Applied Research Forum

National Online Resource Center on Violence Against Women

Measuring the Extent of Woman Abuse in Intimate Heterosexual
Relationships: A Critique of the Conflict Tactics Scales

Walter S. DeKeseredy and Martin D. Schwartz

“Large-scalesurvey datahave played an
important rolein sengitizing themedia, government
officias, and membersof thegenera publictothe
shocking extent of woman abuseinintimate,
heterosexual relationships. Today, many North
Americansview mae-to-femaeviolencein
marriage, dating, and cohabitation asamajor
socid problem (Kline, Campbell, Soler & Ghez,
1997). Infact, there have been callsfor theendto
statistical surveys. Some haveargued that the battle
for recognition hasbeenwon, whileothers
question whether quantitativetechniquescan ever
adequately capturethe complex experience of
being battered.

Much of thesupport for continued quantitative
research comesfrom those who contend that
accurate statisticsare essential to motivate govern-
ment agenciesto devote moreresourcesto the
development of prevention and control strategies.
Of course, statisticsare never sufficient to accom-
plishthisend. However, asfeminist scholarsBart,
Miller, Moran, and Stanko (1989) point out: “ The
principa questionsthat organizepolicy effortsare
ultimately quantitative-- how many arethere, who
arethey, where arethey, how bad are the conse-
guences, how muchwill it cost?” (p. 433). Those
who fund programstend to respond better to
empirical data. Dealing with these data, however,
hasled paliticians, journalistsand scholarstoa
seriesof questionsonwhoisat fault in battering, and
how much battering actualy takesplacein society.

Althoughtheacademicandfeminist literatureis
filled with debateson whether theseinstrumentsare
flawed, the best-known and most often used quanti-
tativetechnique designed to obtain estimates of the

extent of physical woman abuse hasbeenthe
Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS), and morerecently the
CTS2. Certainly qualitative methodol ogistsand
feminist researchershaveemployed awidevariety
of other techniquesand measures, but no other
measure has approached the widespread use of the
CTS. Themain objectivesof thisbrief document
areto: (1) critiquethesetwo measures, and (2)
provide suggestionsfor enhancing the quality of
survey dataonwoman abuseinintimate hetero-
sexud relationships, thefocus of the CTS measure-
ment.

TheCTS

The CTSwasdeveoped origindly inthe 1970s
by University of New Hampshire sociologist Murray
Strausto study violencewithinfamilies. By now the
origina or amodified CTSappearsat the core of
research reported in over 100 scientific journa
articlesand at least 10 North American books.
Althoughthe CTSmay invariousstudiesbegiven
only to men or only to women, themost widely cited
work involvesadministering the survey to both men
andwomeninintact heterosexual family units
(married or cohabitants). Theinstrument solicits
information from both men and women about the
“conflicttactics’ used by both men and women.

The CTSconsstsof eighteenitemsthat measure
threedifferent waysof handlinginterpersonal conflict
inintimaterelationships. reasoning, verba aggresson
(referred to by someresearchersaspsychological
abuse), and physica violence. Theseitemsare
ranked ona continuum fromleast to most severe,
withthefirst ten describing tacticsthat are not
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physicaly violent andthelast eight describing
violent acts. Thelast fiveitems, from “kicked, etc.”
to“used aknifeor agun,” make up the“ severe
violenceindex.”

Thetypeof “conflict tactic” usedto measure
violencethat occurred inthepast year (incidence) is
generally introduced to the respondent with the
following preamble. Notetheideologica and factual
assumptionsembedded inthisintroduction, such as
the notion that battery istheresult of an“argument.”

No matter how well a couple gets along,
there are times when they disagree, get annoyed
with the other person, or just have spats or
fights becausethey rein a bad mood or tired or
for some other reason. They also use many
different ways of trying to settle their differences.
I’m going to read some things that you and your
(spouse/partner) might do when you have an
argument. | would like you to tell me how many
times ... in the past 12 months [ Read item]
(Straus, 1990, p. 33).

