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REDUCING DOMESTIC VIOLENCE REVICTIMIZATION:  THE EFFECTS OF INDIVIDUAL AND 

CONTEXTUAL FACTORS AND TYPE OF LEGAL INTERVENTION 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

 

This paper examines the role of individual and contextual factors and legal interventions in reducing time 

to domestic violence revictimization.  Drawing on current theory and research, hypotheses are deduced 

about the effects of these factors.  Cox regression and survival analyses are employed to test the 

hypotheses using court, police, and census data from an urban jurisdiction in Texas.  Prior drug use, 

race/ethnicity, and community-level income were associated with time to revictimization.  However, 

there was little evidence either of interactive effects between race/ethnicity and community-level income 

or of differential effects of each of three types of legal interventions.  Implications for theory, research, 

and domestic violence interventions are discussed. 



1 

REDUCING DOMESTIC VIOLENCE REVICTIMIZATION:  THE EFFECTS OF INDIVIDUAL AND 

CONTEXTUAL FACTORS AND TYPE OF LEGAL INTERVENTION 

 

Despite growing recognition among researchers and policymakers of the personal and social 

consequences of domestic violence, we still know little about the efficacy of various types of legal (i.e., 

police and/or court) interventions or about the populations for which specific interventions are most 

efficacious (Cardarelli 1997; Miller and Wellford 1997; Bell and Mattis 2000; Dobash and Dobash 2000; 

Worden 2000).  The situation, in part, reflects the fact that it has only been in the last three decades that 

domestic violence has ceased to be viewed as a purely private matter (Paquin 1994; Flowers 1996; 

Caringella-MacDonald 1997; Miles-Doan 1998).  In recent years, however, the proliferation of 

mandatory arrest and prosecution laws has led to increased attention to and research on domestic 

violence (Gelles and Straus 1988; Sherman, Schmidt, and Rogan 1992; Keilitz 1994; Buzawa and 

Buzawa 1996a-b; Schmidt and Sherman 1996; Mills 1998; Dobash and Dobash 2000).  There remains, 

though, much that is unknown theoretically and empirically about the two most common domestic 

violence interventions -- arrests and protective orders -- and their potential differential impact on diverse 

populations (Mills 1998).  In addition, research to date has neglected close examination of contextual 

factors such as community-level socioeconomic status (Thistlewaite, Wooldredge, and Gibbs 1998; 

Wolfe and Jaffe 1999), the interaction of individual and contextual factors (Dobash and Dobash 2000), 

and intervention efficacy as measured by time to revictimization (Klein 1996). 

Taking these observations as a point of departure, this paper explores three questions.  First, how and 

to what extent are key individual and contextual-level factors (age, prior victimizations and drug use, 

race/ethnicity, and median family income) linked to time to revictimization after a legal (police or court) 

intervention, and are there race/ethnic and community interactions that disadvantage certain groups?  

Second, for cases in which a woman obtained a protective order (PO), cases in which a woman’s partner 

was arrested (arrest), and cases in which a woman obtained a protective order and in which the partner 

was arrested (PO/arrest), are there differences in the prevalence of or time to revictimization?  Third, do 

the interventions differentially affect time to revictimization for certain populations? 

Drawing on previous theoretical and empirical research, this study addresses these questions to 

extend knowledge of policies aimed at reducing domestic violence.  We begin by reviewing research on 
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domestic violence and related interventions.  Then, drawing on recent theorizing and research, the central 

hypotheses guiding our analyses are outlined, followed by discussion of the data, methods, and findings.  

We conclude with a discussion of the study’s theoretical, research, and policy implications. 

 

BACKGROUND 
 

Domestic violence no longer is seen as a private problem; rather, it is a social problem of 

considerable magnitude.  Mills (1998) recently has summarized some of the compelling facts:  domestic 

violence results in the death of four women every day in the U.S.; it affects all racial/ethnic and 

socioeconomic groups; and, for women ages 15 to 44, it is the predominant cause of injury (Bureau of 

Justice Statistics 1994; Brookoff et al. 1997; Worden 2000).  Such patterns have repercussions for 

women and their children, who themselves may be the recipients of physical abuse, with attendant 

consequences for their long-term health and, in turn, for society (Appel and Holden 1998; Yabiku, 

Axinn, and Thornton 1999).  Understandably, therefore, researchers increasingly have focused both on 

the causes of domestic violence and on the efficacy of legal interventions aimed at reducing it.  Several 

prominent themes from this research are summarized here.  (For extensive reviews, see Ohlin and Tonry 

1989; Sherman, Schmidt, and Rogan 1992; Buzawa and Buzawa 1996a-b; Swisher 1996; Cardarelli 

1997; Miller and Wellford 1997; Mills 1998; Walker 1999; Dobash and Dobash 2000; Worden 2000.) 

