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The Prevalence and
Characteristics of Intimate
Partner Violence in a
Community Study of
Chinese American Women
Madelyn Hsiao-Rei Hicks
University of London

A community probability-sampled survey was done of 181 Chinese American
women to investigate the prevalence and nature of intimate partner violence
(IPV) in Chinese Americans. Of participants, 42% knew a Chinese woman
who had experienced IPV. Also, 14% had experienced IPV themselves in their
lifetime (8% severe and 6% minor), 3% in the previous year, and 2% cur-
rently. In Chinese American women who were ever married, the lifetime
prevalence of IPV was 17%. IPV resulted in physical injuries for 31% of
women and affected their work and education. Exploratory analysis suggests
that relationship problems and partner’s alcohol use may be risk factors for
IPV in this group.

Keywords: domestic violence; Chinese; women; ethnic minorities; immigrants

“[My husband] has a temper. Typical Chinese male, he has to be a little
superior. Once, he shoved me . . . . I was pregnant. I kind of hit him first. He
shoved me back. I felt anger, a little scared, hurt . . . . There’s abuse in my
in-laws, of my mother-in-law. [My father-in-law] even whacked her on the head
last week. And I know my grandfather abused my grandmother. Then there’s
my sister’s friend. You could see where her head was bleeding. She went to
the hospital. Her mother-in-law, from the old country, was on the side of the
husband. It would be nice to change how people think, but I think it’s been
that way for centuries. It’s ingrained . . . . In the old days, I think it was
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acceptable for a man to treat women like that. It was, like, their property. So,
it’s that mentality.

—34-year-old, U.S.-born interviewee

In the United States, intimate partner violence (IPV) was first identified
as a national problem four decades ago by the feminist movement (Kilpatrick,
2004). Since then, IPV has received increasing international recognition as
an important public health and human rights problem. The World Health
Organization found that 10% to 69% of women from developing and indus-
trialized nations have been assaulted by a partner and called for more
nations to support IPV research and interventions in their populations
(Krug, Dahlberg, Mercy, Zwi, & Lorenzo, 2002). Though there has been
extensive research on IPV in mainstream Americans, research on ethnic
minorities remains patchy.

North American community surveys of IPV indicate rates of 12% to
35% in White North American women (Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, 2000; Plichta, 1996; Stark & Flitcraft, 1991; Statistics Canada,
1993; Straus & Gelles, 1990; Tjaden & Thoennes, 1998). Roughly compa-
rable rates are found in Black and Hispanic Americans (Rennison & Planty,
2003; Straus & Gelles, 1990). Though substantial research on IPV in Black
and Hispanic American women has started to accumulate (Caetano, Schafer,
Clark, Cunradi, & Raspberry, 2000; Campbell & Soeken, 1999; Field &
Caetano, 2003; Firestone, Harris, & Vega, 2003; Jasinski, 2001; Lown &
Vega, 2001; McFarlane et al., 2005; Schafer, Caetano, & Cunradi, 2004;
Wyatt, Axelrod, Chin, Carmona, & Loeb, 2000), such progress has not been
made in other ethnic groups. At the time of the study described in this arti-
cle, there were no accurate estimates of IPV in the Asian American popu-
lation or its ethnic subgroups, a problem identified as a serious void in IPV
research (Lee & Au, 1998; Tjaden & Thoennes, 1998; Yoshihama, 1999).
Since then, the paucity of studies on Asian Americans has continued, with
few studies published on Southeast Asian Americans (Bui & Morash, 1999;
Yoshioka & Dang, 2000), Japanese Americans (Yoshihama, 1999;
Yoshihama & Horrocks, 2003), and South Asian Americans (Dasgupta,
2000; Raj & Silverman, 2002; Rianon & Shelton, 2003). Research on IPV
in Chinese Americans has been similarly scarce.

