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Intimate Partner Hitting in China:
Risk Factors and Health Consequences in a National Population-Based Survey
Abstract

Objectives. This study estimated the national prevalence of, identified risk factors for, and explored the
health sequelae of intimate partner hitting in China, including both directionality and severity of hitting.
Methods. The study included 1,665 women and 1,658 men who had a steady partner from a nationally
representative sample of the adult population of China between ages 20 and 64. Binomial and
multinomial logistic regression analyses, adjusted for sample design, assessed risk factors.
Results. Irrespective of severity, 34.0% (95% CI=28.1, 40.4) of women and 18.2% (95% CI=13.8, 23.8)
of men were hit during the lifetime of their current relationship. Severe hitting was 12.4% (95% CI=9.6,
15.8) for women and 4.9% (95% CI=2.7, 11.5) for men. Significant risk factors for partner hitting
included sexual jealousy, alcohol consumption, low male socioeconomic status, and regions other than the
coastal provinces. Severe hitting was a significant risk factor for adverse health outcomes for both men
and women.
Conclusions. Much as in other societies, intimate partner hitting is common in China, and it is correlated

with adverse health outcomes for both male and female victims.



Intimate Partner Hitting in China:

Risk Factors and Health Consequences in a National Population-Based Survey

Studies of intimate partner violence have expanded to developing countries, with results
suggesting that intimate partner violence is pervasive across all societies."™ In these studies, risk factors
for intimate partner violence include young age, poverty, low social status, women’s disempowerment,
stress in daily life, alcohol consumption, and jealousy. Intimate partner violence often produces both
short-term and long-term negative physical and mental health sequelae.*>7 In China, intimate partner
violence has gradually captured more attention.*"* However, there has been no representative survey data
to provide national estimates. This paper provides the first national prevalence estimates for China with a
nationally representative survey of Chinese adults. For both men and women, the paper identifies risk
factors for, and health sequelae of, intimate partner hitting.

Methods
Data Collection

Data come from a sample survey on health and family life completed in 2000. With the exclusion
of Tibet and Hong Kong, the sample is nationally representative of the adult population of China between
ages 20 and 64. Following standard procedures for complex samples, the probabilistic sample was drawn
from 14 strata and 48 primary sampling units with probabilities of selection proportional to population
size at each of the four sampling steps down to the individual (for details, see xxx; URL to be provided).'®

Participants responded to an hour-long computer-based interview. Most interviewers were
trained mid-aged social workers and researchers who remained with the project throughout the interview
period of one year. For the sake of privacy, interviews took place outside the homes of the respondents,
normally a private room in a hotel in big cities or a meeting facility in villages and smaller towns. Most
questions used in this paper were answered when the interviewer was in control of the computer, though
questions about sexual dysfunctions were answered while the respondent controlled the computer.

Respondent and the interviewer were of the same sex.



Measurement

Respondents were asked “For whatever reason, has your partner ever hit you (not including in a
joking or playful way)?” And, conversely, “... have you ever hit your partner?” More literally, the
question was whether your partner has “moved his hand to hit (da) you,” which could include slapping,
hitting, or beating. The possible response categories for both of the questions were, “yes, in last 12

99 ¢

months,” “yes, but more than 12 months ago,” and “never.” This paper combines the first two categories
to analyze any hitting during the lifetime of the current relationship. Among respondents answering that
they were ever hit by their partner, we also asked, “Did your partner ever hit you hard?” The question
added the detail that “hard hitting” included attacks resulting in bleeding, bruises, swelling, or severe pain
and injuries.

Respondents also answered questions about four sets of health outcomes: (a) happiness in the
past year on a four-point scale, ranging from “very happy,” to “very unhappy” — recoded with all happy
responses as 0 and all unhappy responses as 1, (b) health condition, ranging from “poor” to “very good”
on a 5-point scale — recoded with “very good” and “relatively good” as 0 and the other three (“fair”, “not
very good”, and “poor”) as 1, (¢) frequency of feeling depressed and/or bored during the last three months
—recoded with “often” and “sometimes” as 1 and “never” as 0, and (d) experience of one or more of six
possible problems during sex that lasted two months or more during the past year — for men and women,
these dysfunctions including lack of interest in sex, inability to achieve orgasm, inability to find pleasure
in sex, and performance anxiety in sex and additional erectile dysfunction and premature ejaculation for
men and inadequate lubrication and pain during sex for women.

