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ABSTRACT

WIFE ABUSE ATTITUDES AND ATTRIBUTIONS: THE ROLE OF
FEAR OF CRIME AND SEX-ROLE IDEOLOGY

By
HELENE LENSKY FINKE

Three theories--Defensive Attribution, Just-World, and
Balance Theories--were reviewed and applied to an
examination of the largely atheoretical research on
attitudes about wife abuse. Using Saunders et al.’s
Inventory of Beliefs About Wife Beating, the wife abuse
attitudes of 173 female and 98 male undergraduates were
compared with their sex-role beliefs and perceptions of
vulnerability to crime to test the Defensive Attribution
Theory hypothesis that perceived vulnerability would be
instrumental in attributions about wife abuse. It was
hypothesized that perceived vulnerability to crime would
relate to wife abuse attitudes curvilinearly and also
mediate the relationship between wife abuse attitudes and
sex-role ideology. Moderately vulnerable participants were
expected to perceive of wife abuse as most justified and to
assign the least responsibility to wife abuse perpetrators.

Consistent with Defensive Attribution Theory, males
moderately vulnerable to crime reported perceiving wife
abuse perpetrators as least responsible. Unexpectedly,
however, it was the least vulnerable men who attributed more
responsibility to perpetrators, while women did not show a

curvilinear pattern. Thus, men’s perceived vulnerability to



crime predicted attitudes toward wife abuse better than
women’s perceived vulnerability levels. Sex-Role attitudes
strongly predicted all wife abuse measures, supporting
Balance Theory and conflicting with Defensive Attribution
Theory. More egalitarian sex-role ideology was consistently
associated with disapproval of wife abuse. These findings
were explored within the context of gender differences in
both the relevance of wife abuse and in the social
acceptance of perceived vulnerability. Limitations of this
study were discussed, including the truncated distributions
yielded by some of the measures. In addition, directions

for future research were suggested.
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INTRODUCTION

Evidence of woman battering appears at least 3000 years
old (Dickstein, 1988). American law and history shows that
the practice of socially condoned hitting of women by men is
longstanding. For example, the "Rule of Thumb Law", in
effect in the United States as late as the end of the 19th
century, stipulated that a man could beat his wife with a
stick, provided it was not larger than the circumference of
his thumb (Dickstein, 1988).

Violence within the family is a problem of staggering
proportions. According to Hilberman (1980), "The family is
the most frequent single locus for violence of all types..."
(p. 1337). Estimates based on FBI statistics approximate
that a woman is beaten every 18 seconds (Dickstein 1988).
And a 1986 study by the National Institute of Justice
approximated that 2 million people are beaten by a spouse
each year; 95% of these victims are women (Green, 1988).

Prevalence statistics paint an even more dire picture.
It has been estimated that between 25% (Pagelow, 1984) and
50% (Koslof, 1984) of all marriages include battering at

1
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some point. Straus (1980) found that 28% of his nationally
representative sample of 2,143 couples reported at least one
violent episode. The actual numbers of victims can never be
known, but it has become increasingly clear that the
victimization of women within the family is a widespread
problem. How do people perceive this problem?

The present work concerns the factors affecting
attitudes toward woman abuse, focusing specifically on
violence in marriage. One question is whether woman
battering is abnormal or merely is a part of mainstream
culture. If abnormal is defined as "not normal, average or
typical; irregular" (Webster’s New World Dictionary, 1984),
then wife abuse is abnormal only to the extent that it is
culturally defined as deviant. Does our culture define wife
abuse as deviant?

Second, what factors predict an observer’s judgments
about wife abuse? How are attributions about violence
against women formed? The literature has focused primarily
on attributions of blame to either victim or perpetrator and
the tendency toward victim derogation. These areas will be

reviewed within the framework of attribution theory.

Attribution Theory
As defined by Frieze (1979), attribution theory is "a
theoretical perspective for understanding people’s ideas

about why things happen". 1In measuring attitudes about wife
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abuse, it is clear that some understanding of the way in
which individuals make sense of events in their environment
is necessary. The present paper reviews three main theories
that have been employed to explain the way in which
attributions about victims and perpetrators of woman abuse
are made: Defensive Attribution Theory, Just-World Theory,
and Balance Theory.

Walster (1966), as a precursor to Defensive Attribution
Theory, theorized that when a negative event occurs, the
typical response on the part of victims and observers is an
attempt to hold someone responsible. She argued that the
more severe the negative event, the more likely we are to
engage in this behavior of assigning responsibility, since
minor events can be more easily dismissed. As a means of
self-protection, Walster held that observers would attribute
responsibility to an available target (often the victim) and
view the victim as different than themselves, e.g. "things
like that only happen to other people".

A clear demonstration of this process has been observed
in the wake of the catastrophic hurricanes that swept
through Florida in the summer of 1992. Several news
programs broadcast stories questioning whether building
contractors and inspectors were to blame for the destruction
of many of the homes in the storm’s path. According to
Walster’s theory, these questions are part of the typical

response in which individuals who observe or experience a
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serious tragedy try to cognitively organize it by attempting
to figure out to whom responsibility should be assigned.
Walster (1966) reasoned that we engage in this process as a
way to defend against the notion that catastrophes are often
uncontrollable and can happen to anyone. To allay our
anxieties, we believe that the world is ordered.

In an empirical test of her theory, Walster (1966)
presented 88 undergraduates (44 women, 44 men) with
vignettes describing one of four different conditions: an
accident in which a car owner suffers either minor (a small
dent) or serious (car is totaled) consequences, and an
accident in which the owner and bystanders suffer a minor
(car misses bystanders and has only a dent) or severe
(someone is hurt) outcome. Descriptions of the individual
and his actual behavior were held constant across
conditions. In addition, all scenarios included the
potential for serious consequences.

As predicted, subjects assigned significantly more
responsibility to the individual in the two serious
conditions than in the trivial conditions. In addition,
participants in the severe conditions were significantly
more likely to report that drivers have a moral
responsibility to ensure that their cars are safe. Thus, in
the more severe accidents, observers appear more likely to
perceive that the responsible party had violated a moral

contract. However, contrary to predictions that observers
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would try to differentiate themselves from the individual in
the more severe scenarios, participants were not more likely
to see the individual in the severe conditions as more

careless.

Just-World Theory
Just-World Theory (Lerner, 1965, 1971; Lerner &

Simmons, 1966) assumes, as does Walster’s theory (1966),
that individuals have a need to believe that the world is
orderly and that significant events are not random. Lerner
extended this notion by hypothesizing that most people
believe the world is just, and individuals get what they
deserve. As a way to reconcile perceptions with their just-
world beliefs, observers would be expected to see victims as
responsible for their fate, either because of their behavior
or their personal characteristics. In this way, people can
maintain feelings of security because they preserve their
perception that the world is an orderly and just place in
which good people and good deeds are compensated.

In a test of Just-World Theory, Lerner and Simmons
(1966) examined the perceptions held by 75 female
undergraduates of a fellow student whom they believed was
TXeceiving painful electric shocks. Subjects were
Significantly more likely to see the victim as less
Qttractive when they believed that her suffering would

<ontinue. The victim received the lowest attractiveness
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ratings when she was believed to be a "martyr", a condition
which the researchers believed is most threatening to the
observers’ belief that the world is just.

Using a similar method, Lerner (1971) found that
subjects who believed that the shock victim received $30
perceived the victim to be significantly more attractive
than did subjects who believed the victim received no

compensation. According to Just-World Theory, individuals

tend to derogate recipients of unjust treatment
(uncompensated suffering) so that they may see the event as

deserved and therefore fair. In this way, observers can

feel secure that the negative event would not happen to more

attractive persons like themselves.

Walster’s theory of attribution versus Just-World Theory

How do Walster’s (1966) and Lerner’s (1965) theories

compare? Both theories assume that individuals have a need

to believe that significant events do not happen in a

random, haphazard manner. So that they may feel safe and

sSecure, individuals tend to see events as having
identifiable causes. Thus, they attribute responsibility

For events to some source other than chance. Where the

theories diverge is Lerner’s (1965) proposal that assignment
OTF responsibility is not the only factor in the cognitive
OXxganization of negative events (Chaikin & Darley, 1973).

According to Lerner, people actively attempt to restore



justice in their minds.

Using the case of the Florida hurricanes as an example,
assigning responsibility for the disaster to building
contractors would not restore justice if the victims were
not either derogated or compensated. Just-World theory
predicts that the uncompensated victim would be derogated.
In contrast, Walster’s theory predicts that observers will
assign responsibility to a target other than chance, while
also differentiating themselves from the victim. Thus the
response of an observer on the east coast might be to blame
the building contractors while believing that hurricanes
happen predominantly on the west coast. Clearly, this
response is not motivated by a need for justice, but rather
a need to believe that one’s environment is predictable and
orderly.

Neither theory has been definitively supported.
Walster (1967) was unable to confirm the positive and
significant correlation between severity and attribution of
responsibility reported in her original study (Walster,
1966). The scenario in the 1967 study described a home
owner who either serendipitously lost or gained differing
amounts of money. Shaver (1970) posited that the failure to
find the severity-responsibility relationship may be due to
the fact that the stimulus character may have been too
Adjifferent from that of the college student participants.

Thus, the participants may not have had the concern that the
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outcomes described could actually happen to them (are
"relevant"), a necessary condition for "defensive

attribution" (Shaver coined the term) to occur.

Defensive Attribution Theory
Shaver (1970) differentiated two types of similarity:

situational and personal. Situational similarity refers to
the fact that observers believe they could encounter the
same situation as the stimulus person; this type of
similarity is necessary for defensive attribution to occur.
Personal similarity refers to shared beliefs and values
between the observer and stimulus person. Walster’s theory
states that, in the face of situational similarity,
observers would try to differentiate themselves from the
victim. Shaver (1970) hypothesized that, when both
situational and personal similarity are high, it would be
difficult for observers to attribute responsibility to the
victim and avoid the realization that the catastrophe could
befall them. In this situation, despite the necessary
relevance to the observers, they would be less likely to
hold the victim accountable and more likely to attribute
responsibility to environmental stimuli or chance. 1In this
case, observers are motivated primarily by a desire to avoid
liability should they find themselves in the same
predicament as the stimulus person, rather than by a need to

defend against the possibility that the event might happen
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to them. To test this hypothesis, Shaver (1970) virtually
replicated Walster’s (1966) study with one modification.
Similarity to the stimulus person was manipulated by asking
the subject to imagine that the personal characteristics of
the stimulus persons were either "very similar to your own"
or "not at all like your own".

As predicted, individuals were significantly less
likely to attribute responsibility to a similar person. 1In
addition, when asked to evaluate conscientiousness and
carefulness, participants evaluated similar targets more
leniently than dissimilar ones. Thus, defensive
attributions appear two-sided, with individuals wanting to
believe they can avoid a negative situation, but also
wanting to believe that they would be perceived as blameless
should they end up in one.