Research has suggested that the CTS seemsto
beareliablemethod of diciting highly sensitivedata
ontheleast known sidesof intimate heterosexua
relationships. For example, in both Canadaand the
U.S,, city-wide, provincial/state, and national
representative sample surveysthat have used the
CTSshow that annually at least 11 percent of North
Americanwomeninmarita or cohabiting relation-
shipsarephysically abused by their male partners.
Many social scientistsconsider CTSdata" probably
the best availablewhen it comesto estimating the
incidenceand preval ence of woman abuseinthe
population at large” (Smith, 1987, p. 177). Y,
quitealarge number of researchershavecriticized
the CTSfor thefollowing reasons:

- The CTSrank ordersbehaviorsinalinear
fashion, from least seriousto most serious. In
doing o, itincorrectly assumesthat psychol ogi-
cal abuseandthefirst threeviolenceitems(e.g.,
daps) areautomaticdly lessinjuriousthanthe
itemsinthe severeviolenceindex. Many
strongly object to creatingwhat Liz Kelly

(1987) cdlsa“hierarchy of abuse based on
seriousness’ because emotiona abuseisoften
experienced asmore harmful than physical
violence (Chang, 1996; Kirkwood, 1993), and
aslap can often draw blood or break teeth.

- The CTSworksfrom anideological basethat
presumesthat violenceisfamily-based, rather
seeing theissue asone of maleviolencedirected
toward women.

- The CTSonly asksabout severa specific
types of abuse, but doesnot ask about many
others. Many researchersfear that respondents
will not report abusethat isnot asked about,
such asscratches, burns, and sexual assaullt.

- Themethodology of the CTSissimply to
count theraw number of violent actscommitted.
What it cannot tell usiswhy peopleusevio-
lence. Thus, CTSdataamost awaysreport
men and women asequally violent, and thereby
missthefact they useviolencefor different
reasons. \Women useviolencefor avariety of
reasons, but acommon oneisto defend them-
selves. Mentypically useviolenceto control
their femal e partners (DeK eseredy, Saunders,
Schwartz, & Alvi, 1997; Ellis& Stuckless,
1996).

- TheCTSonly situatesviolenceand verbal
aggress on/psychologicd abuseinthe context of
settling conflictsor disputes (noteagainthe
preambleabove). Indoingthis, itignoresa
large number of control-instigated assaultsthat
do not havetheir root in conflictsor disputes.
Evenworse, it may missattacksthat “come out
of theblue’ with no external reason or disputeto
mediate. Theseattacks, whether physical or
verbal violence, may beasor morehighly
injurious asthosethat stem from conflictsor
disputes. The CTS, although it may accurately
count numbersof blowsstruck, overlooksthe
broader social psychologica and socia forces
(e.g., patriarchy) that motivate men to abuse
their femalepartners.
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TheCTS2

Although many of thesecritiqueshave been
widely voiced for morethan adecade, few re-
searcherswho usethe CTS seem aware of them.
However, Straus, Hamby, Boney-McCoy, and
Sugarman (1995) recently developed the CTS2to
address some of thesecriticisms. To meet the
concernthat the CTS may not dlicit responsesona
variety of injuriousbehaviors, itincludesmore
physical and psychological abuseitems(e.g., “I
caled my partner fat or ugly”). Todea withthe
strong attack that the CTS does not measure sexual
violence, the CTS2 measures seven typesof sexua
assault. Finaly, toalow researcherstotell the
difference between eventsthat cause physica
injury and thosethat do not (e.g., dapsthat break
teeth, and thosethat might not cause physical
injury), the CTS2includessevera injury or
physical outcome measures, such as” | neededto
see adoctor because of afight withmy partner.” All
of theseare positiverevisionsthat speak  directly
tosomeof theearlier criticisms.

Still, the CTS2 doesnot resolveal of the
problemswiththe CTS. Themostimportant place
wherethe CTS2 doesnot improveonthe CTSis
that it continuesto only situateabuseinthe  con-
text of settling disputesor conflicts(the  pre-
ambleremainsthe same). Assuggested above, this
limitationin effect tellstherespondentto  exclude
reporting on abusethat iscontrol-instigated or which
doesnot arisefrom aknown cause. It also doesnot
allow theresearcher to separate out aggressive
abuse, whether physical or psychologica, from
those assaultsused in self-defense.

Context, Meanings and M otives M easures

Why do men and women use physical violence
inmarriage, dating, and other intimate, heterosexual
relationships? Assuggested above, the CTS does
not provide adequate answersto thisquestion.
Much worseisthat many peoplethink that the
answersthe CTSprovidesdoinfact deal withthis
guestion. Thedatathat arisefrom the use of the
CTSarecommonly, and problematically, used to

show that violencein relationshipsis*” sexualy
symmetrical” (Dobash, Dobash, Wilson, & Daly,
1992). Inother words, by ssimply counting the
number of blowsstruck, the dataappear to show
that women arejust as, if not more, violent than
men. Unfortunately, thiscrude methodol ogy can
hideasmuch or morethanit canilluminate
(Schwartz & DeK eseredy, 1993).