IPV in Chinese North Americans

Studies of IPV in Chinese Americans are few, though they have consti-
tuted the largest of Asian American groups since 1990 and now number
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more than 2.7 million (Barnes & Bennett, 2002). With one exception (Yick,
2000), previous studies of IPV in Chinese North Americans have been lim-
ited to convenience samples (Yoshioka & Dang, 2000) and case studies
(Chan, Hum, & Guberman, 1989; Lee & Au, 1998; Taylor, Magnussen, &
Amundson, 2001) so that accurate information on prevalence rates has been
extremely limited (Xu, Campbell, & Zhu, 2001).

In a randomly selected telephone sample of 262 Los Angeles Chinese
Americans, the lifetime prevalence of IPV was 18% (Yick, 2000). Unfortunately,
rates were not broken down by gender. A total of 53% knew of Chinese
friends and 24% of family members who experienced IPV (Yick, 1999). In a
convenience sample, 24% of Boston Chinese Americans knew a woman with
IPV (Yoshioka & Dang, 2000). In 1991 through 1997, which includes the
period of this study, Asian Americans were overrepresented in domestic vio-
lence deaths in Massachusetts (Tan, 1997). Also during this study, Boston’s
Asian Shelter and Advocacy Project received most of its calls for assistance
with IPV from Chinese American women, suggesting the significant pres-
ence of IPV in this community (personal communication, 1994).

IPV in Other Ethnic Chinese Populations

Violence against Chinese women has long been documented in Chinese
literary, historical, and popular media publications as a common occurrence
(Ebrey, 1993; Gilmartin, 1990). But systematic studies of IPV in ethnic
Chinese have begun to accumulate only within the past decade. In China, a
community survey of new mothers found that 13% had experienced emo-
tional, sexual, or physical domestic abuse, with abuse decreasing during
pregnancy as compared to before or after (Guo, Wu, Qu, & Yan, 2004).
Among women attending a gynecological clinic in China, 43% experienced
IPV in their lifetime and 26% in the past year, consistent with the higher
rates found in health care settings compared with community surveys
generally (Xu et al., 2005). Based on retrospective reports of wife abuse
between 1933 and 1987 in two Chinese cities, Xu (1997) suggests that pat-
terns of wife abuse in urban China are strongly affected by sociopolitical
setting. In Chengdu, the prevalence of physical assault by husbands to
wives ranged from 10% to 21% during this period. In both cities, rates of
nonphysical wife abuse climaxed during the Cultural Revolution (1966-
1976), possibly as a result of the Chinese Communist Party’s sanction of
widespread violence and criticism as tools to reinforce its ideology and
social control (Xu, 1997). A review of Chinese findings previously unavail-
able in English (Xu et al., 2001) reports that 21% of Beijing wives were
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beaten by husbands (Sun, 1995) and that IPV occurs more frequently in the
more economically advanced Chinese cities (Sun, 2000). In rural China,
nearly 90% of married women were beaten by husbands. Spousal rape was
even more common and generally taken for granted (Jiang, 1993).

In Hong Kong, 16% of pregnant women attending antenatal clinics
experienced IPV in the previous year (Leung, Leung, Lam, & Ho, 1999). In
a telephone survey of 1,132 married women in Hong Kong, 10% experi-
enced IPV in the previous year (Tang, 1999b). Studies of IPV in Taiwan
consist of a case study (Gallin, 1992) and descriptions based on women
referred by police departments and by Taiwan’s first battered women’s
group (Chen, 1988, 1992).

Aims of the Study

This article describes the quantitative findings on IPV from a study that
had two main aims. The first was to investigate whether IPV increases the
risk of major depression in Chinese American women (Hicks & Li, 2003).
The second aim, addressed here, was to provide a preliminary description
of the prevalence and nature of IPV in a randomly sampled and therefore
generally representative Chinese American population. To fully utilize
the opportunity to explore risks for IPV in an understudied population,
items on relationship factors associated with IPV in other research were
prospectively included: alcohol use, conflict, dissatisfaction, psychological
and verbal abuse, and decision-making power (Straus & Gelles, 1990).
Similarly included were negative life experiences associated with IPV, such
as poverty and childhood violence (Stark & Flitcraft, 1991), along with
experiences particular to Chinese immigrants. As the study was not con-
structed primarily to test these associations, these exploratory findings are
presented to contribute to hypotheses for further studies on IPV in Chinese
Americans.