As Lerner (1965, 1970) and Walster (1966) predicted,
individuals tended to attribute responsibility to those who
are sufficiently dissimilar from themselves, so that they
might believe that negative events tend to happen to persons
different than themselves. 1In the face of personal
similarity, however, observers appear more inclined to think
that they would not be held accountable in such situations.
Avoidance of blame thus supersedes the avoidance negative
outcomes. And, in this latter condition, observers would
attribute the outcome to chance, in contrast to Lerner and

Walster’s hypotheses.
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Defensive Attribution Theory presumes that individuals
may alter their perceptions of events to reduce their
perceptions of threat. However, Thornton (1984) noted that
there had been no empirical evidence actually demonstrating
the role of negative arousal in the defensive attribution
process and performed two experiments designed to
investigate the impact of negative arousal on attributions
of responsibility to a sexual assault victim. Before
reading an account of a sexual assault, 24 of the 48 female
undergraduates in study I were given a special explanation
for anxiety or apprehension they might feel during the
study. They were told that psychological experiments often
cause participants to feel nervous and uncomfortable. The
other 24 received no such information.

Thornton (1984) found that those given the special
explanation for negative arousal were significantly less
likely to attribute responsibility to the sexual assault
victim than the others. Thornton (1984) reasoned that
participants in the special condition had attributed their
anxiety to the experiment rather than to the victimization.
Having done so, they had a lesser need to see the victim as
responsible for her fate, since holding a victim responsible
is one way to reduce feelings of threat and anxiety.

Thornton’s (1984) second experiment demonstrated that
increasing a subject’s self-awareness, through the use of

mirrors, led to increased attribution of responsibility to
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the sexual assault victim. It appears that the heightened
self-awareness made individuals more sensitive to their
emotional reaction, causing an enhancement of the defensive
attribution process. Taken together, these two works
provide strong support for the defensive attributional
hypothesis that enhanced feelings of threat induce the
altered perceptions that have been found in studies

investigating response to victimization.

Defensive Attribution Theory Versus Just-World Theory

Chaikin and Darley (1973) designed a study to
empirically compare Defensive Attribution and Just-World
Theories. Forty male undergraduate students viewed a
videotape in which a "worker" assembled building blocks on a
table while being observed and evaluated by a "supervisor".
In the tape, the supervisor bumps into the table as he
stands up, knocking over the blocks that the worker had
assembled. The severity of this episode was manipulated by
leading the subjects to believe that the worker would lose
either a large or small portion of what they were to be paid
as a result of the accident. Situational similarity was
manipulated by telling subjects either that they would later
assume the role of the worker or the role of the supervisor.

As predicted by both Walster’s (1966) and Lerner'’s
(1965, 1971) theories, participants were significantly less

likely to attribute responsibility for the accident to
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chance in the severe condition than in the minor condition.
As Shaver'’s Defensive Attribution Theory predicts, people
chose to assign responsibility to the target that allowed
them to feel the least threatened. Thus, "future
supervisors" attributed significantly less responsibility to
the supervisor than did "future workers".

Future supervisors in the severe condition were
significantly more likely than subjects in other conditions
to assign responsibility to the equipment, an attribution
that does not allow for justice. Also inconsistent with
Just-World Theory, future workers in the severe condition
were significantly more likely to hold the supervisor
accountable, another attribution that does not provide for
justice. Justice would be achieved if the worker/victim
were seen as responsible for his fate, as this would permit
the perception that the worker’s reduction in pay was
deserved. However, this would threaten the future worker
who believes that he is likely to encounter the same fate.
Thus, while a person appears to have the need to believe
that the world is just, "he will occasionally deny justice
for the sake of his own security" (Chaikin & Darley, 1973;
p- 274).

Examining mothers’ attributions of responsibility for
their child’s illness, Tennen, Affleck, and Gershman (1986)
investigated the applicability of Defensive Attribution

Theory. As predicted, maternal self-blame correlated
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positively and significantly with severity of illness and
similarly with improved mood and beliefs that future illness
could be avoided. These mothers appeared to view themselves
as responsible as a means to bolster their perceptions of
control. Path analysis revealed that this increased
control, in turn, led to positive mood. This finding is
consistent with the research of Janoff-Bulman and Wortman
(1977) who found that self-blame was significantly
correlated with good coping skills among 29 paralysis
victims. Somewhat counter-intuitively, the self was the
least threatening target to whom responsibility could be
attributed. Consistent with Defensive Attribution Theory,
but clearly contradicting Just-World Theory, accountability
was attributed to this least threatening target. Thus, as
in Chaikin and Darley’s study (1973), these mother appear to
have forsaken the justice motive for feelings of increased
security.

Also comparing Defensive Attribution Theory and Just-
World Theory, Shaw and Skolnick (1971) examined whether a
"happy accident" was more likely to be attributed to a
target person or to chance. Just-World theory predicts that
subjects would attribute an event (whether positive or
negative) to the target person, since "people get what they
deserve". In contrast, Defensive Attribution Theory
predicts that subjects would attribute a positive event to

chance, while attributing a negative event to the target.
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In this way the observers can believe that the good fortune
could happen to them, while believing that the negative
event could not. The findings were consistent with
Defensive Attribution Theory. Also supporting this theory
was the finding that males were significantly more likely to
see the positive event as a chance occurrence and as
something that could happen to them than was true for the
negative event. Also supporting Defensive Attribution
Theory was the finding that male subjects were significantly
more likely to attribute responsibility to the target when
the negative event was serious rather than minor. The
reverse was true for positive events; attribution of
responsibility to the target individual was significantly
less likely in the case of a more serious positive event.
Thus, subjects appeared to feel more secure believing that
very negative outcomes happen largely to victims that
deserve it, whereas very positive outcomes might happen to
anyone.

That these findings were true only for males was
explained as due to fact that the use of a male target
individual rendered the situations less relevant to females.
However, Schiavo’s (1973) later replication using a female
target also failed to find a severity-responsibility link
among females, suggesting a systematic gender difference.

Sloan and Gruman (1983) investigated the impact of

observers’ perceived vulnerability on ratings of victim
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attractiveness among 73 undergraduates. Using the case of
illness, they unexpectedly found that vulnerability, as
measured by estimations of risk for disease, was unrelated
to attractiveness ratings. Thus, increased risk did not
lead to victim derogation as Defensive Attribution Theory
predicted. Just-World Theory also failed to fit, as
subjects rated potentially culpable patients (those with
preventable diseases) as significantly less attractive than
innocent patients (those with unpreventable diseases).
Thus, neither theory readily explained Sloan and Gruman’s
(1983) findings. However, subjects who actually knew
someone afflicted with the disease at issue, a relationship
likely to increase perceived threat, did tend to rate
illness victims as less attractive (p = .07). Although
somewhat short of statistical significance, this finding
suggested that more vulnerable subjects did demonstrate an
increased likelihood to differentiate themselves from
victims via derogation as predicted by both theories.

Coates, Wortman, Abbey and Holland (1979) investigated
observers’ reactions to rape victims as a function of their
own perceived vulnerability and the emotional reaction of
the victim. Pertinent to the present study is their finding
that observers who reported feeling more vulnerable to rape
(females versus males) were more likely to empathize with
the victim but were also more likely to see her as

responsible and derogate her. These findings, in contrast
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to Sloan and Gruman'’s (1983) findings, are consistent with
Lerner’s (1967, 1971) and Walster’s (1966) hypothesis that
increased vulnerability leads to attributions of
responsibility to, and differentiation from, the victim.

Coates et al. (1979) noted that only two levels of
vulnerability had been used in their study, and the same is
true for Sloan and Gruman (1983). Shaver (1975) had
suggested a curvilinear relationship between observers’
perceptions of vulnerability and reactions to victims. 1In
accordance with Walster’s and Lerner’s positions, Shaver
hypothesized that subjects would be indifferent toward
victims if they felt minimal threat and would attribute
responsibility to them and derogate them only if they
experienced some degree of vulnerability. However, Shaver
hypothesized a vulnerability threshold, which, once
exceeded, would tend to focus the observers on their own
concerns about victimization. In turn, observers would then
tend to be more lenient in their judgments about other
victims.

Burger (1981) performed a meta-analysis of Defensive
Attribution Theory studies encompassing works conducted
within the 12 years following Walster’s pivotal 1966 study.
After examining 22 studies, Burger concluded that " ...
although it is probably true that the occurrence of the
Walster (1966) main effect for accident severity on

Perpetrator responsibility measures is more frequent than
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that expected by chance alone, the strength of the
relationship may still be less than some investigators find
comfortable" (p. 501). Burger also investigated the other
main tenet of Defensive Attribution Theory, that observers
are motivated toward greatest self-protection. Thus,
studies investigating the variables of personal and
situational similarity (i.e., relevance) were also examined.
Analyses revealed that studies which investigated both
severity and similarity demonstrated virtually universal
(one exception) consistency with Defensive Attribution

Theory.

Balance Theory
Studies (e.g., Gentemann, 1984, Lavoie, Jacob, Hardy, &

Martin, 1989) have shown that seeming responsibility on the
part of the victim largely influences the perception of
perpetrator culpability. Heider (1958) hypothesized that
attributions of responsibility were based on the observer’s
estimation of the extent to which the person or the
environment affected the outcome. For example, one’s
ability to achieve an outcome is weighed against the
opposing environmental forces. In addition to ability,
motivation is necessary for the completion of a desired
outcome; and this is also considered in attributions.
Heider (1958) identified several different components

in attributions of responsibility: the degree to which the
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individual is associated with the outcome and directly
caused it, the degree to which the outcome was intentional,
and the degree to which the outcome was justifiable. Sulzer
(1971; cited in Shaver 1970) organized Heider’s levels of
attribution in the following manner:

1. Association - responsibility is attributed to an

individual simply because she is in some way, no matter

how remote, associated with an outcome.

2. Causality - responsibility is attributed to an
individual because she was a necessary factor in its
occurrence, intention and motivation are not

considered.

3. Foreseeability - responsibility is attributed to an
individual because she was a necessary factor and could
foresee the outcome; motivation and intention are not

considered.

4. Intentionality - responsibility is attributed to an
individual because she was motivated to cause the

outcome.

5. Justifiability - responsibility is not attributed to
the person despite the motivation to cause the outcome
because something in the environment necessitated the
act.

Cohn and Sugarman (1982) studied the extent to which
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observers used Heider’s (1957) attributions in their
judgments about victims and perpetrators of wife abuse.
Seventy-two volunteers read vignettes depicting either
physical or sexual abuse of a wife by her husband and then
responded to a Likert-formatted questionnaire soliciting
their attributions of responsibility.