Research on the causes and patterns of domestic violence has involved many different foci, initially 

focusing on patterns and consequences of victimization and then on batterers and their characteristics 

(Miller and Wellford 1997:21-22).  Other foci have included focusing on individual pathology, family 

dysfunction, and cultural and structural context (Miller and Wellford 1997; Worden 2000; Wyatt, 

Axelrod, and Chin 2000).  More recently, emphasis has been given to developmental aspects of domestic 

violence (e.g., early socialization experiences and exposure to violence, the unfolding of certain patterns 

over time); expanding and clarifying the notion of intimate violence; and exploring interactions of 

gender, political and religious systems, public attitudes, and large-scale societal events, such as wars, in 

producing and supporting domestic violence (Paquin 1994; Buzawa and Buzawa 1996a-b; Swisher 1996; 

Cardarelli 1997; Walker 1999; Dobash and Dobash 2000; Worden 2000).  Although this research has 

revealed more of the complexity involved in domestic violence, it unfortunately has not led to 

widespread support for or agreement about the etiology or cessation of violence among intimate partners. 
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Early studies assessing interventions focused on the impact of mandatory arrest policies (e.g., 

Sherman and Berk 1984).  These studies revealed equivocal findings, with some showing a deterrent 

effect that diminishes rapidly over time, some not, and some even identifying an increase in 

revictimization (see Buzawa and Buzawa 1996a-b; Davis, Smith, and Nickles 1998; Mills 1998).  More 

recent research suggests that arrests might be more effective if undertaken in conjunction with other 

interventions, such as providing women transportation to a shelter, offering various legal and social 

services, and involving victims more directly in the decision to arrest (Sherman, Schmidt, and Rogan 

1992).  Similar, albeit more limited studies have been conducted on mandatory prosecution policies and 

also yielded equivocal results (see Ford and Regoli 1993; Davis, Smith, and Nickles 1998; Mills 1998). 

Researchers increasingly are focusing on the efficacy of protective orders (POs), commonly referred 

to as restraining orders.  Because one of the primary legal interventions examined in the present study 

includes protective orders, a brief review of what they are and how they work is in order.  Protective 

orders can be solicited by a victim in an attempt to require, with the assistance of the courts, that an 

abusive partner vacate the residence.  Their primary functions are to prohibit abusers from committing 

family violence, directly communicating with family or household members, or going to or near a family 

or household member’s home or place of employment.  As of 1976, only two states had protective order 

legislation, but, by 1994, all fifty states had developed protective order statutes (Keilitz 1994). 

As originally conceived, protective orders were viewed as potentially more effective than criminal 

prosecution because the latter rarely resulted in women participating or in more than minimal punishment 

of the offender (Hart 1996).  By contrast, it was thought that women would be more willing to seek 

protective orders, which involve civil proceedings, because they might feel that men would be less likely 

to retaliate (see, however, Zoellner et al. 2000).  Furthermore, because violation of protective orders 

could lead to criminal penalties, there was the possibility of a deterrent effect resulting from the fear of a 

sanction or having a direct order from a judge to cease certain conduct (Wallace 1996:206). 

Although all states have protective order legislation, few studies have examined their efficacy.  

Research suggests that between 23 and 50 percent of women who seek protective orders experience 

revictimization (Grau, Fagan, and Wexler 1985; Horton, Simonidis, and Simonidis 1987; Chaudhuri and 

Daly 1992; Harrell and Smith 1996; Klein 1996; Carlson, Harris, and Holden 1999).  Unfortunately, 

several studies suffer from reliance on minimal (two to four-month) follow-up periods (Grau, Fagan, and 
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Wexler 1985; Chaudhuri and Daly 1992).  The few studies comparing the experiences of women who 

sought protective orders with those who did not have found no differences in rates of revictimization 

(Grau, Fagan, and Wexler 1985; Harrell and Smith 1996; Klein 1996).  This research also has revealed  

few consistent results about the effects of protective orders for different populations.  Collectively, 

however, it suggests that revictimization may be higher among those who share biological children 

(Harrell and Smith 1996), lower socioeconomic and minority groups (Carlson, Harris, and Holden 1999), 

and couples where the perpetrator has a history of arrest (Harrell and Smith 1996; cf. Klein 1996). 

In short, and largely because of the limited research to date, we currently possess a limited 

understanding about the comparative effects of different legal interventions, especially for specific 

populations.  We also lack insight into the relative efficacy of these interventions in affecting time to 

revictimization.  In addition, there has been little research on contextual-level factors that might impact 

the efficacy of an intervention.  This study thus attempts to further research in this area by examining the 

comparative effect of three commonly used interventions -- protective order, arrest, and a combination of 

a protective order and an arrest -- on length of time to revictimization after an intervention, with 

particular attention to exploring the relative efficacy of different interventions for various groups. 

 

HYPOTHESES 
 

In this section, we outline a series of competing hypotheses linking key individual and contextual-

level factors to time to revictimization after a legal intervention, the relative efficacy of three types of 

police and/or court interventions, and the effects of each type of intervention on time to revictimization 

among certain populations.  We focus first on age, prior victimizations and drug use, race/ethnicity, and 

community socioeconomic levels.  We then focus on three types of legal interventions and the possibility 

that they may differentially affect certain populations. 

 

Age 
 

In analyses of domestic violence, age is usually viewed as a control variable (see, e.g., Thistlewaite, 

Wooldredge, and Gibbs 1998).  Yet age itself may be an important predictor of revictimization worthy of 

theoretical attention.  On one hand, women who are older may be more entrenched in a relationship that 

prevents them from leaving, either because they have developed a profound sense of low self-esteem and 
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dependency or, more likely, because of the perceived and generally real possibility of further battering if 

they attempt to leave (Giles-Sims 1983; Chaudhuri and Daly 1992; Flowers 1996; Ferraro 1997); thus, 

older women may be more likely to be revictimized after an intervention.  On the other hand, women 

who are older may be more experienced both with the violence they have endured and with the resources 

and services that are available locally; this experience in turn may contribute to a greater likelihood that 

an intervention will more effectively reduce revictimization for older women (Klein 1996:200). 