Statistical Analysis

We apply weights that increase the proportion of people in their 20s, 50s, and 60s in the sample to

the same levels as in the national census. These weights also include population weights known from the

sample design. With these adjustments, the percentage distribution by demographic characteristics (age,

occupation, urban residence, education) closely parallel data in the national census. Using svy methods in



STATA 8.0, we adjust standard errors for sample stratification (sampling strata independently) and
clustering (sampling individuals within each of 48 primary sampling units)."”

We use commonly identified risk factors of intimate partner violence in logistic regression
analyses, including sexual jealousy between partners, relative income of partners, alcohol consumption,
and socioeconomic status of the partner.'* We also control for women’s age, geographic region, and
residential location. In the questionnaire, the question about jealousy was, “Have you ever felt insecure,
“green eyed” (chi tsu), or even jealous about your partner?” Conversely, the respondent reported whether
his/her partner had ever felt this way about him/her. We code the responses of often and occasionally as 1
and the responses of rarely and never as 0. In the analysis of health outcomes, besides severity of hitting,
we control for age, education, women’s menopause, household income, marital status, and other
variables.'® In existing research, partners often disagree on the level of hitting.'”** We include “male
respondent” as a partial control for this phenomenon, and we do separate runs by gender and with gender

interacted with each risk factor.

Results

Of 5,000 individuals initially sampled, 3,806 participants completed the interview and provided
valid data for analyses, giving a final response rate of 76.1%. Participant and data losses were of three
types: refusal to participate of some of the sampled persons (n=857, 17.1%), sampled person always
absent, of poor health, too old or young (n=308, 6.2%), and computer/data handling loss (n=29, 0.6%).
This paper uses reports from 1,665 women and 1,658 men who had a steady sexual partner at the time of
interview. These partners included spouse (95% in a first marriage, 3% in a second marriage) and
cohabiting or other type of partner (2%).

In descriptive statistics, about 20% of men and women report jealousy of their partner Table 1).
A woman'’s share of the combined income of herself and her partner is derived from estimates of the
income she and he would have earned during the ages 25-45, when hitting is most common (see table

notes for details). Since most Chinese women work, their income share is considerable—with about 60%



in the 31-45% range and smaller percentages above and below that range. Socioeconomic status indicates
the education and occupational status of the potential hitter — i.e., man when the target is a woman and
vice versa. Though the division into high, middle, and low are arbitrary, the results from this division are
consistent with other more refined analyses. The South and Southeast Coastal region — from Shanghai to
Guangzhou--includes provinces with a booming economy and multiple foreign influences. The North and
Northeast region includes both China’s heavy-industry rust belt in the Northeast and sites in and around
the capital of Beijing. The “inland” region includes central and western China. Urban sites are defined
here as locales with less than 15% of the labor force in farming, which produces urban percentages close
to the year 2000 Census for China.”’

In Table 1, the last three rows of the middle prevalence columns provide descriptive results for
hitting. Combining men’s and women’s reports in the final row, 34.0% (95% Confidence Interval
[CI]=28.1, 40.4) of women and 18.2% (CI=13.8,23.8) of men were ever hit during the relationship. The
two rows above show that in male-to-female hitting it was not the male perpetrator (37.4%; 95% CI=32.9,
42.4) but the female target (30.6%; 95% CI=22.6, 39.9) who underreported hitting (p<.05). In separate
tabulations, severe hitting was 12.4% (95% CI=9.6, 15.8) for women and 4.9% (95% CI=2.7, 11.5) for
men (see the not-for-publication, reviewer’s appendix)

Hitting varies by risk factor, particularly for women (Table 1). Sexual jealousy from either or
both partners correlates with both male-to-female and female-to-male hitting. For example, any hitting of
women increases from 28.7% (95% CI=22.5, 35.7) for no jealousy to 52.6 % (95% CI=40.6, 64.3) when
the partners are mutually jealous. The multivariate, adjusted odds ratios suggest that, even with other
background conditions included, the jealousy relationships are large across all types of jealousy.
Women’s income share is less clearly related, and in the adjusted odds ratios income share is non-
significant. Her partner’s low socio-economic status is related in both the bivariate and adjusted results,
however, causing hitting of women to rise from about one-fourth to almost one-half of all women. Both

men’s and women’s alcohol consumption is also a risk factor of hitting their partners, with male-to-



female hitting rising from one-third to almost one-half when he reports bouts of drunkenness. Similarly,
male-to-male hitting almost doubles from 16.6% to 31.2% when she reports any alcohol consumption.

