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In the last decade, members of the Asian communities

of Massachusetts have become increasingly aware

of the problem of family violence. As the size of

the Asian communities has grown, the number of

women living with violence has increased. The lack

of natural, informal support networks among recent

immigrant populations, a sense of isolation stem-

ming from language barriers, underemployment or

underemployment, and the experience of discrimi-

nation cause many women to live in fear with few

alternatives. According to the report of the National

Violence Against Women Survey (1999) Asian

women are the least likely to formally report any

kind of physical victimization.

Overall, there are relatively few reports of family

violence in the Asian community in police and

court records. Although operating at full capacity,

mainstream domestic violence agencies serve

very few Asian women. For many Asian women,

services for family violence are inaccessible. There

are too few law enforcement personnel who speak

Asian languages; there are few services available to

help women; many immigrant adults are unaccus-

tomed to using formal services to solve personal

problems; and deep cultural issues of privacy,

obligation and shame prevent women from

reaching out.

The purpose of this report is twofold: (1) to educate

service providers and policy makers about the

complexity of family violence within the Asian

communities; and (2) to help members of Asian

communities start a dialogue about family violence.

Before we can confront family violence, we must

first begin to understand it, de-mystify it, and take

responsibility for it.  A focus of this report is on

identifying and understanding family violence

attitudes in the Cambodian, Chinese, Korean, South

Asian, and Vietnamese communities. In addition to

beliefs about wife abuse, the experience of corporal

punishment, witnessing family violence as a child,

and beliefs concerning help seeking for battered

women were examined. In this report, we present

the findings from a community survey of Asian

men and women about their perceptions of family

violence and the extent to which they hold

attitudes that support it. The survey findings are

supplemented where possible by other Asian family

violence research in the Massachusetts area.

Of the 607 participants, a total of 57% of the

participants were women and 43% were men. On

average they were 35 years old. The vast majority

of this group were immigrants to the United States

(74%), followed by U. S. citizens (18%). The

remaining participants were in the country on a

temporary basis. Overall, this was a well educated

group, with 61% having had some post-high school

education. There were some notable differences in

the demographic characteristics of the five commu-

nities. The majority of the Chinese and Korean

participants were women while the majority of the

Vietnamese, Cambodian, and South Asian groups

were men. The Southeast Asian participants were

comprised almost exclusively of immigrants

(88Ð96%). Immigrants represented 60Ð75% of the

remaining 3 groups. 

Overall, the use of corporal punishment within

these Asian communities was high, with 69% of

the respondents reporting being hit as children.

Between one quarter and almost one half of all the

participants said that they know a woman who

is in an abusive relationship. In terms of witnessing

violence between oneÕs parents, there was wide

variation. In contrast to the 8% of the South Asian

group who reported witnessing their father hit

their mother, approximately 30% of the Korean

group did so. Additionally, 5% of the South Asians

Executive Summary

The purpose of this report is

to help members of Asian

communities start a dialogue

about family violence.

Before we can confront it,

we must first begin to

understand it, de-mystify it,

and take responsibility for it.
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reported having witnessed their mother hit their

father while 28% of the Cambodians witnessed

this. There was also wide variation across commu-

nities in the percentage of individuals who report

knowing an Asian man who is physically abused by

a woman. While only 3% of Koreans reported

knowing a battered man, 37% of Cambodian

reported that they did. The Southeast Asian groups

report the highest attitude scores indicating that,

relative to the Chinese, Korean, and South Asians,

they hold family violence attitudes more strongly.

Finally, there was tremendous variation across the

groups in terms of where they believe a battered

woman should turn for help. Relatively high

percentages of South Asians saw formal helpers

such as the police, therapists, and agencies as

credible options. In contrast, very few of the

Korean participants endorsed these options.

Almost 30% of the Korean respondents saw not

telling anyone or telling a family member as best

options for a battered woman. 

The findings suggest that overall, Asian men and

women do not support family violence, as their

scores on an attitudinal measure were low. There

were some notable differences and variations in the

scores of these communities underscoring the falla-

cy of Asians as a monolithic group. The Southeast

Asian participants tended to hold more strongly

patriarchal attitudes than the remaining groups.

Male privilege attitudes were influenced by educa-

tional level, immigration status, and experience

witnessing family violence as a child. In almost

all cases, men of all ethnicities held attitudes

supportive of family violence more than women. 

We asked respondents for their explanations of why

family violence happens. Their reasons fell into six

categories. These categories are, in descending

order of endorsement

1. There is something wrong with the

husband as a person;

2. There was something wrong with the

husband at that time;

3. It was the wifeÕs fault;

4. The problem is in their relationship;

5. He had a bad childhood;

6. Social and/or cultural beliefs that

oppress women.

What was most readily apparent from the responses

was the overwhelming extent to which respondents

perceive family violence as the personal problem of

the husband. While the batterer clearly has respon-

sibility for the abuse, research shows that family

violence is a function of batterer characteristics,

environmental stressors (such as poverty, poor

neighborhoods), and availability of social support. 

In addition to these survey findings, the report

presents the results of many focus group discus-

sions.The outcomes of these rich discussions are

invaluable to understanding the needs and wants of

Asian battered women. Women identified a number

of institutional and cultural barriers to obtaining

assistance: 

¥ Chinese group participants felt that many

Chinese believe in fate and destiny and that

this orientation may contribute to an accept-

ance of difficult family situations. Chinese

families are paternalistic and value social

status, community reputation, and respect for

the aged. Because of this they felt that Chinese

tend to Òkeep bad things in the closet.Ó There is

strong social pressure on women to stay with

their children and not to get divorced. Divorce

brings shame on the family name, and women

may be afraid of growing old and being single.

¥ Members of a Korean focus group pointed out

that Buddhism and Confucianism are important

in Korean culture. This religious background

emphasizes the Òcycle of lifeÓ where men are

the rulers of the family, receiving more privilege

The findings suggest that overall,

Asian men and women do not

support family violence.

There were some notable

differences and variations

in these communities

underscoring the fallacy of

Asians as a monolithic group.



in the cycle. Group members felt that a Korean

woman living with violence would remain

silent, not letting other people know and not

wanting others to look down on her. To prevent

shame to the family, she will try to solve prob-

lems by herself and not to let out the Òfamily

secret.Ó She may believe that the violence was a

consequence of something she did wrong. She

takes the responsibility and blame on herself. 

¥ Members of a South Asian focus group felt that

the male dominated society plays a role.

Daughters in South Asian cultures are Ògiven

awayÓ when they marry. Women who leave an

abusive home would experience tremendous

stigma. Group members clarified that the prac-

tice of an arranged marriage does not contribute

to family violence but the view of women as

property does. Stigma was identified as a lead-

ing reason why many South Asian women do

not use formal services. Many women are finan-

cially dependent on their husbands, and using

shelters or legal recourse bring with it financial

considerations and insecurity about life after

divorce. 

¥ A Vietnamese focus group recognized that the

father is the head who supports the family and

thus has the right to ÒteachÓ his wife, control her

and abuse her. Because men can find work more

easily, their wives are financially dependent.

Women do not speak up against their husbands

because they are afraid that their husbands will

leave. She must tolerate his abuses, affairs and

drinking.

¥ A Cambodian focus group felt that when

Cambodians learn of an abusive situation, they

are apt to believe that the woman deserved it

and will blame the woman for breaking up the

family. Men feel that they have lost power and

control because their value as the head of house-

hold is diminished as a result of their wives and

childrenÕs employment. They also commented

that post-traumatic stress disorder might play a

role.
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Implications

Address the high rate of
family violence in the Asian
communities.

An astounding 25-38% of the entire sample report-

ed knowing a woman who met at least one criteria

of abuse. It is imperative that we acknowledge the

scope and seriousness of this problem. We cannot

hide behind cultural excuses. 

Understand the diversity of
Asian communities

Significant differences were found in each of the

communities of the Asian groups in this study.

Understanding the differences between ethnic

groups and within each group allows us to better

shape service and education programs to meet the

needs of different Asian communities. 

Address the high rates of
corporal punishment in
Asian families

The experience of corporal punishment appears to be

the norm among the Asian men and women in the

study. Asian communities must question the wide-

spread use of corporal punishment. Social service

agencies must help families to develop non-violence

discipline, to educate about childrenÕs and parents

rights.

Investigate alternative models
that support the family in provid-
ing options to family violence

Divorce and independence from an abusive home

and use of restraining orders are common actions

taken to protect women. Most Asian women want
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to find ways to keep their families together and end

the abuse. The challenge for the battered womenÕs

movement and the Asian communities is to investi-

gate alternative models that support the family in

providing options to end family violence.   

Improve accessibility to existing
services and increase endorse-
ment and utilization of social
service and law enforcement
networks

¥ Educate the community about services, address

the shame, stigma and mistrust associated with

services. 

Focus groups cited shame, stigma, and mistrust of

services as major reasons why women donÕt seek

help. Social service agencies and law enforcement

can address these concerns in their outreach to the

communities and in the programs that they offer. 

¥ Improve linguistic accessibility of services 

It is imperative that battered women have a chance

to receive help in their first language. To increase

language accessibility, it is important that written

materials are translated into multiple Asian lan-

guages and that the numbers of helping personnel

with Asian language facility be increased.   

¥ Educate social service providers about domes-

tic violence and cultural sensitivity in order to

increase awareness, sensitivity and response to

family violence.

Social service providers who are adequately famil-

iar with Asian family violence are better equipped

to challenge the prevailing myths and to support

victims. 

¥ Educate about victims' rights and the role of

the police and courts in order to de-mystify and

assuage fears.

Dealing with the police and courts is an over-

whelming and difficult process. Asian immigrant

women are even less familiar with the laws, with

their rights, and with the legal process. 

Increase education efforts about
family violence to address the
shame that prevents men and
women from getting the assis-
tance they need.

In tailoring our outreach messages and interven-

tions, we should address shame and incorporate the

beliefs of specific ethnic groups, age ranges, gen-

der, and people with different levels of education. 

Talk to funders and legislators
about family violence in the
Asian community, making it a
priority in funding programs

In order to break through the myth of the model

minority, we need to persistently and clearly advo-

cate for ourselves. Only by doing so will the needs

of Asian communities be recognized and programs

for Asian families be funded.

Promote research on family
violence in Asian communities

Much more information about Asian family vio-

lence needs to be gathered. A vast amount of

research exists addressing family violence, but only

a small proportion of it pertains to Asian families.

We need prevalence studies to determine the scope

and severity of the problem, we need to understand

how social, personal, and cultural factors impede

and/or facilitate the onset of violence, and we need

to understand womenÕs help-seeking patterns.
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S
uma is in the United States with her husband on his work visa. He is a research scientist in a

major hospital. Suma is a housewife. Although she would like to work or go to school, her

husband forbids her. She doesnÕt know anyone in the United States. Her only friends are the

wives of her husbandÕs friends. He doesnÕt allow her to call her family in India and sometimes does-

nÕt give her money for the stamps to send a letter. He withholds letters from her family unless she

obeys his commands. He doesnÕt give her enough money for their living expenses and blames her

when they donÕt have enough household supplies and food. He says if she complains to anyone

about him, no one would believe her since he is a respected doctor and there are no signs of abuse.

He threatens that if she tries to leave him, he will kill her. Besides, if she left him, she would become

undocumented.

LinhÕs husband frequently goes out drinking with his friends on Saturday nights. He comes home at

1:30 in the morning drunk and hungry and expects her to get up to cook for him. This time, she

refuses to get up. He drags her out of bed by her hair and yells at her. The children hear the noise

and cry. Usually, the night would end with an argument and a beating until he was exhausted. But

this time, the police came and took him away. The police try to talk to her but she canÕt understand

them. Linh and her children are awake at 3:45 am. She is wondering where the police took her hus-

band and what will happen to her and her children.

MeiÕs new boyfriend has become more and more possessive. He calls her on the cell phone con-

stantly to monitor her whereabouts, and accuses her of seeing other men. He had said that she

could prove she loved him only by sleeping with him. She did but that didnÕt assure him for long. He

is even more jealous, arguing with her and sometimes forcing her to have sex with him. He spreads

intimate information about her among their friends, telling them how she performs in bed. He has

taken nude pictures of her while she was sleeping. Their arguments are heated and she tries to

break up with him. He threatens to tell her family that she is a slut and to distribute the pictures.

Introduction
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During the last decade, family violence has emerged

as a critical issue in the Asian communities of the

United States. Many high profile domestic violence

homicides drew public attention while at the same

time, Asian reporting of domestic violence and serv-

ice utilization remain low. In 1999, the Asian Task

Force Against Domestic Violence provided services

to a total of 215 battered Asian women. This figure is

more than a 300% increase from 1995. 

There are several factors that have contributed to the

growing demand for partner violence services in

Asian communities. First, Asians are one of the

fastest growing immigrant groups in the United

States. Data show that the number of Asians in

Massachusetts increased by 30% between 1990 and

1998 (U.S. Census 1999). According to the 1990

Census, there were 53,545 Chinese, 18,885 Asian

Indians, 14,653 Vietnamese, 13,849 Cambodians, and

12,124 Koreans in the state. These figures are under-

estimates both due to the chronic under-reporting of

minority populations in the Census and overall popu-

lation growth. According to the report of the National

Violence Against Women Survey, (1999), approxi-

mately 25% of the women in the study reported hav-

ing been raped and/or physically assaulted by a cur-

rent or former spouse. They also found that Asian

women are the least likely to formally report any

kind of physical victimization. Based on these fig-

ures, it is reasonable to assume that there has been an

increase in the last decade in the number of Asian

women requiring services to address family violence



as the Asian population in Massachusetts has

increased. 

Beyond the increase in the numbers of Asians in

Massachusetts, there are other socialÐpsychological

factors that are important to note. Recent immigrants

lack the informal support networks customary in their

native countries. Furthermore, the sense of isolation

among women is often compounded by their limited

command of English. Family violence advocates

report that many Asian immigrant families find

themselves unemployed or underemployed,

struggling with discrimination, immigration worries,

and maintaining family life in a new country with

very different expectations for men and womenÕs

roles. While stress and lack of support are not

excuses for family violence, they are important

factors that may contribute to it.

Overall, there are relatively few reports of family

violence in the Asian community in police and

court records. Although operating at full capacity,

mainstream domestic violence agencies serve very

few Asian women. For many Asian women, services

for partner violence are inaccessible. There are few

services available to help women; too few law

enforcement personnel that speak Asian languages;

many immigrant adults are unaccustomed to using

formal services to solve personal problems; and

deep cultural issues of privacy, obligation and shame

prevent women from reaching out.

The research described in this report is the most com-

prehensive study to date1 addressing family violence

attitudes in the Asian communities. ItÕs scope is to

examine attitudes pertaining to heterosexual marriage

relationships. It is unique because it compares and

contrasts five Asian groups. Too often in practice and

research, the differences between Asian communities

are glossed over. While there are some similarities in

terms of cultural themes and social structures, there is

also diversity. One of the primary purposes of this

report is to help the men and women influencing

family violence policy and providing services to

understand complex issues of family violence among

the various Asian groups. By reading this report, it is

hoped that policy makers will take into account the

unique barriers confronting Asian women in finding

help, and that prevention and treatment services may

be better tailored to Asian communities. 