 

Prior Victimizations 
 

Research on the effect of prior abuse and likelihood of post-intervention revictimization is mixed, 

with some suggesting that prior abuse increases revictimization and other research suggesting no effect 

(Cardarelli 1997).  From one perspective, we might expect prior abuse to signal entrenchment in an 

abusive relationship, such that escape is unlikely and revictimization more likely (Klein 1996; cf. Harrell 

and Smith 1996).  From another, we might expect that among those who actively seek any intervention 

may represent a relatively homogenous group with respect to feelings of empowerment and thus 

experience similar rates of revictimization regardless of previous abuse (Ferraro 1997; Sullivan 1997). 

 

Prior Drug Use 
 

Although there is a correlation between drug use and battering, it remains unclear whether and how 

this translates into a causal relationship (Burgess and Draper 1989:63-65: Miller and Wellford 1997:22).  

It may be, for example, that drug use lowers the inhibitions of batterers, though this hypothesis has not 

received strong or consistent support (Wallace 1996; Miller and Wellford 1997).  Following the direction 

of recent research, we hypothesize that drug use will be associated with further victimization, whether 

this be due to the victim’s reliance on the abuser for supporting an addiction (Brookoff et al. 1997) or to 

other possibilities (e.g., reduced capacity to pursue alternative means of preventing or escaping abuse). 

 

Race/ethnicity 
 

Although some studies suggest that domestic violence is primarily a minority and lower-class 

phenomenon, others suggest there are no racial/ethnic differences (Miller and Wellford 1997).  Where 

studies indicate differences, some have suggested that higher reporting rates among minorities and lower 
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socioeconomic groups may reflect their unequal access to legal or economic resources (Miller and 

Wellford 1997:20).  Other research suggests there may be higher tolerance for domestic violence among 

minority and lower socioeconomic groups (Burgess and Draper 1989; Buzawa and Buzawa 1996a-b; 

Miller and Wellford 1997; Sullivan 1997). 

We draw on two distinct arguments about racial/ethnic differences in revictimization.  First, research 

consistently reveals that minority and lower socioeconomic groups are more likely than their white, 

higher socioeconomic counterparts to view the police and courts as treating them unjustly and as being 

unresponsive to their needs (e.g., Hagan and Albonetti 1982).  Indeed, it is precisely this issue that has 

proved to be a central challenge to implementing effective community policing initiatives (Grinc 1994; 

Podolefsky 1985; Skogan 1990).  Thus, insofar as abusers believe their actions will be less likely to be 

interfered with by police or court action -- or by sustained follow-through after an intervention -- they 

will be less deterred from further abuse. 

Second, a wide range of social factors are associated with criminal behavior, including socialization, 

inequality, and institutionalized racism in society and the criminal justice system (Miller and Wellford 

1997; Sullivan 1997).  To the extent that such factors are manifested through racial/ethnic relations and 

isolation (Sampson and Wilson 1995), it is likely that racial/ethnic minorities may experience 

disproportionately more discrimination and frustration (Jankowski 1995).  These dynamics may create an 

environment in which residents become accustomed to, though not necessarily accepting of, violence 

(Bernard 1990:87; see also Massey 1996; Miles-Doan 1998; Sampson and Wilson 1995; Sampson and 

Bartusch 1998).  It should be emphasized that this is an argument that flows from an emphasis on social-

ecological disadvantage (Sampson and Bartusch 1998:778), not racial/ethnic support of or apathy toward 

domestic violence.  In short, either through a lesser deterrent effect or a social context that is less 

inhibiting -- but not necessarily more supportive -- of criminal activity, our expectation is that 

racial/ethnic minority victims will experience greater rates of post-intervention revictimization. 

 

Community-level Socioeconomic Context 
 

To date, relatively little empirical research has attended to the role of community-level factors in 

affecting domestic violence and especially the efficacy of various interventions (Moore 1997; see, 

however, Sherman, Schmidt, and Rogan 1992; Miles-Doan 1998; Thistlewaite, Wooldredge, and Gibbs 
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1998).  This neglect is unfortunate and surprising, especially given recent work that emphasizes the 

importance of contextual effects (see, e.g., Miethe and Meier 1994; Sampson and Wilson 1995; Miller 

and Wellford 1997; Taylor 1997).  The specific hypotheses we put forth for community-level 

socioeconomic context essentially flow from previous research linking abuse and socioeconomic status 

(e.g., Gelles 1972; Straus 1990; Tauchen, Witte, and Long 1991; Sherman, Schmidt, and Rogan 1992; 

Carlson, Harris, and Holden 1999) and from the theoretical arguments presented above concerning 

race/ethnicity.  That is, potential abusers in lower socioeconomic areas may feel less deterred by police 

or court actions, and there may be a social environment that does not endorse violence but that 

nonetheless enables violence to be sustained through a belief among community residents that nothing 

can be done to stop it.  In addition, in such an environment there is likely to be a breakdown in informal 

social controls that also contributes to increased criminal activity (Sampson 1991; Sampson and Wilson 

1995; Massey 1996; Miles-Doan 1998; Thistlewaite, Wooldredge, and Gibbs 1998). 

 

Race/ethnicity and Community-level Socioeconomic Context 
 

Extending the above theoretical arguments further, we speculate that there will be a pronounced and 

differential effect of race/ethnicity across socioeconomic levels of communities.  Specifically, we 

hypothesize that minority women will be more likely to be revictimized after an intervention, and that 

this effect will be especially pronounced among racial minorities residing in lower income 

neighborhoods.  This argument flows directly from research that emphasizes notions of social 

disadvantage and isolation and their intersection with culture (e.g., Bernard 1990; Sampson and Wilson 

1995; Heimer 1997; Massey 1996; Miller and Wellford 1997; Wyatt, Axelrod, and Chin 2000).  The 

idea, put simply, is that for racial/ethnic minorities, the individual-level risk of revictimization is 

disproportionately enhanced, relative to that of whites, by low community socioeconomic level.  This 

differential effect may be due to the concentrated disadvantage that racial/ethnic minorities from lower 

socioeconomic communities may experience in the face of systematic inequality and discrimination 

(Miller and Wellford 1997; Sullivan 1997; Bell and Mattis 2000). 