These problems can beavoided by including
guestionsabout motives, meanings, and contextsin
different sectionsof the CTSor CTS2. For ex-
ample, DeK eseredy and Kelly (1993) placed the
following three questionsafter both thefirst three
andthelast six violenceitemsinthe CTS, as part of
anational study to measurethe prevaence of
violencein Canadian university and collegedating:

On (the following) items, what percentage of
these times overall do you estimate that in doing
these actions you were primarily motivated by
acting in self-defense, that is protecting your self
fromimmediate physical harm?

On (the following) items, what percentage of
these times overall do you estimate that in doing
these actions you were trying to fight back in a
situation where you were not the first to use
these or similar tactics?

On (the following) items, what percentage of
these times overall do you estimate that you used
these actions on your dating partners before they
actually attacked you or threatened to attack
you?

Inanalyzing thedatagenerated by these
guestions, DeK eseredy et a. (1997) did not find
support for thesexual symmetry thesis. Rather, a
substantial number of women reported that their
violencewasin sdf-defense or “fighting back.”
Thesefindingsare consistent with Saunders’ (1986)
study of battered women. Thusfar, the sexual
symmetry thesishas only been supported by those
using crude measures, such asthe CTSwith no
further questioning.

Themost important point of this paper isthat the
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bulk of theresearchinthisfield hassimply counted
blows (who hit whom, and how often). The CTS2
speaksto one context issue (but only one) by asking
about injury. A light dap may bedifferent than one
that jarsloose severd teeth. A push out of theway
isdifferent than apush downaflight of Sairs.
However, thesurvey still doesnot easily differentiate
between avictim fighting back for her life, asurvivor
retdiating, and aningtigator of violencewithout
cause. All areconsidered violent. Eventhemore
recent strategy of asking who struck thefirst blow
(purportedly totell whoisthe aggressor andwhois
fighting in salf-defense) can behard to placein
context. When awoman has been beaten 30times
inthe past and knowsfrom her hushand’sbehavior
that abeatingis comingwithin minutes, and further
knowsthat if shestrikesfirst shewill end up being
hurt less, doesthat mean that theviolenceisthe
woman'sfault?

Thus, both versions of the CTS have serious
limitations. However, thisdoes not mean that
researchersshould not usethem, only that their
studieswill beflawedif they usethe CTSor CTS2
asthe solemeasure of abuse. What arerequired,
then, aremultiple measures of abuse.

The Need for Multiple M easur es of
Woman Abuse

Although theuse of multiplemeasuresisa
techniquelong recommended to enhancethe  rdli-
ability and validity inthemeasurement of socia
variables, mogt surveysof mae-to-femaeabuse
ignorethisrecommendationinfavor of thesmple
use of someversion or modification of theCTS.
Unfortunately, regardless of how many abuseitems
respondents can choosefromin either the CTSor
CTS2, thisunidimensiona method of generating data
doesnot provide respondents with sufficient oppor-
tunitiesto disclose abusive experiences. One method
of gaininginformationissmply toask for it.

DeK eseredy and Kelly (1993), intheir national
survey on Canadian post-secondary dating, first
asked:

Thinking about your entire university
and/college career, have you ever been
upset by dating partners and/or boy-
friends trying to get you to do what they
had seen in pornographic picture, mov-
ies, or books?

Thosewho answered “yes’ werethen asked to
respond to thefollowing supplementary question:

If you were upset, can you tell us what
happened? Please provide thisinforma
tion in the space below.

Thiscan bedonefor most questions. Leggett
and Schwartz (1996), for example, asked avariety
of questionsthat invited therespondent togointo
moredetail to explain her answer to multiple choice
questions, or e seto explainwhy shedid not fit into
any of their categories.

A different sort of multiplemeasureded swith
the problem that in going through such asurvey,
peoplemay not report incidentsfor several reasons,
such asembarrassment, fear of reprisal, shame, or a
reluctanceto recall traumatic memories. However,
severa studieshave shownthat if respondentsare
asked again | ater by aninterviewer or asked to
compl ete sl f-reported, supplementary open- and
closed-ended questions, somesilent or forgetful
participantswill reveal inthissecond round having
been victimized or abusive (DeK eseredy and
Schwartz, 1998; Junger, 1990; Kelly, 1988). For
example, Smith (1987) found that asubstantial
number of respondents changed their answerswhen
asked the questionsagainin different wordsby a
telephoneinterviewer. Belated responsesincreased
theoveral violence prevaencerate by approxi-
mately 10%. However, for the narrower set of
question about severe violence, the prevaencerate
increased by closeto 60%, from 7.1%to 11.3%. It
should also benoted that in additionto giving
respondents more opportunitiesto disclose events,
supplementary open-ended questions (wherethe
respondent isgiven the opportunity to useher own
words) build researcher-respondent rapport, allow
respondentsto qualify their responses, and over-

Measuring the Extent of Woman Abuse in Intimate Heterosexual Relationships:

A Critique of the Conflict Tactics Scales (February 1998)

VAWNnNet: The National Online Resource Center on Violence Against Women

Page 4 of 6
www.vawnet.org



VAWnet Applied Research Forum

comeor minimizethe hierarchical natureof tradi-
tional or mainstream survey research (Smith, 1994).

