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low methodological adequacy. In addition, each study was
evaluated in terms of outcome: or which theory it
generally supported.

Therefore, in the first step of this analysis, a
study was classified into one of four categories: pro-
learned helplessness, pro-health psychogenesis, “both” in
which data equally supported learned helplessness and
health psychogenesis, or as “not directly applicable”
(NDA). NDA studies focused on general issues of abuse
and battering (e.g., prevalence, demographics) but did
not directly test core assumptions or related hypotheses
of either theory.

Outcomes were analyzed in relation to design quality
(TDQS). Thus, both the type of outcome and level of
design quality were considered. Tables 5.3 and 6.3
organized studies into_high, medium; or low design
quality and reported their outcome: whether they
supported learned helplessness, health psychogenesis,
both theories equally, or were not directly applicable.
Table 5.3 represented outcomes on shelter samples and
Table 6.3 represented outcomes on community samples.

To provide an additional and somewhat different
perspective on the data, Table 8.1 combined shelter and

community samples across 29 studies. This 3 x 3 table
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Table 8.1: Combined Shelter/Community

Outcomes (N=29)

Outcome
Pro-Learned Pro-Health
Both
Helplessness Psychogenesis
High 3 12 1

>
H)
-
-
o
3 Medium 6 2 2
o
o)}
-
n
[}
A Low 1 2 0

As Table 6.3 on community samples indicated, two,
14.2%, of the studies of high design quality supported
learned helplessness and six, or 42.8%, of the studies
supported health psychogenesis. One study, or 7.1%, of
medium or average design quality supported learned
helplessness; one study, or 7.1%, supported health
psychogenesis; and one study, or 7.1%, supported both.

One, or 7.1%, of the studies designated as low design

or
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theory, and its basic concepts and assumptions. These
concepts and assumptions included: (a)prior to the onset
of abuse, battered women approximated the normal
population and not victim- prone personality profiles;
they appeared healthy and normal and without serious
psychological difficulties; (b)in contrast to the concept
of passivity and motivational deficits, battered women
demonstrated efficacious, help-seeking behaviors to
extricate themselves from the abuse; (c) battered women
used practical, rational approaches to coping with the
abuser; and {(d)leaving the batterer was not always
synonymous with the healthiest emotional or physical
response a battered woman can make or was not the sine
gua non of emotional and physical well-being. Other,
more effective, problem solving criteria, such as safety
and long-term planning typically took precedence over the
single, superficial outcome criteria: “Has the woman left
the abusive relationship?”

The issue and research topic of family violence is
a complicated and perplexing dilemma. The analysis and
interpretation of findings on battered women were found
to be affected by ancillary factors, including research
findings on the children of battered women and male

batterers. To examine the research findings on both sides
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of the learned helplessness-health psychogenesis debate
required an analysis of the children and male batterers
involved. The extant separate research on children and
male batterers suggested the following: (a) children who
witnessed or experienced fémily violence were at risk for
psychological distress that was a function of the child’s
developmental level, temperament, severity, and
chronicity of the abuse; (b)the effect of the abuse on the
developing child was mediated by protective factors,
including the quality of the mother-child relationship,
the availability of other nurturing adults, and access to
community, school, and other interpersonal

resources; (c)and that the outcome for children of abuse
was mixed. Although there was clearly elevated risk,
there was also the genuine potential for resilience. In
effect, analysis of the research indicated that the
intergenerational transmission of family violence was not
inevitable or a cause-effect given. Research also
suggested (d) that in contrast to the normative view of
battered women’'s prior mental health and present coping
strategies, male batterers showed strong evidence of
serious personality/character disorders and

psychopathology.
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It was also observed that, to date, there is very
little research evidence of a systems perspective on the
mother-children relationship minus the male batterer.
Although the importance of accrued data on a systems
perspective has been underscored in the treatment,
research, and theoretical literature (Bograd, 1984;
Hansen & Harway, 1993; Gondolf, 1988a; Pinsof & Wynn,
1995; Sprenkle, 2002), very little research on the ways
battered women and children interact, develop, cope, and
change as a family unit after the abuse has ended is
available. This lack of a systems perspective may, in
part, be a reflection of the practical, methodological,
and treatment complexities inherent in research on the

social problem of domestic violence.
Discussion and Recommendations

Although the majority of the research evidence in
this investigation appeared to support the pro-health
psychogenesis theory, the difference between the
percentage of evidence that supported health
psychogenesis versus learned helplessness was modest (16
studies, or 55%; 10 studies, or 34%). It may be argued

that a theory that appears to be validated (correct)
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approximately fifty percent of the time (health
psychogenesis) or approximately one third of the time
(learned helplessness)does not reflect a strong or well-
articulated theory. One would expect that a theory’'s
predictions would, at least, be greater than chance.