 

 

Type of Intervention 
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Relatively little research has attended to variation in the efficacy of different interventions, and, 

especially, in the effects of sentence severity.  One recent exception is Thistlewaite, Wooldredge, and 

Gibb’s (1998) study of misdemeanor domestic violence in Cincinnati, Ohio (see also Dutton et al. 1992; 

Williams 1992; Williams and Hawkins 1992).  The authors found that sanction severity, as measured by 

type of sanction (dropped/acquitted, fine, probation or jail, fine with probation or jail, probation and jail), 

was negatively associated with recidivism, thus suggesting a potential deterrent effect of increased 

sanction severity.  Adopting a similar strategy, we examine the extent to which three relatively distinct 

interventions differ in their impact on revictimization.  The three groups include those wherein a 

protective order only was issued (PO), those wherein an arrest only occurred (arrest), and those wherein 

both a protective order was issued and an arrest occurred (PO/arrest).  We view these interventions as 

representing progressively more serious legal actions that arguably represent part of a continuum of 

intervention severity.  Thus, per conventional deterrence perspectives, we hypothesize that the prevalence 

of and time to revictimization should be lower when the intervention is more severe. 

 

Type of Intervention:  Differential Impacts on Certain Populations 
 

Finally, because interventions rarely reach or affect all groups the same way (Rossi, Freeman, and 

Lipsey 1999:238-239), we examine the extent to which certain populations are differentially affected by 

each of the three legal interventions in this study.  Apart from the general expectation that the 

interventions will operate differently for different populations, we posit no specific a priori expectations 

about which populations will differentially benefit from each intervention because there is little 

theoretical or empirical guidance for doing so.  Nonetheless, we believe the issue is a critical one to 

explore, especially in assessing more systematically precisely for whom given interventions “work.” 

 

DATA 
 

The data, drawn from court and police files in a large, urban county in Texas, consist of 336 

domestic violence cases sampled from January, August, and October for each of three years (1990-92).  

All protective orders filed during each of the nine study months were examined to identify victims and 

respondents of the PO.  A dual name search was performed identifying police records matching the 

victim or the respondent for ten years prior to and at least two years after the PO.  Both names and birth 
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dates were used to match POs with police records.  The arrest-only group was identified by sampling 

twenty-five cases from each of the nine months and identifying those in which only an arrest occurred.  

Demographic information, including victims’ street addresses were gathered from court records; data on 

arrest status and violence prior to and following the PO were obtained from police records. 

Within these cases, there are three distinct groups that can be identified based on the intervention 

involved:  issuance of a protective order in situations where no arrest occurred (PO, N = 83); arrest of an 

abuser in situations where no PO was issued (arrest, N = 126); and issuance of a protective order and 

arrest of the abuser (PO/arrest, N = 127).  The variables used in the analyses, and the corresponding 

univariate descriptive statistics are presented in Table 1. 

 

Insert Table 1 about here 
 

The dependent variables for the analyses consist of prevalence of and days to revictimization.1  It is 

the latter that constitutes the central focus of this paper.  Specifically, revictimization was measured as 

any physical violence reported to the police within two years after an intervention.  The actions 

representing physical violence were based on the Conflict Tactics Scale (Straus 1979) and included such 

events as being “slapped,” “kicked,” “hit,” “beat up,” and “threatened with or used knife or gun.” 

The independent variables consist of individual and contextual-level factors.  The individual-level 

factors include age of victim, race/ethnicity (non-Hispanic white, black, Hispanic), number of 

victimizations in the previous two years, and the number of reports to the police of drug abuse in the 

previous two years.2  In addition to these individual-level factors, a contextual factor -- block-level 

median family income, obtained by merging victims’ street addresses with 1990 U.S. census data files -- 

is examined.  To simplify analyses, this variable was coded into three ordered categories:  low (<$18K); 

medium (≥ $18K and <$28K); high (≥ $28-42K+).3 

 

METHODOLOGY 
 

We first provide univariate and multivariate Cox regression and survival analyses to examine the 

effects of individual and contextual-level factors.  We then compare the prevalence of and time to 

revictimization for each of the three intervention groups.  Finally, we test for interactions between type of 

legal intervention and each of the individual and contextual-level predictors. 
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Survival analysis and hazard rate techniques, and event history modeling generally in multivariate 

contexts, are ideal for analysis of duration outcomes with censoring (Yamaguchi 1991; Blossfeld and 

Rohwer 1995; Hinde 1998).  For example, survival analysis is appropriate and useful for descriptive 

comparisons of the distributions for different groups of the probability of an event occurring at any point 

within a given time period.  By contrast, event history analysis extends descriptive survival and hazard 

rate approaches by allowing for multivariate parameter estimation, where “the hazard rate (or hazard 

function), h(t), expresses the instantaneous risk of having the event at time t, given that the event did not 

occur before time t” (Yamaguchi 1992:9). 

When estimation based on specific parametric assumptions about the distribution of durations (e.g., 

exponential, lognormal) is problematic, an appropriate alternative is “to specify only a functional form 

for the influence of covariates [and] leave the shape of the transition rate as unspecified as possible” 

(Blossfeld and Rohwer 1995:212).  This type of model, also called a semi-parametric, proportional 

hazards, or Cox model, can be expressed as     r(t ) = h( t)exp A (t)α( ), where the transition rate,     r(t ) , is a 

function both of a baseline rate,     h(t ) , and of a covariate vector     A (t)  (Blossfeld and Rohwer 1995:212).  

