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The A t t r i b u t i o n  o f  Responsibi!i t y  i n  a  Wife Abuse Context 

A w i f e  abuse v i g n e t t e  embodied i n  a  mailback quest ionnai re 

o f  a  survey o f  the D e t r o i t  SMSA served as the bases f o r  t h i s  

analys is .  The r e s u l t s  focus on three issues: how r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  

i s  d i v ided  between the husband and w i f e  i n  such s i t u a t i o n s ,  the 

nature o f  a t t r i b u t i o n s  i n  a  wi fe  abuse con tex t  - whether they are 

g loba l  o r  s i t u a t i o n a l l y  s p e c i f i c  and f i n a l l y ,  whether the sex o f  

the i n d i v i d u a l  a f fec ts  h i s /he r  a t t r i b u t i o n s  i n  a  w i f e  abuse 

s i t u a t i o n .  
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Wife abuse i s  emerging from the p r i v a t e  domain of a  fami ly  

problem i n t o  the p u b l i c  domain o f  a  soc ia l  prob1e.m. Reseanch i n  

the area which has been used t o  support t h i s  t r a n s i t i o n  has focused 

on: the prevalence o f  the phenomenon (Gel l e s  , 1972; OIBrien. 1974; 

Mart in ,  1976; Eisenberg & Mickelow. 1976; Straus . , 1977-1978). psy- 

chologica l  and soc io log ica l  p r o f i l e s  o f  the abusive husband, the 

abused w i f e  and the r e l a t i o n s h i p  t h a t  binds them (Goode, 1971; 

Steinmetz & Straus. , 1974; Mart in ,  1976; Straus . 1976; Roy, 

1977; P resco t t  & Letko, 1977) and f i n a l l y  on the inadequate r e -  

sponses o f  the law enforcement, l e g a l  and s o c i a l  se rv i ce  sec- 
\ 

to rs  t o  the problem (Parnas, 1971; F i e l d  & F ie ld ,  1973;). One 

issue which has n o t  been the sub jec t  o f  much systematic empi- . 

r i c a l  'inves t i ' ga t ion  i s  the a t t i t u d e  of:.the general p u b l i c  to-. . 

ward wi fe 'abuse;  . 
The lack  o f  emp i r i ca l  focus on a t t i t u d e s  toward w i f e  abuse 

makes i t  d i f f i c u l t  t o  p lan  programs d i r e c t e d  a t  a t t i t u d e  and be- 

hav io ra l  change. To be e f f e c t i v e  change-oriented programs should 

be based on knowledge o f  the content  o f  the o b j e c t  o f  change. An 

increased understanding o f  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  a t t i t u d e s  about w i f e  abuse 

would prov ide such knowledge and thus increase our a b i l i t y  t o  r e -  

spond t o  the problem w i t h  educational and support serv ices.  To 

gain such understanding we inves t iga ted  one p a r t i c u l a r  a t t i t u d e  

toward w i f e  abuse - how i n d i v i d u a l s  a t t r i b u t e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  be- 

tween the husband and w i f e  i n  a  w i f e  abuse s i t u a t i o n .  

The a t t r i b u t i o n s  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  w i l l  be examined across 

three s i  t ua t iona l  var iab les:  pas t  pa t te rn  o f  abuse (wh,ether the hus- 
1 

band has beaten h i s  w i f e  be fo re ) ,  " j u s t i f i c a t i o ~ ~ "  o f  the a c t  (whether 

the abuse appeared t o  be j u s t i f i e d  i n  the con tex t  i n  which i t  occurred) 

and s e v e r i t y  o f  consequences o f  the abuse (whether the consequences , 

were h igh  o r  low i n  s e v e r i t y ) .  These s i t u a t i o n a l  var iab les have been 

found t o  be key considerat ions i n  j u d i c i a l  r u l i n g s  on w i f e  assau l t  

I i ( M i l l e r ,  1975) and the re fo re  they may i n  tu rn  be r e l a t e d  t o  the 

a t t r i b u t i o n  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  i n  such s i t u a t i o n s  

The a t t r i b u t i o n  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  i n  a  w i f e  abuse s i t u a t i o n  

poses three questions. F i r s t ,  how do i n v i d i d u a l s  d i s t r i b u t e  respell- 

s i b i  li t y  between the v i c t i m  and perpe t ra to r  ' i n  such s i t u a t i o n s ?  