The second purpose of this report is to help members

of Asian communities start a dialogue about family

violence. In order to confront it, we must first begin to

understand it, de-mystify it, and take responsibility for

it. A focus of this report is on identifying and under-

standing family violence attitudes in the Chinese,

Korean, Vietnamese, Cambodian, and South Asian

communities. Understanding attitudes are a critical part

of learning how to address family violence because

attitudes shape behavior (Finn, 1986). Understanding

how people think about domestic violence can help us

to understand the roots of violence, to what extent indi-

viduals find violence appropriate in given situations,

and to what extent individuals think domestic violence

is a personal problem rather than a community prob-

lem.  If we can identify the extent to which Asian

communities see domestic violence as a problem, we

can better target education, prevention, and treatment

services to those who are in the greatest need. 

In the following pages, we will present the findings

from a large community survey of Asian men and

women about their perceptions of domestic violence

and the extent to which they hold attitudes that support

it. These survey findings will be bolstered by sum-

maries of focus groups that were held with community

members in an attempt to better understand what some

of the numbers mean. Additionally, where possible,

we will present other Asian family violence research

conducted in the Massachusetts area. We have talked

to family violence counselors and scholars in an

attempt to include as much information as possible on

this important topic. In reading this report, it will be

become clear that family violence is an important issue

in the Asian communities that requires a culturally

appropriate response.

Asian Family Violence Report

Attitudes are a critical part of

understanding how to address

family violence because

attitudes shape behavior.
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1. The research draws upon the responses of a large conven-

ience sample of men and women who attended one of 5

community fairs. As such, the sample is not representative

and the findings are not generalizable. The research should be

regarded as exploratory. Regardless, the findings have great

utility in beginning to understanding the variation in family

violence attitudes across the five Asian communities sampled.



Prior research has shown that most individuals do not

approve explicitly of wife beating however, they may

see it as justifiable in certain situations (Straus,

Steinmetz, & Gelles, 1980). In one study of 422 adult

women, the researchers found that under 3% of the

sample saw physical violence (e.g., hitting, kicking) as

appropriate, but 19% felt that violence may be used

justifiably in situations where the wife provokes the

husband (e.g., flirting with another man, having an

affair) (Gentemann, 1984). In another study, the

respondents felt that the use of physical violence was

justified in situations involving sexual impropriety

(Greenblat, 1985). There is also a substantial body of

research that finds that individuals who witness family

violence as children or who were abused themselves

are more likely to endorse violence as a means to

resolve conflict as adults (Carden, 1996). 

There are also possibly gender differences in atti-

tudes toward domestic violence. In general, women

have been found to be less tolerant of domestic vio-

lence (Finn, 1986; Greenblat, 1985; Koski &

Mangold, 1988; Rose & Saunders, 1986; Saunders

et al., 1987). Men tend to view domestic violence

as a private issue that should be addressed within

the marriage. While these studies have been

informative, Asian communities have been left out,

and differences between Asian ethnic groups have

gone unexamined. This report is one of the first of

its size to examine Asian attitudes regarding family

violence generally, and differences and similarities

between ethnic groups specifically.

Asian Family Violence Report

Family violence attitudes are those beliefs that

support a manÕs right to use physical and/or

emotional force with a female intimate partner and

support the use of violence in specific situations.

It is important to note that not all individuals who

support family violence attitudes will be violent

toward an intimate partner. However, it is also

true that violence can only occur in a context that

supports the use of violence and purports that

men have rights to discipline and/or control their

female partners (Finn, 1986).

8

What are Family Violence Attitudes?

What do We Know About Family Violence Attitudes?

Asian Attitudes and Family Violence2

Most of the studies conducted to date have focused

on one Asian community at a time precluding the

opportunity to compare across communities. Yick

and Agbayai-Siewert (1997) surveyed 31 Chinese

families by telephone. These researchers found that

their respondents disapproved of violence overall,

however, about 50% felt that violence was justified in

certain situations. These included learning of a wifeÕs

extramarital affair, a wife losing emotional control, or

gender role violations such as a wife making a finan-

cial decision without her husbandÕs approval. Older

respondents and men were more tolerant of the use of

force as a means to resolve family conflict. Possibly,

older adults adhere more strongly to traditional

beliefs about family and gender roles and differences

in attitudes between men and women may be the

result of cultural notions of male privilege and

authority. Ho (1990) also reported that based on a

focus group study involving Chinese Americans,

most Chinese Americans disapprove of domestic vio-

lence. Even so, they do not think a battered Chinese

woman would seek help outside of her family

because it is critical that privacy be maintained.

2. Excerpt from Yoshioka and DiNoia (1999).



A study of Cambodian women revealed similar

themes. Strong emphasis was placed on proper behav-

ior for Cambodian women; wives were expected to

obey and respect their husbands and to accept the

problems of the marriage (Kulig, 1984). Great impor-

tance was placed on controlling a womanÕs sexuality

as her behavior reflects on the family. As such,

women were more likely to be held responsible for

marital problems (Caplan, 1987). Cambodian women

who are physically abused are viewed as having

deserved punishment. When Cambodian women try

to address family violence, the two more common

means are nonconfrontation and withdrawal. Women

reported that they would Òtalk softlyÓ and/or Òdo noth-

ingÓ (Frye & DÕAvanzo, 1994, p. 72). In Cambodian

culture as with most Asian cultures, value is place on

harmony, balance and the avoidance of conflict

(Ebihara, 1968). One of the study participants said,

Òmost Khmer men, they hit their wives but the

women donÕt know who can helpÓ (Frye &

DÕAvanzo, 1994, p. 72). 

Bui and Morash (1999) compared the experiences of

10 Vietnamese battered women with 10 non-battered

women to identify what factors may contributes to the

problem. They found that male domination in family

decision making, family conflicts arising over chang-

ing family norms and values, husbandsÕ lack of

educational attainment, and patriarchal beliefs each

played a role. 

In the Korean community, Rhee (1997) has pointed

out that there are some prominent Korean cultural fac-

tors and family values that may influence the develop-

ment of attitudes supportive of family violence. For

example, Korean society is patriarchal and women are

required to obey their husbands. As Korean women

have increasingly entered the labor force, these tradi-

tional gender roles began to break down. When fami-

lies can not adapt, Korean women may be at increased

risk for family violence if their husbands still strongly

adhere to traditional attitudes favoring dominant and

subordinate relations between husbands and wives. 

In the South Asian communities, Ganguly (1998) con-

ducted doctoral research with a sample of 181 men

and women from the Southern California region. She

hypothesized that being highly acculturated to western

culture would result in lower tolerance for family vio-

lence and this was supported in the findings. She

found that individuals with less education, who had

witnessed family violence as children, and who held

traditional attitudes toward women were most likely

to also hold pro-family violence attitudes.
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Asian Cultural Factors that Influence Family Violence3

Asian cultures are community oriented and character-

ized by a respect for authority. The teachings of

Confucianism and Buddhism influence Asian values,

which emphasize harmonious interpersonal relation-

ships and interdependence. The interests of the family

take precedence over those of the individual (Hsu,

1970; Kitao & Kikumura, 1976; Lee, 1996; Root et al.,

1986). Harmony is prized. Because conflict may dis-

rupt group relations or bring guilt and shame to the

family, avoidance of conflict is a core value (Ho, 1996;

Hu & Chen, 1999; McLaughlin & Brau, 1998).

In a society that values interpersonal relationships, the

role and status of individuals are clear. Within this

complex social web, hierarchy and power differences

between individuals and groups are accepted

(Hofstede, 1984; Kirkbridge, Tang, & Westwood,

1991). There is an expectation that individuals will

conform and perform within their roles based on age,

gender, and social class (Lee, 1996).  Divorce is highly

stigmatized in Asian cultures (Lee, 1996; Singh, 1986).

Family disputes are most commonly settled within

families, often with the help of older family members

who serve as mediators. When marital problems do

occur, outside intervention is strongly discouraged for

fear that this will bring shame and dishonor to the fam-

ily. In many Asian cultures, suffering, perseverance,

and acceptance are valued (Ho, 1996). 

In a cultural context where respect, hierarchy, and

interdependence among family members are highly

valued, preservation of family honor is of utmost

importance. Feelings of shame and anticipation of

the withdrawal of support from family, friends, and

community are significant barriers for women seeking

help when problems are occurring (Catolico, 1997;

Dasgupta & Warrier, 1998; Ho, 1999; Patel, 1992).

3. Excerpt from Yoshioka and DiNoia (1999).
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1. RespondentsÕ Background

Respondents were asked to state their age,

gender, place of birth, date of immigration

and level of formal education.

2. RespondentsÕ childhood

Respondents were asked whether they had

been hit by their parent(s) when they were

growing up, whether they had witnessed

their mother being hit by her partner or

their father being hit by his partner. Other

research has shown that people who wit-

nessed family violence as a child or were

hit as a child are more likely to have atti-

tudes that support family violence as adults.

3. Knowing a battered woman or a

battered man

Respondents were asked four questions to

identify whether they knew a battered

woman. These questions are commonly

used in emergency rooms. The language

was adapted so that respondents did not

answer about themselves. They were also

asked whether they knew a battered man.

4. Beliefs and attitudes about

family violence

We used the Revised Attitudes toward Wife

Abuse scale (See Appendix). Respondents

read a total of 14 sentences pertaining to atti-

tudes about wife abuse. They circled how true

they thought each statement was. The

Revised Attitudes Toward Wife Abuse

Scale gives us three scores (A through C): 

A. Male Privilege

Scores on this scale range from 4 to 24.

The higher the score, the more the individ-

ual believes that men have the right to

discipline their wives and that wives should

obey their husbands. The questions that are

a part of the male privilege score are:

¥ A husband has the right to discipline

his wife.

¥ A man is the ruler of his home.

¥ A husband can expect to have sex with

his wife whenever he wants it.

¥ Some wives seem to ask for beatings

from their husband.

B. Situational Approval of Violence

Scores on this scale range from 6 to 24. The

higher the score, the more the individual

believes that there are certain situations

when a husbandÕs use of violence against his

wife is justified. The questions that are a part

of the situational approval score are:

A husband has the right to hit his wife if she

¥ Had sex with another man.

¥ Refused to cook or to keep the house

clean.

¥ Refused to have sex with him.

¥ Made fun of him at a party.

¥ Told friends that he was sexually pathetic.

¥ Nags him too much.

C. Perceived Lack of Alternatives for

Battered Women:

Scores on this scale range from 4 to 24. The

higher the score, the more the individual

10

The Survey

In the summer and spring of 1999, a total of 607 Chinese, Korean, Vietnamese, Cambodian,

and South Asian women and men took part in a survey of attitudes about family violence.

The respondents were present at community events around the Boston and Lowell areas of

Massachusetts. They were asked if they would like to complete a short questionnaire. The

questionnaires had been translated into 5 Asian languages (Chinese , Vietnamese, Khmer,

Korean, and Hindi) and were also available in English. Following the analysis of the survey

data, a focus group was held in each of the Asian communities. The purpose of these focus

groups was to provide an opportunity for community members to comment and reflect upon

the quantitative data generated from the survey. The questionnaire had 6 parts:
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believes that there are no real alternatives

(like divorce, or moving out of the home)

for battered women. The questions that are a

part of the perceived alternatives scores are:

¥ A wife should move out of the house

if her husband hits her.

¥ A husband is never justified in hitting

his wife.

¥ A husband should be arrested if he

hits his wife.

¥ Wife beating is grounds for divorce.

5. RespondentsÕ opinions about

resources that battered women

should turn to for help 

A total of 12 options were given (e.g.

shelters, police, doctor, and community

agency). Respondents circled all the

options they thought should be used.

6. RespondentsÕ opinions about why

some husbands beat their wives

Respondents were asked to write in their own

opinion about why family violence occurs. We

examined hundreds of answers and developed

rough categories into which these answers fall.

Description of Survey Participants

Total Chinese Korean Vietnamese Cambodian S. Asian

Men 42.6% 30.6% 39.0% 67.0% 54.0% 54.0%

Women 57.4% 69.4% 61.0% 33.0% 45.2% 46.0%

AVERAGE AGE 35 yrs 37 yrs 31 yrs 42 yrs 30 yrs 35 yrs

in years*

IMMIGRATION STATUS

Born in the U.S. 18.6% 26.7% 13.6% 2.7% 9.1% 21.0%

Immigrated 74.1% 71.0% 14.6% 95.9% 87.9% 67.0%

In the country 6.3% 1.6% 24.8% 1.4% 1.5% 7.0%

temporarily

Visiting from 1.1% 0.8% 2.0% 0% 1.5% 2.0%

somewhere else 

EDUCATION

Less than high school 6.5% 12.3% 0% 4.0% 15.5% 0%

High School 32.6% 33.0% 12.5% 81.3% 21.1% 20.0%

At least some college 60.9% 54.7% 87.5% 14.7% 63.4% 80.0%

* Standard deviations: Total (15 yrs), Chinese (17 yrs), Korean (10 yrs), Vietnamese (18 yrs), Cambodian (10 yrs) and S. Asian (13 yrs)

Approximately 2.5% of the Asian population in the

United States reside in Massachusetts (U.S. Census,

1990). Although this number may be small relative

to those of other states, it is growing steadily. The

Boston area is home to the majority of Asian fami-

lies, with Lowell the second largest concentration,

but Asian communities can be found spread across

the state. There are over a dozen Asian ethnic com-

munities in Massachusetts, the largest of which are

Chinese, Asian Indians, Vietnamese, Cambodian,

and Koreans.

Here is some information about the Asian men and

women who participated in the survey of attitudes.

Attitudes toward Family Violence among

the Massachusetts Asian Community
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Overall, the use of corporal punishment within

these Asian communities was high, with 69% of the

respondents reporting having been hit as children.

Between one quarter and almost one half of all the

participants said that they know a woman who is in

an abusive relationship as defined by at least one of

the criteria that was used. In terms of witnessing

violence between oneÕs parents, there was wide

variation. In contrast to the 8% of the South Asian

group who reported witnessing their father hit their

mother, approximately 30% of the Korean group

reported so. Additionally, 5% of the South Asians

reported witnessing their mother hit their father,

while 28% of the Cambodians had. There was also

wide variation across communities in the percent-

age of individuals who reported knowing an Asian

man who is physically abused by a woman. While

only 3% of Koreans reported knowing a battered

man, 37% of Cambodian reported that they did.

The Vietnamese and Cambodian groups reported

the highest attitude scores indicating that, relative

to the Chinese, Koreans, and South Asians, they

held attitudes more tolerant to family violence.