In Cox models, which will be used here, predictors are interpreted as resulting in proportional shifts up or 

down in the transition rate, but the underlying shape of this rate cannot be changed.4 

Before proceeding, it should be emphasized that because police data were used to assess abuse, the 

findings we present should be interpreted with caution.  For example, police data have often been 

criticized for underreporting the incidence of domestic violence (Dobash et al. 1992).  Nonetheless, prior 

research comparing police and victim self-reports or court records has suggested that “police reports 

reveal the same causal factors as data from other likely sources” (Berk and Newton 1985, p.257; 

emphasis added).  Other limitations attributed to a quasi-experimental design such as the relied on here 

include selection bias (e.g., women with certain characteristics or from certain areas may be more likely 

than others to seek a particular intervention) and attrition bias (e.g., women with certain characteristics 

may be more likely to move out of the study area).  A review of the extant literature does not suggest, 

however, a consistent basis for anticipating systematic biases in the present study that would undermine 

assessment of the different interventions or of the causal models presented. 

 

FINDINGS 
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First, as a review of the univariate Cox regression analyses in Table 2 reveals, prior victimizations 

and drug use, race (black vs. white), and community socioeconomic level (low vs. high income) were 

positively associated with increases in the hazard rate.  In the present context, the hazard rate is the 

probability of revictimization given that the women have not been revictimized up to that point in time.  

For example, for blacks versus whites, the hazard ratio, or relative risk, is 3.12, which indicates that the 

revictimization (hazard) rate was higher for blacks as compared with whites.  Specifically, for blacks 

there was a 312 percent increase in the revictimization rate relative to whites (i.e., during the post-

intervention period, blacks were 3.12 times more likely to be revictimized than were whites).  In the 

multivariate model, the effects of these factors remained significant, except that prior victimization 

dropped from significance.5 

 

Insert Table 2 about here 
 

Investigation of an interaction effect between race/ethnicity and community-level income yielded no 

statistically significant results.  However, the combined (additive) effects of these variables is 

nonetheless striking.  For example, blacks living in low income communities were 5.13 times more likely 

to be victimized than whites in high income communities, and for blacks in medium income communities 

the relative risk was 3.36.6 

To provide a more intuitive description of these results, a Kaplan-Meier survival curve is presented 

in Figure 1.  Survival curves provide cumulative probabilities of an event occurring within a given time 

period (here, up to 720 days).  Here, the survival curve indicates the percentage of individuals who have 

survived to a given point in time without being revictimized.  As is evident, blacks living in lower income 

communities had considerably lower survival times as compared with all other groups, and especially 

non-blacks living in higher income communities.7  The mean days to revictimization for the different 

groups were as follows:  black, low income (478, s.e. 47, n = 38); black, medium/high income (572, s.e. 

32, n = 60); non-black, low income (627, s.e. 25, n = 78); non-black, medium/high income (681, s.e. 13, n 

= 133).  Log rank tests, which test the equality of the survival distributions for each of the groups, 

revealed that all but one of the differences between the groups were statistically significant.8 

 

Insert Figure 1 about here 
 



12 

Turning next to prevalence of and time to revictimization, Table 3 reveals that there is no statistically 

significant difference among the intervention groups.  This is true whether days to revictimization 

includes the total sample for each group or only those who were revictimized.  Re-estimation using Cox 

regression yielded similar results.  The three interventions in this study -- protective order only (PO), 

arrest only (arrest), and the combination of both a protective order and an arrest of the abuser (PO/arrest) 

-- thus appear to exert a similar impact on both prevalence and time to revictimization.  Examination of 

interactions between each intervention and the other predictors revealed few notable interactions (results 

not shown here), save that women from low income communities who obtained protective orders were 

more at risk of revictimization than their counterparts from high income communities. 

 

Insert Table 3 about here 
 

DISCUSSION 
 

We explored how and to what extent individual and contextual-level factors were associated with 

time to post-intervention revictimization and whether there were race/ethnic and community-level 

interactions that advantaged or disadvantaged certain groups.  In addition, we assessed whether police 

and court interventions had differential effects on the prevalence or time to revictimization, and whether 

their relative efficacy was similar across certain populations. 

The fact that age and prior victimization were unrelated to revictimization perhaps is unsurprising in 

light of previous research showing inconsistent to nominal effects of these factors (see, e.g., Klein 1996; 

Cardarelli 1997; Miller and Wellford 1997; Thistlewaite, Wooldredge, and Gibbs 1998).  The lack of 

effect may well be linked to domestic violence being part of a more entrenched and closed relationship 

that is largely impervious to intervention, regardless of the victim’s age/maturity or previous abuse.  

Consider that protective orders represent an attempt on the part of victims to intervene actively in the 

violence in their lives, yet in this study they provided no additional protection from revictimization.  

Some recent research suggests why.  For example, one study found that “few victims sought additional 

care or swore out arrest warrants for their assailants, despite months or even years of repeated assault” 

(Brookoff et al. 1997:1372).  The same study reported that “many of the female victims we surveyed, 

most with obvious injuries, nonetheless asked us to intercede with the police to stop the arrest of their 

assailants” (p. 1372).  As with other research (e.g., Giles-Sims 1983; Chaudhuri and Daly 1992; Flowers 
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1996; Ferraro 1997; Zoellner et al. 2000), the authors found that one of the foremost barriers to victims 

seeking help or intervention was the fear that this would result in retaliation by the abuser.  A key issue, 

then, is to identify those factors necessary to assist with transitioning victims out of abusive relationships 

and in turn to develop the types of services and interventions that effectively empower women to escape, 

end, or otherwise modify these relationship (Mills 1998; Sullivan 1997; Bell and Mattis 2000). 