I n  s i t u a t i o n s  o f  in terpersonal  v io lence,  i t  i s  c o n ~ ~ ~ ~ o n l y  assumed tha t  

the bu lk  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  w i l l  be a t t r i b u t e d  t o  the pe rpe t ra to r .  We 

, w i l l  assess whether t h i s  expectat ion i s  upheld i n  the case o f  w i fe '  

abuse. The second quest ion r e l a t e d  to  the a t t r i b u t i o n  o f  respons ib i l -  

i t y  i n  a  w i f e  abuse s i  t u a t l o n  deals w i t h  whether the  attributions are 

. . - g loba l  i n  nature o r  whether they vary w i t h  the s i t u a t i o n a l  con tex t  o f  

the abuse. I n  s tud ies o f  the a t t r i b u t i o n  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  i n  con- 

tex ts  n o t  i n v o l v i n g  in terpersonal  v io lence soci a1 psyctiologis ts  have 

found a t t r i b u t i o n s  t o  be s i t u a t i o n a l l y  s p e c i f i c  (Shan & Sulzer ,  1964; 

Walster, 1966; McArthur, 1972; Har r i s ,  1977). We w i l l  assess whether 

these previous f i nd ings  can be genera l ized to  the w i f e  abuse context .  

The f i n a l  questions r e l a t e s  t o  whether the sex o f  the i n d i v i d u a l  

making the a t t r i b u t i o n s  a f f e c t s  the nature o f  h i s /he r  a t t r i b u t i o n s .  



Socia l  psychologis ts  have ind ica ted  t h a t  a t t r i b u t i o n s  are a f f e c t e d  by 

the s i m i l a r i t y  between the i n d i v i d u a l  making a t t r i b u t i o n s  and the per-  

son to  whom hclshe i s  ass igning a t t r i b u t i o n s  (Shaver, 1970; Chaik in  8 

Darley, 1973). Since the r o l e s  i n  a w i fe  abuse s i t u a t i o n  are sex- l inked 

i t  i s  expected t h a t  the sex o f  the i n d i v i d u a l  might  be r e l a t e d  t o  a t t r i -  

bu t iona l  tendencles ( men may a t t r i b u t e  less  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  the 

husband and women may a t t r i b u t e  less  responsibility t o  the wi fe) .  This 

paper w i l l  present  data t h a t  address the above three questions con- 

cern ing the a t t r i b u t i o n  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  i n  a w i f e  abuse context .  

Methods 

Sample 

The data f o r  t h i s  s tudy a re  p a r t  o f  a  mailback quest ionnai re from 

a survey conducted by the D e t r o i t  Area Study o f  the Un ive rs i t y  o f  Mich i -  

gan i n  SpringISummer 1977. The sample consis ted o f  two independent sam- 

p les o f  persons 18 years and o lde r  r e s i d i n g  I n  the D e t r o i t  Standard Me- 

t r o p o l i  tan S t a t i s t i c a l  Area, one an a rea l  p r o b a b i l i  t y  sample o f  house- 

ho ld  u n i t s  w i t h  respondents in terv iewed i n  person and the o the r  a pro-  

b a b i l i t y  sample of r e s i d e n t i a l  telephones. 

A mailback quest ionnai re was o f f e r e d  t o  each respondent in terv iewed.  

Eighty-nine percent  o f  the 689 respondents accepted mai l  back question- 

na j res.  The r e t u r n  r a t e  f o r  those who had accepted the mailback was 

55 percent. A f te r  a  p e r i o d  o f  time, respondents who had n o t  re turned 

the mai lbacks were contacted and o f f e r e d  f i v e  d o l l a r s  t o  do so. Approx- 

imate ly  33 percent  o f  the mailback respondents re tu rned  them w i thou t  

being pa id  and the others d i d  so a f t e r  being o f f e r e d  f i v e  d o l l a r s .  As 

I s  the case i n  most mailback s tudies,  the r e t u r n  r a t e  s igna ls  one t o  

be cautious about genera l izat ions.  

