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Domestic Violence: Clinicians may be 

first responders 

 

Domestic violence can include physical, sexual, 

emotional, and verbal assault (including denigrating 

language and blaming partner) and violence against 

objects such as punching the wall beside the partner. 

 

Risk factors for being a victim of domestic violence 

include observing violence between parents in the home 

when young; having attitudes that accept violence and 

gender inequality; and experiencing marital conflict or 

disruption.  

 

Violence causes more health consequences then car 

accidents or muggings.  

 

Physically there may be outward signs of violence, such 

as bruises or fractures.  If a woman is pregnant – 

violence continues to occur during pregnancy, often 

directed to the women’s abdomen and there may be 

increased risk of miscarriage, premature deliveries, or 

small-for-date babies. 

   

Any healthcare worker may play an important role in 

dealing with domestic violence.  Women often come to 

the ER or their doctor’s office more than 6 times before 

anyone starts to suspect domestic violence is occurring.   

Some advice to clinicians is to always ask about the 

presence of conflict in the family during history taking.  

Having posters or pamphlets about domestic violence in 

the waiting room can provide an atmosphere that 

encourages women to report.  There should also be 

information on domestic violence hotlines, and where to 

go if the woman has to leave.  

 

Providers should not get frustrated because after 3 or 4 

visits the woman (or man) has decided not to leave.  

Educating the person about domestic violence, including 

how prevalent it is, how they are not to blame for it no 

matter what they do, and how it makes them feel helpless 

and hopeless can be a very important step.  Men of 

course can also be victims, but they are much more 

reluctant to report. 

 

A new study emphasizes that domestic violence is not 

exclusively a problem between heterosexual couples. 

Same-sex domestic violence affects one quarter to nearly  

 

 

 

 

three quarters of lesbian gay and bisexual individuals – 

figures that equal or exceed those for straight couples.  

Advice to gay individuals who are experiencing domestic 

violence is similar to victims in opposite sex relationships, 

but a complicating factor is when either one or both 

members are closeted and unwilling to reveal that they 

are in a relationship.  

 

There is the extra burden of having to come out at the 

same time as having to report domestic violence.  The 

best advice may often be to seek out someone they trust 

and tell them. 

 

The statistics are astounding: the lifetime prevalence of 

rape, physical violence, and/or stalking by an intimate 

partner was 43.8 percent for lesbian women, 61.1 percent 

for bisexual women, and 35 percent for heterosexual 

women.  

 

For gay men the lifetime prevalence of rape, physical  

Violence and/or stalking by an intimate partner was 26.0 

percent, for bisexual men it was 37.3 percent, and for 

heterosexual men it was 29 percent.  

 

It is not only straight men and women who are victims, 

but also members of the LGBT community that have one 

of the most serious health risks, affecting significant 

numbers within our communities.   

 

This serves as a reminder that as first responders, 

obtaining a good psychosocial history and establishing a 

trusting relationship with your patients can make the 

difference in them revealing their risks and experiences 

with domestic violence, and then the healing can start.     

 
From Psychiatric News/ October 17, 2014, by Mark Moran 
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