There is insufficient evidence to date to indicate that alcohol and drug use are causally related to 

domestic violence; indeed, “most batterers are neither alcoholics nor drug addicts” (Miller and Wellford 

1997:22).  Nonetheless, in this study and in others (e.g., Brookoff et al. 1997), prior drug use was 

strongly associated with increased revictimization.  How, if at all, drug use is linked to subsequent abuse 

clearly merits closer scrutiny (Burgess and Draper 1989).  The argument that drugs serve to disinhibit 

potential batterers has seemed to be the most likely explanation, but it suffers from markedly little 

empirical support (Miller and Wellford 1997:22).  However, there has been less attention to drug use 

among victims or to the possibility that such use is linked to increased dependency of the victim on the 

abuser.  Such an explanation could be linked directly to research on the financial dependence of female 

victims on their male abusers (Giles-Sims 1983; Chaudhuri and Daly 1992), yet remains unaddressed. 

The findings concerning race/ethnicity, community socioeconomic level, and the lack of interaction 

between these two factors raise perhaps the most intriguing and important questions from this study.  

That there was not an interaction suggests the possibility that minority women in low income areas are 

not necessarily at greater risk of revictimization than if they lived in higher income areas.  It should be 

emphasized, however, that analysis of factors other than income, such as informal social controls and 

community efficacy (Sampson and Bartusch 1998), might yield different results.  Nonetheless, minority 

women in lower income areas were at a considerably pronounced risk of revictimization in this study.  

Why?  Several explanations suggest themselves.  First, as noted earlier, it is entirely possible that 

potential abusers believe -- correctly or not -- that the police will be unresponsive to attempts by black 

and lower income women to seek assistance (Hagan and Albonetti 1982; see also Gelles 1972; Straus 

1990; Tauchen, Witte, and Long 1991; Sherman, Schmidt, and Rogan 1992).  This possibility is echoed 

by research showing that community policing initiatives in minority and socioeconomically impoverished 

areas frequently are viewed with considerable suspicion and mistrust (e.g., Podolefsky 1985; Skogan 

1990; Grinc 1994).  Second, the effects of belonging to a racial/ethnic minority group and of living in 
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lower socioeconomic communities may be part of a broader pattern of social structural inequality that is 

linked to breakdowns in informal social control mechanisms and to the belief that nothing can be done to 

reduce violence (Bernard 1990; Paquin 1994; Sampson and Wilson 1995; Heimer 1997; Miles-Doan 

1998; Sampson and Bartusch 1998; Thistlewaite, Wooldredge, and Gibbs 1998). 

The fact that no one intervention, especially the combination of both a protective order and an arrest 

(PO/arrest), was more effective in reducing the prevalence or time to revictimization is surprising and 

important.  In keeping with some recent research (e.g., Thistlewaite, Wooldredge, and Gibbs 1998; 

Carlson, Harris, and Holden 1999), we expected that protective orders might afford more protection than 

arrests and that the combination of both a protective order and an arrest might afford the most protection.  

One reason for the relatively comparable effects may have to do with the foregoing discussion regarding 

the effect of previous victimizations and community context.  It may be that domestic violence is such a 

complex and deeply rooted problem -- both for the victims and for the communities in which the victims 

reside -- that few women are able to escape it.  For those who do, it may be that a selection process 

produces an essentially homogenous group -- that is, those who seek an intervention of any kind versus 

those who do not or cannot (Zoellner et al. 2000).  This explanation certainly accords with the limited 

research to date, which reveals no single intervention to be more effective than others.  However, as 

Mills (1998) has emphasized, there well may be interventions that are uniquely suited to promote 

personal empowerment in particular types of abusive situations; the problem simply is that there are few 

such programs and that they have yet to be adequately assessed (Dobash and Dobash 2000).  Yet clearly 

such research is warranted if we are to identify the kinds of programs and policies that can empower 

women and, in turn, facilitate reduced revictimization. 

Finally, we speculated that the interventions might differentially impact certain populations, but 

found no evidence of interactions between each of the three types of interventions and the other 

predictors.  The one exception was that women from low income communities who obtained protective 

orders were more at risk of revictimization than were women from high income communities who 

obtained protective orders.  Given the exploratory and atheoretical nature of this aspect of the study, the 

finding should be viewed cautiously.  However, one plausible interpretation is that protective orders may 

have different meaning to women or abusers in lower versus higher income communities or that they are 

viewed differently by others.  If, for example, obtaining a protective order were viewed by abusers in 
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lower income areas as a clear act of aggression or defiance, the result might well be higher rates of 

revictimization.  Alternatively, different initial police or court experiences (e.g., positive/negative, 

easy/difficult, sympathetic/unsympathetic), or the subsequent impacts of these experiences (e.g., 

mobilization of resources and support, or not) among women and men from different socioeconomic 

backgrounds might also affect revictimization rates:  among men, they might reduce any potential 

deterrent effect and among women they might reduce the likelihood of breaking out of abusive 

relationships.  Although these explanations at present must remain speculative, they are precisely the 

kinds of possibilities that must be investigated if we are to determine more precisely who will benefit 

from specific interventions and why. 