Finally, there was tremendous variation across the

groups in terms of where they believed a battered

woman should turn for help. A relatively high per-

centage of South Asians saw formal helpers such as

the police, therapists, and agencies as credible

options. In contrast, very few of the Korean partici-

pants endorsed these options. Almost 30% of the

Korean respondents saw not telling anyone or

telling a family member as the best options for a

battered woman. 

Childhood Experiences 

¥ 69% of the respondents were hit regularly by

their parents when they were growing up.

¥ 21% saw their mothers regularly hit their

fathers.

¥ 17% saw their fathers regularly hit their mothers.

Do you know a battered woman?

¥ 26% of the respondent say they know a woman

whose partner keeps her from seeing her

friends and family.

¥ 25% say they know a woman whose partner

keeps her from going to work.

¥ 38% say they know a woman, who has been

shoved, pushed, slapped, hit, kicked, or

suffered other injuries from her partner.

¥ 33% say they know a woman whose partner

insults or humiliates her regularly.

Do you know a battered man?

¥ 12% of the respondents say they know a man

who is being beaten by his partner.

Attitudes toward Wife Abuse

Male Privilege
(Total score possible 4-24)

¥ The average score on this scale was 8 (SD = 4,

N= 508). This is a low score indicating that

overall the respondents do not believe that a

man has the right to discipline his wife, can

expect sex whenever he wants it, is the ruler of

his home, or that wives deserve beatings.

¥ Men score higher than women meaning that

men hold attitudes of male privilege more

strongly than women do.

¥ Having been hit as a child does not affect

scores.

¥ Age does not influence scores.

¥ People with a high school education hold

attitudes of male privilege more strongly than

people with at least some college education.

¥ People who witnessed family violence as a

child hold attitudes of male privilege more

strongly than those who did not.

Situational Approval of Violence
(Total score possible 6-24)

¥ The average score on this scale was 9 (SD = 4,

N= 490). Once again this is a relatively low

score indicating that the respondents did not

believe that there were situations were violence

against a woman was justified.

¥ Older people score higher than younger people

do, meaning that they believe more strongly

that family violence may be justified in some

specific situations.

¥ People with a high school education believe

more strongly that family violence may be jus-

tified in some specific situations than people

with at least some college education.

¥ Witnessing family violence as a child or being

hit as a child does not affect scores.

¥ Men and women score just about the same.

Perceived Lack of Alternatives for
Battered Women
(Total score possible 4-24)

¥ The average score on this scale was 9 (SD =4,

N=492). This is a low score, meaning that

overall the respondents overall believe that

women do have the right to divorce and/or



Total Chinese Korean Vietnamese Cambodian S. Asian

Male Privelege 8.5  (4.3)* 7.8  (3.9) 8.1  (3.6) 12.0  (5.6) 9.1  (4.5) 7.2  (3.2)

Situational Approval 8.6  (3.9) 9.0  (4.0) 6.9  (2.1) 10.3  (4.6) 9.8  (4.7) 7.1  (2.4)
of Violence

Percevied Lack of 8.8  (4.4) 7.9  (3.8) 8.0  (3.7) 10.7  (4.7) 11.6  (5.5) 8.4  (4.0)
Alternatives

leave a husband who hits her and/or the

husband should be arrested.

¥ Age does not affect scores.

¥ Men score higher than women, meaning they

do not see divorce, separation or arrest as

options for battered women.

¥ People with a high school education are less

likely to see divorce, separation or arrest as

options for battered women than people with

at least some college education.

Are there differences between the Groups?
Although none of the participants held attitudes

supportive of family violence very strongly,

there were some differences between the groups.

In relative terms, the Southeast Asian participants

expressed attitudes most tolerant of family vio-

lence. The Vietnamese and Cambodian participants

held more strongly attitudes that support male

privilege, that justify the use of violence in certain

situations, and that support few alternatives to

living with violence for battered women. The

Chinese participants also more strongly supported

the idea that there were certain situations in

which violence against the wife may be justified.

The comparison of group scores is below.2
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Male Privilege: F4,503 = 15.523, p=.000

Situational Approval of Violence: F4,485= 11.896, p=.000

Perceived Lack of Alternatives: F4,487= 13.787, p=.000

Tukey HSD post hoc tests were run to identify which groups

differed statistically from others. The results indicate that in

terms of Male Privilege, the Vietnamese are significantly dif-

ferent from all other groups. In terms of Situational Approval

of Violence, Koreans and South Asians are significant different

from all other groups except each other. Finally, in terms of

Perceived Lack of Alternatives, Vietnamese and Cambodians

are significantly different from all other groups but not from

one another.  There are no other significant group differences.)

Scores range from 4-24 for Male Privilege and Perceived Lack of

Alternatives and from 6-24 for Situational Approval of Violence.

Higher scores indicate that an individual believes more strongly that

men have the right to discipline women, that there are some situations

where violence against a woman is justified, and/or that battered

women do not have options such as divorce to escape from violence.

The scores in this table are the average scores of all the individuals in

each community.

2. These scores were significantly different from one another

* the numbers in parenthesis represent the Standard Deviation

Overall, the use of corporal

punishment within these Asian

communities was high, with 69%

of the respondents reporting

having been hit as children.

Between one quarter and almost

one half of all the participants

said that they know a woman who

is in an abusive relationship as

defined by at least one of the

criteria that was used. 
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3. Statistical testing indicates that there were significant main effects for ethnicity and gender on all sub-scales

There were no statistically significant ethnicity x gender interactions.

Male Privilege: Ethnicity  F4,490= 11.532, p=.000; Gender F1,490=32.666, p=.000

Situational Approval: Ethnicity F4,474= 10.522, p=.000; Gender F1,474=5.26, p=.022

Perceived Lack of Alternatives: Ethnicity F4,476= 10.877, p=.000; Gender F1,476= 6.741, p=.01

Are there differences between men and women? 
In almost all cases, men hold attitudes supportive

of family violence more strongly than women.  The

only exception to this is that the Chinese women in

this sample believed more strongly than the men

that there were some situations in which a husband

is justified in using violence against his wife.  

South Asian men and women are the most similar

to each other (delete - in terms of) in their disap-

proval of attitudes of male privilege, which lies is

great contrast to the other groups.  In each of the

other groups, men more strongly support attitudes

of male privilege than their women counterparts.3

Chinese Korean Vietnam Cambodian S. Asian

MALE PRIVELEGE

Men 9.3  (4.4) 10.2  (3.6) 13.2  (5.4) 10.3  (4.4) 7.1  (3.4)

Women 7.1  (3.5) 6.5    (2.5) 10.3  (5.3) 7.3  (4.0) 7.3  (3.0)

SITUATIONAL APPROVAL OF VIOLENCE

Men 8.5  (3.4) 7.3  (2.0) 10.6  (4.2) 10.8  (5.0) 7.8  (3.0)

Women 9.1  (4.2) 6.5  (1.8) 9.8    (5.4) 8.6    (4.1) 6.4  (1.0)

PERCEVIED LACK OF ALTERNATIVES

Men 8.6  (3.7) 8.7  (3.4) 11.6  (4.8) 12.0  (5.6) 8.5  (4.4)

Women 7.7  (3.8) 7.4  (3.7) 9.2    (4.0) 11.2  (5.6) 8.2  (3.5)
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Why Do Some Husbands Beat

Their Wives?

Theories of family violence typically fall into four

main categories: 

¥ psychological theories focussing on the

deficits of the batterer

¥ sociological theories emphasizing the

detrimental effects of a patriarchal and

oppressive society for women, 

¥ social learning theories that focus on the

importance of growing up with and/or

witnessing violence as a child in shaping

adult behavior, and 

¥ biological explanations that look at the

role of hormones and/or alcohol and

drugs on behavior.

We asked respondents for their explanations of

why family violence happens. Their reasons are

listed below with the number of people who

answered similarly. We have put similar reasons

into the same category. What is most readily appar-

ent from these responses is the overwhelming

extent to which the respondents perceive family

violence as the personal problem of the husband.

While the batterer clearly has responsibility for

the abuse, research shows that family violence is

function of batterer characteristics, environmental

stressors (such as poverty, poor neighborhoods),

and availability of social support. 

15

Where to get help

Participants were asked where they felt a battered woman should turn for help. The following table shows

the percentage of respondents who answered in each category.

Where should battered women turn for help?
(% percentage)

Total Chinese Korean Vietnam Cambodian S. Asian

The police 49 52 27 49 47 74

A crisis hotline 22 23 7 23 22 39

A womenÕs shelter 31 36 17 29 18 50

An agency serving 18 18 5 18 19 38

the community

A therapist 22 17 14 31 18 48

A doctor 8 7 1 18 6 16

A traditional 5 4 2 3 8 16

practitioner (herbalist)

A family member 34 36 29 17 23 66

A friend 42 37 41 29 44 82

A co-worker 17 16 11 17 19 30

A fortune teller 4 2 6 1 10 2

ShouldnÕt tell anyone 18 18 29 9 22 5
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Explanation for 

family violence

THERE IS SOMETHING WRONG WITH THE HUSBAND AS A PERSON 

He wants power and domination and He needs control 72

He has a bad personality 33

He has low self esteem/he is insecure 29

He is stupid/He is ignorant/HeÕs an idiot 21

He has mental problems / HeÕs possessive 15

He has no patience /He doesnÕt have self control 12

Total 182

THERE WAS SOMETHING WRONG WITH THE HUSBAND AT THAT TIME 

He is frustrated / He has anger 67

He has a substance abuse or alcohol problem He was drunk 22

He is under stress 17

He was jealous / He went out of control 7

He has the physical strength 3

HeÕs too small to hit other men (therefore he hits her) 3

He doesnÕt know how to show anger 2

ItÕs because of his gambling 1

Total 122

IT WAS THE WIFEÕS FAULT

She was unfaithful 14

She is not a good wife 9

She did something wrong 6 

She hit him first 4

She challenged his authority 3

Total 36

THE PROBLEM IS THEIR RELATIONSHIP

There are money problems 6

They have family problems 3

They have a lack of communication 3

They are fighting about sex 1

ItÕs a sexual turn on 1

They are incompatible 1

Because one of them wants a divorce 1

They had a misunderstanding 1

To protect honor 1

Total 18

HE HAD A BAD CHILDHOOD 

He was abused as a child 10

He had a bad upbringing 7

Total 17

SOCIAL AND/OR CULTURAL BELIEFS THAT OPPRESS WOMEN 3

16

Number of

individuals who

responded this way
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The Chinese Community

¥ 24% of Chinese surveyed know a

woman who has been physically

abused or injured by her partner

¥ 61% of Chinese surveyed were

hit regularly by their parents

when they were growing up

¥ 9% of the respondents know a

man who is being beaten by his

partner

¥ For help, Chinese respondents

said a woman should turn to:

police (59%), friends (42%),

family members (34%), shelter

(36%). 18% say the woman

shouldnÕt tell anyone.

¥ Older Chinese respondents were

more tolerant of the use of force

and saw more situations in which

violence is justified.

¥ Younger Chinese respondents

were less likely to see divorce,

leaving the abuser, or arrest as

viable alternatives than older

respondents. 
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From the community survey, the

following is a summary of responses

from the Chinese participants 

Childhood Experiences 

¥ 61% of the respondents were hit regularly by

their parents when they were growing up.

¥ 18% saw their mothers regularly hit their

fathers.

¥ 18% saw their fathers regularly hit their

mothers.

Do you know a battered woman?

¥ 14% of the respondent say they know a woman

whose partner keeps her from seeing her

friends and family.

¥ 15% say they know a woman whose partner

keeps her from going to work.

¥ 24% say they know a woman, who has

been shoved, pushed, slapped, hit, kicked, or

suffered other injuries by her partner.

¥ 21% say they know a woman whose partner

insults or humiliates her regularly.

Do you know a battered man?

¥ 9% of the respondents say they know a man

who is being beaten by his partner.

Attitudes toward Wife Abuse

Male Privilege
(Total score possible 4-24) 

¥ The average score on this scale was 8 (SD = 4,

N= 224). This is a low score indicating that

overall the respondents do not believe that a

man has the right to discipline his wife, can

expect sex whenever he wants it, is the ruler of

his home, or that wives deserve beatings.

¥ Men score higher than women meaning that

men hold attitudes of male privilege more than

women do. 

¥ People who were hit as a child scored higher.

¥ Age does not influence scores.

¥ Level of education does not make a difference in

peopleÕs scores. 

¥ Being an immigrant does not make a difference.

¥ Seeing one parent (either mother or father) hit by

the other didnÕt affect scores. 

Situational Approval of Violence
(Total score possible 6-24)

¥ The average score on this scale was 9 (SD = 4,

N= 222). This is a relatively low score indicating

that the respondents did not believe that there are

situations when violence against a woman was

justified.

¥ Older people score higher than younger people.

¥ Men and women score just about the same.

¥ Education and childhood experiences do not

affect scores.

Perceived Lack of Alternatives for
Battered Women
(Total score possible 4-24)

¥ The average score on this scale was 8 (SD =4,

N=215). This is a low score, meaning that the

respondents overall believe that women do have

the right to divorce and/or leave a husband who

hits her and/or the husband should be arrested

18

A
ccording to the U.S. Census of 1990, there were 53,545 Chinese in Massachusetts. The

Massachusetts Department of Public Health reports that the largest Chinese community may

be found in Boston followed by Cambridge, Malden, Quincy, and Randolph. Chinese immi-

gration into Massachusetts has fallen into 5 waves beginning in the 1800s. The first wave was com-

prised predominantly of merchants and seamen. The second wave was comprised mainly of laborers

originally brought to Massachusetts to break a strike in North Adams. The third wave was com-

prised of scholars who were attracted to the advanced educational opportunities in the state. The

fourth wave was comprised largely of ethnic Chinese emigrating as political refugees from

Southeast Asia. The most recent wave of Chinese is from the rural province of Fukien. Many of

these individuals have paid exorbitant fees to secure their passage to the United States.

Responses of Chinese Survey Participants



¥ Younger people score higher than older people.

¥ Men and women score approximately the same.

¥ The level of education or childhood experiences

does not influence scores.

¥ Being an immigrant does not influence scores.

A Chinese focus group was held to discuss these

findings. Group members were asked to comment

on the finding that 24% of the Chinese survey par-

ticipants said they knew a battered women and 9%

said they knew a battered man. They felt that these

figures were low because the question is limited to

physical abuse only. In general the focus group

members felt that there were cultural barriers that

may prevent victims from reporting domestic vio-

lence incidents. For example, Chinese women do

not want to present themselves as victims and so

they are not willing to let other people know about

family violence. This is likely a larger problem

when the man is being battered. Group members

agreed that society is more ready to accept women

as victims than men. 

The group members discussed the high rate of

reported corporal punishment. They felt that

Chinese and Americans have different value sys-

tems with regard to parenting. They pointed out

that in China, there are no laws regulating parental

discipline. Chinese families must educate them-

selves about the child discipline rules in the U.S.

They considered that children in the U.S. may have

more of a self-focus, placing value on their own

feelings. As such, children may consider even

minor punishments as abuse. Parents in the U.S.

often lose control over their children. Finally, they

felt that the line between discipline and abuse lies

in Òhow the punishment was conducted.Ó Discipline

is conducted with good intentions and follow-up.

