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Victim Blaming and Policing Domestic Violence:
The Role of Attributions



Women victimized by domestic violence and those who advocate


for them have long recognized the problem of “blaming the victim”



in the criminal justice response to this crime. Given strong support



in U.S. society for tough sanctions against violent criminals and



the expectation that the police and all of the criminal justice



system will act to punish violent crime, it seems counter-intuitive



that in the enforcement of some crimes victims report experiencing



blame for their victimization throughout their exposure to the justice



justice system. This paper examines the literature regarding attributions



made by police actors in the process of responding to reports of



domestic violence. This review of the literature, along with the author’s



own observations of a police domestic violence unit, reveal a pattern



in attributions suggesting that attributions as to whether a victim



is “good” or “bad” are decisive in determining blame in these


incidents, possibly even more so than evidence of a crime. Further



research is needed to examine patterns in attributions based on 



the characteristics of all actors in such a situation. In addition, a



meta-analysis of the existing literature is suggested in order to 



integrate findings from the sociological and psychological literature.

Introduction

Domestic violence, defined here as acts of violence or intimidation against a current or former spouse or intimate partner, seems to present a particular problem in the area of policing. Since the reconstruction of domestic violence as a social problem during the Women’s Movement of the 1970’s, legislation has been introduced to address the previous failure of law enforcement agencies to respond to these crimes. This legislation seemed to produce additional problems for domestic violence advocates to tackle, such as an increase in arrests of women as well as men for these crimes, and reports from women of unfair treatment or ‘blaming the victim’ in their contacts with the justice system.

The purpose of this paper is to examine both whether victim blaming occurs in a particular stage of criminal justice response, and to offer an explanation for this occurrence. For the purposes of this work, victim blaming is described as any attribution of blame to the victim by criminal justice actors that appears to have a determinant effect on the outcome of a criminal justice response. The situation to be examined is the response of police units to a domestic violence complaint. This stage is of critical importance in that it is often the first contact situation the victim has with a representative of the criminal justice system. 

How important is the decision-making of any police officer in a given situation? A common perception may be that the role of the police agent is a simple one; he/she is to enforce the law and catch the “bad guy”. This perception assumes clear rules and a purely empirical approach by the officer in a given situation. However, the role of discretion is an extremely important one in policing (and throughout the justice system). Police have discretion in determining whether or not to invoke the law in a given situation, and in deciding how much law to invoke. Using LAPD procedure as an example, a responding officer has the choice between arrest (most extreme), crime report, or incident report (least extreme) in response to a situation. Located within these options are more subtle decisions regarding such things as who to interview, which evidence to consider, and whom to believe. It is hypothesized that attitudes commonly held by police lead to an attribution of “good” or “bad” victim by officers in these situations, and that this attribution is a guiding principle in decision-making in domestic violence cases.
Review of the Literature


Is victim blaming a problem in domestic violence policing, or is it possible, as some argue, that women are simply equally violent in these situations, leading to a reluctance of officers to invoke the law? In a study of victims who had contact with police (Stephens and Sinden, 2000), descriptions of police response described attitudes including disbelief, minimization of the situation, and a “we don’t care” response. The author’s own observations included numerous incidents where officers referred to victims as “good” or “bad” when offering their assessment of an incident, not unlike references to “real rape” and “real victim” (Du Mont, Miller, and Myhr, 2003) as often seen in literature regarding the policing of sexual assault cases. But in the case of domestic violence, does this practice have a differential impact on women? Feld and Straus (1989) found that in DV situations minor assaults by either partner increase the probability of future major assaults on the wife by the husband, but not vice versa. In 2003, 32.3% of female murder victims were killed by husbands or girlfriends, as opposed to 2.5% of male murder victims (FBI). Even if men are subject to the same attribution process when they are victimized, the risks in cases of ineffective policing are clearly greater for women.

Several studies indicate the importance of both situational and status characteristics in police response to domestic violence cases. In a study of response to black battered women as compared to other victims, Robinson and Chandek (2000) found that response to black women varied in respect to victim age, suspect age, presence of children and possibility of substance abuse. In this study, race appeared to intersect with other variables in guiding attributions of blame; in particular it was noted that presence of children and victim substance abuse (even when the suspect was under the influence) each decreased the likelihood of arrest. Another study found that while male victims were attributed more blame than females, use of alcohol by the victim resulted in greater attributions of blame (Stewart and Maddren, 1997). While these studies are limited in their scope, both seem to indicate the impact of gender, race, and other factors on attributions made by police in family violence situations. 

Other studies specifically address the role of gender in policing. In Visher’s study (1983) of female suspects, it was shown that women who deviate from traditional, stereotypic gender roles are more likely to be arrested, and that this factor weighed more heavily for females than males in arrest decisions. A study on decision-making in the probation process (Erez, 1989) also found significant differences by sex in the factors considered by probation officers. This study similarly revealed the importance for women in behaving according to gender role expectations, and it is possible that the same or similar standards are applied to women who are victims rather than suspects.
What is not clear is how much these findings are simply reflective of societal attitudes as opposed to possible differential beliefs held by police officers. A study of students (Riggs, 1997) indicated continuing social support for the gendered roles of mother as care-giver and father as breadwinner. In a study on attributions of blame to rape victims (Viki and Abrams, 2002) (also a student sample) it was found that benevolent sexism (sexist but subjectively positive towards women) was related to greater attributions of blame toward victims who violated traditional gender-role norms. Other studies of students (Cruz and DeLaMarter, 1988; Howard, 1981) found that female victims are attributed more blame than male victims in general. All of these studies, though limited by their narrow samples, indicate bias in attributions of blame according to gender.