 

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
 

The results of this study suggest the importance of focusing on both individual and contextual-level 

factors associated with time to revictimization.  That age and prior abuse were not linked to 

revictimization rates does not reflect their lack of importance, but rather may reflect the profound 

entrapment that women who have suffered repeated victimization experience, and, in turn, the difficulty 

confronted by any intervention aimed at reducing victimization.  Such a view is supported in part by the 

pronounced effect of prior drug use on increasing the likelihood of revictimization.  The marked effects 

of race/ethnicity and community context, and especially their combined effects, emerged as perhaps the 

most striking finding in this study:  it is women who are black and who reside in low income 

communities that by far appear to benefit the least from any type of intervention.  Finally, the fact that 

the different interventions exerted a similar impact on revictimization, save for women from low income 

communities who obtained protective orders compared with women from higher income communities, 

suggests the need for more comparative assessments of diverse domestic violence interventions. 

Having briefly summarized several of the key findings from this study, we turn now to several 

implications for theory, research, and policy.  First, there is a need for considerably more research on 

factors associated with revictimization and, as importantly, with time to revictimization.  All else being 

equal, two interventions with similar post-intervention prevalence rates for revictimization but with 

differential impacts on time to revictimization are not equally effective.  More generally, given the 

current lack of understanding about the efficacy of various mandatory policies and other types of 
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interventions (Mills 1998; Wolfe and Jaffe 1999), there is a need for more theoretical and empirical 

research on their relative efficacy and, as importantly, on precisely for whom they are effective (Bell and 

Mattis 2000; Dobash and Dobash 2000).  In addition, although the present study did not address the 

cumulative impact of previous interventions or the severity of revictimization, both dimensions clearly 

merit further study and represent a conspicuous gap in research on the efficacy of various interventions 

(see, however, Harrell and Smith 1996; Dobash and Dobash 2000). 

Second, both theoretical and empirical research on domestic violence have neglected the potential 

importance of community context in affecting intervention efficacy.  Even for studies that have examined 

community context (e.g., Thistlewaite, Wooldredge, and Gibbs 1998), there remains much to be 

understood.  For example, we need better measures of and research on the precise community factors that 

affect domestic violence (Paquin 1994; Miles-Doan 1998; Sampson and Bartusch 1998), and the 

mechanisms through which these factors operate.  Similarly, interventions may differentially advantage 

certain groups within communities (Bell and Mattis 2000).  As Moore (1997) has emphasized, “non-

context-specific interventions may yield dissimilar outcomes” (p. 100).  Indeed, there are potentially 

complex interactions between social structural inequality, race/ethnic relations, and cultural practices and 

definitions of violence that may affect an intervention’s success (Bernard 1990; Heimer 1997; 

Thistlewaite, Wooldredge, and Gibbs 1998; Dobash and Dobash 2000).  As we have argued, strong 

theoretical and empirical grounds exist to suggest that higher rates of domestic violence revictimization 

among minorities in lower income areas may result from a combination of socially structured inequality, 

concentrated poverty, and real or perceived differences in the responsiveness of social control institutions 

such as the police and courts (Bernard 1990; Skogan 1990; Hagan and Albonetti 1982; Massey 1996; 

Heimer 1997; Miles-Doan 1998; Sampson and Bartusch 1998; Wyatt, Axelrod, and Chin 2000). 

Third, to the extent that community-level factors affect an intervention’s efficacy, it is imperative 

that attention be given to ensuring that women who live in particular communities are reached and 

provided follow-up services.  This is an issue that the police and courts in particular should consider; if, 

as in this study, women, and especially minority women, who live in lower income communities are at 

greater risk of revictimization, then every effort should be made to provide consistent follow-up services 

to these women.  Although there may be systematic barriers to providing services to them, they are most 

likely to benefit from them.  More generally, and echoing Mills’ (1998) recommendation on this issue, 
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law enforcement and social service providers should be provided training that includes a “crash course on 

the harsh realities that battered women face and especially on the compelling financial, cultural, and 

emotional interests that force them to stay in abuse relationships” (pp. 316-317). 

Fourth, for interventions to work, they must reach and then effectively serve their target populations.  

The first condition essentially is an access/provision issue, whereas the second involves consideration of 

the design or substance of the intervention.  Focusing on the latter, one important direction for future 

research centers around the empowerment of women, including, how this is achieved and to what effect 

(Mills 1998; Sullivan 1997; Worden 2000).  For example, recent research suggests that perceived power, 

absolute power, consensus about relative power within a relationship, and other aspects bearing on 

couple interactions can each affect domestic violence (Sagrestano, Heavey, and Christensen 1999).  

Other research suggests that a victim’s attachment to the batterer, as well as their perception of threat, 

may affect their willingness not only to initiate but follow through with obtaining legal interventions 

(Zoellner et al. 2000).  Considerable research also attests to the critical role of batterers and the difficulty 

of reducing their assaultive behavior, regardless of efforts undertaken by women (Klein 1996).  Increased 

knowledge about such patterns, and the manner in which they can be changed, is needed before 

interventions can become effective in addressing the unique circumstances of survivors of domestic 

violence (Miller and Wellford 1992; Wolfe and Jaffe 1999; Dobash and Dobash 2000). 

The consequences of domestic violence are broad-reaching, affecting the long-term physical and 

mental health of survivors as well as their children, to say nothing of the communities in which such 

violence occurs (Sampson and Wilson 1995; Appel and Holden 1998; Yabiku, Axinn, and Thornton 

1999).  The results of this research suggest that for legal interventions effectively to limit these 

consequences, there needs to be a clearer understanding of the specific populations and communities who 

will benefit and of appropriate measures of effectiveness.  Attention to these issues provides a unique 

opportunity to further our understanding of theories of violence, and it may well have a profound, if not 

lifesaving, impact on the survivors of domestic violence. 
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NOTES 

 

1We refer to “revictimization” rather than “reabuse” or “reoffending” because we are relying on victim-

level rather than offender or offense-level data. 