Design 

This ana lys i s  i s  based on one v igne t te  from the mailback ques- 

t i onna i re  which deals w i t h  an i n c i d e n t  o f  w i f e  assaul t .  The v igne t te  

incorporated a 2 ~ 2 x 2  experimental design which sys temat i ca l l y  va r ied  

three s i t u a t i o n a l  manipulat ions: p a s t  pa t te rn ,  justification and 

consequences. Each manipulat ion was d iv ided  in to  two experinlentat 

condi t ions.  The presence o f  pas t  pa t te rn  cond i t i on  ind ica ted  t h a t  

the husband had beaten the w i f e  severa l  times I n  the past, w h i l e  the 

absence cond i t i on  s ta ted  t h a t  he had never beaten her  before.  The 

presence o f  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  condi t i o n  ind icated . t h a t  the husband had 

come home from a "hard day a t  work" and t h a t  he and h i s  w i f e  had 

engaged i n  a "heated verbal argument" p r i o r  t o  the abuse. The ab- 

sence cond i t i on  s ta ted  tha t  he had come home from a "day a t  work" 

and omi t ted  mention o f  a  verbal  argument p r i o r  t o  the abuse. The 

s e v e r i t y  o f  consequences manipulat ion ind ica ted  t h a t  the abuse 

l e f t  the w i f e  w i t h  e i t h e r  a b lack eye ( low s e v e r i t y  cond i t i on )  o r  

i n t e r n a l  i n j u r i e s  (h igh  s e v e r i t y  cond i t i on ) .  These three exper i -  

mental nianipulat ions and sex o f  the respondent served as the inde- 

pendent var iab les i n  the analys is .  

Dependent Var iab le 

The dependent v a r i a h l ~ e  was a measure o f  a t t r i b u t i o n  o f  respon- 

s i b i l i  t y  f o r  the abuse. I t  was based on a s p l i t  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  

scale which d i rec ' t l y  fo l lowed the v igne t te .  The scale and frequency 



, I l i s t r i bu t ion  o f  responses are presented i n  Table 1. 

......................... 
I n s e r t  Table 1  About Here 

I n  order t o  preserve l a r g e  enough c e l l  frequencies f o r  tabu la r  analys is  

i t  was necessary t o  co l lapse the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  scale.  Based on empi- 

r i c a l  and theore t i ca l  considerat ions the sca le  was co l lapsed i n  the 

fo l l ow ing  manner: 1-5, 6-8, 9. Aside from being the modal category, 

nines were maintained as a  separate category because predominant 

and t o t a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  were considered t o  be q u a l i t a t i v e l y  d i s t i n c t  

responses. 

Results and Discussion 

We can assess how respondents d i s t r i b u t e d  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  between 

the p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  a  w i f e  abuse s i t u a t i o n  by r e f e r r i n g  t o  Table 1. 

The expectat ion t h a t  i n  a  s i t u a t i o n  o f  in terpersonal  violence, the 

bulk  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  would be a t t r i b u t e d  t o  the pe rpe t ra to r  was 

on ly  p a r t i a l l y  confirmed by our  data. Table 1  ind ica tes  tha t  wh i le  

73 percent  of the respondents a t t r i b u t e d  predominant o r  t o t a l  respon- 

s i b i l i  t y  t o  the husband. 27 percent  o f  the respondents a t t r i b u t e d  a t  

l e a s t  equal r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  the w i f e  f o r  the abuse i n f l i c t e d  upon 

her by her  husband. Fur ther  study i s  needed t o  i n v e s t i g a t e  why i n  

t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  s i t u a t i o n  o f  in terpersonal  v io lence so many i n d i v i -  

duals assigned a t  l e a s t  h a l f  of the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  the v i c t im .  

