, distress, anxiety etc.

Unfortunately, while research in psy-
chology has discussed and studied
self-concepts, it has not done so in re-
lation to comparing pre/post self con-
cepts of women and the relationship of
these self-concepts to demographic
characteristics of these women who
experience interpersonal violence. Also,
this comparison has not been investi-
gated in Africa. Roberts (1987), Roberts
(2002), Maxwell, Gamer and Fagan
(2001) and Campbell and Lewandowski,
(1997) have linked Dbatterer
demographics and psychosocial vari-
ables to domestic violence chronicity
and injury severity and health out-
comes but no studies have investi-
gated before and after abuse self-con-
cepts of battered women and the atti-
tude these women have towards their
batterer.

In addition, because cultural mores
against reporting of abuse make it dif-
ficult to assess prevalence accurately,
there are knowledge gaps of women
who experience battering in intimate
partner relationships. Understanding
these differences in self-concepts may
influence public policy and contribute
to the design of culturally appropriate
strategies for prevention and interven-
tion. Unfortunately, many Non-Govern-
mental Organizations (NGOs) who work
with these women only give short-term
respite services and psychological
services offered, focuses on symptom
report thereby neglecting the relevance
ofself-concept in relation to the abuse.
According to Faizullaev (2006), the self



is crucial for personal integrity and iden-
tity for individual cohesiveness and it
plays a significant role in the organiza-
tion of individual behaviour and psy-
chological processes such as percep-
tion, memory attention, emotion and
motivation. Research on how battered
women describe themselves are scarce,
hence there are knowledge gaps. To
bridge this gap, this study proposed
three research questions: (1) would
there be a difference between pre-abuse
and post-abuse self-concepts of bat-
tered women? (2) Will demographics of
women, such as age, marital status,
educational level, type of abuse and
duration of abuse influence self-con-
cept change ofbattered women? (3) Will
attitude ofabused women towards their
abuser be positive or negative? Abuse
and battered are used interchangeably
in this study.

Methodology

Participants

Through in-depth interviews, one hun-
dred and fifty (150) women attending
respite centres and who have reported
abuse or being battered were randomly
selected for the study after an Institu-
tional Review Board (IRB) approval.
Entry criteria include being above age
16 years; readiness to participate with
approved consent, history of abuse of
more than three cases, within a year
and must have reported the problem to
warrant concern. All the participants
gave their consent which they read or
was read to them on confidentiality,
anonymity, benefits of study, and pri-
vacy. Age of women range from 16
years to 49 years with a mean age of
32.2 (SD=8.27). Abuse or being battered
in this study is defined as “women who
have been emotionally abused or
physically beaten by husband/boy-
friend with blows, slapped, kicked and
have experienced these over three
times in a single relationship

All the participants were women receiv-
ing counselling from the trauma coun-
sellor or social workers unit respite cen-
tre in Johannesburg. Participants were
randomly selected using a table ofran-
dom numbers (every third person) from
the list of patients in the Centre. All
participants were residents in Johan-
nesburg and its surrounding areas. The
Non Governmental Organization
(NGO) assists women who have been

battered and have left these relation-
ships and those still in an abusive rela-
tionships. The services ofthe NGO in-
clude individual and group support to
survivors of gender based violence,
individual and group support to per-
petrators of gender based violence, ini-
tiating and supporting economically
viable micro enterprises for survivors
of gender based violence.

Instrument

A questionnaire was used to collect
data from respondents. The question-
naire had four sections: A, B, C and D.
Section A consist of demographic ques-
tions such as age, nature and type of
abuse etc. Section B contained items
measuring attitude towards the abuser.
These were 17 items derived from
Osgood’s list of Semantic differential
items, (Osgood & Suci, 1955: 2). Re-
sponse format was based on the bipo-
lar differential with 7 options format.
Answers ranged from 1-7. With 1 be-
ing “much”, 2 “moderately”, and 3
“slightly negative”, 4 “indifference or
both apply equally”, and 5 “slightly “,6
“moderately” and 7 “very much posi-
tive”. Sections C and D contained the
same worded bipolar 21 items measur-
ing pre-and post abuse self-concepts
also derived from Osgood’s list of bi-
polar items with similar response for-
matof 1-7.

Participants were asked to rate their
self-concepts before they experienced
battering from their boyfriends/hus-
bands and after they have experienced
abuse and check whether their views
were very much, moderately, and
slightly negative, indifference (which
is neither adjectives apply equally) and
slightly, moderately and very much
positive with each pair ofadjectives on
the scale. The participant indicated her
rating by checking one of the seven
spaces separating the word good from
the word bad. Ifthe participant thought
the concept in question was good, she
would check the space closest to the
word good.