Conclusions

TheCTSand CTS2, like other measures of
woman abuse, have several strengthsand limita-
tions, and researchers have devoted substantial
energy to ether attacking or defending theempirical
value of thesetechniques. Based on our own
research experience and our review of the path-
breaking research done by Smith, we contend that
the CTSand CTS2 can contributeto the devel op-
ment of arich database on non-lethal formsof
male-to-femaleassault. However, survey research
that reliessolely uponthe CTSor only onone
aternativemeasuretellsjust apart of thestory.
Such an approach contributesto massive
underreporting and ignoresthe contexts, meanings,
and motivesof abuse.

Woman abuseisamultidimensiona, complex
problem. It warrantsthe use of multiple messures,
inaddition to measures asking about the specific
context, meanings, and motives of respondents.
Unfortunately, regardlessof themethodsused to
generatewoman abuse data, researcherswill aways
haveto facethefact that somerespondentssimply
exercisether right towithhold informationon
abusive experiences. If thereisachancethat
abuserswould overhear them or find out about
disclosure, silence might betheir best course of
action, although that doesn'’t (from theresearcher
point of view) makefor “good data.” Indeed,
perfect surveyson violence against women arenot
possible, but good ones can and should be done.
Theuseof the CTSor CTS2 and supplementary
open- and closed-ended questions can be auseful
part of thisprocess.
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In Brief: Measuring the Extent of Woman Abuse in Intimate
Heterosexual Relationships: A Critique of the Conflict Tactics Scales

The Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS) and Conflict Tactics Scale-2 (CTS2) are the most widely used and cited
quantitative measures of victimization in North American intimate heterosexual relationships. Despitethiswide
use, many researchers and practitioners contend that several major limitations with these measures hinder or
even preclude the devel opment of accurate data. Thisisnot to say that they should never be used. Rather, they
should be combined with other measures that provide information directly in their areas of weakness.

MAJOR PROBLEMS

Underreporting. All victim surveys suffer from an unknown amount of underreporting, but this has gener-
ally been assumed to be a particular problem with surveys of intimate violence, such as the CTS and the
CTS2. To minimize this problem, researchers need to use more than one simple measure of one type of
abuse. The CTSor CTS2 should only be used with supplementary short questions or requests for additional
explanations. Further, any survey will get more accurate data when attention is paid to a safe environment,
trained interviewers, etc.

Lack of Context and Motive Information. The CTS and CTS2 mainly provide simple counts of violent
events. Thismakesit easy to develop erroneous theoretical, empirical, and political interpretations of these
events. For example, by using only CTS information, many researchers and commentators have
contended that women are just as, if not more, violent than male partners. Clearly, the CTS shows that
women strike as many blows as men. However, context, meaning, and motive measures added to the CTS
clarify for usthat violenceis not sexually symmetrical. When asked, a substantial number of women state
that their violencewasin self-defense or “fighting back.” Further, most of theinjuriesinintimateviolenceis
to women. Thus, researchers should include questions about context, meaning and motives for the use of
violence with the CTS or CTS2.

Lack of “Non-Dispute” Information. The CTS only situates abuse in the context of spats, disputes or
“differences.” We know that much violence either stems from attempts by one partner to control the behav-
ior of the other, or else does not stem from any single identifiable cause (dispute, difference or spat).

Rank Ordering of Violence. Many abject to the “rank order” concept that some events (e.g., kicked) are
automatically worse than others (e.g., slapped). Although the CTS2 speaks to part of this problem by
including some measures of injury, many battered women claim that psychological and emotional terror is
worse than much of the physical violence in some relationships.

In sum, researchers should move beyond only using unidimensional measures of woman abuse, such
asthe CTS or CTS2. Male-to-female assault is a complex, multidimensional problem that warrants the devel -
opment and use of several well-crafted measures. Such an approach constitutes an important step toward
eliciting more reliable data on one of North America’ s most pressing social problems.
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