Does the sex of the v i c t i m  o r  the r o l e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  the v i c t i m  

t o  the pe rpe t ra to r  a f fec t  the a t t r i b u t i o n  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  Stud- 

i e s  u t i l i z i n g  vignettes t h a t  manipulate v i c t i m  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  could 

prov ide i n s i g h t  i n t o  the phenomenon o f  v i c t i m  blaming. I n  add i t i on .  

questions r e l a t e d  t o  the perceived causes o f  w i f e  abuse s i g h t  he lp  us 

t o  understand what respondents f e e l  i s  the w i f e ;  r o l e  i n  such s i t u a -  

t i ons .  These questions might  c l a r i f y  the reasoning behind v i c t i m  

blaming i n  a  w i f e  abuse context .  I n  sum, i n  response t o  the quest ion 

about how respondents a t t r i b u t e  r e s p o n s i b i l i  t;y i n  a  w i f e  abuse s i t -  

uat ion,  we have found t h a t  w h i l e  the m a j o r i t y  a t t r i b u t e  predominant 

o r  t o t a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  the husband, a  s i zab le  a i n o r i  t y  a t t r i -  

bute a t  l e a s t  equal r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  the w i f e .  

The second quest ion r e l a t e d  to  the a t t r i b u t i o n  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  

i n  a  case o f  w i f e  abuse deals w i t h  the nature o f  the a t t r i b u t i o n s -  

whether they are g lobal  o r  s i t u a t i o n a l l y  s p e c i f i c  i n  nature.  Tables 

2 and 3 present  data t h a t  address t h i s  quest ion.  

.................................. 
I n s e r t  Tables 2 and 3 About Here 

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

I t can be seen tha t  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  the abuse and s e v e r i t y  o f  con- 

sequences o f  the abuse are both s i g n i f i c a n t l y  r e l a t e d  t o  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  

Less r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  i s  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  the husband i n  the presence o f  j u s t i -  

f i c a t i o n  f o r  the abuse and when the consequences o f  the abuse are low i n  

sever f t y .  The pas t  p a t t e r n  o f  abuse was n o t  found t o  be s i g n i f i c a n t l y  r e -  

l a t e d  t o  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  Since the j u s t i f i c a t i o n  and consequences 

manipulat ions s i g n i f i c a n t l y  a f fec ted  the a t t r i b u t i o n  of respson- 

s i b i l i t y  i n  a  w i f e  abuse context ,  i t  appears t h a t  such a t t r i b u t i o n s  



are no t  g loba l  b u t  r a t h e r  s i t u a t i o n a l l y  s p e c i f i c  i n  nature.  I n  

s i t u a t i o n s  o f  w i f e  abuse the pe rpe t ra to r  i s  n o t  i n h e r e n t l y  viewed 

as responsible f o r  h i s  v i o l e n t  ac t .  Rather, r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  i s  de- 

termined by the s i t u a t i o n a l  con tex t  o f  the abuse. This f i n d i n g  has 

imp1 i c a t i o n s  f o r  the p lanning o f  programs designed t o  change a t t i -  

tudes r e l a t e d  t o  w i f e  abuse. Programs of a t t i  tude change may respond 

t o  the s i t u a t i o n a l  nature o f  a t t r i b u t i o n s  i n  w i f e  abuse s i t u a t i o n s  

by s t ress ing  t h a t  phys ica l  abuse between spouses i s  an unhea1,thy 

response to  f r u s t r a t i o n s  regardless o f  the s i t u a t i o n a l  s p e c i f i c s  

They may he lp  the w i f e  t o  s top s i t u a t i o n a l  l y  excusing he r  husbands 

behavior and prov ide the husband w i t h  a l t e r n a t i v e  responses t o  . 

f r u s t r a t i o n .  

Addi t ional  research i s  needed t o  assess whether s i t u a t i o n a l  

var iab les are as s t r o n g l y  r e l a t e d  t o  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  i n  o the r  s i t -  

uations i n v o l v i n g  in terpersonal  v io lence.  Much work i n  t h i s  area 

asser ts  t h a t  there . i s  an i m p l i c i t  normative acceptance o f  phys i -  . 