For example, participants were asked
to rate their pre-abuse self-concept:

Bad Good

This procedure was followed for each
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ofthe items. The response for each item
scored according to categories with
pre-assigned values of 1, 2, 3,4, 5, 6
and 7. The questions were framed in
such a way that about half of the total
number of statements, very much, mod-
erately, slightly, indicated negative at-
titude to the left, thus were assigned
scale values of 1,2, and 3 while 4 served
as neutral or both adjectives apply
equally. The rest half of the scales fall
to the right indicating positive attitude
such as slightly, moderately and very
much, and thus were assigned scale
values of 5, 6, and 7 respectively. The
evaluation dimension of the three
scales has three factors: Evaluation,
potency and activity. The evaluative
factor has high loading such as bad-
good, worthless-valuable, dirty-clean,
insincere-sincere, foolish-wise, igno-
rant-intelligent, dangerous-safe. The
potency factor also comprises of sad-
happy, poor-rich, unpredictable-pre-
dictable, tense-relaxed, sick-healthy,
weak-strong, delicate-rugged, and the
activity factors such as passive-active,
slow-fast and cold-warm. Same items
have been used to measure attitude of
the general population towards the
mentally in Nigeria (Oyefeso, Osinowo
and Idemudia 1989:15). The items were
validated for the battered women in
South Africa. For the 17 attitude items,
internal consistency (.73) and test-
retest of over four weeks (.74) were
adequate. Also, internal consistency
for 21 self-concept items was .76 and a
test-retest of over four weeks was .77.
Bipolar adjective scales are simple to
use and are economical means for ob-
taining data on people’s reactions and
can be adapted for use for children and
adults.

Results

For the first research question, student
t-test was used to test the change in
means for pre-abuse self-concepts and
post-abuse self concepts of battered
women and results showed a huge sig-
nificant difference, t (148)=23.9, P<001),
(see fig 1).

From figure 1, mean scores of battered
women showed positive self-concepts
before they were abused (X bar=82.4)
compared to a negative self-concepts
after abuse (X bar = 69.9). The change
(X bar = 23.9) in self-concepts was
huge. At a pre-abuse level, women



Figure 1: Pre and post abuse Self-Concepts of battered women

generally rated themselves positively
on almost all dimensions: courageous,
fair, graceful, superior, self-confident,
competent, attractive, alive, capable,
enjoying, satisfied, active, good, beau-
tiful, healthy, pleasant and clean. Un-
fortunately, a post-abuse self-concept
showed a negative rating such as un-
fair, awkward, lack selfconfident, infe-
rior, incompetent, unattractive, depend-
ent, unfortunate, dead, incapable, un-
sociable, suffering, dissatisfied, pas-
sive, sad, ugly, sick and unpleasant.

The second research question wanted
to find out whether demographic char-
acteristics ofwomen such as age, mari-
tal status, educational level, type of
abuse and duration of abuse would
have any influence on self-concepts of
women who are battered. This was
tested with a chi-square (C2 test. Ac-
cording to table 1below, there were sig-

Pre and post abuse Self-Concepts of battered women

nificant effects for marital status, C2(1,
N = 149)=7.30, P<01; Educational level,
C2(1,N = 149)=15.89, P<001; Dura-
tion of abuse, C2(1, N = 149) =12.71,
P<.002; Nature ofabuse, C2(1, N = 149)
=4.502, P <.05; only age was not sig-
nificant. In other words, married women
reported more negative self-concepts
than unmarried women, women with
high school education reported more
negative self-concepts than women
with lower level of education, women
with longer period of abuse had higher
negative self-concepts than those with
short period of abuse, battered women
who experienced more of physical
abuse reported more of negative self-
concepts than those who were psycho-
logically abused.

The third research question wanted to
know whether women who have been
abused would have a positive or nega-
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tive attitude towards their abuser and
this was also tested with a chi-square
test and results showed a significant
difference between women with posi-
tive and negative attitudes, C2(1, N =
149) =4.051, P = <.05. Majority (55) of
the women (37.0%) have negative atti-
tudes compared to women with posi-
tive attitudes (N =22, (14.8%) toward
their abuser (see fig 2). The abuser was
described negatively as cold, slow,
passive, weak, sick, tense, unpredict-
able, sad, dangerous, ignorant and bad.
Surprisingly, the abuser was also de-
scribed as rich, wise, clean and valu-
able.

Discussion

The study seeks to understand how
women who have been abused rate
their self-concepts (pre and post
abuse), how their demographic char-



Figure 2 : Attitude toward the perpetrator

attitude toward the perpetrator

Table 1: Comparison of demographic characteristics (C2 on self concepts of abused women

Variables
Age Young
old
Marital status Unmarried
Married
Educational level < High Sch
> High Sch
Duration of Abuse  Short
Long

Nature of Abuse Psychological

Physical

% in parenthesis

acteristics or attributes influence their
self-concepts and also to understand
the women’s attitude towards their
abuser. Three research questions were
stated on which the study was an-
chored.