Method

Procedure

Harvard Medical School’s Ethics Committee gave ethical approval. A
project advisory board of community members knowledgeable in IPV and
mental illness in Boston’s ethnic Chinese was established. Advisors were key
informants who commented on interview content and translation, facilitated
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pilot interview contacts, and served as pilot interview participants. The
research team consisted of Chinese American women fluent in English and
Cantonese or Mandarin. They originated from Hong Kong, China, Taiwan,
and the United States to represent major Chinese American subgroups
regarding language, sociocultural perspective, questionnaire translation,
and content validity. Details on team training, instrument translation, and
interview translation are provided elsewhere (Hicks, 2002).

Sampling and Recruitment

The Boston Census was used to compile the sampling frame to avoid the
bias of telephone surveys against immigrants, the poor, and non-English
speakers (Pinn & Chunko, 1997; Straus & Gelles, 1990). Boston neighbor-
hoods range from impoverished to wealthy and include Chinatown and
student dormitories. Because the census did not identify ethnicity, households
with a first or last Chinese-sounding name were identified according to Choi,
Hanley, Holowaty, and Dale (1993) and the research team. A list was com-
piled of 11,117 households with possible Chinese inhabitants. Each formed
a sampling unit. Using computer-generated simple random numbers, 1,848
households were selected for eligibility screening. A household was eligible
if at least one current resident met inclusion criteria: female, Chinese
American, aged 18 to 65, and able to speak English, Cantonese, or Mandarin
Chinese. Prior to eligibility screening, households were sent a Chinese and
English flyer, entitled “The Health and Family Life of Chinese American
Women,” which introduced the study in terms of general health. Households
were contacted for screening by up to 3 home visits or 15 telephone calls.
One participant was randomly selected from each eligible household (Kish,
1949) and contacted for recruitment. IPV was not mentioned at screening or
recruitment to maintain confidentiality and safety and to decrease bias.

The Interviews

Interviews took place from June 1996 to August 1997. Interviews were
done with written informed consent, in private at the time and place of the
participant’s choice, and face to face when possible. Data were recorded in
coded and text form, with observational, ethnographic field notes kept by
the author. The author, who is partially fluent in Mandarin Chinese, did all
English interviews and participated in all Chinese interviews with transla-
tion, except for 18 by telephone. This maximized ethnographic data and
ensured protocol adherence. Research workers did not interview participants
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within their social circle because previous ethnographic experience suggested
that concern about gossip led to underreporting stigmatizing events and that
disclosure was increased by using ethnic-matched interviewers distant from
the participant’s social contacts.

The study used two phases of interviews that interconnected epidemiolog-
ical and anthropological methods and data. Phase 1 was a structured interview
administered to all participants, taking about 2 hours. Sections were adminis-
tered in the following order: demographics; general health; health services uti-
lization; the World Health Organization Brief Disability Questionnaire; the
Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale (Radloff, 1977; Ying,
1988); life events; social support (Sherbourne & Stewart, 1991); sections of
the Composite Diagnostic International Interview (CIDI) 2.1 for psychiatric
diagnoses (World Health Organization, 1997); opinions about culture, family
roles, and IPV; and personal experiences with IPV.

Items on opinions and personal experiences regarding IPV were devel-
oped in part for this study, with some drawn from Tran (1997) and from
Abbott, Johnson, Koziol-McLain, and Lowenstein (1995). IPV items incor-
porated 9 of the 19 original Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS) items defining any
violence, minor violence, and severe violence (Straus & Gelles, 1990). The
CTS has good reliability and validity for physical IPV in White Americans
(Straus & Gelles, 1990) and good reliability in Hong Kong Chinese (Tang,
1994). The complete CTS was not administered because its items on nego-
tiation and nonviolent conflict go beyond the aims of this study and would
have extended an already long interview. IPV items in the Phase 1 interview
were used to screen participants for IPV. The interview then ended for par-
ticipants who screened negative for IPV.