c a l  v io lence i f  the v i c t i m  i s  a  woman and e s p e c i a l l y  i f  she i s  

a  w i f e  (Brownmil ler.  1975; Strauss. 1976; Dobash & Dobash. 1977- 

1978; Schwartz, 1978). This would suggest t h a t  the ro le-sex 

con f igu ra t ion  o f  v i c t i m  and perpe t ra to r  i s  an impor tant  deter-  

minant o f  a t t r i b u t i o n s  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  the 

p a r t i c u l a r  con f igu ra t ion  of a  w i f e  abuse s i t u a t i o n  should y i e l d  

a  greater  tendency to  use s i t u a t i o n a l  i n fo rmat ion  t o  decrease 

a t t r i b u t i o n s  t o  the pe rpe t ra to r  than should most other  c o n f i -  

gurat ions: A systemdtic e x a m i n a t i o n ~ d f ' t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

between s i t u a t i o n a l  var iab les and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  across d i f f e r e n t  

ro le-sex con f igu ra t ions  would prov ide a  t e s t  f o r  t h i s  p red ic t i on ,  

thus shedding f u r t h e r  l i g h t  on the r e l a t i o n s h i p  between ro le-sex 

con f igu ra t ion  and the a t t r i b u t i o n  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  i n  s i t u a t i o n s  

o f  i n te rpe rsona l  v io lence.  

The f i n a l  quest ion tha t  we w i l l  examine regard ing the a t t r i -  

b u t i o n  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  i n  a  w i f e  abuse s i t u a t i o n  deals w i t h  

the r e l a t i o n s h i p  between the sex o f  the respondent and the 

a t t r i b u t i o n  of r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  I t  was hypothesized tha t  

women would assign less  repsons ib i t y  t o  the w i f e  than men 

and t h a t  men would assign less  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  to  the husband 

than women. The hypothesis was supported f o r  men b u t  n o t  

f o r  women. The r e l a t i o n s h i p  between sex and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  i s  pre-  

, sented i n  Table 4. 

............................. 
I n s e r t  Table 4 About Here 
.......................... 

Table 4 i nd ica tes  t h a t  fewer men than women assigned t o t a l  respon- 

s i b i l i  t y  t o  the huspand. However contrary  t o  our hypothesis, 

women, a l b e i  t i n  a  nondraniatic fashion, assigned greater  respon- 

s i b i l i t y  to  the w i f e  than d i d  men. 

To f u r t h e r  explore the r e l a t i o n s h i p  between sex and respon- 

s i b i l i  t y  we examined the re la t i onsh ips  between the experimental 

manipulat ions and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  each sex separate ly  us ing a  

l o g i t  regressions analys is .  Past p a t t e r n  was excluded from the 



the analys is  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  because i t s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  respons ib i l -  

i t y  was n o t  s i g n i f i c a n t  a t  the b i v a r i a t e  l e v e l .  I n  l o g i t  regress ion,  

a  comparison o f  the s i z e  o f  the c o e f f i c i e n t s  t o  t h e i r  standard e r -  

ro rs  i nd ica tes  whether the tes ted  e f f e c t s  are s i g n i f i c a n t .  A  coef- 

f i c i e n t  tha t  i s  twice i t s  standard e r r o r  represents a  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

s i g n i f i c a n t  a t  the .05 l e v e l .  The l o g i t  r e s u l t s  are presented i n  

Table 6. 

......................... 
I n s e r t  Table 5 About Here 
......................... 

Table 6 shows tha t sex s i g n i f i c a n t l y  s p e c i f i e s  the r e l a t i o n s h i p s  be- 

tween j u s t i f i c a t i o n ,  consequences and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  The c o e f f i c i e n t s  

f o r  female respondents meet the c r i t e r i o n  o f  being twice t h e i r  stan- 

dard e r ro rs ,  w h i l e  those f o r  males do no t .  As such, the r e l a t i o n -  

ships are s i g n i f i c a n t  f o r  women b u t  n o t  f o r  men. 