The first research question was sup-

Negative change Positive change

18(12.0) 16(10.7)
77(51.7) 38(51.7)
47(31.5) 48(32.2)
39(26.2) 15(10.1)
67(44.9) 20(13.4)
28(18.8) 34(22.9)
22(14.8) 28(18.8)
73(48.9) 26(17.5)
26(17.5) 24(16.1)
69(46.3) 30(20.1)

ported. Post-abuse self-concepts of
battered women significantly became
worse when compared to pre-abuse
self-concepts. Unfortunately, battered
women rated themselves negatively
such as unfair, awkward, lack selfcon-
fidence, inferior, incompetent, unattrac-
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N

95
54

95
54

95
54

95
54

95

Total C2value P
149 2.23 ns
149 7.30 01
149 15.9 001
149 12.7 .002
149 4.50 .05

tive, dependent, unfortunate, dead, in-
capable, unsociable, suffering, dissat-
isfied, passive, sad, ugly, sick and un-
pleasant. This finding supports the
studies done by Campbell and
Lewandowski, (1997), McCauley et al
(1995), Valentine, Roberts, and Buigess,



(1998), and Thompson, Kaslow and
Kingree, (2002). This finding has impli-
cations for the study of Heise (1993)
which found that one in every four sui-
cide attempts by women is preceded
by abuse and which may in fact cause
aggression and depression in their chil-
dren.

The second research question pre-
dicted that demographics of women,
such as age, marital status, educational
level, type of abuse and duration of
abuse would significantly influence
self-concept change of battered
women. Results also showed signifi-
cant effects for marital status, educa-
tional level, duration of abuse and na-
ture of abuse. Age of participants was
not significant. Since no studies have
been done in this regard, studies were
not evaluated for demographic vari-
ables. However, Roberts, (1987,2002),
and Maxwell, Gamer and Fagan, (2001),
reported demographics for batterers
but not for the battered.

The third research question asked if
attitude of abused women towards their
abuser will be positive or negative. The
abuser was described negatively on
many of the bipolar concepts as cold,
slow, passive, weak, sick, tense, unpre-
dictable, sad, dangerous, ignorant and
bad. The abuser was also described
positively as rich, wise, clean and valu-
able. Again, there is lack of studies with
self-concepts and battered or abused
women hence studies were not re-
viewed. However, itis important to note
that many ofthe abusers are seen to be
rich, clean and valuable hence women
may remain in their abusive relation-
ship because of economic reasons.

Conclusion

From this study, the following conclu-

sions are made:

. Women reported positive self-
concepts before they were
abused. They rated themselves
as courageous, fair, graceful,
superior, self-confident, compe-
tent, attractive, alive, capable,
enjoying, satisfied, active,
good, beautiful, healthy, pleas
ant and clean.

. Women rated themselves nega-
tively after abuse. They rated
themselves as unfair, awkward,
lacking self-confident, inferior,

incompetent, unattractive, de-
pendent, unfortunate, dead, in-
capable, unsociable, suffering,
dissatisfied, passive, sad, ugly,
sick and unpleasant.

There is no doubt that there are
significant changes from posi-
tive self-concepts to negative
self-concepts as a result of bat-
tering.

Married women reported more
negative self-concepts than un-
married women.

Women with high school edu
cation reported more negative
self-concepts than women with
lower level ofeducation.
Women with longer period of
abuse reported more negative
self-concepts than those with
short period of abuse.

Women who have been abused
physically (slapping, blows,
beatings) reported negative
self-concepts than those who
were psychologically or emo-
tionally abused.

Majority of the women have
negative attitude towards the
abuser. The abuser was de-
scribed as cold, slow, sick, pas-
sive, weak, tense, unpredict-
able, sad, dangerous, ignorant
and bad. The abuser was also
described as rich, wise, clean
and valuable.

There was no significant differ-
ence ofage ofwomen and self-
concepts.

Recommendations

. Studies on IPV (Intimate Part
ner Violence), Gender-based
violence (GBV) and Woman bat-
tering (WB) are complex and
therefore demands multifaceted
solutions and these should in-
clude broadly: abuser and
batterer variables, putting in
place programmes to change at
titude of men and women.

. Also, efforts should be made by
Governments and NGOs to de-
sign culturally relevant pro-
grammes to help the battered
and those battering deal with
myths that have cultural rel
evance to factors maintaining
battering.

. Finally, research should be

50
Curationis March 2009

geared in this direction to en
able researchers understand
fully the dynamics of variables
that are important in IPV and
GBV
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