Other risk factors include years at risk (indexed by “years with a partner,” with peak at 6 to15
years in a relationship) and interior region. Though in the adjusted results rural women are no different
from urban women once region is controlled, in the bivariate prevalence results rural women are more
often hit.

Much of the women’s hitting of men involves mutual hitting (Table 2, final row). Only 3.3%
(CI=2.2,4.8) of men were hit without having themselves hit their female partner. In total, 15.0%
(CI=11.0,20.1) of couples had mutual hitting, and another 19.0% (CI=16.0,22.3) of all couples had only
the man hitting the woman, without retaliation. For male-to-female and mutual hitting, the significant
risk factors largely parallel those in the previous table. For female-to-male hitting (last set of columns), in
addition to jealousy and region (North/Northeast had the most hitting), women with higher income shares
hit their partners less and women consuming alcohol hit more.

For both men and women, health outcomes are related to hitting in a dose response fashion (Table
3). For example, absent partner hitting, only 11.3% (95% CI=6.3, 19.5) of women and 10.4% (95%
CI=7.0, 15.2) of men were unhappy with their lives. However, with light hitting, percentages increased to
28.5% (95% CI=19.9. 39.0) and 12.4% (95% CI=4.6, 29.3). With severe hitting, these percentages
increase to 37.8% (95% CI=20.6, 58.8) and 34.8% (95% CI=19.2, 54.5). For women, being hit hard
increases the odds of suffering adverse health outcomes by a factor of 2 to 4, even net of other
background conditions. Similarly, except for sexual dysfunctions, being hit hard increases men’s chances
of experiencing adverse health outcomes at similar magnitudes.

As a check on the consequences of reporting biases, we redid the logistic analyses in tables 1 and
2 — adding interaction terms for male respondent for all risk factors. Some relationships changed in
significant ways (p<.05). For example, his jealousy of her was more strongly related to his hitting of her

(with or without her hitting back). Nevertheless, despite changes in the details, the broad pattern of



relationships remained similar. For example, the confidence intervals for the jealousy-hitting relationship
continued to overlap for all three types of jealousy.
Discussion

This study provides new evidence on the prevalence, risk factors, and sequelae of intimate partner
violence in China.
Prevalence

Using a population-based probability sample, this study gives the first national estimates of
partner hitting. Among adults 20-64 years of age, 34.0% (95% C1,=28.1, 40.4) of women and 18.2%
(95% CI=13.8, 23.8) of men report ever being hit by their current spouse/partner. Nationwide, ignoring
regional differences, reports of hitting are highest in the countryside — urban women (26.2%; 95%
CI=24.2, 28.4), rural women (37.1%; 95% CI=28.8, 46.2), urban men (16.6%; 95% CI=14.4, 19.0), rural
men (18.9%; 95% CI=12.9, 26.9). The figures for urban women are in the middle of the 20-30% range
from other studies of Chinese urban women.** '+

Compared with Chinese men, more women have experienced partner hitting, as seen in both
directional and severity of hitting reports. While 19.0% (95% CI=16.0, 22.3) of Chinese women were hit
without hitting back, only 3.3% (95% CI=2.2, 4.8) of men were hit without retaliation. Another 15.0%
(95% CI=11.0, 20.1) of couples report mutual hitting. The same female predominant pattern also holds
for severe hitting. While 12.5% (95% CI=9.6,15.8) of women, only 4.5% (95% CI=2.7,8.9) of men
report that they were hit sufficiently hard to cause cuts, bruises, or other injuries.

The prevalence of hitting in China is as great as, or greater than, in many other societies. The
median for 15 studies from other societies reporting hitting by the current partner is 26% while the
median for 44 studies reporting hitting by any partner (current and past) is a similar 25%." %
Combining these two types of statistics for 59 studies from 36 societies, gives a median prevalence of
26% for any hitting. A similar combination of data for 9 studies from 8 societies, gives a median
prevalence of 11% for severe hitting. In 57 studies for which age is reported, 37 are for women through

age 49. In China among women no more than 49 years of age, the prevalence for hitting are 36% (95%



CI=30, 42) for any hitting and 14% (95% CI=10, 17) for severe hitting. Compared with studies for other
societies, Chinese hitting of women by her intimate partner is at the 78" percentile for any hitting and at
the 66™ percentile for severe hitting.