One explanat ion f o r  the f a c t  t h a t  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  and consequences 

are s i g n i f i c a n t l y  r e l a t e d  to  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  among female b u t  n o t  male 

respondents deals w i t h  dependency on the m a r i t a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p .  I t  has 

been argued t h a t  women a re  more dependent on the m a r i t a l  relationship 

than men. I n  t e n s  o f  economics, many women depend on t h e i r  husbands 

fo r  f i n a n c i a l  support.  On a  psychologica l  l e v e l .  Bernard (1971) and 

Burgess and Wall in(1953) have found t h a t  womens o v e r a l l  happiness i s  

more cont ingent  on the s t a t e  o f  t h e i r  marriage than i s  mens. I n  addi- 

t i o n  many women der i ve  theft- pr imary ro le ,  s ta tus  and meanfng i n  l i f e  

from t h e i r  f a m i l i a l  re la t i onsh ips .  Men, on the o the r  hand, genera l l y  

have jobs which aside from income o f f e r  them a  r o l e  and source o f  

s ta tus  outs ide o f  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n  to the fami l y  " n i t .  As such, women 

appear t o  be more dependent on and have more t o  l ose  w i t h  the d i sso lu -  

t i o n  o f  the marriage. 

I n  the case o f  w i f e  abuse a  women who holds the husband respon- 

s i b l e  is '  making i t  d i f f i c u l t  t o  j u s t i f y  the continuance of the m a r i t a l  

r e l a t i o n s h i p .  Rather than jeopard ize t h a t  needed r e l a t i o n s h i p  i t 

seems t h a t  women look f o r  s i t u a t i o n a l  excuses t h a t  w i l l  a1 low, them t o  

decrease a t t r i b u t i o n s  t o  the husband and increase the111 t o  the w i f e .  

I n  our v igne t te ,  the presence o f  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  and low s e v e r i t y  o f  

consequences served as such s i t u a t i o n a l  excuses and were u t i l i z e d  by 

women respondents i n  the manner described above. I n  the absence o f  

these excuse var iab les,  women i n  t h e i r  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w i t h  the same- 

sex v i c t i m  assfgned g rea te r  amounts o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  to  the oppo;i t e  

sex pe rpe t ra to r .  Thus, the s i t u a t i o n a l  manipulat ions were s i g n i f i -  

cantl: r e l a t e d  t o  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  female respondents. 

' In .  sun~~nary, the r e l a t i o n s h i p  between sex and t;he a t t r i b u t i o n  o f  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  i n  a  wi fe  abuse s i t u a t i o n  i s  'complex. I n  t h i s  paper 

we present  a  pos t  hoc explanat ion f o r  the a t t r i b u t i o n a l  pa t te rns  among 

female b u t  n o t  male respondents. Our f i nd ings  suggest t h a t  women may 

be i n  a  double b i n d  i n  terms o f  t h e i r  a t t r i b u t i o n s  i n  the' case xof 'wi fe  

abuse. On one hand, i n  t h e i r  r o l e  as, o r  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  with, the v i c -  

\ t i m  they are i n c l i n e d  t o  ass ign la rge  an~ounts o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  the 

husbandlperpetrator. On the o the r  hand, t h e i r  dependence on the m a r i t a l  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  encourages them t o  use s i t u a t i o n a l  var iab les to  excuse the 



Iiusband's behavior and thus to depolarize the threatening abuse 

si tuation.  In the abse~ce  of si tuational excuse variables women 

appear to follow the for~ner path and a t t r ibute  predominant/total re- 

sponsibili ty to the husband. I n  ttie presence of such variables. 

women appear to follow the l a t t e r  path and lower attr ibutions to the 

husband while increasing them to the wife. 

An independent t e s t  for this explanation of the attr ibutions 

made by women in a wi fe abuse context would involve gathering infor- 

nation on worllells subjective and objective dependerice on tlie marital 

relationship and relating that information to the attr ibution of 

responsibility. Marital dependence could be measured by variables 

l ike:  e c o ~ i o ~ ~ ~ i c  independe~~ce (enploysient status and type of eniploy- 

ment), presence of children in the home, self-esteem in spheres un- 

related to the family arid d i rec t  questioris assessing the strength of 

perceived dependence on the marriage. One would predict that those 

women who were neither objectively nor subjectively strongly depen- 

dent on the marriage would tend to assign more responsibi l i  ty to the 

husband in a wife abuse si tuation than those who were strongly depen- 

dent. Such an empirical t e s t  would shed further l ight  on the a t t r i bu - .  

tional te~idencies anlong wonicn in a wife abuse context. 