In addition, it may also be argued (a) that this
investigation’s chosen method of analysis (i.e.,
examination of the status of each theory'’s research
database) reflected one of a range of alternative
approaches (e.g., meta-analysis may have been another
option)and (b) that the “sample” of studies selected
(upon which this study’s results are based) represented
one possible “sampling” of the data. Both the chosen
method and pool of studies (identified for analysis) pose
limitations, and introduce qualifications regarding
interpretation of findings.

Another limitation of this research involves the
potential influence/confound of investigator bias.
Although independent raters were used, the initial data
(study findings) which formed the basis for the
independent ratings, were identified (organized) by this
investigator. However, the process of identifying
findings and study characteristics was relatively

straight-forward and required minimal influence. These
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limitations noted, the following discussion of findings
and general issues of family violence research are
offered.

Considered in total/ research bearing on learned
helplessness-health psychogenesis debate would appear
inconclusive, inconsistent, or perhaps contradictory,
raising more questions than providing answers. Perhaps
the research accrued, to date, may be characterized as
inchoate, reflective of a field and set of theories in
developmental infancy. Based on this study’s findings
(evaluation of research evidence), it would not seem as
if one theory was superior to another, but rather that it
might be advantageous, in addition to conducting more
research on each theory’s position, to adopt an
integrative view, or aspects of both theories.

A number of studies analyzed in this research
appeared to support both theories, providing evidence for
a mixed as opposed to clear-cut view of the current
status and scientific understanding of the battered
woman’s experience. The issues raised by findings derived
from studies, falling in the outcome category of “Both”,
highlighted the problems and complexities characteristic
of an investigation of the psychological phenomenon and

sociological problem of wife battering.
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Rounsaville’s research (1978) will be used to
illustrate this point. Although his study was conducted
in the late 1970's, it continues to underscore a number
of conceptual dilemmas that persist today. Rounsaville
examined a self-selected, demographically representative
community sample of battered women. Using a two hour
protocol that combined structured interview and
standardized instruments to assess depression, social
adjustment, and the occurrence/impact of recent life
events, he compared evidence that supported a
predominantly sociological (i.e., health-psychogenesis)
and psychological (i.e., learned helplessness)
perspective on battered women.

Similar to experiments with the Necker cube,
Rounsaville’s research suggested that two precepts or
paradigms of the battered woman were possible. Both
“cubes,” or theories of different orientations, can
effectively coexist. 1Instéad of being forced to accept
one interpretation over another (one theory as superior
to another or the only valid theory), clinicians and
researchers can perhaps choose to combine theories or,
more exactly, devise an integrative theory that purports

and accommodates a heterogeneous model and
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multidimensional assessment perspective on battered
women. From assessment and diagnosis, treatment plans
flow, carrying strong, practical implications for the
lives of battered women and children.

For example, Rounsaville found that a significant
proportion (80%) of the sample reported a substantial
level of depression with 20% reporting a level of
depressive symptoms comparable to those of hospitalized
patients. He also observed alternating dependence and
passive-aggressive behaviors. He found that the majority
of women in his sample tolerated significantly high
levels of abuse, using mechanisms such as denial and
minimization. Women left abusive relationships only when
the physical abuse and associated emotional stress became
severe. He concluded that practical factors alone did
not account for the battered woman'’s behavior, i.e.
inability to leave the abusive relationship. These
findings supported components of learned helplessness
theory.

However, he also found evidence that contradicted a
childhood history of violence or a “vulnerability” factor
in battered women. The majority of the sample reported

o

no exposure to intrafamilial violence in childhood.

Additionally, in contrast to the view that battered women
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were attracted to and remained with male batterers
because of psychological deficits, dependency and low
self-esteem, Rounsaville noted that the preponderance of
sampled women became involved with the abuser for largely
economic reasons (e.g., need for support) or as a result
of an unexpected life event (e.g., leaving parental home,
death of parent, job loss, physical illness). These
findings supported a normalizing profile of the battered
women and sociocultural factors as major contributors to
the battered woman'’s experience and dilemma. Rounsaville
advocated a “systems” perspective (here, defined in its
broadest sense, not as synonymous with a family therapy
model). He wrote: “The evidence supports all of the
social and psychological explanations offered... This
supports the need for a ‘systems analysis’ approach to
the problem, viewing family violence as the final, common
pathway of multiple determinants” (p. 11).