The difference in women’s and men’s reports suggest possible under-reporting biases in studies

19, 20, 30 :
%7 possibly because

from developing societies. In U.S. studies, men report less hitting than women,
legal and social disapproval of male hitting of female partners causes underreporting by male offenders.
In China, in contrast, it is not the male offender but the female victim who underreports hitting. This
under-reporting is greatest when she is the victim and does not hit back -- with the prevalence being
22.6% (95% CI=19.7, 25.8) in the men’s reports and 15.4% (95% CI=9.7, 23.6) in the women’s reports.
Women'’s low report is consistent with the victim being more socially stigmatized than the offender — a
pattern that could result when social and legal disapproval of partner hitting has yet to be promoted in
society and when men and women continue to accept the premise that women should be hit when they do
anything wrong. This under-reporting by women could occur in other developing societies, where it is
commonly accepted by both men and women that women should be hit for transgressions (e.g., in raising
children or cooking food).”*' If women’s under-reporting is common, then, most studies in developing
countries — based on women respondents’ reports alone — understate the full extent of spousal hitting by
several percentage points.
Risk factors

This study has several unexceptional findings. The results replicate the common finding that
women are at risk when their male partner is of lower socioeconomic status and when either he or she
consumes alcohol.'”**** The absence of a relationship between women’s income share and her freedom
from hitting in China (when unmediated by social conditions that are difficult to measure) is also
common. ** The regional effects, with the interior more likely to have hitting than the south and southeast
coast is consistent with popular impressions in China.

What is exceptional in the findings is a set of strong links between jealousy and hitting that are

more complex than in the existing literature. One line of interpretation in the literature is that jealousy



and hitting are learned behaviors associated with men being acculturated from a young age to believe that
men should control women.” A second line of interpretation is that jealousy and the attempt to control
one’s partner is not merely learned but more deeply built into our instincts. Moreover, even while they
respond to slightly different cues, women can be just as jealous as men, leading to outbursts by both
genders — even if the male outburst is more physically damaging.*® In China, even in less severe hitting,
men are more likely to hit their partner — and particularly more likely to hit their partner without being hit
back (Table 2). Nevertheless, in total, the patterns for China are more consistent with the second line of
interpretation. Both men and women are jealous, and jealousy is linked to hitting for each of them (Table
1).

However, what is unanticipated in both lines of interpretation is that it is often not one’s own
jealousy that ignites one’s lashing out. Rather, it is often the partner’s jealousy (and, probably, nagging)
that causes either the man or the woman to strike his/her partner (table 2). For example, in unilateral
(unanswered) male-to-female hitting, the odds ratio between his own jealousy and hitting is only 1.48
(95% CI=0.66, 3.29) whereas the ratio between her jealousy and his hitting is 4.22 (95% CI=2.43, 7.32).
The differences between these two odds ratios are marginally significant at p=.09. Though statistically
non-significant, given the small cell sizes, unilateral female-to-male hitting has a similar pattern. Or, in
short, for neither men nor women is the simple story of jealousy and hitting being part of the same control
syndrome a sufficient story. Jealousy is centrally involved, but often as provoking hitting from the
partner who is accused of sexual infidelity rather than the reverse.

Sequelae

Consistent with previous research, the current study shows that intimate partner hitting has
serious short-term and long-term health consequences for the victim." > 7 Adverse health outcomes
increase with increasing severity of hitting. .

Limitations
Given the cross-sectional nature of the data, we can not be certain that jealousy, alcohol

consumption, and even occupation are not partially a result rather than cause of past hitting. Moreover,



compared to some surveys, our list of questions on the nature and correlates of hitting are impoverished —
including, for example, no measures of emotional and psychological abusive behaviors.** >
Conclusion

Intimate partner dynamics in China share much with the rest of the world, adding one more
populous society to the list of places where this public health issue needs to be addressed. As elsewhere,

partner hitting has negative health sequelae. Sexual jealousy joins the list of risk factors that exacerbate

partner hitting for both men and women.
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