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What is Domestic Violence? 
 
 

Domestic violence is a learned pattern of 

behavior used by a person to gain power and 

control over their former or current intimate 

partner. 
 

 

Domestic violence is not an isolated event, but an 

ongoing pattern of behaviors that a batterer uses to 

gain and maintain power and control. The 

fundamental difference between domestic violence 

and other forms of violence is that it occurs within the 

context of an intimate relationship that is supposed to 

be loving and safe. Abusers are intentional with their 

actions; often they are able to hide their "true colors" 

until they succeed in making their victim fully 

invested in the relationship. Abusers are strategic – 

they know exactly how to best manipulate their 

partner into submissiveness. The batterer chooses 

his/her abusive behavior because it accomplishes that 

goal. Because the abuser at one time acted loving and 

sincere, a victim may have hope that the abuser will 

change and the relationship will once again be that 

way. On the contrary, incidents of abuse often 

become more frequent and severe over time. 
 

 

Domestic violence can happen to anyone regardless 

of race, ethnicity, gender, age, educational level, 

socioeconomic status and sexual orientation. 

Contrary to popular belief, domestic violence does 

not need to be physical to be abuse. Domestic 

violence can take many forms: 
 

 

Physical:  This includes (but is not limited to) 

slapping, hitting, punching, kicking, physical 

restraint, aggravated assault and forcing someone 

to take drugs.  
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Emotional:  This includes (but is not limited to) 

extreme displays of jealousy and/or possession, 

intimidation, blaming the victim for their problems, 

degrading and/or disrespectful behavior and 

comments, withholding communication, social 

isolation and threats of physical or sexual violence. 
 

 

Verbal:  This includes (but is not limited to) name-

calling, yelling, criticizing the victim’s appearance, 

actions and/or beliefs and humiliating the victim in 

public. 
 

 

Sexual:  This includes (but is not limited to) sexual 

activity following a physically abusive incident, 

threats of infidelity, coerced sex acts and forcible 

intercourse. 
 

 

Economic:  This includes (but is not limited to) refusing 

to share control of family finances, destroying, giving 

away or selling a victim’s property without her consent 

and using money as a tool to control the victim’s 

behavior or get what they want. 
 

 

      Domestic Violence Statistics – United States and 

      Wisconsin 

 More than 1 in 3 women (35.6%) and more than 

1 in 4 men (28.5%) in the United States have 

experienced rape, physical violence and/or 

stalking by an intimate partner in their lifetime1.  

 In 2001, about 85% of victimizations by 

intimate partners were against women and 15% 

of victimizations were against men. In other 

words, women are 5 to 8 times more likely than 

men to be victimized by an intimate partner2.  

 

                                                           
1 National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey, 2010. 
2 Bureau of Justice Statistics Crime Data Brief, Intimate Partner Violence, 1993-2001. February 2003. 
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Domestic Violence Statistics (continued from previous page) 

 714,000 (32.4%) of Wisconsin women and 492,000 (23%) of Wisconsin men have 

been physically abused, sexually assaulted or stalked by an intimate partner at some 

point in their lives3 

 In 2012, 28,729 domestic abuse incidents were reported to law enforcement and 

referred to Wisconsin district attorneys’ offices4  

 In an average year in Wisconsin: 

o Approximately 40,000 women, children and men receive services from local 

domestic violence programs 

o 6,500-7,000 individuals utilize emergency shelter services5 

o There is a domestic violence homicide about once per week6 

 

With these staggering statistics in mind, it may seem rational to think "Why doesn't she just 

leave?".  Listed below are some of the reasons victims choose to stay in or return to an 

abusive relationship.  In a CCR, understanding these barriers will assist you in crafting 

solutions that match victims’ lived reality. 

 

Commitment to the relationship:  The abuser is the person the victim loves or once loved 

and may be the parent of the victim’s children.  This makes leaving the abuser especially 

difficult when violent episodes are followed by periods of affection and positive attention. 

The victim may want to end the violence, but also preserve the family relationship. 

 

Diminished sense of self-confidence:  Ending an intimate relationship is almost always 

difficult, but even more so when the victim's self-confidence has been destroyed by abuse. 

The abuser may have convinced the victim that no one else will ever love them, and/or that 

they are not deserving of love and success. 