In the area of offender responsibility, male and female
subjects reported significantly differing importance for the
various levels of attribution in their judgments for all
levels except justification. That is, men and women
appeared to base their attributions of responsibility on
different factors. For example, with regard to victim
responsibility, female subjects perceived the victim’s
intentions as playing a larger role in responsibility for
sexual than physical assault.

Heider (1958) had argued that our "sentiments" about
others influence our attributions about them. The noted
gender differences may be partially explained by gender-
dependent differences in such sentiments toward a female
victim. 1In our perceptions of others, we tend toward a
balanced state. That is, if persona feels positively toward
a stimulus target, they will tend to interpret that
individual’s behavior positively to maintain a balance. If
the valence (e.g., positive or negative) of the target
individual and behavior do not match, then the persons will

reinterpret their perceptions of either the person or the
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event. Thus, the observers’ sentiments about an individual
strongly affect their interpretation of stimuli that impinge
on that individual. The observation that negative events
happened to disliked individuals would preserve balance and
be perceived as deserved, while negative occurrences to
liked individuals would tend to be perceived as miscarriages
of justice.

In the situation of wife abuse, Heider’s theory
predicts that the observers’ identification with either the
perpetrator or the victim will affect to whom they would
attribute responsibility and/or derogation. From this
perspective, one would anticipate that the extent to which
observers identify with women’s issues would influence their
perceptions of women who are abused.

Studies examining attitudes about victims have tended
to use potentially responsible victims. For example,
Walster’s (1966) study depicted an individual whose car
rolls down a hill, and Shaver’s (1970) experiments portrayed
a researcher called away for a phone call while leaving
machines running. Although these scenarios are quite
distinct from the wife abuse situation, it is true that a
battered woman, like the stimulus characters used in the
earlier studies, is rarely seen as completely free from
responsibility. It is implied that she had some choice in
selecting her partner and has typically engaged in verbal

arguments with him. This is not to say that a woman is
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responsible for her abuse. It must be mentioned, however,
that responsibility in domestic assaults is often perceived
as more ambiguous than stranger assaults (Hilton, 1989),
with the victim rarely being viewed as wholly free from
accountability. It is expected that studies using wife abuse
scenarios would likely yield findings similar to the earlier
studies on attribution that involved different forms of

victimization.

Attitudes Toward Woman Abuse/Rape and Attributional Theory

Do the predictions of the various attribution theories
apply to perceptions of wife abuse? There has been much
recent interest in the area of attitudes about wife abuse,
with several studies investigating the types of attributions
made by "observers" as they respond to questions about wife
abuse. In this context, the term observer will be used to
mean persons not involved in wife abuse. Thus, observers as
defined here have not necessarily seen incidents of actual
abuse, but have merely learned of it through vignettes given
to them by researchers or by other means in their daily
lives.

Attitudes about wife abuse are important because our
perceptions of this problem affect the way we respond to it.
For example, Gentemann (1984) drew attention to the fact
that observers often hold victims responsible, which

promotes silence on the part of victims. Thus, the



22
attitudes held among the persons to whom victims turn
(friends, family, mental health professionals, police,
lawyers) has a great impact on whether or not victims obtain
help and also whether offenders will be punished.

Legislation designed to aid victims and punish
offenders is not likely without the support of public
opinion. Legislators would be unwise to act in a manner
wholly discrepant with the general attitudes and values of
the majority of their constituency. In addition, attitudes
among the general public are of the utmost importance when
jurors are required to render judgments on cases involving
wife abuse (Ewing & Aubrey (1987).

Few researchers (e.g., Kristiansen & Giulietti, 1990;
Miller, Smith, Ferree, & Taylor, 1976) have incorporated
attributional theory in interpretations concerning wife
abuse data. The present review of the attitudinal
literature evaluates the usefulness of the various theories
in explaining the findings wherever information is
sufficient to do so. It provides an application of
attribution theory to the research on attitudes about wife
abuse.

Hilton (1989) compared the attitudes about assaults on
strangers versus wives. After reading vignettes describing
an assault, 240 participants (120 women, 120 men) rated how
serious and dangerous the incident was and to whom they

attributed responsibility. From a list of ten options, they
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also chose what actions they believed the police should
take. The police record of the perpetrator, the location of
the attack, and the relationship of the attacker and victim
(spouse versus stranger) were varied. Judged seriousness of
the assault was significantly and positively correlated with
the attacker’s record, with attacks by repeat offenders
being viewed as the more serious. However, only when the
victim was a stranger were repeat offenders seen as more
responsible than first-time offenders. Furthermore, repeat
non-domestic assailants were also significantly more likely
to be viewed as warranting legal punishment than were
domestic offenders with the same characteristics.

When asked whether a crime had been committed, 81%
responded affirmatively regardless of whether the victim was
a stranger or wife. Thus, even though there was agreement
that a serious law violation had occurred, there was a
significantly greater likelihood that wife abusers, as
compared to stranger abusers, would be seen as less
responsible for their actions and less appropriate for
criminal charges.

Also noteworthy was that Walster’s (1966) severity-
responsibility relationship held only in the case of
stranger assaults. Both Just-World and Defensive
Attribution Theories predict that more serious events are
less likely to be attributed to chance because to do so

would be threatening. The fact that wife abusers who were
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perceived to have committed a more serious offense were not
seen as more responsible suggests that wife abusers may be
seen as less threatening to observers than stranger abusers.
However, no data on perceived vulnerability to the two types
of crime were obtained.

Edwards (1987) conducted a statewide telephone poll of
1,018 people in rural, urban, and suburban areas of New
Jersey. When asked what the phrase "domestic violence"
refers to, more than 80% of respondents expressed some
knowledge of domestic violence, defining it as some type of
family conflict. Responses indicated that most people
defined it as physical rather than emotional abuse. Child
abuse was specified as the most common type of domestic
violence, with wife abuse following closely. However, only
20% of those polled perceived wife abuse as a "very common
problem"; and even fewer believed that violence in
relationships outside of marriage was a major problem.

Thus, as in Hilton’s (1989) study, perceived vulnerability
to this problem appears to be low. About two-thirds of
those New Jersey residents preferred counselling to
punishment for assailants, a finding similar to Hilton’s
(1989). Correlational analyses revealed that those who
preferred counseling were most likely to be male, less
educated, or older. While most respondents viewed wife abuse
as a problem belonging outside of the criminal justice

system, less than 15% considered domestic violence to be a
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"private problem" warranting no intervention.

Koski and Mangold’s (1998) telephone interviews of 176
Arkansas residents found that females were significantly
more likely than males to see public intervention (e.qg.,
police, crisis lines, shelters) as an effective response to
family violence. Although both males and females preferred
private responses (e.g., family, clergy, etc.), males were
significantly less likely to view family violence as a
serious problem and to endorse public responses.

Gentemann (1984) investigated attitudes toward wife
abuse among 422 women over 18 in North Carolina.
Respondents were contacted through random digit dialing and
surveyed by telephone as part of a larger study on a broad
range of women’s issues (e.g., menstruation, Equal Rights
Amendment, etc.). Participants were asked whether the
following behaviors on the part of a husband toward his wife
are "okay ... once in a while": swearing, slapping,
punching, kicking. Although swearing was perceived as
justified by 40% of respondents, the other behaviors
received virtually no approval (range of 1%-3%). These
North Carolina women appeared to disapprove of physical
force in marriage and view it as deviant. When participants
asked whether "a man has a right to beat his wife" in
response to four different behaviors on the part of the wife
(flirting with other men, sexual infidelity, drunkenness,

nagging), Gentemann’s results changed significantly. 1In






26
contrast to the almost complete disapproval when no context
was provided, almost 20% of the respondents reported
believing that violence was justified in at least one of the
situations. This finding is strikingly similar to the
results of a study done more than one decade earlier (Stark
& McEvoy, 1970) in which approximately 20% of a sample of
1,176 Americans reported approval of slapping a spouse in
certain circumstances. Similarly, Lavoie et al. (1989)
found that police officers were significantly more likely to
hold a victim responsible for her attack if she had verbally
antagonized her husband. Thus, nearly 20% of Americans
appear to believe that hitting one’s spouse is appropriate
if that spouse has committed certain seemingly provocative
behaviors.

These findings contradict Just-World Theory which
predicts that an innocent victim would be held more
responsible and/or derogated more than a potentially
culpable victim so that her attack may appear justified.
Similarly, Sloan and Gruman (1983) found that observers
rated patients with preventable diseases as significantly
less attractive than seemingly "innocent" patients who had
diseases they could have done nothing to avoid. Shaver
(1975) hypothesized that people will try to attribute
responsibility to an appropriate target; and provocative
victims may appear more appropriate than innocent ones. As

Walster (1966) stated, "... we do not expect the subjects to
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surrender all standards of judgement and habits of
reasonableness in order to satisfy their desires to assign
responsibility." (p. 74).

Regardless of the explanation for attributions, it is
clear that attributions of responsibility for wife abuse can
apparently shift from the husband to the wife under certain
conditions. One may assume that the decreased
responsibility attributed to wife assailants as compared to
stranger assailants in Hilton’s (1989) study may be
explained by an attribution of some accountability to the
wife.

Investigating public perceptions of wife abuse, Ewing
and Moss (1987) presented a vignette depicting marital
violence to 216 subjects whose participation was solicited
via a mass mailing. After reading the vignette, subjects
were asked for true or false responses to eight statements
about woman abuse. About 35% endorsed statements that a
battered woman is "masochistic", "emotionally disturbed" or
"bears at least some responsibility". Approximately two-
thirds of the sample endorsed the belief that a battered
woman "could simply leave", with females being significantly
more likely than males to endorse this viewpoint. Women
were also significantly more likely to report believing that
the battered woman in the scenario was masochistic while
males were significantly more likely to attribute

responsibility to the victim and to believe that the assault
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was not part of a pattern of abuse.

These gender differences can be readily explained
according to Shaver’s (1970, 1975) Defensive Attribution
Theory. That female participants derogated the victims and
saw them as choosing to be abused may be interpreted as an
attempt by the female subjects to reduce their feelings of
vulnerability by differentiating themselves from the victims
and believing that they are in a negative situation only
because of choice. These findings could also be explained
by the Just-World view that victims deserve their fate
because they are unlikable women who make poor judgments.
However, when the responses of the female participants are
compared to those of their male counterparts, Just-World
Theory does not adequately explain the pattern of gender
differences.

The tendency of men to see the perpetrators as less
responsible does not restore justice. However, it can be
argued that the males formed these perceptions as an attempt
to avoid responsibility should they commit an offense of
this type. Similarly, the females may have attributed more
responsibility to the perpetrators so that they could avoid
feeling responsible should they ever be victimized. Thus,
both the male and female participants appear to have
perceived wife-battering in a manner that would make them
feel least threatened, although this study did not obtain

perceived vulnerability data. Thus, we can only assume that
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female respondents felt more vulnerable to the possibility
of being victimized, and that these men were more threatened
by the potential for negative consequences if they were to
perpetrate a similar offense.