In terms of application, these findings support tlie notion that 

womens economic and psychological dependence on the niarital relation- . 
ship are ~liajor forces behind their  remaining wi t t i  physically abusivc 

husbands. These results  indicate that long-term solutions to thc pro- 

bleni of wife abuse can not suceed unless they so~i~ehow speak to the 
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issue of woa~en's structural  and psychological dependcnce on ttie manj tal  

relationship. 

Su1111nat-y 

This study has investigated one particular a t t i tude  toward wife 

abuse - how individuals a t t r ibute  responsibility to tlie participants 

in such si tuations.  Our findings suggest that the role-sex configu- 

ration i s  an important determinant of at tr ibutions.  I n  ttie case of 

wife abuse, the combination of wife (female) victim and husband (wale) 

perpetrator appears to temper the attr ibutions to tlie perpetrator 

that  one would expect in a si tuation of interpersonal violence. 

The findings of this study have empirical as well as practical 

implications. E~npirically, they suggest several areas for future 

research. They also indicate the value of u t i l iz ing  large survey 

samples of representative populations in the study of wife abuse. 

In the practical sphere, focus on individuals a t t i tudes  toward 

wife abuse will aid in the develop~llent of change-oriented programs. 

In addition our results  may be relevant for understanding why women 

remain in abusive marriages. 

I t  has been documented that lack of resources and support systems 

as well as inadequate responses by the police, legal and social services 

are in~portant reasons for women reaiaining with abusive spouses. A t  the 

level of internal processes, at tr ibutional patterns niay be a~lrclevant 

determinant of why women stay.  If wonicn tend to use si tuational fac- 

tors to assign less responsibility to tlie husband and more to ttie 



they w i l l  be more i n c l  i fled to  remain w i th  an abusive spouse and t o  

blame the~r~selves fo r  the problem. Wife abuse proyralns may he lp  v ict ims 

leave t h e i r  t~usbands by concen t r a t i ~ i g  on understanding and a1 te r ing  

t h e i r  a t t r i  but ional  pa t te rns .  

Table 1 :  Frequency D i s t r i l ~ u L i o n  o f  L I I C  Rcspo~is l b l l i t y  ScaLc 

I<cspollsc 
Category 1 .  2 3  4  5 6  7 R 9 

Frcqucncics ( 6 )  ( 3 )  ( 0 )  (2)  ( 7 9 )  ( 1 3 )  ( 4 0 )  ( 4 0 )  ( 1 5 4 )  

Barbara 
t o t a l l y  

rcspons l h l c  

JUIIII 
toL;II.ly 

rcnpons Lhlc 



l'oblc 2: Rcspons I.bl..Lity by . l u s t l f J c n t i o ~ ~  Elnnjpulatlon 

Kcspons i l> l l  i t y  L e v e l s  

.lusLj E lcn t i o n  
EL?n IpulnLlon 1.-5 6-8 9 To Ln L 

Prcsencc 34 .1% 2 9 . 3 %  3 6 . 5 %  100% 

x2  = 1 1 . 9  1' = .0026 Miss ing  Uotn = 0 

l ':~blc 3: KcsponslbiJ i t y  by Consequc~iccs E l n ~ ~ l p u l n c i o ~ ~  

l l i g l ~  S c v c r i  ty  20 .9% 25.8% 5 3 . 6 %  1.00% 



- 
Rr.s l~onsfbi l . l ty  L c v c l s  

SCX 1-5 6-8 9 ToLnl 

'rnblr: : 1,ogit C o ~ l l l c i c n t s  f o r  t i ic RclnLions l~ i  p s  Bctwcell . lusLi l lcnLlon,  
C o n s e q ~ l c i ~ c c s  and Rcspo~ls ib  i l  l  ty  f o r  Ehl c s  anid 1:c111n l c s  

Coefficient SLnndnrd Error 

Elanlp~il a t  ion 

J u s L i f i c n L i o ~ ~  x R c s [ ~ o n s l h i l i t y  

Mnlc .21103 

Femnlc .51231 
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