But is this bias a determinant factor in policing situations? The evolution of domestic violence legislation in California seems to offer support for this hypothesis. Among the first domestic violence laws passed involved the “mandatory arrest” statute, mandating arrest in cases of injury and effectively eliminating officer discretion. This caused other problems (increase of dual arrests, arrest of victims for committing acts of self-defense) and eventually the “primary aggressor” and then “dominant aggressor” language was added to the language. Additional officer training was instituted with these statute changes; the purpose is to effectively limit and shape the role of discretion in the policing process by focusing the officers’ attention on finding out who the “dominant aggressor” in the relationship is.  Included in the law are specific topics for officers to address, topics that focus on the history of the relationship rather than characteristics of suspects and victims.

Other studies indicate that judgments of blame in policing may present a problem for women in family violence cases. Martin (2001) found a tendency for police to stereotype and to look not for truth but convictions in investigations. Erez (1989) suggested that a factor in probation officers gender-biased decision-making was systemic pressure from judges and prosecutors; these same pressures are likely to apply to police. Hillier and Foddy (1993) found that subjects with traditional attitudes regarding gender were more likely to attribute blame to victims, and police culture is often associated with traditional gender norms. Other studies (Buchbinder and Eisikovitz, 2004; Anderson and Umberson, 2001) have found that male suspects often present themselves as victims of a biased criminal justice system, a stance that may appeal to police officers who feel forced into policing ‘family business’ and have seen fellow officers lose their jobs for behavior that was previously ignored. (This may be due to cognitive dissonance and a sort of ‘backlash’ effect; with new DV legislation many departments also instituted rules mandating arrest and firing of officer for DV, including officers who helped to cover it up. Arresting fellow officers likely caused dissonance, leading to a recasting of the batterer in the role of victim.) A combination of gender bias and bias against policing ‘personal problems’ may combine in police culture to produce increased attributions of blame to women.
Studies suggest that effective police response to DV situations are significant in that may shape a woman’s willingness to cooperate with the justice system and to seek help in the future. Bui (2001) found that a failure of police to consider the offensive or defensive nature of acts of domestic violence decreased trust in the system, and these victims were less likely to pursue prosecution, essentially producing a self-fulfilling prophecy. These women are also less likely to contact police in future incidents of violence, a potentially life-threatening consequence. Finally, it has also been shown that attributions of blame in battering situations can be modified by offering information on environmental factors and promoting empathy for victims (Skiffington et al, 1984); in these situations attributions of blame were effectively directed away from dispositional causal factors and to environmental ones. This suggests that if there is a deficiency in police response to domestic violence cases that it can be resolved.
Analysis

Howard (1994) argues a social cognitive model that that suggests an interdependence between intra-individual cognition and the social structure, with cognitions shaping and reproducing the social structure while at the same time stressing that cognitions take place in a socially situated context. The hypothesis that policing of domestic violence primarily involves judgments of “good” versus “bad” victim, producing victim blaming, relies on such a model, stressing the analytic importance of both the structure of police culture and the decision-making of individuals.

Linton’s concepts of status and role can be used to understand the interaction between the individual actor (the police officer) and his/her reference group, the police and police culture. Cues as to how to act are taken from this group, and as described above, these cues include judgments regarding appropriate performance of gender roles. The police culture provides the structure of statuses (positions) and each individual officer plays out the role, or dynamics of the status. Additional cues included in this structure involve authority afforded to police officers in certain situations and pressures regarding the appropriate performance of their own duties. Police are afforded discretion to make certain decisions, and an important part of their status involves making decisions about arrest. However, the occurrence of a crime is not the only significant factor; this decision also involves whether a crime can be successfully prosecuted, and this element relates to characteristics of both suspects and victims. Additionally, stratification based on status characteristics is played out and reproduced in this system.

Status characteristics theory (Berger) is a derivation of expectation states theory and rests on the notion that varying attributes coincide with widely held beliefs attaching varying status values to certain conditions of the attribute. These beliefs are embedded in a culture (police culture in this instance) and these characteristics also include expectations for performance and competence. Such beliefs about diffuse characteristics (i.e. gender or race) are generalized into situations where they may not be relevant. In the hypothesis presented here, gender-role expectations become important in policing decisions, even more so than evidence of a crime. The nature of the justice system demands efficiency and therefore lends itself to stereotyping of this type, based on role schemas; police actors internalize beliefs regarding these characteristics, minimizing the cognitive effort demanded by any particular case and reducing decision-making to a narrower base of judgments.

Kelley (1973) further delineated how this process plays out in the form of attributions of blame due to dispositional (internal) or environmental (external) factors. In his conception three types of information guide such attributions- context, consensus, and time. In my own observations, these characteristics seemed to interact with diffuse status characteristics to achieve a determination of “good” vs. “bad” victim in each case. More research is needed to produce models of how each characteristic is weighted in decision-making, and how lack of information plays into this process. However, it is proposed that a judgment of “bad” victim (violates gender-role norms) produces a situation of high dispositional attribution of blame to many women, and less law is invoked in these cases. 
Conclusion


This review of the literature suggests a number of avenues for future study. Few studies specifically examine attributions made by police in first-response situations and/or how they may differ from attitudes found in the general public. Direct observation of these situations would provide a greater depth of knowledge. In addition, the attribution process according to varying characteristics of officer, victims and suspects needs to be more carefully examined for patterns of salience/prevalence in traits judged to impact attributions of blame. Finally, a meta-analysis of the available literature would be very useful in integrating the contributions from both psychology and sociology.
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