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Domestic violence

Domestic violence means violence that occurs in the
home. Compared to women without disabilities,
women with disabilities are more likely to experience
violence and for more extended periods of time.

Types of violence
The different types of domestic violence experienced
by women with disabilities can include:
* Hitting, punching, choking, kicking, pushing, burn-
ing with lit cigarettes
» Threats, such as threatening physical harm or
threatening to have the woman institutionalized
* Threats against the woman’s children, pets or guide
dog
» Verbal abuse such as criticisms, put-downs and
insults
» Taking control of the woman's disability aids
against her wishes, such as moving her wheelchair
around
» Damaging or threatening to damage belongings,
including disability aids
* Neglect, such as refusing to wash or feed the
woman or to hand over medications
* Performing carein cruel ways, such aswashing her

in cold water

 Refusing to offer help until the woman consents to
sex

» Unwanted sexual advances, ranging from unwant-
ed touching to rape

» Withholding information

» Making decisions on the woman'’s behalf without
her consent

* Taking control of the woman'’s finances without her
consent, including withholding money or not
allowing her to shop for herself

* |Isolating the woman from family, friends and
services

Women with disabilities are more likely to experi-
ence violence

Compared to women without disabilities, women with
disabilities are more likely to experience violence and
for more extended periods of time. Some of the many
reasons for this include:

» Socia myths - People with disabilities are often
dismissed as passive, helpless, childlike, non-sexu-
al and burdensome. These prejudices tend to make
people with disabilities less visible to society, and
suggest that abuse, especially sexual abuse, is
unlikely.

e Learned helplessness - People with disabilities,
particularly people with cognitive disabilities or
those who have been living in institutions for along
time, are encouraged to be compliant and coopera-
tive. This life history can make it harder for a
woman to defend herself against abuse.

* Lack of sex education - There isatendency to deny
sex education to people with intellectual disabili-
ties. If awoman with no knowledge of sex is sexu-
ally abused, it is harder for her to seek help because
she may not understand exactly what is happening
to her.

* Dependence - The woman may be dependent on
her abuser for care because her disability limits her
economic and environmental independence.

» Misdiagnosis - Authorities may misinterpret a cry
for help; for example, a woman’s behavior might
be diagnosed as anxiety rather than signs of abuse.
In other situations, workers may not be aware that
domestic violence also includes financial or emo-
tional abuse, or may not be sensitive to the signs.

» The abuser takes control - If the woman seeks help,
follow-up may be difficult because the abuser iso-
lates her and prevents her from using the phone or
leaving the house.



Reasons for not seeking help from authorities
One U.S. study found that women with disabilities
tend not to report the abuse themselves. Some of the
many reasons why women with disabilities may not
seek help from authorities and support agencies
include:
» Shame
* Belief that she somehow deserves to be abused
* Belief that she is being abused because she is dis-
abled
* Not knowing that she has any rights or that there
are laws to protect her
* Not realizing that the trestment she receivesis abu-
sive, because she has been treated this way her
whole life
 Staying where she is and enduring the abuse may
seem like a dightly better option than poverty,
homel essness or institutionalization; belief that the
police and the courts don’t take domestic violence
as serioudly as other kinds of violence
* Prior bad experiences with authorities - for exam-
ple, a woman with a psychiatric illness may have
had an upsetting experience with policein the past,
which is why she won’'t consider contacting them
for help
* Isolation - for example, the abuser may not allow
her to use the phone or leave the house
 Lack of access to information because the abuser
chooses to withhold information from her

Barriersto women with disabilities getting help
Some of the reasons why women with disabilities may
not get help include:

* Disability policies tend to rely on family members

taking care of the person, which is disastrous if the
caregiver is aso the abuser.

Since the abuser is often the caregiver, the woman
is denied information and access to help services.
The wide range of disabilities means there is no
distinct “group,” so there is no “one size fits al”
policy to adopt nor any easy way to access all of the
women who need help.

Domestic violence workers may not be educated
about the issues facing women with disabilities,
and disability workers may not be educated about
domestic violence.

The various agencies that help people with disabil-
ities aren’t cross-referenced as thoroughly as they
could be, which creates service gaps. For example,
awoman might be referred back and forth between
two agencies, such as sexual assault services and
disability services, without receiving help from
either because she falls outside the guidelines of
both agencies.

Studies and statistics on women with disabilities
and domestic violence are few and far between, so
agencies may not be aware of service gaps.

Where to get help

* Fear of negative outcomes

* Your doctor

* Police and Ambulance - Telephone 911

* Mississippi Coalition Against Domestic Violence
CrisisLine - Telephone 1-888-987-9011
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formats upon request.

This document was adapted from materials of the Women's Domestic Crisis Service of Victoria (Victoria, Canada). This informa-
_ tion is not itself legal advice. For legal advice about a particular situation, contact an attorney. The Institute for Disability Studies at
The University of Southern Mississippi is a public nonprofit organization that provides support, encouragement and assistance to
those seeking information on violence against women with disabilities and older adults. This information is available in alternate
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