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Comparative Study of Domestic Violence in Wives of
Alcohol Dependent Males Versus That in Abstainers/
Social Drinkers Wives

Violet Nilesh Pinto

Abstract

Objective : 1) To study the occurrence of domestic violence and examine the link between
education and occupation on abuse, in study group. 2) To compare the above observations with
those of socio demographically similar, control group.

Study design: Community based, Case-control study.

Study setting: Urban slum community at P/North ward of B.M.C., Mumbai.

Participants: 107 couple units in both study group (alcohol dependent males and wives) and
control groups (abstainers/social drinkers and wives).

Statistical analysis: Percentages, Chi-square test.

Results: Physical (44.86%) and psychological (68.22%, p < 0.001) abuse was significantly higher
and sexual abuse was 10.28% in wives of alcohol dependent males as compared to 28.04%,
27.10% and 4.67% respectively, in abstainers/social drinkers’ wives. More than twice the num-
ber of women in study group suffered severe physical abuse compared to control group. There
was statistically significant (p < 0.05) higher abuse in wives of illiterate males of both groups
and in control group significantly more illiterate women were abused. In study group, there
was higher abuse in unemployed women. There was no case on abuse among employed women
in control group.

Introduction

Alcohol causes significant harm to the
physical, psychological and social health

of individuals, families and communities in
both developed and developing countries. 1

Alcohol and drug related behavioural and
medical complications are a major concern
for policy planners and health professionals
of most countries.2 In India, alcohol and
alcohol use have had a long history. Patterns
of use and problems resulting from the
consumption, however, have shown
significant changes during the last decade.
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There is a visible change in the pattern of
drinking, as it has changed from ritualistic
and occasional, to a part of routine social
interaction and entertainment, perhaps as a
result of newer and greater stresses related
to rapid changes in lifestyles.3 Alcohol related
problems, however, are more likely to occur
in individuals who are “heavy drinkers”,
“alcohol abusers”, or “alcoholics”, or those with
“alcoholism”. General population surveys as
well as clinic-based studies provide substantial
evidence associating heavy drinking with
violent behaviour in general and intimate
partner violence in particular.4-8 Studies have
also documented statistically significant
relationship between education7,9 and
occupation8 of husband and wife as the other
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correlates of domestic violence. This study
compares the occurrence of domestic violence
in the spouses of alcohol dependent males
with that of abstainers/social drinkers. Other
correlates of domestic violence such as
education and occupation have also been
included in the scope of this study.

Material and Methods

The study was conducted in an urban slum
community at P/North ward of B.M.C.,
Mumbai.

Study group selection criteria: Couple unit
of alcohol dependent males and their wives.
Study group males were those diagnosed as
alcohol dependent by DSM IV criteria for
dependence, with no other substance abuse,
excluding tobacco, with no other coexisting
psychiatric illness.

Control group selection criteria: Couple unit
of abstainer/social drinking* males, with no
other substance abuse, excluding tobacco,
with no other coexisting psychiatric illness
and their wives.

Domestic violence11 was classified as
physical, psychological and sexual abuse, and
physical abuse sub-classified as mild and
severe as per modified conflict tactics scale
(MCTS). 12 Mild abuse if occurring more
frequently than twice a week was also
considered as severe abuse. The study group
wives were visited at their homes in the
community and interviewed. The control
group was selected from the neighbourhood
of the study group. House with first number
in the same plot as the study group was
considered. If the criteria of wife of abstainer/
social drinking male was not fulfilled, next
serial order house was considered and so on

till same number of control group women was
obtained as the number of study group women
in that plot. Data collection was done by
personal interview technique using a semi
structured questionnaire. Interviews were
taken privately taking into consideration the
sensitive nature of the topic, initial 10 to 15
minutes were spent in rapport building and
confidentiality was assured. The entire study
period was one year. After collection, data
was analyzed and statistical tests applied.

Results

Maximum number of families in both
groups belonged to low socioeconomic class,
it being a slum community. Males were in
the range of 20-59 years and females were in
the range of 18-54 years in the study and
control groups. There were 53.27% and
40.19% Hindus, 42.99% and 56.08% Muslims,
3.74% and 2.8% Christians and 0.93% of other
religions (control group), in the study and
control group respectively. Maximum
number of families were nuclear type {87
(81.31%) and 94 (87.85%)} while 20 (18.69%)
and 13 (12.15%) were joint families in the
study and control groups respectively, a
common feature of urbanization. Majority of
the males were illiterate 43.92% and 31.78%,
or educated only up to primary school level
i.e. 44.86% and 51.4%, in the study and
control groups respectively. Half or more than
half of women in both the groups were
illiterate. Literacy rate was lower in females
as compared to that of the males, similar to
national statistics. Majority of the males, 43%
and 39.25%, were daily wage labourers.
28.97% and 35.5% were plumbers, masons,
cobblers (mochis) and rickshaw drivers, while
7.47% and 4.67% were unemployed in the
study and control groups respectively. In the
study group 55 women were employed, the
alcoholism of husband and subsequent
expenditure on alcohol was main reason for

