By Rhea Almeida

Probing Beyond the Bruises

It’s wise to challenge your assumptions about domestic violence

A. Early in my career working with
« domestic violence, [ saw a mid-
dle<class couple who seemed loving
and connected, yet it emerged during
the first session that he
had hit her the day before
their appointment with
me. [ was confused when
she revealed this, because

Q I just

doing an assessment can only help
your work with them.

But how do you make an assessment
and feel comformble doing it? First,
understand that domes-
tic violence doesn’t just
hurt the victm; it also
hurts the abuser and
the entire family. The

he seemed like a nice started working goal of therapists

guy—nothing like my ) should not be to protect

image of an aggressive, Witha couple and the vicim and accuse

angry batterer. It taught . the abuser—that’s not
B o moticed the woman

me to challenge my own
stereotypes about who
batters. Since then, hav-
ing worked with hundreds

has bruises on her

therapeutically helpful.
Instead, our job is to
help the whole family
understand that power

of domestic violence @M When I asked imt?alances jeopardize
e s ype” o peson, 17 aboutitin  heir e 2 healthie
g ey el private,shesaid g mor oing vy o
nd, altough " mone  SIOSAL ShoUldT L orond
rarely, genders. believe her? He context of the relation-

Your discomfort and
confusion about how to
address possible domestic
violence with your client is
quite common. There are
strong social taboos about
challenging power imbal-
ances, and that is precise-
ly what domestic violence
is all about. I believe bat-
tering and other forms of

doesn’t seem like a
man who would hit
his wife. How can
1 assess for possible

domestic violence

ship. Asking your client
only about her bruises
isolates that event, and
my goal is to get the
fullest picture of their
relationship. My first
questions focus on the
emotional climate of
the family. I ask about
how they take care of
each other emotionally,

domestic abuse are direct-  Without Oijding attend to each other,
ly related to power im- . experience conflicts and
balances, particularly—al- ~ €ther of them? have reconciliations. I

though not exclusively—

between men and women. When ther-
apists say to me, “I don’t work with
domestic violence, so I don't have to
assess for it,” I argue back that no mat-
ter what problems they present with,
power imbalances are at the heart of
couples’ pain. So even if there isn'’t
any battering going on in this case,

am looking to see
whether they are able to take care of
each other’s needs; whether, during
conflict, one person stonewalls or
becomes abusive in any way—from
name-calling and mind games to phys-
ical violence. I also ask clients how
they show physical affection to each
other and what happens in anger. Is

there 2 lot of touching? Do they push,
throw things, avoid each other or hit
each other? I ask about their families
of origin, and how physical affection
was expressed when they were grow-
ing up. Did their parents talk lovingly?
When they were angry, did they
scream or become stonily silent?

Money is 5o often used to control and
overpower the other that it is essental
to ask a couple about who eams the
money, who controls the money, who
has independent bank accounts, who
has knowledge about money, how they
make decisions and resolve conflicts
about money, etc. I also ask about sex—
another area in which power imbal-
ances come into play. What are their
ideas around body image, trust, con-
nectedness and pornography? How do
they get turned on? What is the expec-
tation of who should caretake whom
during sex, and what are their rules
about pursuing or not pursuing each
other? You might feel intimidated by
asking such intimate questions, but I
have found that when you ask direct
questions in a matter-of-fact way, clients
will answer, because they are hoping
you can help them.

Isolation is another sign of a power
imbalance. Does one person in the fam-
ily control with whom and when the
others can have contact? Are the part-
ners only connected to work? Do they
have connections with spiritual or reli-
gious organizations, or even a commu-
nity recreational center? If they have
children, are they involved with child
care and parenting organizations? In
general, the more isolation, the more
probability of power imbalances.

Only after you gather this informa-
tion about your clients’ relationship—
their emotionality, physicality, han-
dling of money, sexuality and social
connections—should you assess for
the probability of domestic vio- »
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ing of their family life, you will already
have spotted ciues about whether
harmful power imbalances exist. Not

- only will your assessment probably be
4 Reseder more accurate, but you will have a

Based App" OﬂCb. much clearer sense of why family mem-
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lence. With your deeper understand-

into a comprehensive program ask about the abuse. For example, if
for assessment and intervention your client admits that her husband hit

. With couples. her, you may also understand her fear
n,  B2sed on Dr. Gottman's that if he leaves, she will be financially

bfm?%smm ruined because the house, car and

couples. bank accounts are g]] in his name. B
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The Internet has changed the way we live,
And now the way we learn. At Capella
University our psychology curriculum is
entirely online, so class is ready whenever
and wherever yoy are. Our School of
Psychology offers accredited master’s
So yvou have an i nterest enddoctoral degeee programs, cervficats
. J and continuing education in addiction,
In online pg vcholo BY courses. G Family, health
‘ organizational and sport psychology.
' . . - It’s the ideal Way 10 advance vour career

How long have vou had these feelj ngs.
- 7 at the speed your schedule allows, To
get the full story, cajj 1-800-987-1133

or visit us at Wmcapellauniversity.edu.
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Online education built around you.
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