 

No place to go:  Domestic violence is the cause of half of the homelessness in America's 

women and children. Often, the confidential shelters are full and homeless shelters are not 

equipped to deal with the safety needs of domestic violence victims. 

 

 

 

                                                           
3 http://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/nisvs_report2010-a.pdf & US Census Data, 2010. 
4 Wisconsin Department of Justice, Domestic Abuse Incident Report 2012. 
5 WI Department of Children and Families. 
6 End Domestic Abuse Wisconsin Homicide Reports. 

http://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/nisvs_report2010-a.pdf
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Hope of change:  Many abusers feel remorseful after abusing the victim.  An abuser will 

promise never to hit the victim again, agree to seek counseling, acknowledge the 

wrongfulness of their violence or attempt to demonstrate their love for the victim in 

meaningful ways. Victims are hopeful that abusers will change. 

 

Isolation:  Many victims of domestic violence do not have support systems. Abusers have 

isolated them from family, friends and other supportive people in their lives. For example, 

abusers may prohibit victims from using the phone, humiliate them at family gatherings, 

insist on transporting them to and from work or censor their e-mail. Abusers are often 

highly possessive and excessively jealous. 

 
Societal denial and stigma:  Victims of domestic violence may fear that no one will believe 

that their partners abuse them. Abusers are often charming in public and keep their 

controlling behaviors behind closed doors. Victims of domestic violence also discover that 

many people and agencies in the community trivialize the impact of domestic violence or do 

not understand it at all. Victims may worry that they will be judged or blamed for the abuse 

by people that they turn to for help. 

 
Abuser’s threats:  Even when a victim decide to leave, the abuser may threaten to seek 

custody of their children, withhold financial support, interfere with the victim’s employment 

or housing, kill the victim and other family members, commit suicide or escalate the violence 

in an attempt to keep the victim in the relationship. 

 

Dangers in leaving:  Many victims believe that leaving is not going to make their life and 

their children's lives safer. Many victims of domestic violence are killed by their abusive 

partners after they have left them. Often, abusers escalate their violence in order to coerce 

the victim into reconciliation or to retaliate against the victim's departure. 

 

Economic dependency:  A predominant indicator of whether a victim of domestic violence 

will permanently separate from their abuser is whether they have the economic resources to 

survive without the abuser. 

 
Leaving is a process:  Most victims of domestic violence leave and return several times 

before permanently separating from the abuser. The first time a victim leaves may be a test 

to see whether the abuser will obtain help or stop their abuse. The victim may leave 

temporarily in order to gain more information about the resources available to victims 

before leaving the abuser permanently. 
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The Domestic Abuse Intervention Program (DAIP) in Duluth, MN, developed a “Power and 

Control Wheel” that describes some common abusive behaviors. The wheel is characterized 

by the pattern of actions that an individual uses to intentionally control or dominate his 

intimate partner.  The Power and Control Wheel can be found on the following page.  The 

rest of this section contains material excerpted directly from the DAIP website: 

http://www.theduluthmodel.org/training/wheels.html. 

 

The Power and Control Wheel represents the lived experience of women who live with men 

who abuse them. It does not attempt to give a broad understanding of all violence in the 

home or community but instead offers a more precise explanation of the tactics men use to 

abuse women.  We keep our focus on women’s experience because the abuse of women by 

men continues to be a significant social problem – men commit 86 to 97 percent of all 

criminal assaults and women are killed 3.5 times more often than men in domestic 

homicides1. 
 

 

When women use violence in an intimate relationship, the context of that violence tends to 

differ from that of men.  First, men’s use of violence against women is learned and reinforced 

through many social, cultural and institutional avenues, while women’s use of violence does 

not have the same kind of societal support. Secondly, many women who do use violence 

against their male partners are being abused themselves. Their violence is primarily used to 

respond to and resist the controlling violence being used against them.  On the societal level, 

women’s violence against men has a trivial effect on men compared to the devastating effect 

of men’s violence against women. 

 

By naming the power differences, we can more clearly provide advocacy and support for 

victims, accountability and opportunities for change for offenders and systems as well as 

societal changes that end violence against women. 
 
 

1 Supplementary Homicide Reports of the FBI's Uniform Crime Reporting Program in 2005, 1181 females and 

329 males were killed by their intimate partners.  

http://www.theduluthmodel.org/training/wheels.html
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