There is ÒnurturingÓ involved, not just a pure

expression of anger. Similarly, they defined

domestic violence in terms of whether someone

was physically, financially, or emotionally hurt by

someone who is supposed to take care of you. 

Focus group members were asked whether they

thought there are any cultural factors that contribute

to family violence in the Chinese community.

They responded that many Chinese believe in fate

and destiny and that this orientation may contribute

to an acceptance of difficult family situations.

Chinese families are paternalistic, value respect and

deference to the aged, social status, and community

reputation. Because of this they felt that Chinese

tend to Òkeep bad things in the closet.Ó There is

not equality between men and women. There are

strong social pressures on women to stay with their

children and not to get divorced.  Divorce brings

shame on the family name, and women may be

afraid of growing old and being single. Also in

native countries, fathers usually get custody of

children so many women may not want to get

divorced out of fear of losing their children.

The moderators noted that even though many

Chinese respondents listed formal and informal

supports that battered women could use to get help,

in reality, Chinese battered women donÕt use these

services. The focus group members were asked to

comment. They felt that the reasons why Chinese

women didnÕt use these resources were shame and

fear. These feelings may be why Chinese women

are reluctant to use the police. Their belief in des-

tiny prevents them from seeing alternatives to their

living circumstances. The Chinese community is

still a relatively small community, and it is difficult

to get help without others knowing. Some women

may not know what help is actually available to

them. They may feel isolated because they are

immigrants. Finally, many services, such as shel-

ters, carry negative connotations and feelings of

degradation.
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In general the focus group

members felt that there were

cultural barriers that may prevent

any victim from reporting domestic

violence incidents. For example,

Chinese women do not want to

present themselves as victims

and so they are not willing to

let other people know about

family violence.

19
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Recommendations

Overall, the Chinese respondents in this survey did

not hold attitudes in support of family violence.

They did not believe that men are the rulers of their

homes, nor do men have the right to discipline their

wives. The use of violence could not be justified in

certain domestic conflicts, women have the right to

leave or divorce, and abusers should be arrested.

Many of the respondents were familiar with family

violence as almost one-quarter reported knowing a

woman who is abused and 18% grew up in homes

in which they witnessed one parent hitting the

other. The focus group thought that the number of

people who are abused is higher, but those victims

may be reluctant to tell anyone. Despite having atti-

tudes that are intolerant to family violence, clearly,

it is still a pervasive problem.

There were many group variations in this general

picture. Men tended to believe more in male privi-

lege than women. Older people thought that using

violence is an acceptable response to family con-

flicts in some situations. Yet older people were also

more likely to endorse the options to leave, divorce

or arrest when violence is involved. On the other

hand, younger people thought that the use of vio-

lence could not be justified, but neither could leav-

ing, divorce, and arrest even in the case of family

violence.

Immigration status and level of education were not

factors that showed an effect on attitudes. Widely

held notions that less educated people or people

who recently immigrated hold more Òtraditional

beliefsÓ that accept family violence were not found

to be true among the respondents.

Many respondents were hit as children by their par-

ents. Corporal punishment appears to be a common

practice. The focus group attributed this to different

views governing child discipline. The survey results

show that being hit as children had long lasting

affects. People who were hit as children tended to

believe more in male privilege, that men are the

rulers of their homes and that they have the right to

discipline their wives. Being hit as a child correspond-

ed to the belief that wives should be disciplined also.

In terms of recommendations on where battered

women should go for help, respondents suggested

the police (52%), a shelter (36%), friends (37%), or

family members (36%). Focus group participants

thought that actual use of services would be lower

due to shame, fear, and isolation. Nonetheless, the

survey responses provide insight into the types of

services that potentially will be utilized most by the

community for assistance with family violence

problems.

In light of these findings, suggested approaches

to addressing family violence in the Chinese

community include:

Increase outreach efforts:

¥ Incorporate the different beliefs of older and

younger people.

¥ Address the shame experienced by victims and

their families. 

¥ Incorporate the different beliefs that men and

women have about male privilege.

¥ Recognize that domestic violence is a commu-

nity wide problem and not restricted to recent

immigrants or those with less education. 

Increase endorsement and utilization of social

service and law enforcement networks:

¥ Educate about victims' rights and the role of

the police and courts.

¥ Educate the community about services; address

the shame, stigma and mistrust associated with

services. 

¥ Improve linguistic accessibility of services

through hiring of bilingual staff and inter-

preters.  

Address the high rate of corporal punishment:

¥ Increase parent education programs that

teach about the laws in the U.S., the rights of

children and parents, and alternative models of

discipline.

¥ Increase parental support systems such as

childcare.
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The Korean Community

¥ 32% of Korean surveyed know a

woman who has been physically

abused or injured by her partner

¥ 80% of the respondents were hit

regularly by their parents when

they were growing up

¥ 3% of the respondents know a

man who is being beaten by

his partner

¥ Koreans said a battered woman

should turn to a friend for help

(41%), but felt that a woman

should turn to a family member

(29%) or not tell anyone (29%).

Koreans had the highest

percent of respondents who

said that a woman should not

tell anyone.

¥ Korean men surveyed hold

attitudes that support domestic

violence more than women. 

¥ Focus group expressed that

Koreans experience a feeling of

powerlessness because they are

immigrants. As a result, they

exert power in their home, taking

out their frustration on someone

who has even less power. 



Asian Family Violence Report

The following is a summary of the

findings from the Korean men and

women who participated in the

survey.

Childhood Experiences 

¥ 80% of the respondents were hit regularly by

their parents when they were growing up.

¥ 17% saw their mothers regularly hit their

fathers.

¥ 30% saw their fathers regularly hit their mothers.

Do you know a battered woman?

¥ 28% of the respondent say they know a woman

whose partner keeps her from seeing her

friends and family.

¥ 29% say they know a woman whose partner

keeps her from going to work.

¥ 32% say they know a woman who has been

shoved, pushed, slapped, hit, kicked, or

suffered other injuries by her partner.

¥ 24% say they know a woman whose partner

insults or humiliates her regularly.

Do you know a battered man?

¥ 3% of the respondents say they know a man

who is being beaten by his partner.

Attitudes toward Wife Abuse

Male Privilege
(Total score possible 4-24)

¥ The average score on this scale was 8 (SD = 3,

N= 99). This is a low score indicating that the

respondents do not believe that a man has the

right to discipline his wife, can expect sex

whenever he wants it, is the ruler of his home,

or that wives deserve beatings.

¥ Men score higher than women meaning that

men hold attitudes of male privilege more than

women do.

¥ People who witnessed their father hitting their

mother scored higher than people who did not

witness this.

¥ Education, age, being hit as a child, and

witnessing oneÕs father being hit do not

influence scores.

¥ Being an immigrant does not influence scores.

Situational Approval of Violence
(Total score possible 6-24)

¥ The average score on this scale was 7(SD = 2,

N= 88). Once again this is a relatively low

score indicating that the respondents did not

believe that there when situations were vio-

lence against a woman was justified.

¥ People who witnessed their father hitting their

mother scored higher than people who did not

witness this.

¥ People with no college education score higher

than people with a college education do.

¥ Gender, age, being hit as a child, and witnessing

oneÕs father being hit do not influence scores.

¥ Being an immigrant does not influence scores.

Perceived Lack of Alternatives for
Battered Women
(Total score possible 4-24)

¥ The average score on this scale was 8 (SD =4,

N=99). This is a low score, meaning that the

respondents overall believe that women do

have the right to divorce, leave a husband who

hits her or that the husband should be arrested.
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T
he U. S. Census (1990) reports that were 12,124 Koreans residing in Massachusetts in 1990.

According to the Coalition for Healthy Korean Americans, there are a number of small

Korean communities dispersed across the State. The largest communities may be found in

Lexington, Acton, Andover, Cambridge, Brookline, Somerville, Lawrence and Somerville. Although

Korean immigration into the United States began as early as the late 1880s, the numbers of

migrants was relatively small until the onset of the Korean War from 1950-1953. In 1967, a change

in immigration policy allowed entire Korean families to emigrate opening the way for growth in the

Korean community. Over the next 30 years, close to 12,000 Koreans entered Massachusetts.

Responses of Korean Survey Participants



¥ People who witnessed their father hitting their

mother scored higher than people who did not

witness this.

¥ Men score higher than women meaning that

men believe that there are fewer alternatives

for battered women than women do.

¥ Education, age, being hit as a child, and

witnessing your father being hit do not

influence scores.

¥ Being an immigrant does not influence scores.

A focus group of 7 members of the Korean commu-

nity was held to discuss these findings. Group

members were asked to comment on the finding

that 32% of the Korean survey participants said that

they know a woman who is abused and 3% say

they know a man who is abused. The reaction of

the group members was mixed with equivalent

numbers seeing these figures as high, low, or accu-

rate. Those who thought the figures were high did

not think that men are abused. Those who saw the

figures as low felt that if emotional abuse were

included, the figures would be higher. They felt

that many incidents may not be reported due to fear

or a general lack of knowledge about what family

violence is. For example, many women may not

consider emotional or verbal abuse or financial

control as a form of domestic violence.

In response to the high rate of corporal punishment,

all participants agreed that it is the norm in most

Korean homes. They distinguished discipline from

abuse, recognizing that there is a fine line between

the two. Possibly, a child may think a certain pun-

ishment is abusive, but may regard it as nurturing

in later years.

When asked if there were any cultural factors

that contribute to family violence in the Korean

community, group members suggested that in many

cases, Korean men and women experience a feeling

of powerlessness because they are immigrants. As a

result, they exert power in their home, taking out

their frustration on someone who has even less

power.

They also pointed out that Buddhism and

Confucianism are important elements in Korean

culture. This religious background emphasizes the

Òlife cycleÓ where men are the rulers of the family,

receiving more privilege in the cycle. Women

generally receive less education and are more

socially deprived. When a Korean woman gets mar-

ried, she ÒbelongsÓ to her husband. Many Korean

women are financially dependent on their husband

and his family because in Korean families, men are

breadwinners and women are mothers who raise

and care for the children at home. When choosing a

wife, Korean men look for women who know how

to cook and keep house. It is shameful for a mar-

ried woman to return to her own home, no matter

what happens. Group members felt that a Korean

woman living with violence would remain silent,

not letting other people know and not wanting

others to look down on her. To prevent shame to

the family, she will try to solve problems by herself

and not to let out the Òfamily secret.Ó She may

believe that the violence is a consequence of

something she did wrong. She takes on the

responsibility and blames herself.

Focus group members felt that some of the reasons

why Korean women do not use services include

shame, fear of revenge from the husband and his

family, and fear of complicated legal procedures.

They pointed out that the Korean government is

known for its corruption. As a result many immi-

grants from Korea do not trust any legal system,

including that of the U.S. The focus group noted

that lawyers and police are primarily male. Battered

women may feel that they cannot win in the male-

dominated system. Also, there is a strong negative
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When asked if there are any

cultural factors that contribute to

family violence in the Korean

community, group members

suggested that in many cases,

Korean men and women experience

a feeling of powerlessness

because there are immigrants.

As a result, they exert power

in their home, taking out their

frustration on someone who has

even less power.
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connotation associated with both divorce and

Òshelters.Ó Even in the shelter system there is

bureaucracy. Perhaps some women may think it

is easier to live with the abuser than to live in a

shelter and struggle with the complex legal system.

Korean women with children will be afraid of los-

ing their children in a custody battle, and entering

a shelter may put her in a more vulnerable position.

Finally, Buddhist, Confucian, and Christian teach-

ings emphasize tolerance. Many women hope that

their marriages will be better one day. Many

Korean women believe that they must have done

something wrong in their past life to deserve

punishment in this life. 

Recommendations

Overall, survey results of Korean respondents

reflect attitudes that generally support options to

end family violence rather than attitudes that accept

and support family violence. Yet family violence

remains pervasive as 32% of people reported know-

ing someone who is being abused. Men are more

likely to hold attitudes supporting male privilege

than women are. Although respondents also seem

to support the victimÕs choice to leave or divorce,

they do not include turning to social service and

law enforcement professionals for help. The mes-

sage is that family violence is wrongÑit should

end; however, resources for help should remain

privateÑfamily, friends, or keeping it to oneself.

Korean respondents were unlikely to suggest the

use of support services. The focus group felt that

fatalist beliefs and a sense of shame might keep a

victim from seeking help. Also, there is a strong

sense of mistrust and fear of the police and the

legal system, such as courts, and stigma associated

with shelters.

Immigration status was not a factor in how partici-

pants view family violence. Responses to the sur-

vey were not influenced by whether the respondent

is an immigrant or is U.S born. Assumptions that

those born or who have lived in the United States

longer would be less tolerant to family violence

than recent immigrants is not supported by the data.

Recent immigrants from Korea have similar atti-

tudes about family violence as do U.S. born

Korean-Americans. 

While most respondents reported being hit as a

child, this experience does not influence their atti-

tudes about family violence. On the other hand, the

experience of witnessing oneÕs mother being hit by

oneÕs father shows long lasting effects. Those who

saw their mothers being hit are more likely to think

that men have the right to discipline their wives.

They are also more likely to think that using vio-

lence is justified in some situations. They are less

likely to endorse options to end the abuse such as

leaving the abuser, obtaining a divorce or arrest.

Given that 32% of respondents know a woman who

is being abused by her partner, this finding has

alarming implications for the next generation.

In light of these findings, suggested approaches to

addressing family violence in the Korean community

include:

Increase outreach efforts:

¥ Incorporate religious and fatalist beliefs in

tailoring outreach messages.

¥ Address the shame experienced by victims and

their families. 

¥ Incorporate the different beliefs that men and

women have about male privilege.

¥ Recognize that domestic violence is a commu-

nity wide problem and not restricted to recent

immigrants with Òtraditional beliefsÓ. 

Increase endorsement and utilization of social

service and law enforcement networks:

¥ Educate about victims' rights and the role of

the police and courts in order to de-mystify

and assuage fears.

¥ Educate the community about services, address

the shame, stigma and mistrust associated with

services. 

¥ Improve linguistic accessibility of services

through hiring of bilingual staff and inter-

preters.  

Investigate alternative models that support the

family in providing options to family violence.

Increase the number and accessibility of child

witness to domestic violence programs that

address the long-term affects of witnessing

family violence and that attempt to stop the

cycle of violence.
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The Vietnamese Community

¥ 39% of Vietnamese surveyed

know a woman who has been

physically abused or injured by

her partner

¥ 72% of the respondents were hit

regularly by their parents when

they were growing up

¥ 22% of the respondents know a

man who is being beaten by his

partner 

¥ For help, Vietnamese respondents

said a battered woman should

turn to: police (49%), therapist

(31%), shelter (29%), friend

(29 %). Telling family members

(17%) ranks lower than turning

to social service and law

enforcement professionals.