Janoff-Bulman (1982) examined college students’
perceptions of rape victims using actual police accounts.

In the "observer" condition, participants were simply
instructed to read the account, while in the "victim"
condition, participants were instructed to read the account
and imagine themselves to be the victim of the described
rape. Through this role-play design, the author tried to
assess the reactions of observers versus victims of violent
crimes. This manipulation allows for an examination of the
effects of relevance on observers attributions regarding
victims.

Janoff-Bulman (1982) identified two types of
attributions of responsibility: characterological and
behavioral. 1In the first type, the person’s personality and
character are maligned (e.g., she is stupid); in the latter
case, the victim’s behaviors are seen as causal (e.g., she
should not have gone out alone after dark). Shaver and
Drown (1986) referred to characterological and behavioral
attributions as attributions of responsibility and causality
respectively, preserving Heider’s differentiation of the
different levels of attribution. According to Shaver and

Drown (1986), causality does not necessarily imply
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responsibility; thus an individual may attribute causality
to the self without feeling responsible for the rape.

As hypothesized, self-derogation or characterological

self-attribution among victims was correlated with low self-
esteem, while behavioral self-attribution was not. This is
consistent with other recent findings (Andrews & Brewin,
1990; Sweeny, Anderson, & Bailey, 1986) demonstrating that
internal, global, and stable attributions for one’s
misfortunes are linked with depression. Clearly,
characterological self-attributions are relatively global
and stable. In contrast, behavioral self-attributions
(characterized as more specific and unstable) were not
correlated with low self-esteem and were, in fact,
correlated with high self-esteem and also with perceived
ability to avoid future rape.

Janoff-Bulman reasoned, in accord with several other
researchers (e.g., Shaver & Drown, 1986; Tennen, Affleck, &
Gershman, 1986), that behavioral self-attribution is an
adaptive strategy for victims because it allows them to
restore feelings of power and control in their lives, an
idea similar to Shaver’s (1970) Defensive Attribution
Theory. Rather than simply trying to restore justice by
maligning their own character, victims attribute
responsibility to the target that is the least threatening.
In this case, attributing the responsibility for their

misfortune to their own behavior allows victims to resume a
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sense of control and orderliness in their lives; and this
occurs without a sense of justice.

For observers, however, both characterological and
behavioral attributions of responsibility were related to
high self-esteem. Thus, for the crime of rape, it appears
that the derogation of the victim’s character or behavior is
an adaptive strategy for observers. In contrast to the
experience of victims, characterological and behavioral
attributions of responsibility are equally effective in
providing a sense of security for observers. What this
means then, is that derogating the victim appears to have
harmful effects for the victim, while fostering positive
effects for the observer.

Also investigating observers’ reactions to rape, Yarmey
(1985) compared responses of 192 male and female college
students with an equal number of persons over 50. After
learning about a rape via slides, photographs or vignettes,
these students attributed significantly more responsibility
to the victim than did their elders. Consistent with
similar research (e.g., Kristiansen & Giulietti, 1990;
Miller et al., 1976), "provocative" victims were regarded as
significantly more responsible than "innocent" victims by
both age groups. This finding was inconsistent with the
Just-World Theory prediction that observers’ increased
responsibility attributions to, and derogation of, innocent

victims serves as a means to preserve the belief that the



32
world is just and victims deserve their fate.
Yarmey (1985) hypothesized, consistent with Defensive

Attribution Theory, that the students may have attributed

more responsibility to the victims because they identified
more with them and thus felt more at risk of victimization
themselves. In turn, to reduce their sense of
vulnerability, they perceived the victims as more
responsible. This hypothesis is notably speculative,
however, since no identification or perceived vulnerability
measures were obtained.

Taken together, these empirical studies regarding both
criminal and noncriminal victimization tend to provide more
support for Defensive Attribution than Just-World Theory.
Although some aspects of the research fit either theory,
Defensive Attribution Theory appears more accurate in
situations in which these two theories predict opposing

outcomes.

Demographic Correlates

Addressing different populations, Aubrey and Ewing
(1989) compared the attitudes toward battered women held by
college students (mean age 18) with those held by registered
voters (mean age 42). Students endorsed significantly fewer
stereotypes, such as "If she remains, she is emotionally
disturbed" or "If she remains, she is masochistic". Persons

over age 50 were significantly more likely to believe that
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victims had some responsibility and were masochistic.

To ascertain who is more likely to approve of marital
violence, Gentemann (1984) correlated attitudes with
various demographic variables. Older, non-Caucasian women
with less education and lower incomes were found to be more
likely to approve of violence, a finding consistent with
other studies in which older persons were shown to be more
likely to adhere to stereotypes regarding wife abuse (Aubrey
& Ewing 1989; Ewing & Aubrey, 1987) and less likely to
advocate arresting offenders (Edwards, 1987). Unlike those
studies, however, the age effects found in Gentemann’s study
dissipated when education level was controlled. Only race
and income maintained their relationship to justification.
Thus, consistent with Yarmey (1985), this study provides
little support for the hypothesis that younger women would
be less likely to see the victim as responsible and more

likely to disapprove of violence than would older women.

Attitudes Toward Wife Abuse And Sex-Role Attitudes

Several studies have investigated whether sex-role
attitudes predict approval of wife abuse and attributions of
responsibility for this type of violence. Heider’s (1958)
balance theory predicts that those who identify with women’s
Causes would be more likely to see male perpetrators as
responsible and female victims as innocent. Extending

Heider’s theory, more feminist observers would be expected
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to endorse punishment of offenders. In contrast, Shaver
(1970, 1975) hypothesized that moderate relevance to the
observer, via personal similarity (e.g., feminist attitudes)
will elevate the observer’s sense of vulnerability. This,
in turn, will cause the observer to derogate similar persons
and hold them responsible. The two figures below illustrate

how these two theories differ.

Defensive Attribution Theory

LOW<=======———ea—- Victim Responsibility-----=-=---c---- >High
high relevance low relevance moderate relevance
(high feminism) (low feminism) (moderate feminism)

Balance Theory

LOW< === e m e e Victim Responsibility--=---=---ecee--- >High
high relevance moderate relevance low relevance
(high feminism) (moderate feminism) (low feminism)

Figure 1. The Influence of Sex-Role on Perceptions of
Victims as Predicted by Defensive Attribution
Theory Versus Balance Theory.

As can be seen, Balance Theory predicts a direct linear
relationship between attitudes toward women and attitudes
about victims, while Defensive Attribution Theory predicts a
curvilinear relationship. The research literature has
focused predominantly on Heider’s hypothesis of a linear
relationship, predicting that sex-role attitudes will be
positively and significantly correlated with attitudes
toward wife abuse.

Several researchers have hypothesized that woman

battering is, at least in part, an outgrowth of the
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inequality of women. Finn (1986) empirically examined the
relationship between attitudes regarding sex-roles and those
regarding woman battering. Among 300 college students, he
found that the males endorsed traditional sex-roles
significantly more than did the females, and were also more
likely to endorse the use of force in marriage. However,
gender itself had no direct relationship with approval of
wife abuse. According to Finn (1986), "... a traditional
sex role orientation is the strongest predictor of attitudes
supporting marital violence, while sex and race per se play
a relatively small role" (p. 241). Thus, these findings
supported Heider’s (1958) Balance Theory.

Kristiansen and Giulietti (1990) studied the
interaction of several variables in college students’
perceptions of wife abuse: attitudes toward women, belief in
a just world, and "provocation" by the victim. After
completing written measures of attitudes toward women and
just-world beliefs, participants read one of two domestic
dispute scenarios presented as excerpts of police records.
One scenario included "provocation" by the victim; the other
did not.

Consistent with prior research, men had significantly
more traditional attitudes toward women and significantly
stronger Just World beliefs. As Balance Theory predicts,
males’ perceptions of wife abuse were consistent with their

attitudes toward women. As in Finn’s (1986) study,
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however, it was attitudes regarding sex-roles, rather than
gender, that predicted derogation of the victim and the
degree to which she was seen as responsible.

Females were more likely to attribute responsibility to
the "provocative" victim than were males. In addition,
women with more progressive attitudes were more likely to
attribute responsibility to the "provoking" victims as their
Just-World beliefs increased. Thus, perceptions of wife
abuse appeared to be contingent both upon attitudes toward
women’s roles and their beliefs about the world as fair and
just. Men’s perceptions of wife abuse, however, appeared to
be primarily motivated by a desire for cognitive balance and
thus by attitudes about the equality of women.

Kristiansen and Giulietti (1990) suggested a
"controllability" hypothesis as a means to explain the
interaction found between female participants’ Just-World
beliefs and attitudes toward women’s roles as predictors of
their attitudes about wife abuse. They explained this
interaction in the following manner. Strong just-world
beliefs have been shown to correlate positively with a more
internal locus of control. This control need may render
them less willing to tolerate feelings of vulnerability,
since vulnerability involves an inability to control one’s
fate. More egalitarian females would feel most vulnerable
in response to the provocation scenario because they would

be most likely to fight back if abused. Thus, egalitarian
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females with a high need for control would be more likely to
see a victim as responsible for her fate.

Kristiansen and Giulietti (1990) hypothesized that the
attributions of responsibility to the victims were due
primarily to the need for control, giving only minor
attention to the fact that the gender difference is linked
to differences in perceived vulnerability. The control
hypothesis is not a new one; an aversion to lack of control
has been addressed by several theorists (e.g., Lerner, 1966,
1971; Walster, 1966; Shaver, 1970, 1975). However I know of
no studies investigating the hypothesis that vulnerability
interacts with one’s identification with the victim to alter
perceptions of that victim. Defensive Attribution Theory
predicts that perceived vulnerability would impact the
observer’s perceptions of victims; and this vulnerability is
associated with the observers’ degree of identification
(relevance) with such victims.

An earlier study by Miller et al. (1976) examined the
same variables studied by Kristiansen and Giulietti (1990):
attitudes toward women’s roles, belief in a just world, and
victim responsibility (rather than provocation). They used
one-minute videotapes depicting a female patient telling a
physician about her physical injuries. The variable of
responsibility for the injury was manipulated by presenting
Scenarios of fabricated case histories in which the patient

was described either as: a "culpable driver", an "innocent
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pedestrian", or a rape victim (intended as ambiguous on the
continuum of responsibility).

Judgements of the victim’s "responsibility" for her
injuries correlated negatively with the rater’s perceptions
of her likability and intelligence, contradicting Just-World
Theory. Contrasting later studies (Finn, 1986; Kristiansen
and Giulietti, 1990) which found that attitudes toward
women’s roles (rather than gender) predicted response to
victims, Miller et al. found that feminist ideology related
to identification with the victim only for women. For men,
feminist beliefs did not appear to influence their attitudes
toward the victims.