2“Drug abuse” in these data reflects the perpetrator’s and/or victim’s use of drugs. 

3The categorizations reflect natural breakpoints in the distribution of median family income and simplify 

presentation of the results; only nine of the median family income values were above $42,000, with a 

range of $44-87,000.  Analyses with a categorization based on the continuous measure as well as a 

categorization based on $10,000 increments revealed largely similar results. 

4Cox models are appropriate when there is no clear information about the shape of time dependence, 

there is a weak theoretical basis for specifying a particular parametric model, and interest centers 

primarily around the magnitude and direction of effect of key predictors (Yamaguchi 1992:102-103; 

Blossfeld and Rohwer 1995:213; see also Schmidt and Witte 1988). 

5The univariate results are presented in part to highlight the exploratory nature of this research and to 

demonstrate that the effects of the different predictors are robust across models. 

6The relative risks for these two groups (blacks in low income communities versus blacks in medium 

income communities) are obtained by first adding and then exponentiating the race and income 

multivariate Cox coefficients. 

7Inspection of these survival curves with those obtained from the multivariate analyses revealed virtually 

identical ordering and spacing of the survival distributions of each of the four groups. 

8The pairwise log rank comparisons were as follows:  black low income was different from black high 

income (.097), non-black low income (.003), and non-black high income (.001); black high income was 

not different from non-black low income (.188) but was different from non-black high income (.002); and 

non-black low income was different from non-black high income (.098). 
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Table 1.  Descriptive Statistics:  Means and Standard Deviations for All Variables (N = 336) 
 

 
 Variable Mean S.D. 
 

 
Revict. w/in 2 years post-intervention (1 = yes, 0 = no) .23 .42 
No. days to revict. w/in 2 years post-intervention 621.89 220.91 
No. days to revict. w/in 2 years post-intervention (revictimized only) 254.88 195.14 
Age 32.82 8.19 
No. victimizations w/in 2 years pre-intervention 1.10 1.01 
No. times drug use reported to police w/in 2 years pre-intervention .13 .38 
Race 

Black (1 = black, 0 = other) .32 .47 
Hispanic (1 = Hispanic, 0 = other) .34 .47 
White (1 = non-Hispanic white, 0 = other) .34 .48 

Median family income (block-level, 1990 U.S. Census) 
Low median family income (1 = <$18K, 0 = ≥ $18K) .37 .48 
Medium median family income (1 = $18-28K, 0 = <18K or ≥ 28K) .36 .48 
High median family income (1 = ≥ $28-42K+, 0 = <$28K) .27 .45 

Intervention 
(P) Protective Order (1 = PO, 0 = other) .25 .43 
(Arrest) Arrest (1 = arrest, 0 = other) .38 .49 
(PO/arrest) Protective Order/Arrest (1 = PO and arrest, 0 = other) .38 .48 

 

 



 

Table 2.  Cox Regression Analysis (N = 336) 
 

 
 Univariate Cox regression Multivariate Cox regression 
     
 

 RRa (95% CI) RR (95% CI) 
 

 
Age 0.979 (0.951-1.008) 0.989 (0.958-1.022) 
No. prior victimizations 1.232 (1.029-1.476)* 1.126 (0.939-1.350) 
No. times prior drug use 2.256 (1.501-3.392)*** 2.164 (1.316-3.558)** 
Race 

Black vs. white 3.124 (1.745-5.593)*** 2.929 (1.554-5.523)*** 
Hispanic vs. white 1.401 (0.736-2.667) 1.409 (0.697-2.847) 

Median family income (block-level) 
Low vs. high 1.890 (1.032-3.460)* 1.752 (0.939-3.270)† 
Medium vs. high 1.130 (0.586-2.177) 1.145 (0.589-2.225) 

 

 
aRR, the exponentiated value of a Cox regression coefficient, denotes the relative risk of revictimization 
for a one-unit increase in a given independent variable. 
 
† < .10     * < .05     ** < .01     *** < .001 
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Figure 1.  Days to Revictimization as a Function of Race and Median Family Income 



 

Table 3.  Prevalence and Time to Revictimization Among Three Intervention Groupsa 
 

 
 Variable Mean S.D. 
 

 
(P) Protective Order (N = 83) 

Revict. w/in 2 years post-intervention (1 = yes, 0 = no) .20 .41 
No. days to revict. w/in 2 years post-intervention 629.14 225.88 
No. days to revict. w/in 2 years post-intervention (revictimized only) 233.71 229.22 

 
(Arrest) Arrest (N = 126) 

Revict. w/in 2 years post-intervention (1 = yes, 0 = no) .23 .42 
No. days to revictimization within two years after intervention 621.89 220.91 
No. days to revict. w/in 2 years post-intervention (revictimized only) 282.61 187.98 

 
(PO/arrest) Protective Order/Arrest (N = 127) 

Revict. w/in 2 years post-intervention (1 = yes, 0 = no) .25 .44 
No. days to revict. w/in 2 years post-intervention 607.76 232.17 
No. days to revict. w/in 2 years post-intervention (revictimized only) 241.88 185.34 

 

 
aPost hoc pairwise comparisons (SPSS 10.0) revealed no statistically significant differences among the 
three groups for either prevalence or time to revictimization. 
 

 