¥ Vietnamese respondents overall

believe that a man has the right to

discipline his wife, can expect sex

whenever he wants it, is the ruler

of his home, or that wives deserve

beatings. 

¥ Vietnamese respondents overall

believe that women do not have

the right to divorce, leave a hus-

band who hits her and/or that the

husband should be arrested. 
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The following is a summary of the

survey responses of the Vietnamese

participants.

Childhood Experiences 

¥ 72% of the respondents were hit regularly by

their parents when they were growing up.

¥ 15% saw their mothers regularly hit their

fathers.

¥ 27% saw their fathers regularly hit their mothers.

Do you know a battered woman?

¥ 24% of the respondent say they know a woman

whose partner keeps her from seeing her

friends and family.

¥ 21% say they know a woman whose partner

keeps her from going to work.

¥ 39% say they know a woman, who has been

shoved, pushed, slapped, hit, kicked, or

suffered other injuries by her partner.

¥ 43% say they know a woman whose partner

insults or humiliates her regularly.

Do you know a battered man?

¥ 22% of the respondents say they know a man

who is being beaten by his partner.

Attitudes Toward Wife Abuse 

Male Privilege
(Total score possible 4-24) 

¥ The average score on this scale was 12 (SD =

6, N= 65). This is a moderate score indicating

that overall respondents believe that a man has

the right to discipline his wife, can expect sex

whenever he wants it, is the ruler of his home,

or that wives deserve beatings.

¥ Men score higher than women meaning that

men hold attitudes of male privilege more than

women do.

¥ People who witnessed either of their parents

hitting each other had higher scores than those

who did not witness this.

¥ Age, education, or being hit as a child did not

affect scores.

¥ Because so many people were immigrants, the

importance of immigration status on scores

could not be tested.

Situational Approval of Violence
(Total score possible 6-24)

¥ The average score on this scale was 10 (SD =

5, N= 57). This is a relatively low score indi-

cating that the respondents did not believe that

there were situations when violence against a

woman was justified.

¥ College educated people score much lower

than people with no college education.

¥ Age does not influence scores.

¥ Men and women score just about the same.

¥ Childhood exposure to domestic violence or

being hit as a child did not affect scores.

Perceived Lack of Alternatives for
Battered Women
(Total score possible 4-24)

¥ The average score on this scale was 11 (SD =

5, N=60). This is a relatively high score which

means that the respondents overall believe that
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T
he U. S. Census estimates that there were 14,653 Vietnamese in Massachusetts in 1990.

Vietnamese migration into Massachusetts has fallen into three distinct waves. The first wave,

following the end of the Vietnam War, in 1975, was comprised primarily of US allied South

Vietnamese. The second wave, spanning roughly 1977 Ð 1989, began the period of mass exodus of

Vietnamese on fishing boats, earning them the name Òboat people.Ó The third wave of refugees

was comprised of former re-education camp detainees and the Amerasian children of American

servicemen left behind by their fathers.

According to the Department of Public Health, most of the Vietnamese population reside in

Dorchester, Brighton, East Boston, Malden, Somerville, Quincy, Worchester, Springfield, and

Amherst/Northampton.

Responses of Vietnamese Survey Participants



women do not have the right to divorce, leave a

husband who hits her and/or that the husband

should be arrested.

¥ People who were hit as a child by their parents

score lower than people who were not hit.

¥ Older people score higher than younger people.

¥ Neither education, nor gender influences

scores.

¥ Seeing oneÕs mother hit oneÕs father does not

influence scores.

A focus group of 6 Vietnamese community members

was held to discuss these findings. A notable theme

across their responses was the importance economic

power. In many cases, group members felt that

because men were more likely to be able to find work,

they had more power than their wives who were left

financially dependent. For example, the group mem-

bers were asked to comment on the finding that 49%

of the survey participants said that they knew a bat-

tered Vietnamese woman. The group members felt that

this figure was accurate. They observed that many

Vietnamese wives are isolated because they do not

speak English. Consequently, it is difficult for them to

get a job. They are left with few opportunities to get

out of the house. Their husbands on the other hand are

more likely to be working, earning money and social-

izing outside of the home. His access to this public

aspect of life gives him power over her.

Group members were also told that 22% of the survey

participants said that they knew a man who is abused.

Focus group participants thought that the number of

people who knew a physically abused man is too high,

but that if the number were to include emotional abuse,

it may be somewhat higher. They felt that men would

be ridiculed if they disclosed abuse to others. Group

members observed that the dynamics between

Vietnamese couples may be somewhat different from

American couples. They felt that there was more equi-

ty between American couples. American women have

economic power because they work and make money.

They also have more personal power as evidenced by

the fact that they verbally abuse men. 

When told that 27% of the survey participants saw

their fathers hit their mothers and 13% saw their moth-

ers hit their fathers, the group members said that these

figures were low. They saw the father as the leader

who supports the family and thus has the right to

ÔteachÕ his wife, control her and abuse her. Women do

not speak up against their husbands because they are

afraid that their husbands will leave. They do not want

outside intervention because they do not want to risk

the possibility that their husbands could get deported.

Despite the violence, it was believed that many hus-

bands are aware that they need their wives. 

Group members were told that 72% of the Vietnamese

men and women reported being hit by their parents

when they were growing up. The group members

thought this figure was low and that a more accurate

estimate would be closer to 90-95%. They added that

hitting a child is normative. Parents, aunts, uncles, sib-

lings, and teachers may all hit a child in order to get

him/her to behave in a desired way. Hitting was dis-

tinct from abuse which was defined as ruthless, brutal,

or done for no reason. Discipline on the other hand is

reasonable and stops as the child ages. 

In terms of cultural values that may facilitate family

violence, group members reiterated that men are the

leaders of their home. They have the right to treat

their wives as they wish. If they hit her, other family

members should not interfere. They repeated a saying,

ÒEducate a child from the time he/she is a little child.

Educate a wife from the time she is a new bride.Ó

Finally, in terms of why many Vietnamese women do

not receive help, group members underscored the

importance of privacy. Women do not want to lose

face or have others believe that she is not a good wife.

Women are more likely to turn to a family member or

a close friend. 
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In terms of cultural values that

may facilitate family violence,

group members reiterated that

men are the leaders of their

home. They repeated a saying,

ÒEducate a child from the time

he/she is a little child.

Educate a wife from the time

she is a new bride.Ó
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In a separate study, a total of 3 focus groups were

held with Vietnamese female patients from a

Dorchester Health Center in the Spring of 1999.

The purpose of this study was to investigate the

desirability of screening for family violence among

Vietnamese patients at a health facility and to iden-

tify factors that may influence such a screening. It

was carried out jointly by the staff at the Health

Center and The Asian Task Force Against Domestic

Violence and the in a collaborative initiative.

The participants ranged in age from 18-55 years.

The groups were organized by age. The following

is a summary of the focus group responses to a

series of 6 questions posed to each group. 

The women strongly supported the idea that all

patients at health care facilities should be screened

for family violence because many women were

afraid to initiate the topic. Health care facilities

play key support roles in womenÕs life and are non

threatening locations. This makes them an ideal

choice in identifying women who need assistance.

They described the violence as a ÔcoreÕ problem

impacting both physical and their mental health.

Women felt most comfortable disclosing family

violence when there was a trusting relationship.

They stated that trust was build through continuity

of care. Because of the lack of language facility in

many locations, the womanÕs relationship with the

interpreter is often a critical factor in her decision

to disclose abuse. Overall, women preferred female

interpreters and assurances of confidentiality were

paramount. When the screening should occur and

the directness with which questions are asked var-

ied by the age of the patient. Older women pre-

ferred a more indirect questioning format after a

few visits giving the woman an opportunity to build

a relationship with the physician and interpreter.

Younger women preferred more direct questions

and did not feel that delaying the screening was as

important. If abuse is suspected, the physician

should screen immediately.

Based on these focus groups, the following

recommendations were made: 

¥ There should be routine screenings for family

violence at health facilities. Older women

should be screened in later visits with more

indirect phrasing. Younger women may be

screened with direct questioning as early as

possible

¥ Increase opportunities to build trusting relation-

ships through increasing continuity of care by

health care providers as well as interpreters.

The same interpreter should be scheduled for

follow-up visits.

¥ Is it critical that female interpreters be used

especially if there is any suspicion of family

violence

¥ Health care staff require substantive training on

issues of family violence, and family violence

reporting and confidentiality

¥ Assure Vietnamese patients of their rights of

confidentiality and policy of confidentiality

for staff
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A Focus Group Study at Dorchester Health Center

Recommendations

Overall, the Vietnamese respondents to this survey

hold attitudes supportive of family violence. They

believe that men have the right to discipline their

wives, do not support the option of abused women

to leave or divorce, and do not think that the abuser

should be arrested. Men tend to believe in male

privilege more than women, and older people are

less supportive of the options to leave or divorce

than younger people.

Given the attitudes about family violence, it is

understandable that it is a pervasive problem. A

large number of respondents reported knowing a

woman (39%) or a man (22%) who is physically

abused by a partner. Despite knowing both men and

women who are abused, the survey responses

reflect attitudes in support of the use of violence by

a man on his wife, not by a woman on her husband.

Clearly, a double standard exists as to who should

have the right to use violence. The respondents also

did not think that leaving an abuser or arrest are



acceptable options for battered women. The mes-

sage is that men have the right to abuse and that

women should learn to live with it. 

Perhaps the respondents would be supportive of

more family centered options to address family vio-

lence since many thought that battered women

should seek help from professionals. Vietnamese

respondents recommended that a battered woman

should turn to the police (49%) a therapist (31%), a

hotline (22%) or various community agencies (17-

18%). She should also turn to friends (29%) or

family members (17%). Vietnamese respondents

suggested that a battered woman should turn to pro-

fessionals for help equal to or more than they sug-

gested turning to family members for help. Focus

group participants did not think this would bear out

in reality because of the shame associated with

seeking help. Even so, the high number of people

who suggested turning to helping professionals

indicates a potential and critical role that these

services can play.

Witnessing a parent being hit had lasting effects on

attitudes. As adults, child witnesses are more likely

to believe that men have the right to discipline their

wives. 27% of people saw their fathers hit their

mothers and 15% saw their mothers hit their

fathers. Since many people grew up in homes

where they witnessed violence, this has wide reach-

ing implications for the next generation. There is

hope in that the respondents who personally experi-

enced being hit as children are more likely to sup-

port options to end family violence. 

In light of these findings, suggested approaches to

addressing family violence in the Vietnamese com-

munity include:

Increase outreach efforts:

¥ Address attitudes supportive of male privilege

in outreach messages. Incorporate the different

beliefs that men and women have about male

privilege.

¥ Address the attitude that women should live

with abuse.

¥ Address the shame experienced by victims and

their families in seeking help.

Increase utilization of social service and law

enforcement networks:

¥ Educate the community about services; address

the shame, stigma and mistrust associated with

services. 

¥ Improve linguistic accessibility of services

through hiring of bilingual staff and inter-

preters.  

¥ Educate social service providers about domes-

tic violence and cultural sensitivity in order to

increase awareness, sensitivity and response to

family violence.

Address the high rate of corporal punishment:

¥ Increase parent education programs that teach

about the laws in the U.S., the rights of chil-

dren and parents, and alternative models of dis-

cipline.

¥ Increase parental support systems such as

childcare.

Investigate alternative models that support the

family in providing options to family violence.

Increase the number and accessibility of child

witness to domestic violence programs that

address the long-term affects of witnessing

family violence and that attempt to stop the

cycle of violence.
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The Cambodian Community

¥ 47% of Cambodians surveyed

know a woman who has been

physically abused or injured by

her partner

¥ 70% of Cambodians surveyed

were hit regularly by their parents

when they were growing up

¥ 37% of the respondents know

a man who is being beaten by

his partner 

¥ For help, Cambodians stated that

a battered woman should turn to:

police (47%), friends (44%),

family members (23%), hotline

(22%). 22% of respondents said

the woman shouldnÕt tell anyone.

¥ Cambodian respondents overall

do not believe that women have

the right to divorce, leave a

husband who hits her, or that the

husband should be arrested. 

¥ Focus group members felt that

the genocide has made many

people vulnerable to stress and

depression, which may play a

role in domestic violence.
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The following is a summary of the

survey responses of the Cambodian

participants.

Childhood Experiences 

¥ 70% of the respondents were hit regularly by

their parents when they were growing up.

¥ 28% saw their mothers regularly hit their

fathers.

¥ 28% saw their fathers regularly hit their

mothers.

Do you know a battered woman?

¥ 44% of the respondents say they know a

woman whose partner keeps her from seeing

her friends and family.

¥ 44% say they know a woman whose partner

keeps her from going to work.

¥ 47% say they know a woman who has been

shoved, pushed, slapped, hit, kicked, or has

suffered other injuries by her partner.

¥ 44% say they know a woman whose partner

insults or humiliates her regularly.

Do you know a battered man?

¥ 37% of the respondents say they know a man

who is being beaten by his partner.

Attitudes toward Wife Abuse 

Male Privilege
(Total score possible 4-24) 

¥ The average score on this scale was 9 (SD = 4,

N= 61). This is a relatively low score, indicating

that overall respondents do not believe that a man

has the right to discipline his wife, can expect sex

whenever he wants it, is the ruler of his home, or

that wives deserve beatings.

¥ Men score higher than women meaning that

men hold attitudes of male privilege more than

women do.

¥ People who witnessed one parent (either

mother or father) hit the other had higher

scores than those who never witnessed this.

¥ Education, age, and being hit as a child did

not influence scores.

¥ Because so many people were immigrants, we

could not test the importance of immigration

status on scores.

Situational Approval of Violence
(Total score possible 6-24)

¥ The average score on this scale was 10 (SD = 5,

N= 59). This is a relatively low score indicating that

the respondents did not believe that there were situa-

tions where violence against a woman was justified.

¥ Gender, education, age and childhood

experience do not influence scores.
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C
ambodians started immigrating to the United States in significant numbers in the early

1980Õs, fleeing the genocide of the Pol Pot regime (1975-1979) and the Vietnamese

supported government that unseated Pol Pot. They were resettled initially in many of the

urban areas in Massachusetts. By 1990, the U.S. Census documented 13,849 Cambodians in

Massachusetts.

In the mid-1980Õs, many Cambodians started moving to Lowell, drawn by available factory jobs and

affordable rents. In 1985 the Cambodian community established a Buddhist temple in Lowell, which

has served as a magnet for the Cambodian population. This community has continued to grow

through both secondary migration and new immigration. Lowell is now home to the second largest

Cambodian community in the U.S. According to Mailan Thong of Khmer Television, the current

estimate of the Southeast Asian population in greater Lowell, the majority of which is Cambodian,

is 35,000 -- close to 33% of LowellÕs population. The Massachusetts Department of Public Health

reports that other Cambodian communities are located in Chelsea, Revere, Lynn, Lawrence,

Attleboro/Fall River, Fitchburg, Holden, Leominster, Shrewsbury, Worchester, Springfield, Amherst,

and Boston.