{*Abstainer- never drinks.10 Social drinker- Drinks
on infrequent occasions, ranging from less than once
a month upto 1-2 times per week. No more than 2
drinks at a time.}
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earning in the over 90% of these women. In
comparison 9 women were employed in the
study group the main reason being to
supplement the family income. Range of
earning in both the groups was 400-1500 per
month. Types of employment included
housemaids, some did embroidery work,
others made small articles at home like clips,
baskets, imitation jewellery and sold them.

Discussion

The present comparative study was carried
out to examine the occurrence of domestic
violence in wives of alcohol dependent males
as compared with that seen in abstainers/
social drinkers’ wives.

Physical abuse was significantly higher in
the study group women 44.86% as compared
to 28.04% in the control group (Table 1). In
the study by Fals-Stewart,5 the odds of any
male-to-female aggression were more than 8
times higher when men drank, than on days
of no alcohol consumption. O’Farrell et al4

found in their study that 56% alcoholic
patients had been violent to their female
partners as compared to 14% in the
comparison group.  Similarly in the study by
Sreedevi et al6 physical abuse was present in
47% of the alcohol dependent males’ wives.

A higher percentage of severe physical

abuse (Table 2), 31.25% was present in the
wives of the study group as compared to
13.33% in the control group. In the study by
Fals-Stewart 5 odds of any male-to-female
aggression were more than 11 times higher
on days of men’s drinking than on days of no
drinking. Pan et al12 also found in their study
the presence of alcohol increases the risk of
severe violence by 70%. The reason for the
occurrence of more severe abuse in the wives
of the study group could be due to the fact
that chronic alcoholism of the husband was a
persistent cause of problem in the home and
frequency of abuse was also considered a
criterion to classify abuse as severe in this
study. Also it could be that husbands while
intoxicated are more likely to resort to severe
abuse, as they were not in a position to
anticipate the consequences of their actions.

Psychological abuse (Table 1) was

Table 1 : Distribution according to presence/absence of abuse

Physical abuse Psychological abuse Sexual abuse
Study Control Total Study Control Total Study Control Total
group % group % % group% group % % group % group % %

Abuse present 48 30 78 73 29 102 11 5 16
(44.86) (28.04) (36.45) (68.22) (27.10) (47.66) (10.28) (4.67) (7.48)

Abuse absent 59 77 136 34 78 112 96 102 198
(55.14) (71.96) (63.55) (31.78) (72.90) (52.34) (89.72) (95.33) (92.52)

Total 107 107 214 107 107 214 107 107 214
 (100) (100) (100) (100) (100) (100) (100) (100) (100)

X2= 6.54 (df=1) X2= 36.26 (df=1) X2= 2.43 (df=1)
(p<0.05) significant (p<0.001) significant (p>0.05) not significant

Table 2 : Distribution according to Mild/
severe abuse

Study Control Total
group group
wives% wives % %

Mild Abuse 33 (68.75) 26 (86.67) 59 (75.64)

Severe Abuse 15 (31.25) 4 (13.33) 19 (24.36)

Total 48 30 78
(100.00) (100.00) (100.00)
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significantly higher in the wives of the study
group 68.22%. Also psychological abuse was
more common than physical abuse. These
findings support Leonard’s 14 interpretation
that heavy alcohol consumption may have had
the effect of facilitating transition from verbal
to physical aggression. In the study by
Orford, 13 72% of the wives of the alcohol
dependent males had been subjected to
psychological abuse. Sreedevi et al6 similarly
found psychological abuse present in 63.8%
of the wives of the alcohol dependent males.
Sexual abuse (Table 1) in the study group
women was 10.28% as compared to 4.67% in
the comparison group. 27.4% of alcohol
dependent males’ wives had been subjected
to sexual abuse in the study by Sreedevi et
al.6

Table 4 shows, a higher percentage of
illiterate males abused their wives (82.98%
and 47.06%) as compared to literate males
(56.67% and 19.18%) in the study and control

Table 3 : Reasons for physical abuse according to wives

Study Group Control group

Arguments with drunk husband over his ‘correction’ by husband for beating children or  neglecting
spending daily salary on alcohol household work or ‘being disobedient’ to husband
Finding fault with wife over her ability Temper of husband
to manage children

Finding fault with food cooked by wife Affair of husband (considers wife as burden)