Women who screened positive for IPV in Phase 1 were then asked to do
the in-depth, semistructured, Phase 2 interview. This began with sections
exploring the impact of IPV on the participant’s finances, education, and
job. Then followed a series of written, open-ended questions that systemat-
ically and flexibly explored the participant’s experience of IPV in depth. In-
depth formats improve reporting sensitivity and validity for bizarre or
humiliating events (Straus & Gelles, 1990) and allow flexible exploration.
Phase 2 questions evoked narratives of IPV experience, help seeking, and
sociocultural context. Data were hand recorded in narrative and coded form
with accompanying field notes. When agreed, in-depth interviews were
audiotaped. After all interviews, we gave participants an information sheet
on local services. Referrals and advice were offered based on individual
needs. Based on Phase 1 and Phase 2 data, women were categorized as hav-
ing experienced IPV or not according to the definition below.
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Definition of IPV

For the purposes of this study, the term IPV was chosen to include vio-
lence by husbands and intimate partners living together or apart. As noted
by Xu et al. (2001), most studies define IPV as physical and/or sexual abuse
only. This study’s IPV criteria incorporated the nine original CTS items
used by Straus and Gelles (1990) to identify any violence, minor violence,
and severe violence. CTS minor violence includes being pushed, grabbed,
shoved, slapped, the target of a thrown object, and no acts of severe vio-
lence. CTS severe violence includes being kicked, bitten, punched, beaten,
choked, hit with an object, attempts to hit with an object, threats with a
knife or gun, and use of a knife or gun. Because CTS criteria overlook some
injurious acts (DeKeseredy, 1995; Hamby, Poindexter, & Gray-Little,
1996) and threats of harm are within the experiential realm of violence
(Krug et al., 2002), this study also included in minor violence threats with
objects other than knives or guns, threats to physically harm something
important to her, and violence to objects around her to threaten her. Added
to severe violence were sexual assault, threats to kill or physically harm her,
and threats to kill or physically harm someone close to her. The revised
CTS (CTS2), which was expanded to include sexual assault, was not avail-
able in time to be used by this study (Straus, Hamby, Boney-McCoy, &
Sugarman, 1996).

Statistical Analysis

Intercooled Stata 5.0 software was used. Significance tests are two-tailed
and all confidence intervals are 95%. The χ2 2 test was used for independent
categorical variables. The student’s t test was used for paired continuous
variables that met requirements for parametric tests. For continuous vari-
ables with nonparametric distributions, the Mann-Whitney U test (Wilcoxon
rank sum test) was used. One-way ANOVA was used for multiple continu-
ous variables.

Results

Sample Characteristics

Table 1 shows the sample characteristics. Of 1,848 screened households,
323 were eligible for inclusion. Of the 323 participants selected for recruitment,
181 were interviewed, giving a response rate of 56%. Nonparticipants

Hicks / Chinese American Women 1255

 at The University of Auckland Library on November 28, 2012jiv.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jiv.sagepub.com/


consisted of 18% who refused directly and 26% with whom no interview
was done, in many cases because we could not gain access to recruit her
or because a relative refused for her. Nonparticipants did not differ in age,
education, occupation, or whether U.S.- or foreign-born. Comparison with
national data on Chinese Americans showed similar mean ages, proportions
foreign-born, and proportions with higher education (U.S. Department of
Commerce, Economics and Statistics Administration, 1993). This sample
had a somewhat higher income, better English fluency, and lower propor-
tion in the workforce, perhaps related to representing the substantial student
population in Boston. No one refused after learning during informed

1256 Journal of Interpersonal Violence

Table 1
Sample Characteristics

M SD

Age 34 12
Reported household income ($) 49,196 48,757

n %

Language of interview
English 71 39
Cantonese 70 39
Mandarin 40 22

Marital status
Never married 66 36
Married 98 54
Divorced or separated 12 7
Widowed 5 3

Highest education
< High school 37 20
High school 28 16
> High school 116 64

Employment
Working 95 53
Student 54 30
Homemaker 26 14
Other 6 3

Immigrant vs. U.S.-born
Immigrant 143 79
Native 38 21

Note: N = 181.
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consent that violence and psychological health were topics. Interviews
were completed face to face for 147 and by telephone for 34.