Responses of Cambodian Survey Participants



Perceived Lack of Alternatives for
Battered Women
(Total score possible 4-24)

¥ The average score on this scale was 12 (SD =6,

N=63). This is a relatively high score, which

means that the respondents overall do not

believe that women have the right to divorce,

leave a husband who hits her, or that the

husband should be arrested.

¥ Older people score higher than younger people do. 

¥ Gender, education, or childhood experiences do

not influence scores.

A focus group of 6 members of the Cambodian

community was held to discuss the findings of the

survey. The group expressed an important concern

that the survey data might be misused to portray the

Cambodian community negatively. They pointed out

that common stereotypes of Cambodians as violent

people or as gang members misrepresent the com-

munity. They expressed the hope that the survey

findings could be used in a positive way. 

The group members were told that 28% of the

survey sample said that they witnessed violence

between their parents. Group members felt that this

figure was too high. They acknowledged that when

women hit men, it is never as serious as when a

man hits a woman. When asked where the line lies

between child discipline and abuse, focus group

members commented that corporal punishment is

very common and severe among Cambodian

families. Child discipline is defined in terms of the

parent being in control of his or her emotions and

teaching the child correct behavior. Abuse is differ-

ent in terms of severity. It is punishment that is too

severe for the misbehavior. The parent is likely out

of control and the child does not understand what

he or she has done wrong.

In terms of cultural factors that may contribute to

family violence, the group members felt that in

Cambodian culture, men are dominant and wives

are regarded as property. Parents perpetuate these

values when they educate their sons to think and

act in this manner. When people learn of an abusive

situation, they are apt to believe that the woman

deserved it and will blame the woman for breaking

up the family. The group members commented that

in the United States, more Cambodian women are

employed. They also can seek domestic violence

services and there are laws to protect them. In

Cambodia, however, women are not aware of their

rights. Women have few options because they are

economically dependent on men. When asked to

comment on the 44-47% of survey respondents

who said they knew a battered woman and the 37%

who said they knew a battered man, the group

members said that Cambodian men in the United

States have much less power and control over their

families than they do in Cambodia. Men feel that

they have lost power and control because their

value as the head of household is diminished as a

result of their wives and childrenÕs employment.

They also commented that post traumatic stress dis-

order may play a role. Surviving the genocide has

left people more vulnerable to stress and depression

which may contribute to domestic violence.

Finally, the group members commented on the barri-

ers that battered women face when trying to access

help. Group members felt that Cambodians would

not call agencies for help to protect their reputations

in the community. Family problems are shameful.

The cost of turning to the police for help, for exam-

ple, may be too high. People are more likely to turn

to family and friends, perhaps the temple, or just

keep it to themselves. Even though women work,

they are still dependent on their husbands for finan-

cial support. If they use formal services, they may

be afraid that their children will not have a father.

There is a strong stigma against divorce which will

result in blame and shame in the community.
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When asked to comment on

the 44Ð47% of survey respondents

who said they knew a battered

woman and the 37% who said they

knew a battered man, the group

members commented that post

traumatic stress disorder may

play a role. Surviving the

genocide has left people more

vulnerable to stress and

depression which may contribute

to domestic violence. 
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Recommendations

The answers to the survey questions indicate that,

overall, Cambodian respondents had attitudes that

are intolerant of domestic violence. They generally

did not hold the opinion that male privilege is a

right, nor that there are situations in which violence

against a woman is justified. In addition, a large

number of people reported knowing about family

violence in their community. A full 47% knew a

woman who is being abused. 

Cambodian respondents nonetheless did not

endorse leaving an abuser or obtaining a divorce as

viable ways to address the violence. While 47%

said a battered woman should call the police for

help, Cambodian respondents did not think that

arrest is an acceptable response. In fact, 22% of

respondents thought that the woman shouldnÕt tell

anyone about the abuse.

Despite awareness of the problem of family

violence and a belief that violence is unacceptable,

common alternatives to violence are not accepted

by this community. The community knows that

violence is wrong but doesnÕt approve of the means

of ending violence. This sends a mixed message to

victims. The focus group cited blame and shame as

major factors that impede help seeking behavior. 

In light of these findings, suggested approaches to

family violence in the Cambodian community are:

Increase outreach efforts:
¥ to address the shame that prevents victims from

seeking help

¥ to address the contradiction in the communityÕs

attitude that family violence is a problem but

that doesnÕt accept a victimÕs choice to leave or

arrest by police

¥ to address the different attitudes that men and

women hold with regard to male privilege, and

to develop strategies to educate the younger

generation.

Increase alternatives for victims and families:
¥ Increase the numbers of services that support

the family but do not excuse the violence.

Examples expressed through the focus group

include economic alternatives for victims,

batterersÕ intervention programs, and mental

health services. 

¥ Increase bilingual staffing and translation

services, so that the community can access

existing services.

¥ Educate community service providers about

family violence and ways to address the shame

and blame.

Address the high rate of corporal punishment
of children:

¥ Educate parents about the difference between

discipline and abuse, about the laws in the U.S.

and about alternative methods of discipline.

¥ Increase parental support systems such as child

care and parenting groups.
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The South Asian Community

¥ 44% of South Asians surveyed

know a woman who has been

physically abused or injured by

her partner

¥ 79% of the respondents were hit

regularly by their parents when

they were growing up

¥ 5% of the respondents know a

man who is being beaten by his

partner

¥ South Asian respondents endorsed

help seeking more than any other

Asian group surveyed.  82% said

that a battered woman should tell

a friend, call the police (74%),

tell a family member (66%), turn

to a shelter (50%) or therapist

(48%). Only 5% said the woman

shouldnÕt tell anyone.

¥ Focus group members felt that the

woman in marriage becomes the

property of her husband and no

longer belongs to her parents. A

woman can not turn to her own

family for help once she is mar-

ried and parents are not supposed

to intervene in the daughterÕs

marriage. 

¥ Focus Group felt that in-laws play

a critical role in Ôfamily violenceÕ

within South Asian families espe-

cially in cases of dowry disputes. 
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The following is a summary of their

responses to the survey.

Childhood Experiences 

¥ 79% of the respondents were hit regularly by

their parents when they were growing up.

¥ 5% saw their mothers regularly hit their

fathers. 

¥ 8% saw their fathers regularly hit their moth-

ers.

Do you know a battered woman?

¥ 28% of the respondent say they know a woman

whose partner keeps her from seeing her

friends and family.

¥ 23% say they know a woman whose partner

keeps her from going to work.

¥ 44% say they know a woman, who has been

shoved, pushed, slapped, hit, kicked, or

suffered other injuries by her partner.

¥ 31% say they know a woman whose partner

insults or humiliates her regularly.

Do you know a battered man?

¥ 5% of the respondents say they know a man

who is being beaten by his partner.

Attitudes toward Wife Abuse 

Male Privilege
(Total score possible 4-24) 

¥ The average score on this scale was 7 (SD = 3,

N= 53). This is a low score indicating that

respondents do not believe that a man has the

right to discipline his wife, can expect sex

whenever he wants it, is the ruler of his home,

or that wives deserve beatings.

¥ Older people score higher than younger people.

¥ Gender, education, childhood experiences, and

whether one is an immigrant do not influence

scores.

Situational Approval of Violence
(Total score possible 6-24)

¥ The average score on this scale was 7 (SD = 3,

N= 58). This is a low score indicating that the

respondents do not believe that there are

situations when violence against a woman

is justified.

¥ Men score higher than women, meaning that

men are more likely than women to support

the use of violence in some specific situations.

¥ Older people score higher than younger people.

¥ Education, childhood experience, and whether

one is an immigrant do not influence scores.
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T
he South Asian communities in Massachusetts directly immigrated or can trace their

heritage back to India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Maldives, Nepal, and Bhutan

The largest of these countries is India, which accounts for the biggest proportion of the

South Asian population in Massachusetts.

According to the India Abroad Center for Political Awareness, three distinct waves of immigration

occurred from South Asia to the United States. The earliest wave of Indian migration was com-

prised of indentured servants. The second wave in the late 19th century were poor laborers drawn

by the promise of jobs in the developing west. Thereafter, anti-Asian immigration laws banned more

numbers from coming to the U.S. until the repeal of these laws in 1966 allowed for a steady third

wave of immigrants from mostly academic and professional backgrounds. 

The 1990 census documents 18,885 Asian Indians residing in Massachusetts. The number of other

South Asian communities is not specified in the census data. The Massachusetts Department of

Public Health reports that the largest concentration of South Asians reside in Boston, Cambridge,

Somerville, Framingham, Waltham, Worchester, Brookline, Newton, Amherst, and Springfield.

Responses of South Asian Survey Participants



Perceived Lack of Alternatives for
Battered Women
(Total score possible 4-24)

¥ The average score on this scale was 8 (SD=4,

N=50). This is a low score meaning that the

respondents overall do not believe that women

have the right to divorce, leave a husband who

hits her, or that the husband should be arrested.

¥ People who were NOT hit as a child score

higher than people who were hit as a child.

¥ Younger people score higher than older people.

¥ Gender, education, witnessing parental

violence, or whether one is an immigrant do

not influence scores. 

A focus group of members of the South Asian com-

munity was held to discuss these findings. They

were informed of the survey findings regarding the

proportion of participants who said they know an

abused woman and those who said they know an

abused man. Group members felt the percentage of

respondents who know an abused man (5%) was

high and the percentage of respondents who know

an abused woman (44%) was low. They defined

family violence as hitting, abusing, and pushing.

They pointed out that when the woman is defend-

ing herself, this should not be considered family

violence on her part. They distinguished discipline

from child abuse in terms of its purpose. Discipline

is action taken to correct a mistake made by a

child. Abuse is excessive punishment and is a reac-

tion to the punisherÕs own emotion.

In terms of cultural factors unique to South Asian

family life that may contribute to family violence,

group members felt that the male dominated society

plays a role. Daughters in the South Asian culture

are ÒgivenÓ; i.e. when they are married. They

become the property of their husbands and no

longer belong to their parents. A woman can not

turn to her own family for help once she is married

and parents are not supposed to intervene in the

daughterÕs marriage. Women who leave an abusive

home would experience tremendous stigma. Group

members clarified that the practice of arranged

marriage does not contribute to family violence but

the view of women as property does. Finally, some

group members wondered if being Muslim had an

influence on family violence. They felt that that

there is a difference in how Muslims and Hindus

raise their children. Some participants thought that

Hindu families have more freedom.

When asked why many South Asian women do not

use formal services, group members identified stig-

ma as the primary factor. Many women are finan-

cially dependent on their husbands, and using shel-

ters or the law bring with them financial considera-

tions and insecurity about life after divorce. 
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A Study by Dr. Anita Raj, Boston University

Dr. Raj examined the prevalence of family violence

among South Asian women, identified the types of

abuse that are perpetrated, and identified the types

of help-seeking behavior battered South Asian

women employ.  A total of 160 South Asian women

were interviewed, all of whom had been involved

with a male partner in the previous year. The

women were 18-62 years of age, 87.5% were immi-

grants, and 74.4% were married.

Dr. Raj found that 19% of all the women had wit-

nessed physical violence between their parents

while growing up and 40% had witnessed emotion-

al abuse.  Seventeen percent of the sample felt that

some women deserved abuse, and 4% felt that they

sometimes deserved to be abused.  In total, 40% of

all the women had experienced physical or sexual

abuse in their current relationship.  Of these

women, 11% had sought out counseling and only

half of these women knew how to obtain services

for domestic violence. From these findings, Dr. Raj

concludes that family violence is a serious and

prevalent concern within the South Asian commu-

nity, however, the availability and accessibility of

services is limited.  She argues strongly for the

development of culturally tailored counseling and

education programs for South Asian women.
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In the summer of 1999, the Massachusetts Asian

AIDS Prevention Project together with the Asian

Task Force Against Domestic Violence conducted

an assessment of the beliefs, experiences, and

knowledge of services of the South Asian commu-

nity. This information was used for service plan-

ning and delivery. 

Sixty-five questionnaires were completed by South

Asian community members. In addition, 2 focus

groups were held, comprised of 5 women each. The

respondents to the questionnaire were predominant-

ly Indian (95%) and well educated. Approximately

the same number of men and women participated. 

The majority of people believed that a man does

not have the right to discipline his wife and more

than half believed that a man should be arrested if

he hits his wife. Approximately 90% of the respon-

dents believed that a wife does not ask for beatings

from their husband. Overall, these respondents did

not hold attitudes supporting marital violence.

In contrast, one-third of the respondents knew a

South Asian woman who is regularly insulted or

humiliated by her partner or spouse. Also, 29%

knew a woman who has experienced being physi-

cally restrained, shoved, pushed, slapped, hit,

kicked or suffered other physical injuries by her

husband or boyfriend. 

The discussion of the focus group pointed to unde-

niable experiences of family violence but an

unwillingness to discuss issues of violence with the

larger South Asian community due to shame and

honoring family and community. Group members

stated that Òfamily violenceÓ is not always seen as a

violence problem but one of discipline and family

honor. They pointed to the patriarchal structure of

South Asian families where the husband is ÒGodÓ

and the wife must respect him. Group members

also felt that in-laws play a critical role in Òfamily

violenceÓ within South Asian families especially in

cases of dowry disputes.

Group members felt that there was no opportunity

to discuss issues of violence because of the shame

that would fall on families.  Divorce is always seen

as the woman's fault. Women are pressured to keep

up Òcommunity appearancesÓ and felt that there are

generally high expectations for them to keep silent

about family problems. 
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Group members stated that Òfamily

violenceÓ was not always seen a

violence problem but one of

discipline and family honor. They

also felt that in-laws play a critical

role in Òfamily violenceÓ within

South Asian families especially in

cases of dowry disputes.

A Needs Assessment

Recommendations

Overall, South Asian respondents were intolerant to

domestic violence. Generally, the respondents did

not support male privilege, did not justify using

violence against a woman in any situation, and sup-

port leaving the abuser, divorce and arrest as

options to domestic violence. Many respondents

were familiar with abuse and 44% report knowing a

woman who has been shoved, slapped, or kicked by

her partner. Also, many of the respondents were 

themselves hit by their parents when they were

growing up. Clearly, despite holding attitudes that

are intolerant to family violence, it is still a perva-

sive problem.

Several differences emerged within this sample of

South Asian respondents. Age was a consistent fac-

tor that contributed to differences in attitudes. Older

people tended to believe that men are the rulers of



their homes and that the use of violence against a

woman is justifiable in certain situations. However,

when there is violence, options such as leaving,

divorce and arrest are acceptable alternatives for

battered women. On the other hand, younger

respondents tended to believe that male privilege is

wrong and violence can not be justified.  However,

younger respondents believed that when a woman

is battered, she should not leave and the abuser

should not be arrested. Gender was another factor

that contributed to a difference in attitudes. Men

were more likely than women to think that the use

of violence is acceptable in certain domestic dis-

putes. Finally, the South Asian respondents who

were hit as children were more likely to support the

options of leaving, divorce and arrest than those

who were not hit as children. This is in contrast to

other studies that indicate people who were hit as

children tend to condone the use of violence.