In employed women, their refusal to give
wages to husband

Suspicious of wife’s character

Table 4 : Distribution according to educational status of males and Presence/Absence of abuse
towards their wives

Education Study group wives % Control group wives %
of males. Abuse Abuse Total Abuse Abuse Total

present absent present absent

Literate 34(56.67) 26(43.33) 60(100.00) 14(19.18) 59(80.82) 73(100.00)

Illiterate 39(82.98) 8(17.02) 47(100.00) 16(47.06) 18(52.94) 34(100.00)

Total 73(68.22) 34(31.78) 107(100.00) 30(28.04) 77(71.96) 107(100.00)

X2= 8.41 (df=1)(p<0.05) significant X2= 8.93 (df=1)(p<0.05) significant

groups respectively. Education is expected to
enable a person to think and judge in a
rational way as also to overcome social evils.
E.g. domestic violence. These findings are
similar to those found by Johnson7 who found
a statistically significant relationship between
low educational status of males and violence
on their part.

In the control group, (Table 5) a
significantly higher number of i l l i terate
women 43.40% had been abused as compared
to 12.96% literate women. Jejeebhoy9 found
a similar relation between education and
abuse in their study, where education
(probably by strengthening one’s ability to
assert one self) was found to play a significant
role in enabling the woman to protect herself
from violence and intimidation. In the control
group the literate women abused (12.96%)
were educated upto primary level. None of
the women who had secondary education
were abused. In Jejeebhoy study, in Tamil
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Nadu even primary education had a
protective influence, while in Uttar Pradesh
due to high patriarchal setting it took
secondary education to afford protection to
the women.

With regards to employment of husband
and abuse of wife (Table 6), a declining trend
was seen in the study group, the higher
percentage of abuse being in the wives of
unemployed and unskilled workers and
lowest in skilled worker’s wives. In the control
group almost similar trend was observed.
Kyriacou et al8 also found that intermittent
employment and unemployment in their
male partners was one of the risk factors for
domestic violence in women, probably due to
frustration or scarcity of income. In study
group the alcoholism of male coupled with
unemployment may have exerted a dual

Table 6 : Distribution according to employment status of males and Presence/Absence of abuse
towards their wives

Occupation Study group wives % Control group wives %
of males Abuse Abuse Total Abuse Abuse Total

present absent present absent

Self employed 0 0 0 0 1 1(100.00)

Skilled 12(54.55) 10 22(100.00) 2(9.52) 19 21(100.00)

Semiskilled 21(67.74) 10 31(100.00) 16(42.11) 22 38(100.00)

Unskilled 33(71.74) 13 46(100.00) 8(19.05) 34 42(100.00)

Unemployed 7(87.5) 1 8(100.00) 4(80) 1 5(100.00)

Total 73(68.22) 34(31.78) 107 (100.00) 30(28.04) 77 107(100.00)

X2= 1.72 (df=1)(p>0.05) not significant X2= 0.26 (df=1)(p>0.05) not significant

Table 5 : Distribution according to educational status of women and Presence/Absence of abuse in
them

Education Study group wives % Control group wives %
of wife Abuse Abuse Total Abuse Abuse Total

present absent present absent

Literate 32(62.75) 19(37.25) 51(100.00) 7(12.96) 47(87.04) 54(100.00)

Illiterate 41(73.21) 15(26.79) 56(100.00) 23(43.40) 30(56.60) 53(100.00)

Total 73(68.22) 34(31.78) 107(100.00) 30(28.04) 77(71.96) 107(100.00)

X2= 1.34 (df=1)(p>0.05) not significant X2= 10.81 (df=1)(p<0.05) significant

effect. However, no concrete conclusion can
be made as the numbers of unemployed
males in both groups is small.8, 5 Table 7 shows,
the study group women who were
unemployed (88.68%) were more likely to
have been subjected to abuse as compared to
employed women (48.15%). Reason could be
that economically independent women are
more likely to be assertive in the house. In
control group none of the employed women
were abused. However this number9 is small
to make any definite assumption.

Conclusions and Recommendations

This study brings to light the vulnerability
of wives of alcoholics. There is need for
sustained and committed efforts to curb
alcohol use (enforcement of legislations
pertaining to alcohol, awareness generation
and sensitization programmes); alongside
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screening for spouse domestic violence and
treatment referrals within alcohol treatment
programmes should be incorporated. A
simultaneous supportive measure for the
wives of alcoholics is required in the form of
counselling, health care support, networking
with NGO’s. To address the issue of domestic
violence; legislation enforcement, police
sensitization to treat domestic violence as any
other crime and measures for improving
women’s status like empowerment efforts
(community based income generating
schemes for women) and adult l i teracy
programmes are also required.
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