Prevalence and Characteristics of IPV

Table 2 shows the lifetime prevalence and severity of IPV and abuse
found in the total sample. Of participants, 42% knew a Chinese woman
who had experienced IPV (CI = 35%-50%). In the 26 women who experi-
enced IPV themselves, violence was severe for 58% (n = 15). IPV
occurred within the previous 12 months for 6 of 181 women (3%, CI =
2%-7%). Current IPV was present in 4 of 181 women (2%, CI = 1%-6%).
Of 166 women who ever had an intimate partner, 16% experienced IPV
(CI = 11%-22%). Of 115 women who ever married, 17% experienced IPV
(CI = 11%-25%). Only one woman reported a homosexual partner rela-
tionship, which was not violent, thus the term he instead of partner is used
at times in this article. In the 26 women who experienced IPV, the mean
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Table 2
Lifetime Prevalence of Intimate Partner Violence (IPV) and Abuse in

181 Chinese American Women

Sample Crude 95% Adjusted 95% 
Size n Prevalence % CI Prevalence %a CI

Any IPV 181 26 14 10-20 13 9-18
Minor 181 11 6 3-11 6 3-11
Severe 181 15 8 5-13 7 4-11
Felt fear of partner 177 13 7 4-12
Harassed by partner 176 4 2 1-6
Humiliated by partner 176 12 7 4-12
Threats 181 19 11 7-16
Threats to cause divorce, 176 4 2 1-6

economic, legal, housing,
or immigration problems

Threats to harm her or those 176 9 5 3-9
close to her

Threats to kill her or those 176 3 2 1-5
close to her

Physical IPV 181 23 13 9-18

Note: CI = confidence interval.
a. Adjusted for probability of selection from multiple eligible household members.
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number of physically violent events toward her was 6 (SD = 9). The mean
number of threats was 52 (SD = 112). Table 3 shows the lifetime preva-
lence of the different types of physical IPV described in Phase 1 and
Phase 2 interviews.

Perpetrators and Timing of IPV

For the 26 women who experienced IPV, the mean age of onset was 26
years (SD = 7, range = 15-40). At the time of the interview, 54% of these
women (n = 14) were still with the partner who was violent, a husband in
86% of cases. Of the 15 women whose former partner had been violent,
40% were husbands and 60% boyfriends. Four women had multiple violent
partners. IPV lasted under 1 year in 58% of cases (n = 15). For the remainder,
IPV generally lasted 2 to 4 years, the longest lasting 15 years.

Effects of IPV on Injuries, Work, Education, and Others

Of the 26 women who had IPV, 8 (31%) were physically injured.
Physical injury was moderate in 6 of 8 cases (75%), mild in 1 (12.5%), and
severe in 1 (12.5%). Of the 26 women who had IPV, 22 also completed the
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Table 3
Forms of Physical Intimate Partner Violence (IPV)

Reported by 181 Chinese American Women

n % Crude Prevalence 95% CI

Any physical IPV 23 13.0 9.0-18.0
Pushed or shovedaa 14 8.0 5.0-13.0
Slapped 10 6.0 3.0-10.0
Hit with fist 7 4.0 2.0-8.0
Hit with thrown object 2 1.0 0.3-4.0
Hit with weapon 1 0.6 0.1-3.0
Kicked 4 2.0 1.0-6.0
Dragged 1 0.6 0.1-3.0
Violently grabbed 1 0.6 0.1-3.0
Arm twisted behind back 2 1.0 0.3-4.0
Beaten 2 1.0 0.3-4.0
Sexually assaulted (including rape) 3 2.0 1.0-5.0

a. Ranging from mild to being pushed down stairs.
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Phase 2 interview sections on the effect of IPV on work, education, and the
safety of others. In these 22 cases, IPV had interfered with work in 32%
(n = 7) and with education in 23% (n = 5). The violent partner had also
assaulted acquaintances in 14% of cases (n = 3) and child and adult rela-
tives in 9% (n = 2).