Immigration was not a factor in the respondentsÕ

attitudes towards family violence. People who were

born in the U.S. gave similar responses to people

who immigrated. This study did not support the

popular notion that recent immigrants are more

likely to have ÒtraditionalÓ values that condone

family violence.

Survey results by South Asian respondents suggest-

ed that a battered woman should turn to her circle

of friends (82%) and family members (66%) for

help. A high percentage of respondents also sug-

gested seeking the help of the police (74%), a shel-

ter (50%), a therapist (48%) and other helping pro-

fessionals. Very few people thought that the woman

should keep the problem to herself. Contrary to

these findings from the survey, participants in the

focus group indicated that an abused womanÕs

behavior might be very different. Focus group par-

ticipants reported that the stigma associated with

leaving and shame are major reasons why women

do not seek help. Also, they thought that concerns

about money and life after divorce would prevent

many abused women from seeking help.

In light of these findings, suggested approaches to

addressing family violence in the South Asian com-

munity include:

Increase outreach efforts:

¥ Address the shame that victims feel and the

stigma of seeking help. 

¥ Incorporate the different beliefs that men and

women have about male privilege.

¥ Recognize that domestic violence is a commu-

nity wide problem and not restricted to recent

immigrants with Òtraditional beliefsÓ. 

¥ Design outreach strategies that incorporate the

intergenerational differences in beliefs about

family violence. 

Increase endorsement and utilization of social

service and law enforcement networks:

¥ Educate the community about services.

Address the shame and stigma associated with

services. 

¥ Improve linguistic accessibility of services

through hiring of bilingual staff and inter-

preters.  

Increase the number and accessibility of child

witness to domestic violence programs that

address the long-term affects of witnessing

family violence and that attempt to stop the

cycle of violence.
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This report is one of the first of its kind. Although

there has been a tremendous amount of research on

the topic of family violence, almost none of it has

included the experiences of Asian men and women.

Information such as this is vital to intelligent serv-

ice planning, community education and outreach

planning, and community and victim advocacy. It is

essential that we understand the attitudes and expe-

riences of our communities so that we can articu-

late them to funders and policy setters ensuring a

sensitive and effective response. If we fail in this

task, then Asian communities will remain without a

voice.

This report has examined the available research

address family violence in Asian communities in

the Massachusettes area. From the studies reported

here, there are nine important implications for fam-

ily violence service and policy. They are: 

1. Address the high rate of family violence

in the Asian communities. DonÕt hide

behind the excuse of being cultural

different

2. Acknowledge the uniqueness of the Asian

communities and our similarities

3. Address the high rates of corporal

punishment in Asian families

4. Address the tension between western

feminist model of services that promotes

independence for women with Asian

values of patriarchy, hierarchy, and

inter-dependence 

5. Educate our community members about

family violence to address the shame that

prevents men and women from getting the

assistance they need

6. Broaden the services offered to battered

women

7. Improve accessibility to services by

fostering cultural sensitivity 

8. Educate funders and legislators about

family violence in the Asian community,

making it a priority in funding programs, 

9. Promote research on family violence in

Asian communities

Address the high rate of family
violence in the Asian communities.
DonÕt hide behind the excuse of
being culturally different

An astounding 25-33% of the entire sample report-

ed knowing a woman who met at least one criteria

of abuse. Within the individual communities, this

figure ranged from a minimum of 21% in the

Vietnamese community to a high of 47% in the

Cambodian community. In every case, the members

of the focus group felt that these figures were low.

Additionally, 12% of the entire sample said they

knew a man who was abused. This ranged from 3%

in the Korean community to 37% in the Cambodian

community. In all cases but in the South Asian

community, focus group members felt these num-

bers were low as well. Issues of privacy and shame

make it exceedingly difficult to get accurate preva-

lence rates. Until this research is conducted, this is

our best indicator that family violence is a serious

and under recognized problem. It is imperative that

we acknowledge the scope and seriousness of this

problem. In order to do this, we can not hide

behind cultural excuses such as ÔAsian families are

patriarchal, therefore some violence is inevitableÕ.

We must honor rich and beautiful tradition but be

vehemently opposed to any behavior that oppress-

es. Asian traditions command strength not abuse.

Addressing family violence must become a priority. 

Acknowledge the uniqueness
of Asian communities and our
similarities

One of the very important truths underscored by

this research is the diversity of the Asian communi-

ties. As Asians, we have common ties around

themes of the importance of family, respect for

hierarchy, and the value of harmonious relations.

We also have important differences. Some of these

differences may have roots in our immigration his-

tories to the United States whether we entered the

country as refugees, professionals, or skilled labor-

ers. Much of these differences stem from cultural

variations that manifest in our different religions,

languages, foods, and customs. As a political group,

we need to stand together to advocate for all Asian

communities. Our strength lies in unity. In our family
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services, we need to acknowledge our differences. It

Addressing family violence within the Asian commu-

nities is a complex task because of these differences.

Complicating factors include immigration status,

acculturation level, language differences, communica-

tion preferences, help-seeking preferences, issues of

privacy and shame and preferences for traditional

family structures. The findings of this report can help

us to articulate the variations in our attitudes and

beliefs. Overall, the members of the Southeast Asian

communities who participated in the research

espoused more traditional beliefs about male privilege

in contrast to the other groups. The Chinese and South

Asian men and women supported male privilege the

least. Understanding these kinds of differences allows

us to better shape service and education programs to

meet the needs of different Asian communities

Address the high rates of
corporal punishment in
Asian families

The figures from the survey suggest that the experi-

ence of corporal punishment is the norm among the

Asian men and women in the sample. It should be

noted that there is a clear distinction between Ôbeing hit

as a childÕ and abuse. This study asked about corporal

punishment and does not inform us about abusive

behavior. Further, being hit as a child is not uniformly

linked to attitudes supporting family violence. Within

the Chinese community, men and women who were

hit regularly held patriarchal attitudes more strongly

than men and women who were not. However, within

the Cambodian community, men and women who

were hit regularly perceived that battered women had

more alternatives to putting up with the abuse available

to them than men and women who were not hit regu-

larly. For all other communities, corporal punishment

was unrelated to attitudes of family violence once all

other factors were taken into account. 

While parents should have the right to raise their chil-

dren in keeping with their values and to the best of

their ability, there is research to suggest that corporal

punishment is linked to behavior problems in children

(Brenner & Fox, 1998; Flynn, 1999) and depression

and violent behavior in adults (Straus, 1995; Straus &

Mouradian, 1998). Thus, our communities must ques-

tion the widespread use of corporal punishment among

Asian families. Family and community based organi-

zations serving Asian families must begin to assist

families to develop non-violent discipline alternatives .

Address the tension between
western feminist model of
services that promotes
independence for women with
Asian values of patriarchy,
hierarchy, and inter-dependence.

One of the biggest and most important challenges to

addressing family violence within Asian communities

is reconciling the differences between feminist models

of family violence and Asian preferences for hierar-

chy. Advocacy for battered women stems from a firm

belief in a womanÕs right to control her own body,

mind, and destiny. It is a belief that a woman has the

right to choose what is best for herself and her needs

and desires should be regarded as equal in importance

to a manÕs. This belief does not hold that men should

be put down but that womenÕs worth should be raised. 

Based on these beliefs, family violence services in

Massachusetts and the United States have been devel-

oped. In this ÔmainstreamÕ family violence service

arena, divorce and independence from an abusive

home and use of restraining orders are common

actions taken to protect women. Massachusetts has

adopted a mandatory arrest law whereby the police

must arrest an abusive husband when they are han-

dling a family violence case taking the decision from

the hands of the wife. These responses have protected

thousands of women and helped them to live lives

free of abuse. For most battered Asian women howev-

er, these options are fraught with difficulty. Separation

and divorce are highly stigmatized and for immigrant

women in particular living independently from their

husbands may only isolate them from extended fami-

ly and community. Immigrant women may be reluc-

tant to use legal enforcement because of their own
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One of the biggest and most

important challenges to

addressing family violence

within Asian communities is

reconciling the differences

between feminist models of

family violence and Asian

preferences for hierarchy.
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precarious immigration status or because of well-

earned mistrust. Most Asian women want to find

ways to keep their families together and end the

abuse. Most family violence services however are

not designed for this purpose. 

Finding answers to this dilemma lays with the

Asian communities. We are responsible for educat-

ing ourselves about womenÕs rights and how we fit

them into strong, unified families. We are also

responsible for developing new kinds of family vio-

lence services that acknowledge Asian values.

ÔMainstreamÕ social services providers are not

going to provide these kinds of services for us. We

need to be the leaders in this area. 

Educate our community mem-
bers about family violence to
address the shame that prevents
men and women from getting the
assistance they need

As collectivist societies, shame is an important con-

cept that promotes group values over individual

desires (Kim & Nam, 1998; Kirkbride, Tany &

Westwood, 1991). As a core value, men and women

implicitly consider the impact of their behavior on

others and use this information to shape their own

actions (Sato, 1979). Shame facilitates harmony

and inter-dependence. However, shame also pres-

ents a sizable barrier to reaching out for help when

its needed. It is commonly cited as a primary obsta-

cle to disclosure of difficult family circumstances

and receipt of services among Asians (Erickson

DÕAvanzo, 1997; Okazaki, 2000; Panganamala,

1999). 

In the findings of this report, womenÕs feelings of

shame and desire to protect family and community

honor were commonly identified reasons why fami-

ly violence is not disclosed and help is neither

asked for nor received. Likely, feelings of shame

will be more strongly pronounced for men who are

living with violence. As communities, it is impera-

tive that we find ways to make assistance accessi-

ble while protecting family honor. We need to edu-

cate ourselves, our families, and our communities

about family violence to help dispel the myths that

surround it such as a) it doesnÕt happen in Asian

families, b) women deserve to be abuse, or c) there

are no alternatives for battered women but to live

with the violence.

Broaden the services offered to
battered women

From survey and the focus groups, women told us

of the difficulty they experienced adjusting to

American life. Themes of isolation and feelings of

confusion when dealing with their environment

were consistent across ethnic groups. Based on this

information, it is important that services to battered

Asian women must include more than assistance

with restraining orders. First, much more active

outreach needs to be extended to women in their

communities. Women who can not work because of

their lack of English or because are being isolated

by abusive men need services to be extended to

them where they live. Second, women need assis-

tance with survival skills such as ESL training, ori-

entation to American culture, law enforcement,

child protection services. They need to be accompa-

nied to social service agencies and/or other facili-

ties in order to ensure they receive the services they

need, reduce stress, and to build confidence. This is

not creating dependency. This is lending support

and empowering. 

Improve accessibility to services
by fostering cultural sensitivity 

One clear message from this report is that main-

stream social service providers need assistance in

understanding what constitutes culturally sensitive

practice with Asian battered women. From the survey

and discussion groups, the participants told us that

there are three important changes that must be made:
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1. Whether it is in health care settings, family vio-

lence agencies, or police departments, it is impera-

tive that battered women have a chance to receive

help in their first language. It is impossible for a

woman to express complex emotions or provide

detailed personal histories when she does not have

language facility. The assistance a battered woman

receives should not be compromised because of

the providerÕs inability to speak her language. To

increase language accessibility, it is important that

written materials are translated into multiple Asian

languages and that the numbers of helping person-

nel with Asian language facility be increased. 

2. Service providers must be educated about the

necessity of using indirect lines of questioning and

assessment when working with Asian battered

women. Asian societies utilize a high-context com-

munication style (Hall, 1977), this means that the

spoken words are only a part of what one pays

attention to if he or she wants to understand what

is being said. To accurately hear what is being said,

the listener must pay attention to the speakerÕs

non-verbal behavior and must have some knowl-

edge of the personÕs behavior and other immediate

interactions. It is what many people refer to as

Òreading between the linesÓ. Because Asians use a

high context style and communications may be

slightly ambiguous to avoid offending others (Kim,

1985), direct lines of questioning may make Asian

battered women uncomfortable. Service providers

must be especially attentive to developing a trust-

ing rapport with a battered Asian woman, being

patient to allow her to tell her story at her own

pace, and listening and watching carefully to

understand what she is trying to communicate.

3. Along with social service providers, police depart-

ments and other law enforcement personnel need

to be educated about family violence in the Asian

community. They need to know that it exists and

that there are institutional barriers (e.g., few Asian

personnel) and cultural barriers (e.g., family honor)

that make it difficult for Asian women to see law

enforcement as a credible resource for them. It

should also be made clear that past experiences

with racism and discrimination may make some

women reticent to use their services. For all bat-

tered women, dealing with the police and courts is

an overwhelming and difficult process (Weisz,

1999). For an Asian immigrant woman, the task

may be feel insurmountable unless the institution

makes an effort to reach out. 

Talk to funders and legislators
about family violence in the
Asian community, making it a
priority in funding programs

If we do not undertake the task of educating legisla-

tors and funders about family violence in our commu-

nities, they will remain uninformed. Asians have been

identified as the model minority because of our dili-

gence, frugality, and willingness to sacrifice (Crystal,

1989). While many Asian families enjoy their hard-

earned success, there are many other Asian families

who require assistance. In order to break through the

myth of the model minority, we need to persistently

and clearly advocate for ourselves. Only by doing so

will the needs of Asian communities be recognized

and more importantly, will programs for Asian fami-

lies be funded.

Promote research on family
violence in Asian communities

Much more information about Asian family violence

experiences needs to be gathered. There is a vast

amount of research addressing family violence but

only a very small proportion of it pertains to Asian

families. This is particularly unsettling considering

that an alarming 38% of the respondents said that they

knew a woman who was being physically abused. We

need prevalence studies to determine the scope and

severity of the problem, we need to understand how

social, personal, and cultural factors impede and/or

facilitate the onset of violence, and we need to under-

stand womenÕs help-seeking patterns. By understand-

ing our collective experiences, we can plan more

intelligently outreach programs, and treatment and

prevention services. We can better educate service

providers, police departments, district attorneys,

physicians, and teachers, and better advocate with leg-

islators.

The issues of privacy and shame or past negative

experiences that make people reluctant to seek servic-

es also make people reluctant to participate in

research. But by keeping silent, we let the problem

remain invisible. We need to develop a deep under-

standing of the problem of family violence within our

communities so that we can formulate an informed

response. 
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This report has presented the results of a large com-

munity survey of men and women from five Asian

communities in Massachusetts. The purpose of the

survey was to assess the extent to which Chinese,

Korean, Vietnamese, Cambodian, and South Asian

adults held attitudes supportive of family violence.

In addition, the experience of corporal punishment,

witnessing family violence as a child, and beliefs

concerning help seeking for battered women were

addressed.

The findings suggest that overall Asian men and

women do not support family violence as their

scores on an attitudinal measure were low. There

were some notable differences and variations in the

scores of these communities underscoring the falla-

cy of Asians as a monolithic group. The Southeast

Asian participants tended to hold more strongly

patriarchal attitudes than the remaining groups.