Miller et al. reasoned that women were more likely than
men to identify with female victims and react with sympathy.
They argued that it was identification with either the
victim or the perpetrator that best predicted observers’
reactions, as Heider’s (1958) theory would predict, not
Just-World beliefs. In their view, observers simply try to
make a situation appear just in their mind as they look back
on it; and this process is interwoven with identification.
However, as in Kristiansen and Giulietti’s (1990) study,
those with stronger Just-World beliefs were more likely to
derogate the victim. Also consistent with Kristiansen and
Giulietti’s results, Just-World beliefs correlated
negatively with feminist values. This relationship is not

surprising, because feminist values are related to one’s
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awareness of gender inequalities.

How can the inconsistent findings regarding the
relationship between attitudes toward women and attitudes
toward wife abuse be explained? One hypothesis that might
account for these discrepancies is the construct of
perceived vulnerability. Defensive Attribution Theory
predicts that perceived vulnerability will mediate the
identification-perception link described by Heider (1958).
This variable has not yet been explored in studies examining

sex-role ideology and attitudes toward wife abuse.

Perceived Vulnerability to Victimization

Numerous studies have shown that women express
significantly more heightened feelings of vulnerability to
crime than men, despite the fact that they seem less at risk
for most crimes (Gomme, 1988; Gordon, Riger, LeBailey, &
Heath, 1980; Junger, 1987; M.D. Smith, 1988; G. Smith, &
Lab, 1991; L. Smith, & Hill, 1991). Studying 640 subjects
in three major Canadian cities, Gomme (1988) found that
gender surpassed prior experience with victimization (either
first hand or "vicarious") as a predictor of feelings of
vulnerability to crime. Thus, risk of victimization, as
measured by crime rates, appears to be less predictive of
perceived vulnerability to victimization than one might
expect.

Researchers investigating perceived vulnerability to
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crime have identified two distinct aspects: the cognitive
assessment of risk and the emotional reaction of fear
(Gordon et al., 1980; Junger, 1987; Warr, 1987). As stated
above, the relationship between these two factors is not
necessarily linear. While individuals may believe they are
at high risk of being pick-pocketed, they may not report a
related high level of fear. Warr (1987) described a
"sensitivity to risk" factor as "the relation between fear
of a particular offense . . . and the perceived risk of that
offense (i.e., the subjective probability that it will
occur)". (p. 30). Using an inventive design, he compared
the sensitivity to risk for different types of crime among
339 Seattle residents. The respondents’ fear of various
crimes was plotted on a graph against their perceived
likelihood of victimization for each crime, allowing for the
slope of the relationship to be used as an indicator of
sensitivity to risk. Sensitivity to risk, as measured by
slope, correlated highly (r = .80) with the perceived
seriousness of crime. Rape, perceived as among the most
serious of crimes, was shown to elicit the highest
sensitivity to risk of the eight crimes investigated.
These findings regarding rape may explain women’s higher
levels of perceived vulnerability. Rape is one crime for
which women are undoubtedly at greater risk and it is a
crime that instills more fear than most others (Warr, 1987).

Are women’s feelings of vulnerability regarding
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victimization predominantly a fear of rape? Gordon et al.
(1980) investigated perceived risk and fear of rape and also
perceived risk and fear of other crime as a whole among 299
women and 68 men in Chicago, Philadelphia, and San
Francisco. Males were asked to rate the risk of rape for
women but not for themselves. All respondents were also
asked to assess their own strength and ability to defend
thenmselves.

Results indicated that perceived risk of rape was a
significant predictor of fear of crime for all respondents.
In addition, physical vulnerability was an "independent and
additive" contributor to the women’s fear response. Thus,
lower levels of physical strength combined with the fear of
rape appeared to account for much of the increased fear of
crime demonstrated in women as compared to men. '

Other researchers have posited that other crimes
largely directed at women, such as sexual harassment
(Junger, 1987) and domestic violence (M.D. Smith, 1988), are
also partially responsible for women’s elevated perceptions
of vulnerability to crime. M. D. Smith (1988) found limited

support for this hypothesis in a study of the relationship

'It is puzzling that males’ estimated risk of rape for women
was also found to contribute to increased fear of crime in men.
This study’s requirement that men focus on risk and fear of rape
undoubtedly made these concerns more salient to men than is
generally the case in their daily lives. Branscombe and Deaux
(1991) demonstrated that making an attitude more accessible can
increase the impact of that attitude on behavior. The relationship
between fear of rape and fear of crime among the male subjects may
have been caused by such increased accessibility.
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between domestic victimization and fear of crime as a whole.
Women who had been severely abused by a male partner
reported significantly more vulnerability to crime than
other women. However, less severe domestic victimization
was not correlated with increased perceptions of
vulnerability.

Junger (1987) measured sexual harassment, defined as
"violation of the physical integrity and/or autonomy which
is related to the primary and secondary sexual
characteristics of persons" (p. 364) among 279 women
recruited from a list of those who had participated in a
study of violence several years earlier. To discern the
effects that relationship to the offender had on the
victim’s response, data on harassment both within and
outside the family were collected.

The association between prior victimization and
perceived vulnerability was positive and significant (r =
.50) for harassment within the family but somewhat lower for
outside the family (r = .34). Intrafamilial victimization
was also significantly correlated with such behavioral
responses as taking precautions and avoidance. In contrast,
extrafamilial harassment did not predict perceptions of
vulnerability as well. The authors posited that it is more
difficult to "neutralize" victimization occurring with
someone who was previously seen as safe, thus heightening

both feelings of vulnerability and avoidance.
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In summary, incongruities between risk and perceived
vulnerability to crime appear to be at least partially
explained by two factors. First, women are typically more
physically vulnerable than men. Second, women are targeted
for certain kinds of crime (e.g., rape, wife abuse, sexual
harassment) ; and these types of victimization appear to
create a climate that fosters feelings of vulnerability to
crime.

Typifying crimes directed specifically at women is the
fact that they often involve trusted others. Thus, the
crimes targeted at women occur in situations in which they
expect to feel safe. As Perloff (1983) explicated, victims
who feel particularly invulnerable before a crime are most
likely to experience post-victimization emotional distress.
It is hypothesized that coping is more difficult because the
victim’s view of the world is severely shaken (Junger, 1987;
Perloff, 1983). Thus, crime at the hands of an intimate
partner or family member appears to be particularly likely
to lead to decreased coping and elevated levels of
vulnerability. It follows, therefore, that high levels of
vulnerability may well indicate concerns about violence of
this type.

The present study will examine perceptions of
vulnerability to crime and the relationship of these
perceptions to both sex-role ideology and attitudes toward

wife abuse. Gender differences will be examined; and it is
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hypothesized that women will report more vulnerability to
crime as well as more egalitarian sex-role beliefs.
Consistent with Defensive Attribution Theory which proposes
that feelings of threat affect perceptions of significant
events, perceived vulnerability is expected to be
significantly related to wife abuse attitudes. Also
expected is a significant interaction between vulnerability
and sex-role ideology as predictors of wife abuse attitudes,
such that wife abuse attitudes will be most consistent with

sex-role beliefs when vulnerability is in its lowest range.



HYPOTHESES
Hypothesis 1. Women will report a significantly stronger
sense of vulnerability to overall crime than

their male counterparts.

Hypothesis 2. There will be a curvilinear relationship
between perceived vulnerability and both
amount of perpetrator responsibility and

justification of wife-beating.

a. Those perceiving moderate vulnerability
will attribute the least responsibility
to the perpetrator and will be more
likely than others to view wife-beating

as justified.

b. Those perceiving the greatest levels of
vulnerability will attribute the most
responsibility to the perpetrator,
instead of the victim, and engage in the
lowest amounts of justification of wife-

beating.

c. Subjects perceiving themselves as least
vulnerable to crime will be moderate on

the continuum for both perpetrator blame

45
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and justification.

Hypothesis 3. Sex-Role attitudes (as measured by the Sex-

role Ideology Scale) and vulnerability will
interact as predictors of attitudes about
wife abuse as measured by the five scales of
the Inventory of Beliefs About Wife Beating

(IBWB) .

In the case of LOW VULNERABILITY only,
progressive sex-role beliefs will have a
linear negative relationship
(correlation) with the justification of
abuse and also with beliefs that a wife
gains from abuse. In addition,
progressive sex-role beliefs will have a
positive linear relationship with
perpetrator responsibility, approval of
perpetrator punishment, and endorsement

of aid for victims.

Among more threatened persons, however,
attitudes toward sex-roles and attitudes
toward wife abuse will no longer

correlate significantly.
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Hypothesis 4 Feminist sex-role beliefs will correlate
positively and significantly with perceived

vulnerability.



METHOD
Participants
Undergraduates (173 female, 98 male) from the
Psychology Department’s subject pool at a large midwestern
university volunteered to participate in this study in
exchange for credit toward one requirement in an

introductory psychology course. Their mean age was 19.

Measures

The present study examines the impact of two variables,
perceived vulnerability to crime and attitudes toward sex-
roles, on attitudes toward the physical abuse of women.
While there are many well-validated inventories of attitudes
toward sex-roles, there seems a dearth of psychometrically
sound measures of both perceived vulnerability to crime and

attitudes toward woman abuse.

Inventory of Beliefs about Wife Beating

A large portion of the studies conducted on attitudes
toward victims have used written vignettes or
newspaper/police reports, as is the case in the rape
literature (Ward, 1988). Participants have typically been
asked questions regarding attributions of responsibility.
Other studies employing questionnaires have simply focused
on the "normality or approval" of wife-beating (Saunders,

Lynch, Grayson, & Linz, 1987), finding that most respondents
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disapprove. As Saunders et al. noted, several important
aspects of such observers’ attitudes were unaddressed and
the measures used to assess attitudes toward wife abuse were
not well-validated.

Saunders et al. (1987) have developed a new measure
designed to assess diverse aspects of attitudes toward wife
abuse, The Inventory of Beliefs about Wife Beating (IBWB).
The authors began with a pool of 119 items drawn from such
varied sources as rape-attitude scales, wife abuse
literature, clinical experience, and consultation with
advocates for battered women. A pilot study eliminated
approximately two-thirds of these items due to ambiguity or
low correlations with other items, resulting in a 41-item
measure. A subsequent factor analysis identified five
reliable subscales entitled: Wife Beating Is Justified

(alpha coefficient = .86), Wives Gain from Beatings (alpha =

.77), Help Should Be Given (alpha = .67), Offender Should Be
Punished (alpha = .61), and Offender Is Responsible (alpha =
.62).