Demographic Associations with IPV

IPV in the lifetime was not associated with age, personal income, house-
hold income, education, employment, marital status, arranged marriage,
being an immigrant or native, country of birth, English fluency, preferred
language of interview, or religion. It was not associated with the current
partner’s education, employment, or their income differential. It was not
associated with the number of household residents or crowding. In immi-
grants, IPV was not associated with the number of years lived in the United
States. Neither lifetime nor current IPV were associated with current social
support, as measured by how many people she felt close to, or with self-
rated physical health.

Negative Life Events and IPV

IPV was not associated with having experienced other trauma, for
example childhood sexual abuse, as defined by CIDI 2.1 PTSD criteria or
with the number of trauma events. Interestingly, no women reported IPV
events during the CIDI PTSD section, despite items asking about serious
physical attack and rape. All IPV, including such events, was reported later
in response to specific questions about IPV.

In addition, no associations were found between lifetime IPV and the
following events: physical harm by a family member when younger than
18, witnessing IPV when younger than 18, forced separation from a parent
when younger than 18, younger than 18 when a parent died, danger to self
or family from political or social unrest, inadequate food for self or family,
and severe financial problems.

Relationship Quality and IPV

Table 4 describes current and former intimate partner relationship fac-
tors that were tested for association with the outcome of IPV in the lifetime.
The vast majority of relationship factors showed statistically significant
associations with IPV, with strong associations in the realms of conflict,
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Table 4
Associations Between Intimate Partner Relationship Factors and

Intimate Partner Violence (IPV) in the Lifetime

Women Women 
Without With 

IPV IPV

% n % n Pearson χ2 n p

Thinks current partner has a problem 2 2 14 3 7.8 1 < .01
with alcohol

Does not feel valued and respected 4 4 29 6 16.2 1 < .001
by current partner

Not able to tell current partner most 4 4 33 7 21.2 2 < .001
of her concerns and worries

Was not able to tell former partner 17 14 36 8 4.0 1 < .05
or partners most of her concerns 
and worries

Low satisfaction with relationship 7 8 36 8 17.4 3 .001
with current partner’s relativesa

Low satisfaction with current partner 4 5 19 4 7.8 2 < .05
relationship

Low satisfaction with former partner 17 14 38 8 4.4 2 .1
relationship or relationshipsa

Not usually able to reach a compromise 8 9 24 5 5.0 2 .08
with current partner when they disagree

Not able to resolve most disagreements 3 3 29 6 19.1 2 < .001
calmly with current partnerb

Was not able to resolve most 8 7 23 5 3.5 1 .06
disagreements calmly with former 
partner or partners

Current partner often yells at or insults her 4 4 29 6 16.2 1 < .001
Former partner or partners often yelled 8 7 27 6 5.7 1 < .05

at or insulted her
Current partner threatened to cut off 0 0 5 1 5.5 1 < .05

her money or cause legal or 
immigration problems

Former partner or partners threatened 0 0 9 2 7.6 1 < .01
to cut off her money or cause legal 
or immigration problemsb

Does not feel secure in her life with 7 8 24 5 5.7 1 < .05
current partner

Did not feel secure in her life with 27 22 41 9 1.6 1 .2
former partner or partnersb

Has to be very cautious not to make 7 8 19 4 3.1 1 .07
current partner angryb

(continued)
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verbal abuse, low intimacy, and feeling fear or anxiety about the partner.
Decision-making power with current or former partners was not signifi-
cantly associated with IPV, though there was a trend for less egalitarian and
more partner-dominated decision making in former relationships.

Discussion

The Prevalence of IPV

Though subject to a number of limitations described below, this study
adds to what little is known so far on IPV in the Chinese American com-
munity. In keeping with the primary aims of the study, findings on the
prevalence and forms of IPV are discussed first in the context of other
research. The crude lifetime prevalence of IPV in Boston Chinese American
women was found to be 17% in those ever married and 14% in the total
sample. This is lower than but comparable to the prevalence of 18% found in
Massachusetts women who spoke English, Spanish, or Portuguese, a study
done at the same time but which did not analyze ethnicity (Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, 2000). Chinese Americans in this and the

Table 4 (continued)

Women Women 
Without With 

IPV IPV

% n % n Pearson χ2 n p

Had to be very cautious not to make 10 8 32 7 6.7 1 < .05
former partner or partners angrya