Male privilege attitudes were influenced by educa-

tional level, immigration status, and whether or not

one witnessed family violence as a child. In almost

all cases, men of all ethnicities held more strongly

attitudes supportive of family violence than

women. 

The findings show a surprisingly large number of

adults who witnessed family violence as a child and

an equally surprisingly number who were hit as

children. Even more noteworthy than these figures

is that 38% of the respondents said that they knew

a woman who has been shoved, pushed, slapped,

hit, kicked, or suffered other injuries by her partner.

This figure is alarming and should serve as a cata-

lyst to identify prevalence rates of family violence

within our communities and the development of

outreach services.

In addition to these survey findings, the results of

many focus group discussions some related to the

survey and some not, were also presented. The out-

comes of these rich discussions are invaluable to

understanding the needs and wants of Asian bat-

tered women. Women identified a number of insti-

tutional and cultural barriers to obtaining assis-

tance.

From these findings, nine implications were identi-

fied. These implications call us as community

members to take responsibility for addressing fami-

ly violence within our families Ð to take responsi-

bility to learn more about it, to teach others what

we have learned, to advocate for those who need

help, and to open our heart to those who ask for it.

Our strength lays in working together while

acknowledging our differences to address family

violence with our communities. 

44

Summary



Abraham, M. (1995). Ethnicity, gender and marital

violence: South Asian womenÕs organizations in the

United States. Gender & Society, 9 (4), 450-468.

Ahn, H. N. (1994). Cultural diversity and the defi-

nition of child abuse. In R. Barth, J.D., Berrick, &

N. Gilbert (Eds.), Child welfare research review:

Vol. 1. (pp. 28-59). New York, NY: Columbia

University Press.

Barnes, S. L., (1985). Psychosocial aspects of wife

abuse in the United States. Emotional First Aid,

2(2), 29-36.

Barnett, O.W., & Hamburger, L.K. (1992). The

assessment of maritally violent men on the

California Personality Inventory. Violence and

Victims, 7(1), 15-28.

Berthold, S. M. (1999). The effects of exposure to

community violence on Khmer refugee adolescents.

Journal of Traumatic Stress, 12(3), 455-471.

Brenner, V., & Fox, R. A. (1998). Parental disci-

pline and behavior problems in young children.

Journal of Genetic Psychology, 159(2), 251-256.

Brislin, R. W. (1986). The wording and translation

of research instruments. In W. J. Lonner & J. W.

Berry (Eds.), Field methods in cross-cultural

research (pp. 137-164). Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.

Calvert, W. E., & Hutchinson, R. L (1990).

Vietnam veteran levels of combat: Related to later

violence? Journal of Traumatic Stress, 3(1),

103-113.

Campbell, J.C., & Lewandowski, L.A. (1997). Mental

and physical health effects of intimate partner vio-

lence on women and children. The Psychiatric Clinics

of North America, 20 (2), 353 - 374.

Caplan, P. (1987). The myth of womenÕs masochism.

New York, NY: Signet.

Carden, A. D. (1994). Wife abuse and the wife

abuser: Review and recommendations. Counseling

Psychologist, 22(4), 539-582.

Catolico, O. (1997). Psychological well-being of

Cambodian women in resettlement. Advances in

Nursing Science, 19(4), 75-84.

Chin, K. (1994). Out of town brides: International

marriage and wife abuse among Chinese immi-

grants. Journal of Comparative Family Studies,

25(1), 53-70.

City of New York. (1995). Community District

Needs. New York: NY: Office of Management and

Budget.

Crystal, D. (1989). Asian Americans and the myth

of the model minority. Social Casework, 70(7),

405-413.

Dutton, D. G. (1994). Patriarchy and wife assault:

The ecological fallacy. Violence and Victims 9(2),

167-182. 

Ebihara, M. (1968). The Khmer village in

Cambodia. Dissertation Abstracts International,

(University Microfilms).

Erickson, DÕAvanzo, C. (1997). Southeast Asians:

Asian-Pacific Americans at risk for substance mis-

use. Substance Use & Misuse, 32(7-8), 829-848.

Farrell, A. D., & Bruce, S. E. (1977). Impact of

exposure to community violence on violent behav-

ior and emotional distress among urban adoles-

cents. Journal of Clinical Child Psychology, 26(1),

2-14.

Finn, J. (1986). The relationship between sex role

attitudes and attitudes supporting marital violence.

Sex Roles, 14(5-6), 235-244.

Flynn, C. P. (1999). Exploring the link between

corporal punishment and childrenÕs cruelty to ani-

mals. Journal of Marriage & the Family, 61(4),

971-981.

Furiya, L. (1993, October 4). Asian American

womenÕs shelters seek to empower victims of domes-

tic violence. Los Angeles Japanese Daily, p. 1.

Asian Family Violence Report 45

References



Asian Family Violence Report

Ganguly, A. (1998). Predictors of attitudes toward

wife-beating among Asian Indians in America.

Dissertation Abstracts International, 58(9-B), 5188.

Genteman, K. (1984). Wife beating: Attitudes of a

non-clinical population. Victimology, 9(1), 109-119.

Greenblat, K. (1985). ÒDonÕt hit your wife . . . unless

. . . Ó. Preliminary finding on normative support of

the use of physical force by husbands. Victimology:

A International Journal, 10(1-4), 221-241.

Hall, E. T. (1977). Beyond culture. Garden City,

NY: Anchor Press.

Henning, K., Leitenberg, H., Coffey, P., Turner, T. et

al., (1996). Long-terms psychological and social

impact of witnessing physical conflict between par-

ents. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 11(1), 35-51. 

Ho, C.K. (1990). An analysis of domestic violence

in Asian American communities: A multicultural

approach to counseling. Women & Therapy, 9(1-2),

129-150.

Ho, M. K. (1987). Family therapy with ethnic

minorities. Newbury Park, CA: Sage Publications.

Hofstede, G. (1984). The cultural relativity of the

quality of life concept. Academy of Management

Review, 9(3), 389-398.

Hong, G. K., & Hong, L. K. (1991). Comparative

perspectives on child abuse and neglect: Chinese

versus Hispanics and Whites. Child Welfare, 70(4),

463-475.

Hotaling, G.T., & Sugarman, D.B. (1986). An

analysis of risk markers in husband to wife vio-

lence: The current state of knowledge. Violence and

Victims, 1(2), 101-124.

Hu, X., & Chen, G. (1999). Understanding cultural

values in counseling Asian families. In K. S. Ng et

al., (Eds.), Counseling Asian families from a sys-

tems perspective. The family psychology and coun-

seling series (pp. 27-37). Alexandria, VA: American

Counseling Association.

Jaffee, D., & Straus, M.A. (1987). Sexual climate

and reported rape: A state-level analysis. Archives

of Sexual Behavior, 16, 107-123.

Jang, D., Lee., Morello-Frosch, R. (1991).

Domestic violence in the immigrant and refugee

community: Responding to the needs of immigrant

women. Response to the Victimization of Women &

Children, 13(4), 2-7.

Kim, B.C. (1996). Korean families. In M. McGoldrick,

G. Giordao, & J.K. Pierce (Eds.), Ethnicity and

Family Therapy (pp.281-294). New York: Guilford.

Kim, H. C. (1990). The changing status of women

1965-1980: A cross-national analysis. Sociological

Abstracts, 038, 03.

Kim, J. Y. & Nam, S. H. (1998). The concept and

dynamics of face: Implications for organizational

behavior. Organizational Science 9(4), 522-534.

Kim, Y. Y. (1985). Intercultural personhoood: An

integration of Eastern and Western perspectives. In

L.A. Samovar & R. E. Porter (Eds.) Intercultural

communication: A reader (4th ed.). Belmont, CA:

Wadsworth Publishers.

Kirkbride, P. S., Tang, S. F., & Westwood, R. I.

(1991). Chinese conflict preferences and negotiat-

ing behaviour: Cultural and psychological influ-

ences. Organization Studies, 12(3), 365-386.

Kliewer, W., Lepore, S. J., Oskin, D., Johnson, P.

D. (1998). The role of social and cognitive process-

es in childrenÕs adjustment to community violence.

Journal of Consulting & Clinical Psychology,

66(1), 199-209/

Koski, P. R., & Mangold, W. D. (1988). Gender

effects in attitudes about family violence. Journal

of Family Violence, 3(3), 225-237.

Kulig, J. C. (1994). Those with unheard voices:

The plight of a Cambodian refugee woman.

Journal of Community Health Nursing, 11, 99-107.

Lee, E. (1996). Asian American families: An

overview. In M. McGoldrick, G. Giordao, & J.K.

Pierce (Eds.), Ethnicity and Family Therapy (pp.

227-247). New York: Guilford.

Lee, E. (1996). Chinese families. In M.

McGoldrick, G. Giordao, & J.K. Pierce (Eds.),

Ethnicity and Family Therapy (pp.249-267). New

York: Guilford. 

46



Legerwood, J. (1990). Changing Khmer conception

of gender: Women, stories, and the social order.

Dissertation Abstracts International, (University

Microfilms).

Leug, P.K. & Boehnlein, J. (1996). Vietnamese

families. In M. McGoldrick, G. Giordao, & J.K.

Pierce (Eds.), Ethnicity and Family Therapy (pp.

295 - 305). New York: Guilford.

Levinson, D. (1989). Family violence in cross-cul-

tural perspective. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

McKenzie-Pollock, L. (1996) Cambodian families.

In M. McGoldrick, G. Giordao, & J.K. Pierce

(Eds.), Ethnicity and Family Therapy (pp. 307-

315). New York: Guilford.

McLaughlin, L. A., & Braun, K. L. (1998). Asian

and Pacific Islander cultural values: Considerations

for health care decision making. Health & Social

Work, 23(2), 116-126.

Min, P. G. (1998). Changes and conflicts: Korean

immigrant families in New York. Boston, MA:

Allyn & Bacon.

Office of Refugee and Immigrant Health, Bureau of

Family and Community Health, & Massachusetts

Department of Public Health. (1999). Refugees and

Immigrants in Massachusetts. Boston, MA. 

Okazaki, S. (2000). Treatment delay among Asian-

American patients with severe mental illness.

American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 70(1), 58-64.

Panel on research on violence against women,

Committee on Law and Justice, Commission of

Behavioral and Social Sciences and Education,

National Research Council. (1996). Understanding

violence against women. Washington, D.C.:

National Academy Press. 

Panganamala, N. R. (1999). The underuse of psy-

chological services by Asian Indian immigrants in

America. Dissertation Abstracts International, 59,

3707.

Raj, A., & Silverman, J. (2000). Male-perpetrated

intimate partner violence among South Asian

women in the United States. Manuscript submitted

for publication.

Rose, K. & Saunders, D. G. (1986). NursesÕ and

physiciansÕ attitudes about woman abuse: The

effects of gender and professional role. Health Care

for Women International, 7, 427-438.

Sato, M. (1979). The shame factor: Counseling

Asian Americans. Journal of the Asian American

Psychological Association, 5(1), 20-24.

Saunders, D. G., Lynch, A. B., Grayson, M., &

Linz, D. (1987). The Inventory of Beliefs about

Wife Beating: The construction and initial valida-

tion of a measure of beliefs and attitudes. Violence

and Victims, 2(1), 39-57.

Singh, G. (1986). Violence against wives in India.

Response to the Victimization of Women &

Children, 9(1), 16-18.

Smith, M. D. (1990). Patriarchal ideology and wife

beating: A test of a feminist hypothesis. Violence

and Victims, 5(4), 257-273.

Song, Y. I. (1992). Battered Korean women in the

urban United States. In S. Furuto, R. Biswas, D. K.

Chung, K. Murase, Y.F. Ross-Sheriff (Eds.), Social

work practice with Asian Americans (pp. 213-226).

Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Straus, M. A. (1995). Corporal punishment of chil-

dren and adult depression and suicidal ideation. In

J. McCord et al. (Eds.), Coercion and punishment

in long-term perspectives (pp. 59-77). New York,

NY: Cambridge University Press. 

Straus, M. A., & Donnelly, D. A., (1993). Corporal

punishment of adolescents by American parents.

Youth & Society, 24(4), 419-442.

Straus, M. A., & Yodanis, C. L. (1996). Corporal

punishment in adolescence and physical assaults on

spouses in later life: What accounts for the link?

Journal of Marriage and the Family, 58(4), 825-

841.

Straus, M. A., Kantor, G. K., & Moore, D. W.

(1997). Change in cultural norms approving marital

violence from 1968-1994. In G. K. Kantor et al.

(Eds.), Out of darkness: Contemporary perspectives

on family violence (pp. 3-16). Thousand Oaks, CA:

Sage Publications. 

Asian Family Violence Report 47



Asian Family Violence Report48

Straus, M. A., Steinmetz, S., & Gelles, R. (1980).

Behind closed doors: Violence in the American

family. Garden City, NY: Anchor Books.

Straus, M.A. & Mouradian, V. E. (1998). Impulsive

corporal punishment by mothers and antisocial

behavior and impulsiveness of children. Behavioral

Sciences & the Law, 16(3), 353-374.

Straus, M.A. & Yodanis, C. L. (1996). Corporal

punishment in adolescence and physical assaults on

spouses in later life: What accounts for the link?

Journal of Marriage & the Family, 58(4), 825-841.

Straus, M.A., & Gelles, R.J. (1995). How violent

are American families? Estimates from the national

family violence survey and other studies. In M.A.

Straus & R.J. Gelles, (Eds.), Physical violence in

American families: Risk factors and adaptations to

violence in 8, 145 families (pp. 95-112). New

Brunswick, NJ: Transaction.

Tang, C. S. (1994). Prevalence of spouse aggres-

sion in Hong Kong. Journal of Family Violence,

9(4), 347-356.

Tjaden, P., & Thoennes, N. (1998). Prevalence,

incidence, and consequences of violence against

women: Findings from the National Violence

Against Women survey. Research in Brief,

Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Justice,

National Institute of Justice, November, 1998, NCJ

172837.

U.S. Census Bureau (1990). Population and hous-

ing estimates by state and race. Washington, D.C. :

U. S. Government Printing Office.

Vietnamese American Initiative for Development.

Flyer. 

Weisz, A. N. (1999). Legal advocacy for domestic

violence survivors: The power of an informative

relationship. Families in Society, 80(2), 138-147.

Wolak, J., & Finkelhor, D. (1998). Children

exposed to partner violence. In J. L. Jasinski & L.

M. Williams (Eds.), Partner violence: A compre-

hensive review of 20 years of research (pp. 73-112).

Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Yick, A. G., & Agbayani-Siewert, P. (1997).

Perception of domestic violence in a Chinese

American community. Journal of Interpersonal

Violence, 12(6), 832-846.

Yllo, K. A., & Straus, M. (1990). Patriarchy and

violence against wives: The impact of structural

and normative factors. In M. A. Straus and R. J.

Gelles (Eds.) Physical violence in American fami-

lies (pp. 383-389). New Brunswick, NJ:

Transaction.