They found that all IBWB subscales were significantly
correlated at the .001 level (r’s ranging from .20 to .62)
with Burt’s (1980) Rape Myth Acceptance Scale for a sample
of 675 undergraduate students. They also administered the
IBWB with a variety of other measures to more diverse
samples: 145 nurses and 86 physicians at a teaching

hospital/clinic, 21 male batterers receiving treatment, 70
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female advocates for battered women, 97 undergraduates at a
New England university, and 94 subjects who were part of a
study investigating ethnic differences in wife abuse.

Saunders et al. (1987) also found that, among college
students, all IBWB subscales were significantly correlated
(r’s from .18 to -.45) with the short form of the Attitudes
Toward Women Scale (AWS; Spence & Helmreich, 1973). Except
for the Offender Is Responsible subscale, all IBWB subscales
were also significantly correlated with the Sex-Role
Stereotyping (SRS) measure (range of r’s from -.15 to .32)
and the Hostility Toward Women Scale (HTW) (r’s from .14 to
.34), Check & Malamuth, 1983). The IBWB subscales of Wife
Beating is Justified, Wife Gains From Beatings, and Help
Should Be Given had the strongest correlations with the AWS,
the SRS, and the HTW. Thus, college students with more
progressive ideologies about women were less likely to view
beatings as justified or to think that women benefitted from
abuse, and were more likely to believe that victims should
be helped.

Suggesting that advocates for battered women tend to
base their attitudes about abuse on variables other than
their attitudes about women, Saunders et al. (1987) found
that advocates’ scores on the AWS, SRS, and HTW were not
significantly correlated with IBWB responses (except on the
Wife Beating is Justified subscale). Treated abusers’ IBWB

scores were similarly unpredictable from their attitudes
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about women. One exception was the significant correlation
between AWS scores and the IBWB’s Offender is Responsible
subscale, a finding that may have been a product of this
sample’s treatment.

Virtually all listed correlations of IBWB measures with
the AWS, SRS, and HTW were statistically significant,
although not all subscale scores were available for the
other populations studied (Saunders et al., 1987). The
ethnic research sample was the only exception, as their IBWB
Offender is Responsible scores did not correlate
significantly with AWS responses. All other IBWB subscales
yielded significant gender differences. Women were less
likely than men to report believing that wife-beating is
justified and that women gain from beatings, but more likely
than men to state that offenders should be punished and that
victims should be helped. Although the Offender Should Be
Punished and Wives Gains From Beatings subscales were
correlated significantly with the Marlowe-Crowne Social
Desirability Scale (Crowne & Marlowe, 1964), Saunders et al.
reported that this shared variance was modest and ranged
only from 5.8% to 9%. Also suggesting limited response bias
was a further finding that no IBWB subscale correlated
significantly with the Lie Scale of the Eysenck Personality
Inventory (Eysenck & Eysenck, 1969). Comparisons between
the IBWB responses of 70 advocates for battered women and 71

batterers yielded the anticipated significant differences on
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each subscale.

Thus, the IBWB appears a promising measure of attitudes
about wife abuse. 1Its construct validity was supported by
significant correlations of IBWB scores with gender, sex-
roles, and attitudes toward rape. In addition, known-groups
validity was demonstrated and there were only mild
indications of a social desirability response bias.

However, some caution is warranted. The IBWB’s Offender Is
Responsible subscale did not relate as expected to several
other measures in initial validation studies. The IBWB’s
authors also noted that its subscales of Help Should Be
Given, Offender Is Responsible, and Offender Should Be

Punished had only marginal internal consistency.

Fear of Crime Scale

The extant literature has commonly used two items from
the National Crime Survey: "How safe would you feel being
out alone in your neighborhood during the day?" and the same
question for ". . . at night" to assess vulnerability.
Because these highly ambiguous questions allow for no
specificity with regard to type of crime this methodology is
problematic and only using two items makes for questionable
reliability.

Data on vulnerability to crime in the present study
includes a measure of fear/vulnerability as well as an index

of prior victimization. Perceived vulnerability was
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measured using L. N. Smith and Hill’s (1991) Fear of Crime
index. This eight-item scale includes questions about
concerns for personal and property safety in addition to
questions about safety behaviors to which subjects respond
in one of four ways: strongly disagree, disagree, agree, or
strongly agree. Item-to-total correlations ranged from .43
to .67. Cronbach’s alpha was reported at .82. Factor
analysis revealed only one reliable factor that also had
face validity.

Data on prior victimization were collected via L .N.
Smith and Hill'’s (1991) Victimization Experience (VE) scale.
Respondents were requested to indicate the number of times
each of 16 types of victimization was experienced by anyone
in their household in the past year, allowing for
specificity of crime. In addition, this VE scale includes a
weighting system, in which crimes with higher perceived
seriousness contribute proportionally to the overall
victimization score.

Weightings for the present study were based on the mean
scores of a separate sample of 130 undergraduate students
who rated the seriousness of each offense on a 1 to 10
scale, with 10 indicating extreme seriousness (Smith & Hill,
1991). Each item’s weighting was determined by obtaining
the difference between the target item’s mean and the lowest
mean and then adding one. The highest weight was assigned

to murder (4.4), the lowest to stealing a car or truck part
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(1.0).

The Fear of Crime index was significantly and
positively correlated with the Victimization Experience
scale (r = .10, p < .05) and with age (r = .05, p < .05),
but inversely and significantly associated with both
education (r = -.22, p < .05) and income (xr = .11, p < .05,
Smith & Hill, 1991). Thus, as in prior studies, more fear
was reported by older participants (Box, Hale, & Andrews,
1988) and those with less education and income (Covington &
Taylor, 1991). Also consistent with prior findings (Gomme,
1988; G. Smith & Lab, 1991), L.N. Smith and Hill (1991)
found that age and income correlated negatively correlated

with victimization experiences.

Sex-Role Ideoloqgy Scale

Attitudes about sex-roles were measured using Kalin and
Tilby’s (1978) Sex-Role Ideology Scale (SRIS). This
measure’s original set of 82 items was based on questions
from Kirkpatrick’s (1936) earlier inventory on feminism and
also included items addressing many recent societal concerns
(e.g., abortion). Known-groups validity was measured via
Kalin and Tilby’s (1978) administration to 27 members of
women’s liberation organization, women from church or
gardening groups (believed to be more traditional), and 324
college students from psychology classes.

They omitted items that did not discriminate between
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groups or which did not have high item-total correlations,
resulting in a 30-item measure. Questions were phrased
equally in a traditional or nontraditional manner to which
subjects were asked to indicate agreement or disagreement on
a seven point scale.

Kalin and Tilby then administered these 30 items to
three groups similar in composition to earlier samples: 29
women from a profeminist organization, 60 women recruited
from church and other traditionally-oriented women’s groups,
and 162 male and female undergraduates. Each item
significantly discriminated between the traditional and
nontraditional groups with the mean item scores differing by
approximately two standard deviations. Gender differences
were in the expected direction, with women scoring as
significantly more feminist than men. Three-week test-
retest reliability among their student sample was .87.

Construct validity was further supported by Buhrke’s
(1988) study of 180 undergraduates in which the SRIS was
shown to correlate significantly with The Attitude Toward
Women Scale (Spence & Helmreich, 1972), the Attitude Toward
Masculinity Transcendence Scale (Moreland & Van Tuinen,
1978), and the Sexist Attitudes Toward Women Scale (Benson
& Vincent, 1980). Burhke’s (1988) factor analysis of all
items from these inventories identified a single reliable
factor, indicating that sex-role ideology is a

unidimensional variable appropriately measured by a single-
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scale index such as the SRIS. Similar studies on sex-role
ideology (Larsen & Long, 1988; Rombough & Ventimiglia, 1981)
have also identified only one reliable factor that accounted
for a substantial amount of the variance.

In summary, the SRIS appears a valid and reliable
measure of attitudes about the appropriateness of varying
roles for men and women. Although there are several
statistically adequate measures of sex-role ideology, the
SRIS was selected chosen for the present purposes for two
reasons. Unlike some other inventories (e.g., The Attitudes
Toward Women Scale), the SRIS includes items particular to
women (e.g., changing name at marriage, abortion, etc.). It
also appears less time-dated than earlier measures such as
The Attitudes Toward Women Scale, as the latter included
such items as "Women should not be bosses in important jobs
in business and industry" and "Sons in a family should be

given more encouragement to go to college than daughters".

Procedures

All participants were recruited via a standard
Departmental sign-up form soliciting participation in a
study entitled "Social Perception and Aggression". After
signing an informed consent form, subjects completed all
measures in a group setting in the author’s presence.
Measures were administered as a set in the following order:

the Fear of Crime scale (FOC), the Victimization Experience
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scale (VE), the Inventory of Beliefs About Wife Beating
(IBWB), and the Sex-Role Ideology Scale (SRIS). Forty-five
minutes were allotted for the completion of all instruments.
At the close of the session, participants were given a

"debriefing" form, informing them of this study’s general

purpose.



Results

Data were screened for omissions and irrational (e.g.,
out of range) responses prior to inclusion in analyses. 1In
total, 11 data sets were excluded, leaving 271 complete
sets. Mean scores for all IBWB scales were within one
standard deviation of those reported by Saunders et al.
(1987) among their sample of 675 undergraduates. Similarly,
Fear of Crime mean scores were consistent with those of
3,109 North Carolina residents (L. N. Smith & Hill, 1991)
after adjusting for this study’s larger range of seven
versus four options on the Likert-formatted measure (i.e.,
multiplying the present sample’s means by 4/7). Mean scores
on the SRIS were also within one standard deviation of Kalin
and Tilby’s (1978) sample of 162 male and female college
students. Thus, the present sample’s scores appear
reasonably representative of other United States college
samples.

Scale reliabilities are presented separately for men
and women in Appendix D. Means and standard deviations for
all measures are presented separately for men and women in
Table 1. Approval of marital violence in the present sample
appeared generally low. Mean item scores indicated that,
when responding on a 7-point Likert scale ranging between
"strongly agree" and "strongly disagree", women tended to
"strongly agree" that women do not gain from abuse and to

"agree" that wife abuse is not justified and that help
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should be provided for victims. Women tended to "slightly
agree" that offenders are responsible and should be
punished. Men tended to "agree" that help should be
provided for victims; "slightly agree" that wife abuse is
not justified, women do not gain from abuse, and offenders
should be punished; and "neither agree nor disagree" that
offenders are responsible.