Current partner has made her feel 2 2 19 4 12.5 1 < .001
anxious or worried due to fear

Former partner or partners made her 1 1 36 8 27.1 1 < .001
feel anxious or worried due to fearb

Current partner made her fear for 4 4 14 3 4.2 1 < .05
her safety

Former partner or partners made her 1 1 32 7 23.2 1 < .001
fear for her safety

Note: N = 135 for women with current partners; N = 105 for women with former partners.
a. N is 2 less.
b. N is 1 less.

 at The University of Auckland Library on November 28, 2012jiv.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jiv.sagepub.com/


Los Angeles studies (Yick, 2000) report lower rates of IPV than White,
Black, and Hispanic Americans (Rennison & Planty, 2003; Straus & Gelles,
1990). The National Violence Against Women Survey, done at the same
time as this study, did not analyze IPV rates by ethnicity but did for rates of
rape or physical assault by any perpetrator (Tjaden & Thoennes, 1998).
Asian American women, who numbered only 133 in that study, reported
the lowest rate of all groups. Lower reported rates in Asian Americans,
including Chinese Americans, may be accurate or may represent underre-
porting because of greater associated cultural shame and stigma (Ho, 1990;
Yick, 2000).

IPV rates from the Boston and Los Angeles studies are not directly com-
parable because of different demographics, response rates, and mixed male
and female data for Los Angeles (Yick, 2000). However, both found a preva-
lence of 8% for severe IPV in the lifetime and rather similar rates for any IPV
in the lifetime (18% in Los Angeles vs. 14% in Boston). Regarding forms of
IPV, the commonest form of physical assault was being pushed or shoved, as
found in China (Xu et al., 2005) and in predominantly White North American
women (Johnson & Sacco, 1995; Tjaden & Thoennes, 1998).

Factors and Outcomes Associated with IPV

As stated above, this study’s findings of associations with IPV are of an
exploratory nature. A succinct comparison to other studies is presented here
as limited space prevents a thorough discussion of the related literature.
Regarding demographic factors, age was not associated with IPV in the
Chinese of this study, Los Angeles (Yick, 2000) or China (Xu et al., 2005),
though it was in Hong Kong Chinese (Tang, 1999b) and White Americans
(Plichta, 1996; Straus & Gelles, 1990). Poor self-reported physical health
and age at immigration were not associated with IPV in this study, or in
Californian Asian Americans, though they were in other ethnic groups
(Weinbaum et al., 2001). The significant variation in findings on IPV and
its associated factors may be because of interethnic differences, intraethnic
sample differences, or study methods.

Regarding relationship factors, the initiation and continuation of IPV has
been associated with dissatisfaction, conflict, and psychological or verbal
abuse (Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 2005). Similar to other studies of White
Americans and Chinese, this study found relationship dissatisfaction was
associated with IPV, whereas education and income had negligible effects
(Hotaling & Sugarman, 1986; Leung et al., 1999; Tang, 1999b; Yick, 2000).
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Intriguingly, IPV was strongly associated with dissatisfaction with the
partner’s relatives. Conflict with in-laws is a risk factor for IPV in China (Liu,
1999), and the role of family relationships in IPV warrants further study. In
addition to replicating the frequent association of IPV with conflict and with
verbal or psychological abuse (Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 2005; Liu, 1999;
Straus & Gelles, 1990), this study found IPV to be associated with threats to
cause immigration or legal problems, corroborating reports that Chinese
men may use immigration status as a weapon against abused immigrant
wives (Lee & Au, 1998). It is unclear why this study did not replicate the fre-
quent association of IPV with decision-making power (Liu, 1999; Straus &
Gelles, 1990; Tang, 1999a). The association of IPV with partners’ alcohol
problems is very common, found in this study, in other Chinese (Xu et al.,
2005), and in many other nations and ethnic groups (Krug et al., 2002).