Rounsaville’s work encapsulated the problems facing
researchers in the family violence arena. These
complexities have been noted in the studies analyzed in
this research and also have been highlighted in the
literature. Several general dilemmas become prominent
when one surveys the landscape of battered women and

domestic violence. There is the problem of point of entry
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or access into the data: What does the researcher select
when studying the battered woman’s experience and what
effects does this have on outcome findings? Obviously,
assessing women immediately after they have left the
abusive experience and are in crisis (e.g., shelter
residents) is qualitatively different than women
interviewed a year or two after leaving the relationship
(whose lives have stabilized). The psychological
distress/depression as well as the cognitive,
motivational, and behavioral deficits observed in
battered women may be situational and transitory. Or,
some proportion of this heterogeneous group may never
report symptoms severe enough to require treatment.
There is also the issue of what constitutes a
successful outcome or index of mental health. Some
studies have simply examined the differences between
“In‘s” and “Out’s”, equating mental health with women who
leave the male batterer and psychological dysfunction
with women who remain for a period of time in the
relationship. Perhaps a more finely gradated approach
might be more useful, in which researchers choose other
outcome criteria: Does the battered woman have a plan?
Where is she in her one-to-seven on average attempts to

leave? Is she staying for valid practical reasons?
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Research consensus (Gelles, 1997; Leeder, 1994;
Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1990; Straus & Gelles, 1980)
has suggested that a battered woman is at greatest risk
to her physical safety when she does leave the abuser.
Therefore, it may be argued that, in contrast, a battered
woman'’s decision not to leave impulsivel? (without a safe
plan in place) may be a more accurate index of problem
solving. It may prove more informative for future
research to devise multidimensional outcome criteria and
to more closely examine the underlying cognitive,
motivational, and emotional processes informing the
battered woman'’s complex survival behaviors.

In light of the above observations, several
limitations of the methodological approach used in this
research should be addressed. Although efforts were made
to survey the extant rgsearch litefature and identify
relevant studies, this investigation worked within
practical time constraints and, therefore, does not claim
to represent an exhaustive search. The studies that were
examined comprised studies regarded as major studies in
the family violence/battered woman field. Another
qualification related to the choice of method of
evaluation. One alternative approach which may have been

equally applicable (e.g., an alternative method) may have
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been the use of meta-analysis. Meta-analysis uses
quantitative techniques (e.g., effect size as a common
metric) to examine cumulative results across diverse
scientific studies in relation to specific research
gquestions (Shadish & Baldwin, 2002).

However, the field of family violence, in the
context of wife battering and the learned helplessness-
health psychogenesis debate, presented an extremely small
data pool (less than 35 studies). Meta-analytical methods
typically were designed for comparisons among large
numbers of diverse studies. In addition, the purpose of
this research (and the clinical and research questions
posed) involved a close examination/evaluation of
research findings on a qualitative level, followed by
quantitative analysis. The main objectives were to: (a)
examine the sample (shelter and community) research on an
individual study level(individual study findings); (b)
rate studies on design quality and outcome (which theory
the research findings supported); and (c)assess
the overall (combined shelter-community) evidence on both
sides of the learned helplessness-health psychogenesis
controversy.

One other limitation of this research pertained to

the method of obtaining ratings. Individual study
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findings were identified by this investigator; this list
of findings per study provided the initial data pool for
interrater reliability. Three raters (two undergraduate
students in psychology and one graduate level mental
health clinician, serving as a tie breaker) were trained
({by this investigator)in the core concepts and
assumptions of each theory and asked to independently
rate the findings as providing evidence for learned
helplessness, health psychogenesis, or equally supporting
both theories. This may present a possible confound.
However, interrater reliability was found to be high
(92%, shelter sample; 94%, community sample).
Additionally, the identification and listing of findings
was relatively straightforward and, therefore, less
susceptible to investigator bias.

Based on the abovg discussion,ﬂthe following
recommendations are proposed:

1. In the context of clinical practice with battered
women, learned helplessness has almost, at times,
functioned at the level of an assumptive given. Learned
helplessness and the battered woman syndrome, concepts
well known in popular culture, have also been widely
embraced by the clinical community. However, in light of

the preliminary evidence obtained in this investigation,
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it would seem advantageous to rethink these concepts:
i.e., consider both theoretical orientations in devising
assessment/treatment protocols.

2. Adopt an integrated meta-theoretical perspective
that draws the on aspects of both learned helplessness
and health psychogenesis.

3. Based on this meta-theoretical approach, develop
a multi-dimensional decision branching tree of outcome,
assessment, diagnosis, and treatment in clinical work and
research on battered women and children. View battered
women and children as a heterogeneous rather than
homogeneous population with a wide range of social-
service needs.

4. Based on the paucity of research that addresses
mothers and children as a newly evolving family unit,
design research that simultaneously studies and combines
data on both mother’s and children’s experiences. Create
a transactional view of their family experience and
recovery.

5. Conduct further research on children, per se,
that is developmentally-focused and gender-specific.

6. Paralleling the recommendation for transactional
research on the mother-child family unit, create

educational treatment programs that unite and integrate
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