Confirming prior gender differences (Saunders et al.,
1987), t-tests presented in Table 1 revealed that women’s
attitudes differed significantly (p < .01) from men’s in the

Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations and t-tests of
Differences Between Men and Women on Fear and IBWB

Scales.
98 MEN 173 WOMEN

Variables M SD M SD t-value
IBWB JUSTIFY 53.6 27.8 32.0 12.1 =7.30%%
IBWB GAINS 16.8 10.0 9.8 5.1 -6.46%*
IBWB PUNISH 23.1 5.7 27.6 5.2 6.57%%
IBWB RESPONSIBLE 24.5 6.0 27.7 5.4 4.34%*
IBWB HELP 28.0 6.6 32.3 3.5 6.09%%*
FEAR OF CRIME 27.3 6.7 30.8 8.0 3.86%%*
PROPERTY CRIME 2.8 3.2 2.4 3.2 -.88
PERSONAL CRIME 1.4 2.9 1.4 3.5 .17
TOTAL VICTIMIZATION 4.1 5.3 3.8 5.6 -.42
SEX-ROLE IDEOLOGY 126.5 19.7 145.3 18.0 7.81%%
AGE 19.7 1.3 19.3 1.3

** p < .01, two-tailed test
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expected directions for all IBWB scales. Thus, these women
were generally much more disapproving of wife abuse than
were men. Women’s IBWB scores were also less variable than
men’s, as their responses tended to cluster more closely
around total disapproval of marital violence while men’s
spanned the entire range of responses. This was most
pronounced on the IBWB Justification scale on which 13% of
women versus 4% of men endorsed complete lack of
justification for wife abuse. In addition, 86% of women
reported agreeing that wife abuse is not justified (IBWB
Justify scores of 42 or less) versus 44% of men.

Clearly supporting the hypothesis that women would
report more vulnerability to crime than would men, their
mean Fear of Crime score exceeded men’s (t = 3.86, p < .001)
and women’s scores were also somewhat more variable (SD of
8.0 vs. 6.7). Men’s scores were significantly more variable
than women’s on the IBWB scales of: Wife Beating is
Justified, Wives Gains from Beatings, and Help Should be
Given.

Multiple regression analyses were performed on Fear of
Crime and IBWB Justification scores, and separately for Fear
of Crime with the IBWB Responsibility scale. To test the
hypothesized curvilinear model, Fear of Crime scores were
squared and added to each regression equation. Thus, each
regression equation included two distinct variables: Fear

of Crime (to assess the linear relationship between Fear and
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the variables Justification and Responsibility) and Fear of
Ccrime? (to assess the quadratic/curvilinear relationship).
Tests of significance were performed on the change in the
squared multiple correlation coefficient (R? change) for
each of these variables as they were added to the regression
equation predicting Justification and Responsibility, so
that the variance accounted for by each could be
ascertained. These findings are presented in Table 2.

As predicted, Fear of Crime associated significantly
and negatively with Responsibility scores for both men
(r = -.34, p < .01) and women (r = -.18, p < .05),
accounting for approximately 11% and 3%, respectively, of
the latter measure’s variance. Unexpectedly, Fear correlated
significantly with Justification only among men (r = .26, p
<.01; women’s r = .12). Thus, there was a clear linear
component to the relationship between Fear and
Responsibility for all participants but only for males
between Fear and Justification.

This significant linear relationship did not
necessarily preclude a significant quadratic element.
Adding the quadratic component (Fear?) to the regression
equations after the linear Fear variable provided an index
of the quadratic relationship from which the linear effect
of Fear was removed. As is shown in Table 2, this
curvilinear component of the Fear and Justification

relationship was trivial; moreover the curvilinear component
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of the Fear and Responsibility relationship was significant
only for males. For them, the linear aspect of Fear
accounted for 11% of the variance in Responsibility scores

while the quadratic aspect of Fear accounted for an

Table 2. Multiple Regression Analyses of Fear of Crime with
IBWB Justification and Responsibility Scales.

Step Dependent Var. Indep. Var. R’ change Mult. R
98 Men
1. Justification Fear .068%* .261
2. Justification Fear? .004 .268
1. Responsibility Fear «114%% .338
2. Responsibility Fear? .035% .386
173 Women
1. Justification Fear .015 .124
2. Justification Fear? .016 .178
1. Responsibility Fear .033% .182
2. Responsibility Fear? .000 .183

*p < .05. **p < .0l.

additional 3%. This significant enhancement identifies a
curve in the relationship between males’ Responsibility and
Fear scores. Examination of the variables Fear and
Responsibility plotted against each other revealed that
Responsibility scores decreased as Fear of Crime increased,

leveling off when the Fear score approached its mean value

(27.3).
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To test the hypothesized interaction between Sex-Role
and Fear of Crime as predictors of IBWB scales, their
composite (Sex-Role x Fear) was computed and then included
in a multiple regression equation following its two
components. As is shown in Table 3, Sex-Role significantly
predicted all IBWB scales for both men and women. Weakly
supporting the hypothesis, there was a significant
interaction between Fear of Crime and Sex-Role only for
men’s Justification scores. No other regression analyses
indicated that the relationship between Sex-Role and IBWB
scales was contingent upon Fear of Crime scores.

Contrary to expectations, it was in cases of high Fear
of Crime that men’s sex-role attitudes were more highly
related to beliefs about the justification of wife abuse.
To scrutinize this trend, post-hoc analyses examined the
correlations between sex-role attitudes and wife abuse
attitudes for subgroups high and low fear in Fear of Crime,
defined as above and below the latter scale’s midpoint.

As is shown in Table 4, the relationship between Fear
of Crime and Sex-Role Ideology tended to be stronger among
the more fearful women and among the less fearful men. That
is, with the exception of IBWB Justification, beliefs about
wife abuse attitudes were more consistent with Sex-Role
Ideology for women who reported more Fear of Crime and for

men who reported less. However, none of these differences
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Sex-Role with IBWB Scales.

Table 3.

Step Dependent Var.
98 Men

1. Justification
2. Justification
3. Justification
1. Responsibility
2. Responsibility
3. Responsibility
1. Gains

2. Gains

3. Gains

1. Punish

2. Punish

3. Punish

1. Help

2. Help

3. Help

173 Women

1. Justification
2. Justification
3. Justification
1. Responsibility
2. Responsibility
3. Responsibility
1. Gains

2. Gains

3. Gains

1. Punish

2. Punish

3. Punish

1. Help

2. Help

3. Help

*p < .05. **p < .0l.

Indep. Var. R?> Change
Fear of Crime .068%%
Sex-Role «292%%
Fear x Sex-Role .026%*
Fear of Crime c114%%
Sex-Role «181%%*
Fear x Sex-Role .015
Fear of Crime .078%*
Sex-Role .154%%
Fear x Sex-Role .009
Fear of Crime .078%%
Sex-Role «170%%
Fear x Sex-Role .025
Fear of Crime .032
Sex-Role e374%%
Fear x Sex-Role .002
Fear of Crime .015
Sex-Role «152%%
Fear x Sex-Role .012
Fear of Crime .033%
Sex-Role .046%%
Fear x Sex-Role .007
Fear of Crime .002
Sex-Role .091%%*
Fear x Sex-Role .007
Fear of Crime .004
Sex-Role .049%*
Fear x Sex-Role .000
Fear of Crime .000
Sex-Role «090%**
Fear x Sex-Role .002

Multiple Regression Analyses of Fear of Crime and

Mult.

.261
.600
.621

.338
.543
.556

.279
.482
.491

.279
.498
.522

.178
.637
.638

.124
.409
.424

.182
.280
.292

.048
.305
.316

.065
.231
.231

.002
.301
.304
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between correlations was significant using Fisher’s r to z
transformation. Also surprising was the finding that Fear
of Crime was a stronger predictor of men’s than of women’s
IBWB scores. Fear of Crime was significantly associated
with four of the five IBWB scales for men but only one of
these five for women.

Table 4. Correlations of IBWB Attitudes with SRIS Attitudes
in High and Low Fear of Crime®.

Justif. Resp. Gains Punish Help
Women
Low Fear(n = 83) -.36%*%* .10 -.19 .15 22%
High Fear(n = 90) =-.41%*% c32%% -.38%%* c29% % .36%%
Men
Low Fear(n = 52) =-.54%% .54%% -.49%% .56%% .68%%
High Fear(n = 46) =-.62%%* .28 -.37%% .24 .57 %%

+ Fear scores were divided at the midpoint; men’s scores
above 27 and women’s scores above 31 were categorized as
high fear.

*QS ’05' **Q_<_ oOl.

Correlations of all measures are presented separately
for men and women in Table 5. Correlations among the five
IBWB scales as well as the inter-correlations of IBWB, Fear
of Crime, and SRIS for men were consistently higher than for
women. In 9 of the possible 36 comparisons, men’s
correlations were significantly higher. For men there
appeared to be a general acceptance or rejection of wife
abuse, with all attitudes about wife abuse tending to

correspond more strongly. In contrast, women’s wife abuse
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attitudes were appreciably less associated. The
significantly higher variance in men’s scores on the Wife
Beating is Justified, Help Should be Given, and Wives Gain
From Beatings scales may partially explain higher
correlations between these scores and other measures.

Analyses of all regression equations revealed that the
residuals were not appreciably correlated with the
independent variables. To investigate the possibility of
multicollinearity between independent variables in the
regression analyses, correlations between all independent
variables were calculated. No such correlation exceeded
.34, precluding significant multicollinearity.

Clearly refuting the hypothesis that sex-role attitudes
would correlate positively with perceived Fear of
Crime, sex-role ideology was significantly negatively
correlated only with men’s (r = -.30, p < .01), but not with
women’s (r = -.09) Fear of Crime scores.

Although not part of the proposed hypotheses,
victimization rates were also explored as such experiences
are likely to influence attitudes regarding crime. Caution
must be exercised in interpreting any differences in
Victimization rates, as this sample is comprised solely of
College students rather than various age groups. In
contrast to the 23% household victimization rate reported by
the U.s. Bureau of Justice for 1992 (Rand 1993) and the 38%

victimization rate reported by Smith and Hill (1991) for
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their sample of 3,049 North Carolina residents, 48% of the
present sample’s households reported experiencing a crime.
The rates for individual crimes were: larceny 65%, robbery
5%, assault 16%, rape 7% and murder 2%. These figures are
consistently three to four times higher than those reported
by the U.S. Bureau of Justice in their annual National Crime
Victimization Survey report (Rand, 1993), an index of both

reported and unreported crime.
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Table 5. Correlations of IBWB, SRIS, Fear of Crime, Property Crime, and Personal
Crime Scales.

Justify Gains Punish Respons. Help SRIS Fear Prop.Cr. Per.Cr.

Justify JI5¢ -62¢ -.65¢ -79% -59¢ .26b .20a .16
Gains  .62¢ -40c  -4lc -51c -46c .28b .15 19
Punish -22b -.21b 8lc .67c .48c -28b -.16 -12
Resp. -34c -35¢ .75 68 . Slc -34c -.18 -.08
Help -44c -41c 38  .36c .64c -18 -22a -22a
SRIS -40c -30c .23b .23b .30¢c -30b -.16 -.16
Fear A2 .05 -07 -18a 00 -.09 2la .03
Prop.Cr. .17a .06 -07  -13 -21b .04  .16a .52c
Per.Cr. 24c .18a -.02 -12 -13  -.03 07 43¢

Prop.Cr. = Property Crime
Per.Cr. = Personal Crime

a=p<.05
b=p<.01
c=p<.001

Note: Correlations for 98 men given above the diagonal; correlations for 173 women
given below it.