The physical and mental health effects of IPV have been extensively
reviewed in the literature (Krug et al., 2002; McFarlane et al., 2005; Plichta,
1996, 2004). In this study, 31% of women with IPV had physical injuries,
comparable to 27% of White American women (Thompson, Saltzman, &
Johnson, 2003) and less than the rate for Canadian women (Clark & Mont,
2003). Regarding the mental health of Chinese American women, IPV
increases the risk and severity of major depression episodes (Hicks &
Li, 2003) and raises depression scores (Tang, 1997; Yick, Shibusawa, &
Agbayani-Siewert, 2003). Women in this study suffered career problems
because of IPV, a problem found in the U.S. general population (National
Center for Injury Control and Prevention, 2003) and internationally (Krug
et al., 2002).

Limitations

First, this was a retrospective, self-report survey. As such, it may be
subject to recall bias, which has been associated with underreporting IPV
(Schwartz, 2000). Also, self-report surveys that interview both partners
tend to reveal higher rates of IPV (Szinovacz & Egley, 1995). In this study,
only one partner was interviewed to maximize interviewee safety. Second,
the sample size for this study was calculated with the aim of testing for an
association between IPV and major depression. It was not calculated for
determining the precise prevalence of IPV. This is therefore a preliminary
prevalence finding based on a random sample of 181 households, which is
suggestive but limited by small sample size. A larger study is needed to pro-
vide a more certain prevalence.
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Third, the small sample limits the power of analysis to test for associations
between IPV and various factors. Associations with demographic and life event
factors, such as being physically abused by a parent (Schafer et al., 2004),
might have become statistically significant in a larger study. For example,
a study of 7,115 women found that in immigrants, a higher risk of IPV was
associated with female employment, partner unemployment, female higher
education, male lower education, and older age at immigration (Brownridge
& Halli, 2002).

Fourth, inferences from this study’s findings of associations with IPV
are limited by the fact that the study methodology was not primarily con-
structed to test for these associations or to demonstrate causal links. Such
factors could be contributors to or results of IPV or merely associated with
other factors linked to IPV, possibilities that need to be explored in further,
specifically designed studies in Chinese Americans. However, the identifi-
cation of possible associated factors may be useful to suggest warning signs
that could alert professionals when further exploration for IPV is warranted
in Chinese American clients or patients and to inform future research.

Fifth, the prevalence of reported IPV is certainly an underestimate
because of the stigma and shame associated with revealing family and personal
problems. Family problems are considered intimate and private by Chinese,
and there is a social imperative to protect the family name and to save face
by hiding such problems from outsiders (Ho, 1990; Lee & Au, 1998; Tang,
1999b). Regarding forms of IPV, more shameful events are less likely to be
reported. For example, spousal rape is often more violent and repetitive
than other forms of rape and assault, yet it is less commonly reported
(American Medical Association Council on Scientific Affairs, 1992; Hampton,
1995). Spousal rape may be particularly shameful and underrecognized as
abuse in ethnic Chinese women (Lee & Au, 1998).

Despite its limitations, this study has a number of strengths. It is only the
second study of IPV prevalence in a community probability sample of
Chinese Americans. The first was that of Yick (2000), who interviewed 129
women and 133 men using random telephone sampling, the most common
IPV survey method. This study used household sampling, thus avoiding the
bias of telephone surveys against women who are poor, who are immi-
grants, who do not speak English well, and who are unlisted because of the
head of household’s wish for privacy (Pinn & Chunko, 1997; Straus &
Gelles, 1990). It is debated whether IPV is disclosed more honestly in tele-
phone or face-to-face interviews (Schwartz, 2000). Tang (1999b) and Yick
(2000) hypothesize that using telephone interviews lessens Chinese cultural
barriers against reporting IPV. Though this could be true, and a comparative
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study would be needed to answer this question, this study’s use of face-to-face
recruitment and interviews may have contributed to the higher response rate
of 56%, as compared with response rates of 20% in Los Angeles (Yick,
2000) and 23% in Hong Kong (Tang, 1999b). Finally, exploring IPV with
multiple and open-ended questions increases accurate reporting, especially
for severe IPV (Hamby et al., 1996; Smith, 1994). Larger, well-designed
community studies are needed to address the deficit of research on IPV that
persists for Chinese Americans, other Asian Americans, and the world’s
vast population of ethnic Chinese.
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