Note: Underlined correlations significantly exceeded their cross-gender comparison.



Discussion

Prior research has demonstrated that age and education
may significantly affect the perceptions of both victims
(Hilton, 1989) and perpetrators of crime (Aubrey & Ewing,
1989; Gentemann, 1984; Edwards, 1987). Thus, caution must
be exercised in interpreting data derived from this wholly
college-student sample. The additional fact that this
sample was youthful and largely unmarried likely influenced
their attitudes regarding violence in marriage. Shaver
(1975) hypothesized that a minimal level of relevance is
necessary for defensive attribution to occur. Thus, this
study’s general finding of minimal defensive attribution may
be associated with the uncertain relevance of wife abuse to

this sample of late-adolescent college students.

Fear of Crime

Consistent with hypothesis 1 and prior research (e.g.,
Gomme, 1988; Gordon et al., 1980; Junger, 1987; M.D. Smith,
1988), these college student women reported significantly
more Fear of Crime than did the men. Also corroborating
prior research, women’s elevated Fear of Crime scores were
not based on higher rates of prior victimization for either
personal or property crimes. The slightly older male sample
(.4 years) reported a slightly higher amount of property
victimization (28 versus .24), although this difference was

statistically insignificant. Thus, the notion that women
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have a higher sensitivity to risk of crime received support.

This age group is at a higher risk for crime than the
national average (Bastian, 1993). In addition, their
households are likely larger in size as many college
students have several roommates, suitemates, and housemates.
The amount of household victimization reported by the
present sample did significantly exceed the findings
reported by the U.S. Bureau of Justice in their annual
National Crime Victimization Survey report (Rand, 1993).
Possible methodological variation can be largely ruled out
as a factor in this elevation, as Smith and Hill’s 1991
study employed the same victimization measure and found
overall victimization rates that were also slightly but
significantly lower (38% vs. 44%) than the present sample’s.
The youth of the participants and the likelihood of larger
household size are probable contributors to the higher

household victimization rates.

Fear of Crime and Wife Abuse Attitudes

Consistent with Defensive Attribution Theory,
hypothesis 2 predicted that Fear of Crime would be a
significant factor in individual’s attributions regarding
wife abuse. Briefly stated, this theory posits that, in
response to feelings of threat, we cognitively organize our
perceptions of serious events to reduce feelings of

vulnerability. Fear of Crime was significantly correlated
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with attributions of responsibility for wife abuse among
both men (r = -.34) and women (r = -.18). However,
attitudes about justification of wife abuse related
significantly only to Fear of Crime among men.

It is puzzling that perceived vulnerability to crime
played a more pivotal role in men’s attitudes, since
victimization via wife abuse is clearly more relevant to
women. Women were markedly 1less likely than men to view
wife abuse as justified (t = -7.30, p < .01). In addition,
women’s Justification scores tended to cluster near a total
lack of justification and were markedly less variable than
men’s (women’s variance = 12.1; men’s variance = 27.8).
Women’s slightly lower correlation than men’s (r’s of .12 vs
.26) between Fear of Crime and Justification was likely
related to their narrower set of Justification scores.

To test the Defensive Attribution Theory hypothesis
regarding the relationship between perceived vulnerability
to crime and wife abuse attitudes, regression analyses were
required. Partially supporting the hypothesis of a
curvilinear relationship between perceived vulnerability to
crime and wife abuse attitudes, men’s attitudes regarding
responsibility for wife abuse related curvilinearly to Fear
of Crime scores. As Fear of Crime increased from its low to
midpoint, men attributed less responsibility to perpetrators
of wife abuse. Thus, as predicted, moderate levels of

perceived vulnerability to crime among males were associated
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with decreased attributions of responsibility to male wife
abusers.

Perceiving a perpetrator to be responsible for the
violence would not seem to allow a moderately vulnerable
observer to feel safe, as such persons, by definition,
believe that they are also vulnerable to crime. Thus, they
would tend to attribute responsibility to other sources so
that they may feel safe that there are causes of
victimization other than brutal criminals. One may presume
that some of the responsibility for her abuse was assigned
to the wife, as she appeared the most likely target for such
attributions. This would allow observers to feel more
secure, believing that there was something about the victim
or her situation, rather than about the perpetrators to whom
they feel vulnerable, that was responsible for the
victimization.

Surprisingly, it was this sample’s men who were lowest
in Fear of Crime that attributed the most responsibility to
wife abuse perpetrators. It had been hypothesized that
those perceiving themselves as less vulnerable to crime
would make more moderate attributions because crime does not
appear sufficiently relevant to them to warrant a strong
attributional stance. It had also been anticipated that the
most vulnerable participants would hold wife abusers more
liable because they would identify most with victims and

want to avoid being seen as responsible should they be
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victimized.

A clear complicating factor is that men are
overwhelmingly the perpetrators, rather than the victims, of
marital violence. Thus, heightened vulnerability to crime
might not necessarily predict men’s attributions about
marital assault in the same way it might predict attitudes
about other crimes for which men have more pertinent fears
of victimization. It is quite interesting to note, however,
that the Defensive Attribution Theory hypothesis was
supported, albeit marginally, only for men. Women’s
attributions regarding the justification of, and
responsibility for, wife abuse did not demonstrate the
curvilinear relationship to Fear of Crime predicted by
Defensive Attribution Theory. 1In fact, Fear of Crime was
not significantly associated with women’s beliefs regarding
the justification of wife abuse. Similarly, Fear of Crime
correlated even more faintly with women’s beliefs regarding
whether a woman gains from abuse, whether offenders should
be punished, or whether help should be given to victims.
Among the men, however, Fear of Crime correlated
significantly with all attitudes toward wife abuse, except
whether victims should be helped.

Prior research has also demonstrated that men have
stronger tendencies toward defensive attribution than women
(e.g., Schiavo, 1973; Shaw & Skolnick, 1971). Shaw and

Skolnick (1979) similarly posited that differential gender
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relevance was likely responsible for women'’s decreased
defensive attributional reactions. When their study was
replicated with an adjustment for relevance (Schiavo, 1971),
however, the gender difference persisted. Thus, there are
indications of important gender differences in defensive
attributions.

The present male sample reported less Fear of Crime
than these college women. However these men’s Fear levels
were more predictive of their wife abuse attitudes,
suggesting that Fear of Crime may have a pivotal role in
their perspective about crime of this type. The minimal
correspondence between women’s Fear of Crime and their wife
abuse attitudes was unexpected. Violence in the home is
certainly a category of crime for which women are
particularly at high risk. Thus, it was expected that Fear
of Crime in general would predict attitudes about the
specific crime of wife abuse. One possible explanation is
that the general Fear of Crime measure employed was not
sufficiently suited to tap in to perceptions of
vulnerability about wife abuse. Another hypothesis is that
these women failed to recognize their vulnerability to this
type of crime. This lack of awareness may be at least
partially responsible for the lack of association between
women’s perceived vulnerability to crime and their attitudes
about wife abuse. Generally, women’s wife abuse attitudes

were also less associated with each other as well as less
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consistent with their sex-role ideology than were men’s.
The research of Kristiansen and & Giulietti (1990) similarly
demonstrated a less direct link for women than for men
between wife abuse attitudes and their sex-role ideology and
Just-World beliefs. It was hypothesized in the present
study that the variable of fear was the mediating factor.
However, this was not demonstrated.

In summary, the Defensive Attribution hypothesis was
partially supported in that Fear of Crime was clearly
appreciably associated with men’s attitudes toward wife
abuse. However, perceived vulnerability did not demonstrate
the expected associations with women’s wife abuse attitudes.
Methodological issues may have been a factor. The Fear of
Crime scale does not include items that measure fear of
specific types of crime. Thus, participants may have been
using different kinds of crime as their reference point when
responding to the scale’s eight items, and this may have
been partially gender-determined. This susceptibility to
individual interpretation may have served to attenuate the
findings.

Consistent with Balance Theory, women were much more
disapproving of wife abuse than men, suggesting that gender
differences in identification with female victims is a
relevant factor in the formation of related attitudes about
wife abuse. Indeed, women were significantly more

egalitarian in their sex-role ideology than were men. Thus,
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women reported attitudes more favorable toward women and
also reported disapproval of the abuse of women, supporting
Heider’s (1958) hypothesis that people tend toward a

balanced state in their perceptions of others.

Sex-Role Attitudes, Fear of Crime, and Wife Abuse Attitudes
Contrary to expectations, Fear of Crime was not found
pivotal in the relationship between sex-role attitudes and
wife abuse attitudes. With one exception, sex-role
attitudes consistently displayed the expected associations
with wife abuse attitudes regardless of Fear of Crime level.
Hypothesis 3 predicted that, when observers feel vulnerable
to crime in general, their wife abuse attitudes would not
necessarily be consistent with their sex-role attitudes, as
issues of safety would supersede cognitive concordance in
attitudes. However, sex-role attitudes related fairly
strongly to all facets of attitudes toward wife abuse,
especially among men, such that Fear of Crime did not
appreciably affect this relationship. Thus, these findings
appear more consistent with the Balance Theory tenet that
our "sentiments" about victims affect our perceptions of
them and events involving them. The one exception was men’s
Justification scores where, contrary to expectations, it was
for men with higher Fear of Crime that sex-role attitudes
were more firmly related to beliefs about the justification

of wife abuse.
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Although the planned regression analyses did not reveal
significant effects of Fear of Crime on the relationship of
sex-role attitudes to wife abuse attitudes, correlation
analyses did suggest a clear, although statistically
nonsignificant, pattern. With the exception of
Justification, wife abuse attitudes were more consistent
with sex-role ideology for more vulnerable women and less
vulnerable men. This gender difference involving perceived
vulnerability might partially explain why some research
(e.g., Finn, 1986; Kristiansen & Giulietti, 1990) has found
sex-role to be significantly linked with attitudes about
violence against women while others (e.g., Miller et al.,
1976) found this to be true for women only.

The higher agreement in attitudes among less vulnerable
men had been anticipated, as minimal perceived vulnerability
to crime was not expected to supersede the tendency toward
attitude concordance. In contrast, why women’s sex-role
attitudes would be more related to their wife abuse
attitudes among only those with greater Fear of Crime
remains puzzling. Also interesting is the manner in which
Justification scores related differently to Fear of Crime
and Sex-Role Ideology (see Table 4) than the other wife
abuse attitudes. One hypothesis is that Justification
implies social acceptance of the behavior, whereas thi<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>